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Chapter one

Harem EGirls - The Complete Series


Chapter two






Chapter One


Ipull my beat-up sedan into the driveway of what looks like a pretty nice suburban house. The GPS on my phone beeps, letting me know I've reached my destination. Last delivery of the day, thank God. My back aches, my feet are killing me, and the idea that I used to push around executives in boardrooms instead of paper bags filled with food still stings like hell. But the rent doesn't pay itself, and my ex-wife's lawyer made sure of that.

Grabbing the paper bag from the passenger seat, I check the receipt one more time. Three fancy salads, a couple of protein smoothies, and some kind of vegan wrap that costs more than I make in an hour. Typical rich people food.

The house is surprisingly nice—two stories, well-kept lawn, fancy curtains in the windows. Not the usual college student hovel I'm used to delivering to. As I walk up the stone path to the door, I notice a small camera tucked discreetly in the corner of the porch. Security system, makes sense. Nice neighborhood, nice things to protect.

I ring the doorbell and wait, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. The food bag is getting heavier by the second. No answer. I check my watch. It's almost 9 PM, and I really want to get home and collapse on my couch with a beer.

I ring again, this time adding a gentle knock. Still nothing. I'm about to text the customer when I hear rapid footsteps from inside, like someone running down stairs.

"Just a second!" a female voice calls out, slightly breathless.

I hear what sounds like whispers, a muffled giggle, and then more footsteps before the door finally swings open. Standing there is a girl who looks like she just ran a marathon. Her face is flushed, chest rising and falling with quick breaths, and a thin sheen of sweat glistens on her forehead. She's maybe early twenties, with medium-length brown hair that's slightly disheveled, and the biggest, brightest brown eyes I've ever seen.

"Sorry about that," she says, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "I was... um... upstairs."

My eyes can't help but notice her outfit—tiny sleep shorts that show off long, toned legs and a thin tank top that clings to curves in all the right places. And on top of her head, oddly enough, are cat ear headphones. Not being worn, just sitting there like a crown.

"No problem," I say, finding my voice. "I've got your order right here."

She smiles, and something in my chest tightens. It's been a while since a beautiful woman smiled at me like that—like I'm actually visible.

"You're a lifesaver," she says. "We've been filming all day and completely forgot about dinner."

Filming? I glance past her into the house and notice what looks like professional lighting equipment in the living room.

"You're... making a movie?" I ask, handing over the bag.

She laughs, and it's a surprisingly melodic sound. "Something like that. I'm Maya, by the way."

"Johnny," I reply, noticing how she takes the bag with slender fingers tipped with pastel pink nails. Our hands brush, and I feel a jolt of electricity that seems to run straight down my spine.

"Nice to meet you, Johnny." The way she says my name makes it sound different somehow. Better. "How long have you been delivering food?"

It's an unusual question. Most customers grab their food and shut the door before I can even say goodbye.

"About six months," I answer honestly. "Used to work in corporate finance until... well, until I didn't."

Maya tilts her head, those brown eyes studying me with unexpected interest. "Corporate to food delivery? That's quite the career change."

"That's one way to put it. Another would be 'spectacular life implosion.'" I don't know why I'm telling her this. Maybe it's the end of a long day, or maybe it's the way she's looking at me—like she's actually listening.

She leans against the doorframe, seemingly forgetting about the food in her hands. "Those are sometimes the best kind. Implosions make room for something new."

"That's a positive spin. I'll have to remember that the next time I'm eating ramen for the fifth night in a row."

Maya laughs again, and I notice a small dimple in her left cheek. "Well, Johnny the delivery guy, maybe your luck is about to change."

There's something in her voice, a hint of suggestion that makes my body respond in ways I haven't felt in months. She shifts her weight, and I notice the curve of her hip, the soft swell of her breasts under the thin fabric of her top.

"This is your last delivery of the night?" she asks, glancing at her phone screen briefly.

"Yeah, finally done. Unless you need something else delivered?" The words come out more flirtatious than I intended.

Maya's smile widens. "Actually, I should give you a tip. Let me find my purse... it's somewhere around here."

She turns slightly, looking back into the house, and I catch sight of her profile. The curve of her back leading to her perfectly rounded ass in those shorts makes my mouth go dry. I've delivered to countless houses over the past months, but never has a simple food drop-off felt so charged with... something.

"No rush," I say, though part of me wants to rush home and process whatever is happening here.

Maya turns back to me, her expression brightening. "Why don't you come inside for a minute while I look? It's the least I can do for making you wait so long at the door."

The invitation surprises me. Standard delivery protocol says I should stay on the porch, but there's nothing standard about this delivery anymore.

"Sure," I hear myself say, stepping across the threshold into a house I never expected to enter, following a woman I can't seem to take my eyes off.

Little did I know my last delivery of the day was about to become something much more interesting than dropping off overpriced salads.

I step into the house, immediately hit by the faint scent of vanilla and something else I can't quite place—maybe expensive perfume or scented candles. The entryway opens to a living room that's surprisingly tidy but clearly lived-in. There's a large couch facing what looks like a professional camera setup on a tripod, and several ring lights are positioned around the room. Looks like some kind of home studio. I spot a couple of laptops on a desk in the corner, next to a chair that has a pink gaming headset hanging off it.

"Come on in," Maya says, setting the food bag on a coffee table. "My purse is upstairs, I think. Make yourself comfortable for a sec."

As she moves around the room, I can't help but follow her with my eyes. The tank top she's wearing rides up slightly as she reaches to adjust something on one of the laptops, revealing a strip of smooth, olive skin at her waist. Those shorts are practically painted on, hugging the curve of her ass in a way that makes my throat go dry.

"Nice setup you've got here," I say, trying to sound casual. "What kind of filming do you do?"

Maya turns to me with a smile that seems both innocent and knowing at the same time. "We're streamers. Gaming, lifestyle content, that kind of thing." She gestures vaguely at the equipment. "The three of us live here together—it's cheaper to share the gear and the rent."

"Three of you?" I look around, half expecting to see other people.

"Mmhmm. The others are upstairs right now, probably editing or something." She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, and I notice a slight flush return to her cheeks. "I'll just run up and grab my wallet. Won't be a minute."

She starts toward the stairs, those long legs carrying her with a grace that's mesmerizing to watch. Suddenly, I realize I've been holding my bladder for the last hour of deliveries, and the pressure is becoming impossible to ignore.

"Actually," I say, "would it be cool if I used your bathroom real quick?"

Maya pauses at the foot of the stairs. "Oh, of course. It's down the hall, second door on the left." She points toward a hallway that branches off from the living room. Then she adds something else, her voice dropping so low and quick that I can't make it out over the hum of what must be a high-end PC running in the corner.

"Sorry, what was that?" I ask.

"Nothing!" she replies, a bit too quickly. "Just, um, make yourself at home. I'll be right back."

With that, she hurries up the stairs, her feet making soft thuds on the carpeted steps. I watch her go, enjoying the view for perhaps a second longer than I should, then head down the hallway she indicated.

The hall is lined with framed posters—mostly anime characters I vaguely recognize and some gaming references. There's also what looks like a whiteboard calendar with different colored markers indicating streaming schedules. Names like "MayaCatGirl," "LexiePrincess," and "RowanRolls" are written in neat handwriting next to time slots. I'm starting to get a clearer picture of what kind of "content" they're creating here.

Second door on the left. I find it easily enough and push it open. It's dark inside, so I fumble for the light switch. When I flip it on, there's a short electronic beep from somewhere in the room. I glance around, momentarily confused. Is there some kind of alarm system in the bathroom? But nothing else happens, so I shrug it off. Probably just the fan turning on automatically with the light.

The bathroom is surprisingly luxurious for a rental—marble countertops, a large walk-in shower with glass doors, and fancy hand towels folded neatly on a rack. Everything is impeccably clean and organized, with an array of expensive-looking skincare products lined up on the counter. The towels are plush, the soap is some fancy brand I've never heard of, and there's even a small potted plant sitting on the back of the toilet.

These girls must be doing well with their streaming gig. A hell of a lot better than I'm doing delivering food, that's for sure.

I take care of business, trying not to think about Maya upstairs—about her full lips and the way her tank top hugged her large breasts, or how those brown eyes seemed to look right through me. It's been months since my ex-wife left, and even longer since I felt that spark of attraction with someone new. The divorce took more than my house and half my non-existent savings; it took my confidence too.

As I wash my hands, I catch my reflection in the mirror. I don't look as tired as I feel, which is something. At 35, I've managed to keep in decent shape despite the downward spiral of my career. My shoulders are still broad, my jawline still defined. The delivery job involves enough heavy lifting and running around that I've actually gotten more toned in the last few months, ironically enough.

I dry my hands on one of those fancy towels, breathing in the lingering scent of Maya's perfume that seems to permeate the entire house. Something about this place feels surreal—like I've accidentally stumbled into a world I'm not supposed to see. Egirls, gaming streamers, whatever they call themselves—it's a universe away from the corporate boardrooms I used to inhabit.

For a brief moment, I wonder what it would be like to be part of Maya's world instead of just passing through it as the delivery guy. The thought is as exhilarating as it is ridiculous. Women like her don't usually go for guys like me, especially not in my current situation.

I adjust my shirt, run a hand through my hair, and prepare to head back out to the living room, where Maya is probably waiting with a couple of bucks as a tip. Then I'll go back to my empty apartment, maybe heat up some leftover pizza, and try not to think about the girl with the cat ear headphones and bedroom eyes.

Just as I reach for the doorknob, I hear what sounds like hurried footsteps and urgent whispers outside the door. Something's going on out there, and whatever it is, it doesn't sound casual. I pause, hand on the knob, wondering what I'm about to walk into.

I turn the knob and pull open the bathroom door, only to be confronted by three pairs of wide eyes staring at me like I've grown a second head. Maya is standing front and center, her mouth slightly open, flanked by two equally stunning women who look just as shocked. All three of them seem frozen in place, like they were caught doing something they shouldn't. The silence is thick enough to cut with a knife until one of them—a petite blonde—whispers something that sounds suspiciously like "holy shit."

"Uh... everything okay out here?" I ask, my eyes darting between the three of them.

Maya is still in her tiny shorts and tank top, but she's now clutching what must be her purse in a white-knuckled grip. To her right stands a blonde girl with a pixie cut, wearing an oversized t-shirt that barely covers the tops of her thighs, showing off long, toned legs. To Maya's left is a curvy redhead with full lips painted bright red, dressed in a silk robe that's tied loosely enough to reveal an impressive amount of cleavage.

"Everything's fine!" Maya says, her voice an octave higher than it was earlier. "We were just... I was just coming to find you."

"All three of you?" I raise an eyebrow, glancing between them.

The redhead recovers first, a slow smile spreading across her face. "I'm Rowan," she says, extending a hand. Her nails are even longer than Maya's, painted a deep crimson that matches her lips. "And this is Lexi." She gestures to the blonde, who gives a small wave, still looking like she's seen a ghost.

I shake Rowan's hand, noticing how she holds on a beat too long. "Johnny. Though I guess Maya already told you that?"

"Oh, she told us a lot of things," Lexi says with a giggle that earns her a sharp elbow from Maya.

Something is definitely off here. The three of them are acting like they've been caught with their hands in the cookie jar, exchanging glances loaded with meanings I can't decipher. I look past them into the hallway and notice for the first time a small red light blinking on what appears to be another camera mounted high in the corner. It's pointed directly at the bathroom door.

Suddenly, the beep I heard when I turned on the light makes a lot more sense.

"Wait a second," I say slowly, the pieces clicking into place. "Is there a camera in the bathroom?"

Maya's eyes go wide. "No! God no, nothing like that. It's just..." She trails off, looking to her friends for help.

"It's the light switch," Rowan jumps in smoothly. "It's connected to our stream alert system. When the bathroom light goes on, it sends us a notification so we know when it's occupied. Three girls, one bathroom—you know how it is."

It sounds plausible, but there's something in their expressions that tells me there's more to the story. Lexi is biting her lower lip, clearly trying not to laugh, while Maya looks like she wants the floor to open up and swallow her whole.

"Right," I say, not entirely convinced. "And you all rushed down here because...?"

"Because I was bringing your tip," Maya says quickly, fishing some bills from her purse. "And they were curious about the delivery guy who I said was, um, really nice."

"Super nice," Lexi adds with another giggle.

"The nicest," Rowan agrees, her eyes traveling down my body in a way that makes my skin heat up.

I accept the money from Maya, our fingers brushing again. This time, I swear I feel her tremble slightly at the contact. "Thanks. That's very generous."

"You earned it," she says softly, her brown eyes meeting mine.

An awkward silence falls over us, all four standing in the cramped hallway. I should leave—my shift is over, I've got the tip, there's no reason to stay—but something keeps my feet rooted to the spot. Maybe it's the way Maya is looking at me, or the curious energy vibrating between the three women, or just the fact that this is the most interesting thing that's happened to me in months.

"So," I say finally, "you three are streamers. What kind of content do you make exactly?"

The question hangs in the air. Rowan smirks, Lexi stifles another laugh, and Maya's cheeks flush an even deeper shade of pink.

"Gaming mostly," Maya answers. "And, um, lifestyle content."

"Lifestyle content," I repeat, looking pointedly at the camera in the corner.

"We have a pretty dedicated fanbase," Rowan adds, adjusting her robe in a way that reveals even more of her impressive cleavage. "They like to watch us... play."

The implication in her tone is impossible to miss. These aren't just gamers; they're cam girls. And based on the setup I saw in the living room and the camera in the hallway, they broadcast from all over the house.

Which means when I was in the bathroom...

"Did you just..." I start, then stop, not quite sure how to phrase it.

"Stream you in our bathroom? No," Maya says firmly. "Like Rowan said, the light just triggered an alert."

"But," Lexi chimes in with a mischievous grin, "our viewers did get quite excited when Maya mentioned a hot delivery guy was in the house."

Maya shoots her a death glare. "Lexi!"

"What? He is hot." Lexi shrugs unapologetically.

I can't help but laugh. The absurdity of the situation is starting to sink in. "So your viewers know I'm here, but they didn't see me in the bathroom. Got it."

"Exactly," Maya says, relief flooding her features. "We respect privacy."

"Usually," Rowan adds with a wink.

Maya steps closer to me, lowering her voice. "I'm really sorry about all this. It's not normally so... chaotic around here."

I find myself wanting to reassure her. "Don't worry about it. Definitely makes for a more interesting end to my shift than usual."

Her smile returns, genuine and warm. "Maybe you could deliver to us again sometime. We order out a lot."

"I'd like that," I say, surprised by how much I mean it.

Lexi claps her hands together. "Oh! We should order from him…tomorrow!"

Maya and Rowan exchange a look I can't quite interpret before Maya turns back to me. "That's actually not a bad idea. Here, let me put my number in your phone. For... delivery purposes."

I hand over my phone without hesitation, watching as she types in her information. When she passes it back, I see she's saved herself as "Maya 🐱" with a winking emoji after her name.

"Text me next time you're on shift," she says. "We'll place an order."

"Will do," I reply, pocketing my phone. "Though fair warning—I usually don't get this kind of welcome at most deliveries."

"We're not most people," Rowan says, her hand resting on Maya's shoulder.

"Definitely not," I agree.

As I finally make my way toward the front door, the three of them following behind me like a colorful parade, I can't help but wonder what I've just stumbled into. Whatever these girls are up to in this house, whatever "content" they're creating, I have a feeling my life is about to get a lot more interesting than dropping off food and going home to an empty apartment.

And for the first time since my life imploded, I'm actually looking forward to tomorrow.


Chapter three






Chapter Two


Ipull into the cracked driveway of my rental house, my mind still swimming with images of Maya's curves in those tiny shorts and the way her brown eyes locked onto mine. My body feels electrified, like I've been jump-started after months of operating on low power. The memory of her fingers brushing against mine when she handed back my phone makes my skin tingle all over again. It's been so long since a woman—let alone three gorgeous women—looked at me with anything resembling interest that I'm not entirely sure I didn't hallucinate the whole encounter.

The engine of my beat-up Toyota sputters as I turn it off, the poor thing practically begging for retirement. I sit for a moment, staring at the contact in my phone: "Maya 🐱" with that little winking emoji. My thumb hovers over it, tempted to text her right now, but what would I even say? "Thanks for not streaming me taking a piss in your bathroom"?

As I pocket my phone and climb out of the car, I spot Pat sitting on the front steps of the main house, her small frame bundled up in one of her hand-knitted sweaters despite the mild evening temperature. Great. My seventy-year-old landlord is lying in wait for me. Don't get me wrong, Pat's a sweetheart, but she has an uncanny ability to sense exactly when I'm most tired and intercept me before I can collapse onto my couch.

"Johnny!" she calls out, waving enthusiastically. "You're home late today."

"Hey, Pat," I respond, trudging up the walkway toward her. "Yeah, had a long shift. Lots of deliveries."

Pat stands, all five feet of her, and I notice the glint of metal hanging from her pocket—one of her collectible spoons fashioned into a keychain. Her salt-and-pepper hair is tucked into a neat bun, and her eyes twinkle with that grandmotherly mischief I've come to know well over the past few months.

"I need your help putting up a shelf," she announces without preamble, as if she's informing me the sky is blue. "I've got a lasagna in the oven as payment."

I sigh dramatically, but we both know it's for show. Pat's lasagna is legendary in this neighborhood—layers of pasta, sauce, and cheese that somehow taste better than anything I've ever had at an Italian restaurant. And after months of ramen and leftover pizza, a home-cooked meal sounds like heaven.

"Lead the way," I say, following her into the main house.

Pat's home is like stepping into a different era. The walls are covered in floral wallpaper that probably hasn't been changed since the 70s, and every available surface houses some part of her extensive spoon collection. Decorative spoons from cities across America, commemorative spoons from royal weddings, spoons with painted handles and twisted stems—all displayed in special wall-mounted cases or arranged artfully on shelves.

"How was work today?" she asks as we make our way toward the kitchen. "Any interesting customers?"

The image of Maya leaning against her doorframe in those tiny shorts flashes in my mind again, making my cock stir. "You could say that."

The rich aroma of tomato sauce, garlic, and melting cheese hits me like a wave as we enter the kitchen. My stomach growls loudly in response, and Pat chuckles.

"Someone's hungry," she says, patting my arm. "Don't worry, it'll be ready in about twenty minutes. Plenty of time for you to put up my new shelf."

The kitchen table is covered with an array of tools—a cordless drill, various screwdrivers, a level, a measuring tape, and a handful of anchors and screws scattered across the worn wooden surface. Next to this DIY arsenal sits the shelf in question, a simple white affair that looks like it came from a big box store.

"Where do you want it?" I ask, already rolling up my sleeves.

Pat points to an empty section of wall between her spice rack and a framed collection of—you guessed it—miniature spoons. "Right there. I need more room for my seasonings. A woman my age needs plenty of flavors to keep life interesting."

I glance at the bubbling lasagna visible through the oven window, the cheese on top turning a perfect golden brown. My mouth waters at the sight.

"That looks amazing, Pat."

"My mother's recipe," she says with obvious pride, opening the oven door to check on her masterpiece. The heat rolls out in a wave, carrying with it intensified aromas of basil, oregano, and something rich and meaty that makes my stomach clench with hunger. The sauce bubbles up along the edges of the glass baking dish, and strings of mozzarella stretch and melt across the top layer.

"Perfect timing," Pat declares, closing the oven. "It'll be ready just when you finish with the shelf."

I pick up the drill and start measuring the wall space, but my mind keeps drifting back to the streamer house. To Maya's soft voice and bright eyes. To Rowan's curves barely contained by that silk robe. To Lexi's infectious giggle. What are they doing right now? Streaming to their audience? Talking about the delivery guy who lingered too long?

"You seem distracted," Pat observes, leaning against the counter with her arms crossed. "Something on your mind?"

"Just tired," I lie, marking the wall where the brackets need to go.

"Mmm-hmm," she hums, clearly not buying it. "Your face is flushed, and you keep smiling to yourself. I may be old, Johnny, but I'm not blind."

I chuckle, caught. In the three months I've been renting the converted garage apartment behind Pat's house, she's proven to be remarkably perceptive. After my divorce, when my ex-wife took practically everything and my corporate job disappeared in a "restructuring," Pat was the only landlord who'd take a chance on me with my wrecked credit score. The rent is cheap, and in exchange, I help with odd jobs around her property. It's not where I expected to be at thirty-five, but it could be worse.

"Just had an interesting delivery, that's all," I admit, drilling into the drywall. "Nothing important."

"Must have been quite the delivery to put that look on your face," Pat says with a knowing smile. "You haven't looked this alive since you moved in."

She's right. Something about Maya and her friends woke up a part of me I thought had died with my marriage—the part that sees possibility instead of just getting through another day. I drill the second hole with more force than necessary, sending a small shower of drywall dust onto the linoleum below.

For the first time in months, I'm actually looking forward to tomorrow. And the weight of Maya's number in my phone feels like a promise of something I'd almost forgotten existed.

The drill whirs loudly as I press it against the marked spot on Pat's kitchen wall. Sweat beads on my forehead as I apply pressure, feeling the bit bite into the drywall. A small cloud of white dust puffs out around the hole, and I can feel the vibration running up my arm. After the first bracket is secure, I step back to make sure it's level before continuing. Pat watches me work with the intensity of a quality control inspector, her arms crossed over her chest.

"A little higher on the right side," she instructs, squinting through her reading glasses.

I adjust the bracket slightly, my biceps straining as I hold it in place while reaching for another screw. The smell of the lasagna is getting stronger by the minute, making my stomach growl in anticipation.

"So," Pat says casually, but I can hear the probing tone underneath, "any interesting deliveries today?"

I pause, the drill hovering over the second screw. Pat has a sixth sense for when something's going on in my life. Maybe it's from raising three kids and having six grandchildren, or maybe she's secretly psychic. Either way, there's no point trying to hide anything from her.

"Actually, yeah," I admit, resuming my drilling. "Had a weird one right at the end of my shift."

"Weird good or weird bad?" Pat asks, moving to check on her lasagna. She opens the oven door just a crack, and another wave of heavenly aroma fills the kitchen.

"Weird... interesting," I say, securing the second bracket to the wall. "Delivered to these three girls who live together. Turns out they're streamers."

Pat looks at me blankly. "Streamers? Like those paper things for parties?"

I can't help but laugh. "No, like online content creators. They broadcast themselves playing video games and... other stuff."

"Other stuff," Pat repeats with a raised eyebrow. "I may be seventy, Johnny, but I'm not naive. You're talking about those girls who wear skimpy outfits and get men to pay them money online."

My face heats up, and it's not from the physical exertion of holding the shelf against the wall. "Yeah, something like that."

"And?" Pat prods, clearly sensing there's more to the story.

I tell her about walking into the house, about the camera equipment, about the bathroom light that triggered some kind of alert system. As I talk, I carefully position the shelf onto the brackets, making sure it's secure.

"And then all three of them were just standing there when I opened the door, looking at me like I'd caught them doing something they shouldn't," I explain, tightening the screws that hold the shelf in place.

"Were they sexy?" Pat asks directly.

"Jesus, Pat," I mumble, but I can't help the grin that spreads across my face. "Yeah, they were gorgeous."

"Tell me about them," she insists, pulling a bottle of red wine from a cabinet and uncorking it.

I adjust the level one more time, ensuring the shelf is perfectly straight before stepping back to admire my work. Then I lean against the counter and describe Maya, Rowan, and Lexi to Pat in probably more detail than I should. I find myself lingering on Maya—her brown eyes, her olive skin, the way those cat ear headphones sat on her head like a crown.

"She put her number in my phone," I admit, feeling like a teenager again. "Said I should text her next time I'm on shift so they can place an order."

"And have you texted her yet?" Pat pours two glasses of wine, handing one to me.

I take a sip, the rich flavor complementing the scent of the lasagna. "No. I mean, it just happened. Besides, what would I even say?"

Pat rolls her eyes. "How about 'hello'? That's generally how conversations start."

"It's not that simple," I protest, running a hand through my hair. "These girls are young, beautiful, making good money. And I'm a divorced delivery guy living in a converted garage. Not exactly a catch these days."

"Nonsense," Pat says firmly. "You're a handsome, hardworking man who's had a run of bad luck. Besides, this girl—Maya, right?—she gave you her number. She's obviously interested."

I wipe sweat from my brow, partly from the physical effort of installing the shelf and partly from the memory of Maya's smile. "Maybe she just wants a reliable delivery person."

"And maybe I'm secretly Sophia Loren," Pat retorts, checking her timer. "Trust me, women don't give out their numbers to delivery people just for faster service."

She puts on oven mitts and bends to retrieve the lasagna. When she pulls it out, the cheese is stretching in golden strands between the pan and the oven door. The bubbling dish is a masterpiece—layers of pasta, rich meat sauce, and at least three kinds of cheese melted to perfection. Pat sets it on a trivet on the counter, and I swear I could stare at it like a work of art.

"Go for it," she says decisively, gesturing for me to sit at her small kitchen table. "You're only young once. Don't ignore any opportunities."

I settle into one of her wooden chairs, my large frame making it seem like doll furniture. The table is already set with plates, cutlery, and cloth napkins—Pat never does anything halfway.

"I'm thirty-five, Pat. Not exactly young anymore."

She snorts as she cuts into the lasagna, steam rising in fragrant clouds. "From where I'm sitting, thirty-five might as well be twenty. You have your whole life ahead of you."

She serves me a hefty portion, the layers of pasta, meat, and cheese perfectly distinct yet melded together in a saucy harmony. I take my first bite and can't help the groan of pleasure that escapes me. The flavors explode on my tongue—tangy tomato, rich beef, creamy cheese, and a blend of herbs that could make a grown man weep.

"This is incredible," I say between bites. "Seriously, you could open a restaurant."

"My Alfredo used to say the same thing," Pat says with a wistful smile, referring to her late husband. "He always wanted me to open a little Italian place."

"Why didn't you?" I ask, already halfway through my portion.

Pat shrugs. "Life. Kids. Fear, probably. Now I just cook for friends and family." She takes a sip of her wine. "Speaking of which, you should invite this Maya girl over for dinner sometime. I'd love to meet her."

I nearly choke on my lasagna. "Pat, I haven't even texted her yet, and you're already planning dinner parties?"

"What can I say? I like to be prepared." She refills my wine glass with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. "Besides, from the way you describe her, she sounds special."

I consider this as I savor another bite. Is Maya special? I barely know her. But there was something in those brown eyes, something in the way she looked at me, that felt different from any interaction I've had since my divorce.

"Maybe I will text her," I say finally. "Just to say hello."

"That's the spirit," Pat says, raising her glass in a toast. "To new beginnings."

I clink my glass against hers, the wine rich and velvety on my tongue. "To new beginnings," I echo.

As we finish our meal, talking about neighborhood gossip and Pat's latest spoon acquisition, my mind keeps drifting back to Maya. To her smile, her voice, the way she tucked that strand of hair behind her ear. My phone feels heavy in my pocket, her number waiting like a promise.


Chapter four






Chapter Three


Maya's number glows on the screen, taunting me. It's been so long since I've texted a woman—let alone one who looks like her—that my fingers feel stiff and clumsy hovering over the keyboard. The dashboard clock reads 8:47 PM. My shift technically ends in thirteen minutes, but who's counting?

I drum my fingers against the steering wheel, my heart doing this stupid little dance in my chest. What if she gave me a fake number? What if this is all some elaborate prank? Three gorgeous streamers interested in the delivery guy sounds like the setup to a bad porn scenario, not my actual life.

"Just do it, you idiot," I mutter to myself, finally typing out a message.

Me: Hey, it's Johnny, the delivery guy from earlier. I'm almost done with my shift if you're still interested in placing an order.

I hit send before I can overthink it, then immediately throw my phone onto the passenger seat like it's burned me. Jesus Christ, I sound desperate. Like I've been thinking about her all day. Which, okay, I have been, but she doesn't need to know that.

My phone chimes almost instantly, and I lunge for it so quickly I bang my elbow against the gearshift.

Maya 🐱: Omg hi!! Perfect timing! We're starving over here. Placing an order now. Same place as last time? 😉

The winky face emoji makes my cock stir. Is she flirting or is that just how people text now? I've been out of the game too long to know the difference.

Me: Yep, I'm parked outside. I'll grab it as soon as it comes in.

Maya 🐱: Awesome! Can't wait to see you again 😊

Can't wait to see me again. I read the message three times, a stupid grin spreading across my face. My reflection in the rearview mirror looks ridiculous—a grown man blushing like a teenager over a text message. I catch my own eyes in the mirror and try to compose myself.

"Alright, Johnny, keep it together," I say to my reflection. "She's just being friendly. Don't make it weird."

My reflection doesn't look convinced. In the harsh overhead light of my car, I can see the tired lines around my eyes, the stubble I didn't have time to shave this morning. Not exactly prime dating material. But then Pat's words echo in my head: "Don't ignore any opportunities."

Could this actually be an opportunity? Or am I so starved for female attention that I'm reading too much into a customer being nice?

The neon sign from the salad shop flickers, casting an eerie green glow across the interior of my car. It reflects off the windshield and bathes my face in alien light, making me look sickly and strange in the rearview. Or maybe that's just nerves.

I rehearse what I might say when I arrive. "Hey, good to see you again." Too casual? "Thanks for ordering." Too professional? "You look amazing." Definitely too forward. Christ, I used to be good at this. Before the divorce, before everything fell apart, I knew how to talk to women. I had confidence, charm even. Now I'm sweating over basic human interaction.

"Just be normal," I tell myself. "Be yourself."

Which version of myself, though? The corporate executive I used to be? The broken man whose wife left him? Or this new person I'm becoming—someone who installs shelves for lasagna and gets excited about text messages?

My phone pings with the delivery notification, and I practically jump out of my skin. The order's in—three Mediterranean salads with extra feta and avocado, plus three green smoothies. Healthy eaters. I accept the order with trembling fingers, then step out of my car into the cool night air.

Inside the salad shop, the harsh fluorescent lights make everything look too bright, too exposed. The sterile white countertops gleam as the staff behind the counter carefully assemble elaborate salads in plastic containers. There's something soothing about watching them work—the methodical layering of ingredients, the precise portioning, the careful drizzling of dressings.

One of the workers, a college-aged guy with a man bun, nods at me in recognition. I've picked up from here dozens of times, but tonight feels different. Tonight isn't just another delivery. Tonight is something else entirely.

"Order for Maya?" the worker calls out, sliding three perfectly packaged salads across the counter. Each container is neatly sealed, with Maya's name prominently displayed on the receipt taped to the top. Even her name looks good—the curved 'M' and 'y' flowing together in black marker.

I grab the bag, double-checking that the smoothies are included, and head back to my car. The weight of the food in my hands feels significant somehow, like I'm carrying more than just dinner. Like I'm carrying possibility.

As I slide back into the driver's seat, I catch myself smiling again. This is stupid. I'm a grown man getting excited about delivering salad to women who are probably just being nice to the service worker. But what if it's more? What if Pat's right and this is an opportunity?

My Toyota's engine protests as I turn the key, but eventually sputters to life. The route to Maya's house is already programmed into my GPS, but I don't need it. I remember exactly how to get there, every turn memorized from this afternoon. Fifteen minutes, maybe less with no traffic.

Fifteen minutes until I see Maya again. See all three of them again. My palms are sweaty on the steering wheel as I pull out of the parking lot, the bag of salads secure on my passenger seat. The night stretches out ahead of me, full of possibility and uncertainty in equal measure.

I'm only delivering food, I remind myself. But somehow, it feels like I'm delivering much more than that.

My Toyota gives one final sputter as I pull into the driveway of the streamer house, the headlights illuminating the same well-kept lawn from earlier today. In the dark, the place looks even more impressive—soft landscape lighting highlighting the stone path, warm yellow glow from the windows suggesting comfort within. I cut the engine, grab the bag of salads from the passenger seat, and take a deep breath. My heart hammers against my ribs like it's trying to escape. It's just a food delivery, I tell myself. Just like the dozens I've done today. Except it's not, and we all know it.

I walk up to the front door, wiping my sweaty palm on my jeans before ringing the bell. The chime echoes inside, followed immediately by the sound of bare feet padding across hardwood. The door swings open, and my mouth goes instantly dry.

Maya stands in the doorway wearing a silky robe in some deep burgundy color that makes her olive skin glow. It's tied loosely at her waist, the V of the neckline plunging low enough to reveal the inner curves of her breasts. Her hair is damp, like she's just showered, and those cat ear headphones are gone, replaced by a simple gold necklace that draws my eyes right to her cleavage.

"Johnny," she says, my name sounding like something precious in her mouth. "Perfect timing."

She steps back to let me in, and I catch a whiff of her scent—something floral and warm that makes my cock stir. The house smells different than earlier—vanilla candles burning somewhere, and the rich aroma of red wine hanging in the air.

"I brought salads," I say stupidly, holding up the bag like she might have forgotten what she ordered.

Maya laughs, that same melodic sound from earlier that seems to vibrate through my chest. "Our hero," she says, taking the bag from my hands. Our fingers brush, and I swear she lets the contact linger longer than necessary.

She leads me through the entryway into the living room, her robe swishing against her legs as she walks. The space has been transformed since my earlier visit. The professional lighting has been adjusted to a softer, more intimate glow. The large couch I noticed before—now I can see it's velvet, in a deep purple color—is occupied by Lexi and Rowan, both holding wine glasses and looking like they've stepped out of a lingerie catalog.

Lexi, the petite blonde, has traded her oversized t-shirt for a baby blue silk camisole and shorts set that barely covers her ass when she shifts to wave at me. "The food guy returns!" she calls out, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. Rowan, the redhead, is stretched out like a cat in black lace-trimmed loungewear, her curves spilling generously over the edges of the delicate fabric. She gives me a slow, appraising smile that makes heat crawl up my neck.

"Join us," Maya says, patting the space on the couch between herself and Lexi. "Unless you need to rush off to another delivery?"

"I'm done for the night," I say, my voice coming out rougher than I intended. "This was my last stop."

"Lucky us," Rowan purrs, sipping her wine.

I settle onto the couch, hyperaware of my body—how large I feel next to these women, how close Maya's thigh is to mine, the heat radiating from her skin. She hands out the salads, and I watch in fascination as three pairs of perfectly manicured nails open the containers with practiced efficiency.

"God, I'm starving," Lexi announces, stabbing a cherry tomato with unexpected aggression. "We've been working all evening."

"Working?" I ask, trying to keep my eyes on their faces and not the various expanses of skin on display.

Maya nods, chewing a bite of salad thoughtfully before answering. "We had a special request from one of our top subscribers. Very... physically demanding."

Rowan snorts into her wine glass. "That's one way to put it. My thighs are still trembling."

I shift uncomfortably on the couch, my imagination running wild. What exactly do these women do on camera? The gaming equipment I saw earlier seems like a convenient cover for something far more adult.

Looking around the room more carefully now, I notice the streaming setup is partially concealed behind decorative folding screens. But I can still make out the professional-grade equipment—ring lights on adjustable stands, high-end cameras that probably cost more than my car, sleek laptops connected to external monitors. On a side table, a collection of gaming peripherals catches my eye—keyboards and mice in pastel colors with RGB lighting, headsets like the cat ears Maya was wearing earlier.

The whole setup screams serious investment. These aren't amateur streamers; this is a professional operation.

My gaze drifts from a particularly expensive-looking camera back to Lexi, who's now licking dressing from her fork in a way that seems deliberately provocative. When our eyes meet, she winks, and I quickly look away, only to find myself staring at the swell of Rowan's breasts threatening to spill out of her lace-trimmed top.

"See something you like?" Rowan asks, not bothering to adjust her posture.

My face burns hot. "Sorry, I was just—I mean, that's quite the setup you have." I gesture vaguely toward the equipment. "Must have cost a fortune."

Maya laughs softly beside me. "It pays for itself. Our subscribers are... very generous."

"Especially the ones who request private shows," Lexi adds, twirling her fork in the air.

"Private shows?" The words come out before I can stop them.

The three women exchange glances, a silent conversation passing between them. Then Maya sets down her fork and turns slightly toward me, her robe slipping to reveal more of her shoulder.

"Johnny," she says, her voice taking on a new tone—softer, more intimate. "You seem like an observant guy. I'm sure you've figured out that we're not just gaming streamers."

I swallow hard, suddenly very aware of how close she is, how the vanilla scent seems stronger now, how the wine has left a slight stain on her full lower lip.

"I had a feeling," I admit.

My eyes dart between the three of them, then back to the equipment, then back to Maya's partly exposed cleavage. I'm trying so hard not to be obvious about it, but from the amused expressions on their faces, I'm failing miserably.

"You had a feeling," Rowan repeats, setting her empty salad container on the coffee table. "And yet you came back. Interesting."

The way she says "interesting" makes it sound like she's already figured me out completely. And maybe she has. I'm not exactly being subtle with my racing pulse and the sweat breaking out on my forehead.

Maya's hand lands lightly on my knee, and I nearly jump out of my skin. "We're glad you came back," she says. "We were hoping you would."

The touch of her fingers through my jeans sends electricity up my thigh. I look from her hand to her face, finding those brown eyes watching me intently, something like hunger flickering in their depths.

"I couldn't stop thinking about your offer," I say honestly. "Though I'm still not entirely sure what it was."

Maya's smile widens, and she exchanges another look with her housemates. "Well," she says, "maybe it's time we clarified a few things."

Maya scoots closer to me on the velvet couch, her thigh now pressed firmly against mine. The heat of her skin radiates through her silk robe and my jeans, making my pulse quicken. She takes a sip of wine, her eyes never leaving mine over the rim of her glass. I've never felt more sized up in my life—like I'm a prize stallion at auction and all three women are deciding whether to place a bid.

"So here's the thing, Johnny," Maya begins, setting her wine glass down on the coffee table. "We're not just regular streamers. We're... different kinds of content creators."

"We're cam girls," Lexi interjects bluntly. "We fuck on camera for money."

Rowan rolls her eyes. "Jesus, Lexi. Subtlety isn't your strong suit, is it?"

"What? He already knows. Look at his face." Lexi gestures toward me with her fork. "He's not stupid."

They're right—I had figured out they weren't just playing Fortnite in those outfits. But hearing it stated so plainly still sends a jolt through my system. These gorgeous women make their living having sex on camera. And they invited me back here. My mind races with implications.

"We do solo shows, girl-on-girl content, toy reviews," Maya continues, her voice matter-of-fact. "We've built up quite a following. But our subscribers are always asking for boy-girl content, and we've been... selective about finding the right partner."

Rowan leans forward, her cleavage threatening to spill completely from her lace top. "And then you walked into our bathroom."

My stomach drops as understanding hits me. "Wait, you did see me in there? I thought you said—"

"We didn't stream you," Maya assures me quickly. "But the alert system I mentioned? It's connected to our phones. When you turned on the light, it sent us video."

"Security purposes," Lexi adds with a grin that suggests security had nothing to do with it.

"And we all saw," Rowan says slowly, emphasizing each word, "that you're... exceptionally well-equipped."

My face burns hot enough to melt steel. They saw my cock. All three of them. They've been sitting here eating salad and making small talk, all while knowing exactly what I'm packing. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out except a strangled sound somewhere between a cough and a groan.

"We didn't mean to invade your privacy," Maya says, resting her hand on my forearm. "But it was... impressive. And it got us thinking."

"Thinking what?" I finally manage to ask, though I'm pretty sure I already know the answer.

"That you might be interested in working with us," she says. "On camera."

My heart hammers so loudly I'm sure they can hear it. "I... I don't know if I could do that. Be on camera, I mean."

Lexi leans forward, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. She's close enough that I can smell her perfume—something citrusy and bright that somehow makes my mouth water.

"You have all the right... gear," she says, her gaze dropping deliberately to my crotch. "And you're hot. Those shoulders?" She makes a chef's kiss gesture. "We wouldn't show your face if you didn't want us to. Lots of our male performers stay anonymous."

"Performers," I repeat, the word feeling strange in my mouth. "Is that what I'd be?"

"Partner, performer, co-star," Maya shrugs. "Whatever you want to call it."

I shift uncomfortably, aware of three pairs of eyes watching my every move. "Isn't it strange, though? To have sex with someone on camera that you're not... you know."

"Romantically involved with?" Rowan finishes for me. She's been quieter than the others, observing more than participating. Now she sits up straighter, her posture suddenly businesslike despite her revealing attire. "It's work. Professional. Like any other job."

"Except way more fun than delivering salads," Lexi adds with a wink.

Rowan silences her with a look, then turns back to me. "We'll pay you five hundred dollars a day," she says, her tone leaving no room for negotiation or doubt.

The room falls silent. Five hundred dollars. A day. That's more than I make in a week of deliveries. The number bounces around my brain, colliding with images of these three women naked, with me, on camera. My jaw goes slack.

"Seriously?" I stammer. "Five hundred a day? To have sex with you on camera?"

The women exchange amused glances. Maya's lips quirk up in a half-smile. "Is that not enough?" she asks, a note of genuine concern in her voice.

And then all three of them burst out laughing—not mockingly, but with genuine humor. The tension in the room breaks like a fever.

"Your face!" Lexi gasps between giggles. "Oh my god, you should see yourself right now."

"Five hundred is our standard rate for male talent," Rowan explains once the laughter subsides. "More for specialized content, of course."

"Specialized?" I don't even want to know what that means right now.

Maya's hand slides from my forearm to my knee, squeezing gently. "We can try it for one scene, if you're up to it," she says. "And then you can decide if you want to continue. If you don't like the scene, I'll delete it, and no one will know the difference."

I stare at her hand on my knee, at her perfectly manicured nails against the worn denim of my jeans. This morning I was worried about making rent this month. Now I'm being offered the chance to have sex with three stunning women and get paid more than I make in a week. It seems too good to be true.

But what if it's not? What if this is exactly what Pat was talking about—an opportunity I shouldn't ignore? I've been playing it safe since the divorce, licking my wounds, hiding in Pat's garage apartment. Maybe it's time to take a risk. To say yes to something unexpected.

"One scene," I say finally, my voice steadier than I expected. "To see if I like it."

Maya's smile widens, revealing perfect white teeth. She picks up her fork and stabs a piece of lettuce from her salad. "Let me finish this, and we can start."

My eyes widen as her words sink in. "Right now?"

She looks at me over her fork, her expression confident, almost challenging. "Yes. You're here, aren't you?"

Lexi claps her hands together like a child promised ice cream. "I'll get the lighting ready!" She bounces off the couch, her tiny shorts riding up as she hurries toward the equipment.

Rowan stands more gracefully, smoothing her hands down her curves. "I'll prepare the set." She walks toward what I now realize is a doorway to another room—one I didn't see during my first visit.

Maya continues eating her salad, watching my face with amusement. "Having second thoughts?" she asks.

I should be. Any sane person would be. But all I can think about is how her robe has slipped further open, revealing the inner curves of her breasts, and how in a matter of minutes, I might be touching them, tasting them. On camera. For five hundred dollars.

"No," I say, surprising myself with how much I mean it. "No second thoughts."

She smiles, popping the last bite of salad into her mouth. "Good. Because I have a feeling you're going to be very popular with our subscribers." She stands, letting her robe fall open just enough to reveal she's wearing nothing underneath before retying it loosely. "Come on, delivery boy. Time to make a different kind of house call."

As I follow her toward the room where Rowan disappeared, I can't help thinking that Pat was right. Sometimes opportunities come in the strangest packages. And sometimes, they come in the form of three cam girls and a bathroom security camera.
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Chapter Four


Ifollow Maya up the carpeted stairs, my eyes fixed on the gentle sway of her silk robe as she moves. The burgundy fabric clings to her curves before floating away with each step, offering teasing glimpses of her thighs. My heart pounds in my chest like a drum. Not even twelve hours ago I was a nobody delivery guy drowning in divorce debt, and now I'm following this gorgeous woman to her bedroom to film a porn scene. Life comes at you fast.

"This way," Maya says over her shoulder, her damp hair falling in loose waves down her back. The scent of her shampoo—something expensive and floral—fills my nostrils with each step I take behind her.

We reach the top of the stairs and she leads me down a hallway lined with framed photos. I glimpse snapshots of the three girls in various locations—beaches, parties, what looks like gaming conventions. In every photo, they're radiant, confident, beautiful. I wonder briefly what my ex-wife would think if she could see me now, following a cam girl to her bedroom after agreeing to have sex on camera. Probably that I've completely lost my mind. She might be right.

Maya pushes open a door at the end of the hall and steps inside, gesturing for me to follow. Her bedroom is larger than I expected—a plush king-sized bed dominates the center, covered in dark purple sheets and more pillows than any one person could possibly need. String lights are draped around a mirrored headboard, casting a soft glow across the room. One wall is taken up entirely by a professional-looking setup—ring lights, a high-end camera mounted on a tripod, a desk with multiple monitors. This is clearly where the magic happens.

"Make yourself comfortable," Maya says, dropping her robe onto a velvet chaise lounge in the corner. She stands before me completely naked, utterly at ease in her skin, and my brain short-circuits for a moment. Her body is even more spectacular than I imagined—full breasts with dark nipples, a narrow waist that flares into generous hips, and smooth olive skin that seems to glow in the soft lighting. A small tattoo of a cat sits just below her hip bone.

She doesn't wait for a response, just turns and walks into an en-suite bathroom. I hear water running, and then she reappears in the doorway, toothbrush in hand, casually brushing her teeth while staring at me.

"Um, should I..." I gesture vaguely, unsure what I'm supposed to be doing while she performs her nightly routine.

Maya spits into the sink behind her, then returns to the doorway. "Take off your clothes," she says matter-of-factly. "We're going to shower."

My eyebrows shoot up. "Shower? Together?"

She nods, continuing to brush her teeth for another moment before disappearing again. I hear more spitting, water running, then she's back, wiping her mouth with a small towel.

"It's part of the process," she explains, leaning against the doorframe. Her casual nakedness is somehow more intimidating than if she were trying to be seductive. This is clearly routine for her. For me, it's anything but.

"I thought we were going to film..." I trail off, suddenly feeling stupid.

Maya smiles, and there's a softness to it that catches me off guard. "We are. But first, we need to get comfortable with each other. Trust me, it makes for better content if we're not awkward together."

I hear the shower start running behind her. Steam begins to drift out of the bathroom.

"I don't know," I say, feeling suddenly self-conscious. "Isn't showering together kind of... intimate? For people who just met?"

Maya steps closer to me, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off her bare skin. She smells like mint toothpaste and expensive lotion.

"We're about to fuck, and to be honest we are both nervous," she says bluntly. "In the shower we'll warm up and increase our blood flow. We can touch each other and get used to each other's bodies. It will be good. Take off your clothes."

There's a directness to her words that's oddly comforting. This isn't just about sex; it's preparation. Professional preparation. Like an athlete warming up before a game, or an actor rehearsing before a performance. Which, I guess, is exactly what this is.

I take a deep breath and pull my t-shirt over my head. Maya watches, her expression appreciative as my chest and stomach are revealed. I'm not ripped by any means, but months of carrying food deliveries up and down stairs has kept me in decent shape. My hands move to my belt buckle, and I hesitate.

"I haven't done this in a while," I admit. "Been naked in front of someone new."

Maya's expression softens again. "That's exactly why we're doing this," she says. "The shower is private. No cameras. Just us getting comfortable with each other before we perform." She gestures to my belt. "Go on."

I fumble with the buckle, suddenly all thumbs under her steady gaze. Finally, I get it open and unzip my jeans, pushing them down along with my boxers in one quick motion before I can overthink it.

Maya's eyes widen slightly as she takes in my half-hard cock, and a small smile plays at the corner of her mouth. "Rowan wasn't exaggerating," she murmurs, more to herself than to me.

Heat crawls up my neck at the reminder that they've already seen me naked, thanks to their bathroom security camera. I step out of my jeans, leaving them in a heap on her plush carpet along with my shirt.

"Come on," Maya says, turning back toward the steamy bathroom. "The water's perfect."

I follow her, watching the gentle sway of her ass as she walks. My cock stiffens further, and for the first time since entering her house, I feel a genuine surge of excitement cutting through my nerves. This is really happening.

Maya glances back at me over her shoulder as she steps into the large glass shower stall. "Coming, delivery boy?"

The invitation in her voice sends a jolt straight to my groin. I take a deep breath and follow her into the steam.

The shower is spacious, with multiple shower-heads and expensive-looking stone tiles. Steam swirls around us like fog as I step inside, the hot water immediately cascading down my back. Maya stands under the main stream, water sluicing over her curves in rivulets, her eyes closed as she tilts her face toward the spray. She looks like a goddess bathing in some ancient temple, and here I am, just a delivery guy who stumbled into her sacred space. My cock twitches at the sight, already at half-mast and clearly aiming for full attention.

"Water pressure's good, right?" Maya says, opening her eyes and smiling at me. "One of our requirements when we rented this place. You can't make good content when you're taking sad showers."

I nod, not sure what to say. The domesticity of the comment contrasts sharply with our naked bodies standing inches apart. Maya seems to sense my awkwardness and reaches for a bottle on the built-in shelf.

"Here," she says, squirting some body wash into her palm. It smells like vanilla and something else—coconut, maybe. "Turn around."

I do as she says, and a moment later her hands are on my back, spreading the soap in wide, firm circles. Her touch is confident but gentle, professional almost, like a massage therapist who knows exactly how much pressure to apply. Her fingers work over my shoulders, down my spine, across my lower back. I close my eyes and let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding.

"You're tense," she observes, her thumbs pressing into a knot between my shoulder blades.

"Not every day I shower with a beautiful woman I just met," I admit. "Who's about to film me having sex with her."

Maya laughs, the sound echoing slightly in the tiled space. "Fair point. But you should relax. This is supposed to be fun." Her soapy hands move around to my chest, fingers trailing through the light dusting of hair there. "And you have a great body, by the way. Delivery work must keep you fit."

"Running up and down apartment stairs all day," I say, my voice catching slightly as her hands drift lower, across my stomach. "Better than a gym membership."

Her fingers trace the faint outline of my abs, and I feel my muscles tighten reflexively under her touch. Then her hand dips even lower, and suddenly she's gripping my cock. I inhale sharply as she gives it a slow, exploratory stroke.

"Turn around," she says again, her voice softer now.

I face her, water streaming down between us. Her makeup has washed away, revealing a smattering of freckles across her nose that weren't visible before. Somehow, this makes her even more beautiful—more real. Her eyes drop to my erection, which has grown significantly under her touch.

"Wow," she says, wrapping her fingers around it again. "I mean, I saw earlier, but... it really is impressive when it's fully hard."

I watch her hand stroke me, her small fingers not quite able to close completely around my girth. The sight is hypnotic—her olive skin against my flushed cock, water droplets spattering against both. Pre-cum beads at the tip despite the water, and Maya runs her thumb over it, mixing it with the shower spray.

"You like that?" she asks, looking up at me through wet lashes.

In response, I step closer, backing her gently against the tile wall. She lets out a small gasp that turns into a smile as I lean down and kiss her. Her lips are soft and taste faintly of mint from her toothpaste. The kiss deepens almost immediately, her tongue finding mine as her hand continues its steady stroking between us.

I reach up to cup her breast, feeling its weight in my palm, the nipple hardening against my thumb as I circle it. Maya moans softly into my mouth, and the sound sends a jolt straight to my groin. Her free hand grips my bicep, fingernails digging in slightly. The pain-pleasure mix makes me groan.

We stand like that for what feels like both an eternity and not nearly long enough—kissing under the hot spray, hands exploring each other's bodies with increasing urgency. Maya's strokes become firmer, more purposeful, and I have to pull back from our kiss.

"If you keep that up," I warn, "this show's going to be over before it begins."

Maya smirks and gives my cock one last squeeze before releasing it. "Can't have that," she says. "Our subscribers expect their money's worth." She reaches around me and turns off the water. "I think we're warmed up enough, don't you?"

The sudden absence of the shower's white noise makes the room feel oddly silent. Water drips from both our bodies as we step out onto a plush bath mat. Maya hands me a towel—thick, expensive, and softer than any towel I've ever used. She takes another for herself and begins drying off, completely at ease with her nudity.

I try to be casual as I towel off, but I can't help stealing glances at her. Water droplets cling to her skin like diamonds, catching the light as she moves. She bends to dry her legs, giving me a view that makes my recently calmed cock stir back to attention. When she stands and catches me looking, she just smiles.

"Like what you see?" she asks, not waiting for an answer as she wraps the towel around her hair in a practiced twist.

"Very much," I admit.

Maya approaches me, completely naked now except for the towel on her head. She runs a finger down my chest, over my stomach, and stops just short of my cock, which is rapidly returning to its full hardness.

"Good," she says. "Put your clothes back on and sit on the bed. Keep yourself hard while I get ready." She gestures to my erection. "Stroke it if you need to, but don't cum. I need you at full strength for the camera."

With that, she turns and walks back into the bathroom, closing the door partway behind her. I stand there dripping for a moment, trying to process her instructions. Put my clothes on but keep my erection? The contradiction seems absurd, but then again, this whole situation is beyond anything I could have imagined this morning.

I dry off the rest of the way and gather my scattered clothes from the bedroom floor. As I pull on my jeans, careful to leave them unzipped to accommodate my persistent erection, I can hear Maya humming in the bathroom, the sound of drawers opening and closing as she prepares whatever outfit she's planning to wear on camera.

Sitting on the edge of her bed as instructed, I take my cock in hand and give it a few lazy strokes to maintain its hardness. The sheets beneath me are silky and cool against my bare back.

Five minutes feels like an eternity when you're sitting half-naked on a stranger's bed, trying to keep your dick hard without getting too excited. I run my hand lazily up and down my shaft, not wanting to lose my erection but also careful not to push myself too close to the edge. Through the partially open bathroom door, I can hear Maya moving around—drawers opening and closing, the click of makeup compacts, the soft patter of bare feet on tile. Every sound heightens my anticipation, like foreplay for my ears. My cock throbs in my hand as I wonder what transformation is happening behind that door.

The bathroom fan hums steadily, occasionally punctuated by the sound of a spray bottle or the tap of what I assume is a makeup brush against the counter. I glance around the bedroom, taking in details I missed earlier. Alongside the professional camera equipment, there's surprising evidence of Maya's actual personality—a bookshelf filled with fantasy novels and manga, a collection of small cat figurines on her dresser, a framed diploma from a state university I can't quite make out from here. It's strange to see these glimpses of normalcy in a room that's about to become a porn set.

"Almost ready!" Maya calls out, her voice echoing slightly against the bathroom tiles.

I adjust my position on the bed, my jeans still unzipped and pulled down just enough to free my cock. The soft sheets beneath me feel like they cost more than my monthly rent. I try not to think about how many scenes have been filmed on this same bed, how many men have sat exactly where I'm sitting now, waiting for their turn to perform. Instead, I focus on the opportunity—five hundred dollars for a day's work, doing something most men would pay to do. Not a bad gig if I can pull it off.

The bathroom door swings open fully, and my hand freezes mid-stroke as Maya steps into the bedroom.

Holy shit.

The transformation is startling. The fresh-faced, natural beauty from the shower has been replaced by something darkly erotic, like she stepped out of some gothic fantasy. Her eyes are lined with heavy black, making the brown of her irises appear even more intense. Dark plum lipstick coats her full lips, making them look like she's been eating blackberries. Her damp hair has been blow-dried and styled into loose waves that fall around her shoulders.

But it's her outfit that makes my cock jump in my hand. Black thigh-high stockings hug her legs, connected to a garter belt that disappears under a tiny pleated miniskirt that barely covers her ass. The skirt rides low on her hips, revealing glimpses of bare skin when she moves. Above that, a tight black corset cinches her waist and pushes her breasts up, creating cleavage so deep I could lose my watch in it. The entire ensemble is finished with a thin black choker around her neck.

"What do you think?" Maya asks, doing a slow turn. The back view is just as spectacular—the corset laces crisscross down her spine, and the skirt rides up just enough to reveal the bottom curve of her ass cheeks where they meet the tops of her stockings. "Gothic schoolgirl meets dominatrix. It's one of our most requested looks."

"You look..." I search for words that don't sound pathetically inadequate. "Incredible. Completely different."

Maya smiles, the dark lipstick making her teeth appear even whiter. "That's the idea. Transformation fantasy. Men love to imagine the sweet girl next door has a secret dark side." She walks over to the lighting setup, adjusting a ring light mounted on a stand. "Plus, black photographs really well. Creates nice contrast with skin tones."

She moves around the room with practiced efficiency, tweaking various lights and checking the angle of a backdrop I hadn't noticed before—a simple dark gray fabric hanging behind the bed. The entire setup is far more professional than I expected, making me suddenly aware of how amateur I must appear, sitting here stroking myself like some eager teenager.

"So," I say, watching her work, "you've done this a lot?"

Maya glances at me, amusement flickering in her eyes. "Making content? Several years now. But if you're asking how many men I've filmed with, that's a much smaller number. Like I said, we're selective." She reaches for a camera on her desk—a sleek, expensive-looking thing that probably cost more than my car. "We mainly do solo and girl-girl content. Men are... complications."

"Should I be flattered?" I ask, only half-joking.

She approaches me, camera in hand. "Very. Rowan practically never approves male talent, and she took one look at your security footage and said yes immediately." Maya holds out the camera. "Here. You're going to film this one."

I stare at the camera, then at her. "Wait, what? I thought..."

"That we'd have a cameraman? Sometimes we do, for more complex shoots." She gestures for me to take the device. "But for first-time talent, it works better if you're involved in the process. Makes it feel more authentic, less like you're being watched. Plus," she adds with a sly smile, "my subscribers go crazy for POV content."

I take the camera hesitantly, feeling its weight in my hands. It's surprisingly heavy, with multiple dials and buttons that I have no idea how to operate.

"Don't worry," Maya says, seeing my confusion. "I've already set everything up. Just press this button to start recording, and this one to stop." She points to two prominent buttons. "The focus is automatic, and the field of view is wide enough that you don't have to worry too much about framing. Just try to keep me in the shot."

"I've never done this before," I admit, feeling a new kind of nervousness settling in. What if I mess up the technical side? What if I can't maintain an erection while operating a camera? What if I drop this expensive equipment?

Maya places a hand on my thigh, her touch reassuring. "Most of our first-timers haven't. That's part of the appeal." She adjusts one final light, positioning it to illuminate the bed from the side. "The rawness of it, the authenticity... that's what makes it hot."

She steps back, surveying the room with a critical eye, then nods in satisfaction. "Perfect." She turns to me, her expression shifting from professional to seductive so quickly it gives me whiplash. "Ready, Johnny?"

I tighten my grip on the camera, my other hand still wrapped around my cock. "I think so."

"Good. Turn on the camera and just act like you usually would when you had a beautiful girl in the room who wants to have sex with you." She winks at me, the heavy eye makeup making the gesture even more dramatic. "Just follow your instincts. I'll take care of the rest."

With that, she walks toward the bedroom door, hips swaying in that tiny skirt. I watch her go, camera in one hand, cock in the other, wondering what the hell I've gotten myself into.

I press the record button with my thumb, a small red light appearing on the camera to indicate we're rolling. The weight of the device feels strange in my hand, like I'm holding someone else's life in my palm. Through the viewfinder, I can see the empty doorway where Maya disappeared seconds ago. My heart pounds in my chest, a mix of stage fright and arousal making my palms sweat. Is this really happening? Am I actually sitting on a stranger's bed, dick out, about to film pornography? The red recording light blinks steadily, offering no answers, only documentation.

There's a moment of complete silence outside the door. Then, Maya's voice carries from the hallway, though she remains out of sight.

"Oh my, I didn't know anyone was in here..."

She steps into the doorframe, her entire demeanor transformed. Gone is the professional, matter-of-fact woman who just handed me a camera. In her place stands a coy seductress, one hand playing with her hair, the other trailing along the doorframe. She bites her plum-colored lower lip as she pretends to notice me for the first time.

"Well, hello there," she purrs, her voice higher and breathier than before. "I didn't expect to find such a handsome man waiting in my room."

She saunters toward me with exaggerated hip movements, the pleated miniskirt swishing with each step. I try to keep the camera steady as I track her approach, focusing on capturing her full body in the frame. Her performance is so different from her natural behavior that it's almost jarring, but there's something undeniably hot about the theatrical nature of it all.

"I've always had a thing for older men," Maya continues, stopping just short of the bed. She runs her hands down the front of her corset, emphasizing the curves of her breasts. "So much more... experienced than boys my age."

I swallow hard, reminding myself that this is all part of the show. She doesn't actually have a thing for older men; she's playing to a fantasy. Still, hearing her call me "older" stings a little—I'm only thirty-five, for Christ's sake—but my cock doesn't seem to mind the age difference, straining eagerly in my partially open jeans.

Maya steps closer, now standing between my spread legs as I sit on the edge of the bed. I tilt the camera up to capture her face, those heavily made-up eyes staring directly into the lens with feigned innocence.

"What's that you've got there?" she asks, her gaze dropping to my exposed erection. "Is that for me?"

Her hand reaches out, fingertips just barely grazing the shaft of my cock. The light touch sends electricity shooting up my spine, and it takes every ounce of concentration to keep the camera steady. This must be what it's like for wildlife photographers waiting for the perfect shot, I think absurdly—total focus despite primal distractions.

"It’s so big…," Maya continues, dropping to her knees between my legs. "Can I touch it? Pretty please?"

Without waiting for an answer, Maya tugs at my jeans, and I lift my hips to help her pull them down further.

My cock springs free completely, standing at full attention. Maya's eyes widen in what seems like genuine surprise despite having already seen it in the shower. She puts a hand over her mouth dramatically, her dark purple nails stark against her skin.

"Oh. My. God," she gasps, the words coming out muffled behind her palm. "It's huge!"

Her performance is over the top, but there's something flattering about it anyway. My ex-wife certainly never reacted that way, even when we first started dating. Maya reaches out with both hands, wrapping her fingers around my shaft, her touch warm and confident.

"Look at this," she says, addressing the camera directly now. "I can barely get my hand around it!"

She demonstrates by trying to encircle my girth with her fingers, making a show of how they don't quite meet. Then she lifts my cock, holding it against her face to demonstrate its length. The tip reaches past her cheekbone, and the visual of my hard shaft against her made-up face, those dark lips just inches from the head, is almost too much to handle.

"I have to taste it," Maya declares, her eyes flicking up to meet mine for a brief, genuine moment of connection before sliding back into character. "I bet it tastes so good."

She lowers her head, maintaining eye contact with the camera as her tongue darts out to swirl around the tip of my cock. The warm, wet sensation nearly makes me drop the camera. It's been so long—months of nothing but my own hand for company—that even this teasing contact feels overwhelming. I bite the inside of my cheek, trying to focus on the pain to keep myself from getting too excited too quickly.

Maya takes the head of my cock between her lips, those dark purple lipstick marks now smearing as she sucks gently. Her tongue continues to swirl, exploring the sensitive ridge where the head meets the shaft. I adjust the camera angle to capture the sight of her mouth stretched around my girth, her cheeks hollowing as she applies suction.

"Fuck," I mutter, the word escaping before I can stop it.

Maya makes an appreciative humming sound, the vibration sending new waves of pleasure through my cock. She begins to take me deeper, inch by inch, her hand still gripping the base where she can't fit me into her mouth. The wet sounds of her sucking fill the room, obscenely arousing in their rawness.

I'm not sure where to look—at Maya through the viewfinder, or directly at the real thing happening between my legs. The dual perspectives create a strange disconnection, like I'm both participant and voyeur in my own sexual encounter. Through the camera, I watch her head bob up and down, her hair falling forward to frame her face. Directly, I feel the incredible sensation of her hot mouth enveloping me, her tongue pressing against the underside of my shaft.

Pre-cum leaks from the tip of my cock, and Maya moans as she tastes it, the sound muffled around my thickness. Her free hand moves to cup my balls, rolling them gently between her fingers. The added stimulation makes my thighs tense, and I have to consciously relax to keep from bucking up into her mouth.

The camera suddenly feels impossibly heavy in my hand, my arm trembling slightly from the effort of holding it steady while receiving what might be the most enthusiastic blowjob of my life. Each time Maya takes me deep, her nose nearly touching my pubic bone, I feel like I might pass out from pleasure.

"God, that feels amazing," I say, my voice rough with arousal.

Maya pulls back, my cock slipping from her mouth with an obscene pop. Strings of saliva connect her lips to my shaft, and her lipstick is completely smeared now, creating a debauched purple mess around her mouth. She smiles up at the camera, looking proud of herself.

"And that's just the beginning, Daddy," she says, giving my cock one long, slow lick from base to tip before taking me into her mouth again.

I groan at the sensation, wondering how the hell I'm going to last through an entire scene if just this warm-up has me ready to explode. Five hundred dollars or not, there's only so much a man can take after months of sexual drought.

Maya's mouth slides off my cock with a wet pop, her lips glistening with saliva and pre-cum. Before I can catch my breath, she's rising to her feet, her hands pressing against my chest and pushing me backward onto the bed. I scramble to adjust, keeping the camera aimed at her while falling back onto the plush mattress. My cock stands straight up like a flagpole, wet from her mouth and harder than I can remember it being in years. Maya stands between my legs, her smeared purple lipstick making her look deliciously debauched as she hikes up her tiny skirt with one hand.

"I need this big cock inside me, Daddy," she purrs for the camera, her free hand trailing down to her crotch. She pushes her panties to the side, revealing her pussy—completely bare, glistening with arousal. "I've been so wet thinking about this all day."

I keep the camera focused on the junction between her legs as she lifts one stockinged knee onto the bed beside my hip, then the other, straddling me. She holds her skirt up with one hand, making sure the camera has an unobstructed view as she positions herself over my erection. With her other hand, she guides the head of my cock to her entrance, rubbing it against her slick folds.

"You ready for me, Daddy?" she asks, looking directly into the camera with those heavily lined eyes.

Before I can answer, she begins lowering herself onto me. The sensation of her hot, tight pussy enveloping just the head of my cock is nearly overwhelming. I grit my teeth, trying desperately to maintain my composure both for the sake of the shot and to avoid embarrassing myself by cumming immediately.

"Oh, Daddy," Maya sighs as she sinks down another inch, her eyes fluttering closed momentarily. "You're so fucking big."

I can't tell if her reaction is genuine or performance, but the velvety grip of her pussy around my cock certainly feels real enough. She continues her descent, taking me deeper in small increments, her inner walls stretching to accommodate my girth. The camera captures every moment—her facial expressions shifting between concentration and pleasure, the way her lips part with each shallow breath, the contrast of her black panties pushed aside against her olive skin.

"God, you're tight," I murmur, the words escaping involuntarily.

Maya meets my eyes over the camera, a flash of genuine connection cutting through her performance. "You're stretching me so good," she says, a slight tremor in her voice suggesting this might not be entirely acting.

Finally, she's taken all of me, seated fully on my cock with her ass resting against my thighs. We both pause for a moment, adjusting to the sensation. I can feel her pulse around me, little contractions that threaten to push me over the edge already. The camera feels unwieldy now, my arm at an awkward angle as I try to capture both her face and where our bodies join.

Maya begins to move, rising up slowly before sliding back down. Each stroke sends jolts of pleasure through my system, making it hard to keep the camera steady. She establishes a rhythm, her hands braced on my chest for leverage as she rides me with increasing confidence.

"This feels so fucking good," she moans, tossing her head back. Her hair cascades down her back, swaying with her movements. "I need more."

Without breaking her rhythm, Maya's hands move to the front of her corset. I watch through the viewfinder as she begins unfastening the clasps one by one, revealing more skin with each release. The corset is clearly designed for easy removal—this must be a regular part of her performances. With the final clasp undone, she shrugs the garment off her shoulders and tosses it aside.

Her breasts spill free, full and round with dark nipples pebbled with arousal. They bounce enticingly with each rise and fall of her body on my cock. I zoom in slightly, capturing the hypnotic movement of her tits as she rides me faster.

"You like these big tits, Daddy?" she asks, cupping them in her hands, squeezing them together to create even deeper cleavage. "You want to suck on them?"

The combination of visual stimulation—her gorgeous body riding me, her full breasts in her hands—and the physical sensation of her pussy gripping my cock creates a dangerous pressure building at the base of my spine. I can feel my orgasm approaching already, way too soon. Panic flares in my chest. I can't cum yet; we've barely started.

I cast about desperately for something—anything—to distract myself from the imminent explosion. Baseball. That's what guys in movies always think about, right? Baseball statistics. I try to recall the batting average of players from my favorite team, but my mind is blank, wiped clean by the overwhelming pleasure of Maya's body.

Fine, just baseball in general then. Innings. Nine innings in a game. Three outs per inning. Four balls for a walk. Three strikes and you're out. The methodical counting helps slightly, creating just enough mental distance to pull back from the edge.

Maya speeds up her pace, her thighs working as she bounces on my cock with increasing urgency. The camera shakes in my hand, the image blurring with the motion. I struggle to hold it steady, to keep her in frame, to remember I'm supposed to be filming this, not just experiencing it.

"Your cock feels so good inside me," Maya moans, pinching her nipples between her fingers. "So fucking deep."

The baseball distraction is failing rapidly as Maya's pussy clenches around me. I switch tactics, trying to recite state capitals in my head. Montgomery, Alabama. Juneau, Alaska. Phoenix, Arizona. Each mental recitation pushes back the tide of my orgasm, but just barely.

Maya leans forward slightly, changing the angle so that my cock hits some spot inside her that makes her gasp. Her breasts hang tantalizingly close to my face now, swaying with each movement. The camera is capturing her from the side, her profile showing her parted lips, her bouncing breasts, and the curve of her ass rising and falling as she impales herself on my shaft.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," she chants, her rhythm becoming more erratic. "Your cock is so big, Daddy. It's filling me up completely."

I'm not going to last. Despite my mental gymnastics—baseball, state capitals, even trying to solve math problems in my head—the sight of this gorgeous woman riding my cock with abandon, her tits bouncing freely, her pussy gripping me like a vise, is too much after months of celibacy. The pressure builds inexorably, my balls tightening, that telltale tingling at the base of my cock signaling imminent release.

But then Maya suddenly slows, grinding her hips in slow circles instead of bouncing. The change in rhythm gives me a moment's reprieve, a chance to back away from the cliff edge of orgasm. She seems to sense my struggle, a knowing look flashing across her face as she deliberately eases the pace.

"Not yet, Daddy," she whispers, her voice dropping lower, becoming more intimate. "We're just getting started."

"Fuck me, Daddy," Maya pants, her eyes locked on mine over the camera. There's an intensity in her gaze that wasn't there before, something rawer than her earlier performance. She dismounts from my cock with fluid grace, my shaft glistening with her juices as it springs free. Without missing a beat, she repositions herself on the bed, lying back against the pillows and spreading her legs wide. The black thigh-high stockings frame her exposed pussy like a work of art. She holds her tiny skirt up at her waist, making sure the camera has an unobstructed view. "I need you inside me. I need you to fuck me hard."

I rise to my knees, camera still gripped in my right hand, my left reaching down to guide my cock. The challenge of maintaining the shot while also pleasuring Maya requires a focus I didn't know I possessed. I shuffle forward between her spread thighs, the mattress dipping beneath our combined weight. Maya's eyes follow my movements, her chest rising and falling rapidly with anticipation.

"Come on, Daddy," she urges, reaching down to spread her labia with her fingers. "Put that big cock back inside me."

I position the camera to capture both her face and where our bodies are about to join, adjusting the angle to ensure the lighting catches every detail. The head of my cock nudges against her entrance, already slick and swollen from our previous activities. I push forward slowly, watching through the viewfinder as I disappear inside her inch by inch.

Maya's mouth falls open in a silent gasp as I fill her completely. Her fingers dig into the sheets, knuckles whitening with the force of her grip. I pull back slightly before thrusting forward again, establishing a steady rhythm that allows me to maintain control of both my body and the camera.

"Fuck, your pussy feels amazing," I groan, the words spilling out unfiltered.

"Your cock is so deep," Maya responds, lifting her hips to meet each thrust. "It's hitting all the right spots, Daddy."

I angle the camera down to capture the mesmerizing sight of my shaft sliding in and out of her, the contrast between our skin tones heightening the visual impact. Her inner lips cling to me with each withdrawal, like her body is reluctant to let me go. The wet sounds of our coupling fill the room, primal and arousing.

Finding my confidence now, I increase the pace, driving into her with more force. Maya's breasts bounce with each impact, her back arching off the mattress. Her moans grow louder, less controlled, transitioning from the performative sounds earlier to something that seems genuinely reactive.

"Right there," she gasps, her eyes widening. "Don't stop, please don't stop."

I maintain the angle and rhythm, hitting whatever spot is causing this reaction. Through the viewfinder, I watch as a flush spreads across Maya's chest, rising up her neck to her cheeks. Her breathing becomes erratic, sharp intakes followed by shuddering exhales. This doesn't seem like acting anymore—her body is responding with an authenticity that can't be faked.

Her thighs begin to tremble against my hips, the muscles tensing and releasing in rapid succession. Her eyes roll back slightly, lids fluttering as her mouth forms a perfect O. I keep the camera focused on her face, capturing every nuance of her expression as something powerful builds within her.

"Oh god," she whimpers, the words barely audible. "I'm cumming, I'm actually—"

Her sentence cuts off as her body convulses, her pussy clamping down on my cock with surprising strength. The flush on her face deepens to a bright crimson that spreads down to her chest. Her back arches sharply, pushing her breasts upward as a strangled cry escapes her throat. I've seen enough fake orgasms in porn to recognize a real one when I see it, and Maya is definitely not faking.

The sight of her genuine pleasure, combined with the pulsing grip of her pussy around my shaft, brings me dangerously close to my own climax. I slow my thrusts, trying to prolong the moment, to let her ride out her orgasm while I maintain my composure. But her body's rhythmic contractions are making it nearly impossible to hold back.

As her trembling subsides, Maya's eyes refocus on mine, a look of slight surprise in them—as if she didn't expect to actually orgasm during this performance. She recovers quickly, slipping back into her professional mode despite the lingering flush on her cheeks.

"Come on my face, Daddy," she says, her voice husky from her cries. "I want to feel your hot cum all over me."

I don't need to be told twice. After months without sex, the prospect of releasing onto Maya's beautiful face is too tempting to resist. I withdraw from her warmth, my cock slick and throbbing, on the very edge of explosion. Maya scrambles to position herself, sliding down until her face is level with my groin, her lips parted expectantly.

"Let me see it," she urges, tilting her chin up. "Give it to me, Daddy."

I grip my shaft with my free hand, still somehow managing to keep the camera relatively steady with the other. A few quick strokes is all it takes—the pressure that's been building since Maya first wrapped her lips around my cock finally releases in a torrent. The first rope of cum shoots across her cheek, thick and white against her olive skin. The second lands on her parted lips, and the third across her forehead. I keep stroking, milking every last drop as smaller spurts decorate her nose, chin, and eyelids.

Through it all, Maya maintains eye contact with the camera, her expression one of exaggerated delight. When I'm finally spent, she smiles, the cum on her lips stretching into glistening strands. She brings her hand up to her face, fingers delicately gathering some of the semen from her cheek.

"Mmm," she hums, rubbing the substance between her fingers, examining its texture like a connoisseur. "So much cum. You must have been saving up for me."

She brings her fingers to her lips, sucking them clean while staring directly into the camera. The sight of her tasting my cum nearly makes my spent cock twitch back to life. Maya smiles knowingly, then swipes more semen from her forehead, spreading it across her lips like gloss. With a final flourish, she winks at the camera, her cum-splattered face somehow managing to look both obscene and impossibly erotic.

"I think we got the shot," she says, breaking character for the first time since we started filming. There's a note of genuine satisfaction in her voice, like an artist admiring a completed canvas.

I lower the camera, my arm aching from holding it steady through everything we just did. The red recording light continues to blink, capturing Maya's cum-covered face in its digital memory. I've never experienced anything like the past fifteen minutes—the dual role of participant and documentarian creating a strange, heightened reality that feels simultaneously intimate and performative.

Maya reaches for a box of tissues on the nightstand, dabbing delicately at the cum on her face. "You can stop recording now," she says, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

I press the button to end the recording, finally lowering the camera completely. In the sudden absence of the viewfinder frame, reality comes rushing back. I've just had sex with a stranger on camera, emptied myself onto her face, and somehow managed to film the whole thing without dropping the expensive equipment or embarrassing myself. I don't know whether to feel proud, ashamed, or simply amazed.

The room falls silent except for our heavy breathing. I set the camera down on the nightstand, the device suddenly feeling alien in my hand, its purpose fulfilled. Maya continues wiping cum from her face with tissues, the smeared makeup and bodily fluids creating an abstract artwork on her skin. Neither of us speaks for several long seconds. What do you say to someone after you've just filmed yourself having sex with them? "Nice weather we're having" seems woefully inadequate. The intimacy of what we just shared hangs in the air between us, at odds with the fact that we're essentially strangers who made a business arrangement.

Maya breaks the silence first, tossing the used tissues into a small wastebasket beside the bed. She claps her hands together suddenly, the sharp sound making me jump slightly.

"That was... awesome," she says, her voice returning to its natural cadence, lower and more relaxed than her on-camera persona. "You didn't disappoint."

"Thanks," I reply, the word sounding pathetically inadequate. "I was worried I wouldn't be able to... you know, perform with the camera and everything."

Maya laughs, the sound genuine and warm. "Are you kidding? You're a natural. The way you handled the camera angles while staying hard the whole time? Most guys can barely manage one of those things their first time, let alone both."

Pride swells in my chest at her praise, followed immediately by a strange sense of melancholy. I just had incredible sex with a beautiful woman who seems genuinely impressed by me, but it wasn't real. Not in the way that matters. She was working. I was working. The connection we shared was physical, professional, but not emotional.

Except...

Except there had been moments—brief flashes when her eyes met mine over the camera, when her orgasm seemed to take her by surprise, when something genuine appeared to break through the performance. Or maybe that's just what I want to believe. Maybe I'm so starved for connection after my divorce that I'm projecting emotions onto a transaction.

Maya stretches her arms above her head, her breasts lifting with the motion. She's still wearing the tiny skirt and thigh-high stockings, though one has started to roll down her thigh. Her hair is mussed, her makeup smeared beyond repair, yet somehow she looks even more beautiful than when we started. Something tightens in my chest as I watch her casual, unselfconscious movements.

"I should probably get cleaned up properly," she says, but makes no immediate move to do so. Instead, she slides off the bed and begins walking around the room, still mostly naked, searching for something. "Where did I put my purse?"

I watch her move, admiring the way the remaining stocking clings to her thigh, the gentle sway of her exposed breasts as she bends to look under a chair. There's something strangely intimate about this moment—more so, somehow, than the sex we just had. This isn't for the camera. This is just Maya, comfortable in her skin, going about her business.

"Is it in the bathroom maybe?" I suggest, finding my voice.

She snaps her fingers. "Yes! I left it in there when I was doing my makeup."

Maya disappears into the bathroom, returning moments later with a small black clutch. She sits on the edge of the bed beside me, our thighs almost touching. The casual proximity makes my heart rate tick up again. She opens the purse and pulls out a thick envelope, which she hands to me without ceremony.

"I'll pay you the full amount right now," she says. "Five hundred, as agreed. You earned every penny."

I take the envelope, the weight of the cash inside making this suddenly very real. I just had sex for money.

"Are you still interested in the job?" Maya asks, watching my face carefully. "Because Rowan and Lexi will definitely want to work with you after I show them this footage. You're exactly what we've been looking for."

I stare at the envelope in my hands, conflicted. The money would solve a lot of immediate problems. My rent to Pat is due next week, my car needs repairs, and my credit card is maxed out. Five hundred dollars a day would be life-changing. But something feels off about the arrangement, about transforming what just happened between us—something that felt surprisingly genuine at moments—into a regular transaction.

"I am," I say slowly, "but I'm feeling strange about being paid to fuck. I've never done anything like this before."

Maya's expression softens. She places her hand on my knee, the touch gentle and somehow more intimate than when she had my cock in her mouth. "Process it tonight, and text me in the morning if you're still interested. You did amazingly well for a first timer."

Her kindness catches me off guard. I expected her to pressure me, to sell me on the opportunity. Instead, she's giving me space to decide. I find myself wanting to kiss her—not as part of a performance, but simply because I want to feel connected to her. I resist the urge, reminding myself that this is business for her.

"Thank you," I say, tucking the envelope into my jeans pocket as I stand to get dressed. My clothes feel strange against my skin, like they belong to someone else, some other version of me that existed before I walked into this house.

Maya stays seated on the bed, watching me dress with an unreadable expression. When I'm fully clothed, she stands and pulls a robe from a hook on the back of her door, wrapping it around herself.

"I'll show you out," she says.

The walk down the stairs feels longer than it did on the way up. Neither of us speaks as we pass through the living room. I wonder briefly where Lexi and Rowan are, if they heard us, if they were watching the live feed from the camera. The thought should embarrass me, but after everything that just happened, it barely registers.

At the front door, Maya pauses. "Text me tomorrow," she says. "No pressure either way."

"I will," I promise, though I'm not sure what my answer will be.

She smiles, and for a brief moment, I see the woman from the shower—bare-faced, natural, real. Then she's opening the door, and I'm stepping back out into the night, the envelope heavy in my pocket.

The drive home is a blur. I sit in my car outside Pat's house, engine off, staring at nothing. The events of the day play through my mind on repeat—delivering food to Maya's house, discovering they were cam girls, agreeing to perform, the shower, the sex, the payment. It seems impossible that all of this happened in the span of a single day, that my life could change so dramatically between breakfast and dinner.

"What the hell just happened?" I say out loud to my empty car, half laughing, half bewildered.

The envelope of cash sits on the passenger seat where I tossed it. Five hundred dollars for an hour's work. The opportunity to make more. To see Maya again. To be wanted, desired, valued—even if it's just for my body, for what I can do on camera.

Is that enough? Can I separate the physical from the emotional? Do I even want to?

I don't have the answers yet. But as I finally start my car and pull into Pat's driveway, I know one thing for certain: the life I was living this morning is not the life I'll be living tomorrow. For better or worse, everything has changed.


Chapter six
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Chapter One


Ipush open the door to my apartment, keys jangling in my trembling hand, and slam it shut behind me. The lock clicks into place as I lean against the door, my heart still pounding like I've run a marathon. Five hundred dollars in cash sits heavy in my pocket, payment for what I just did with Maya. I've just fucked a beautiful woman on camera. I've just been paid to have sex. Holy shit. My body buzzes with leftover adrenaline and something else—excitement, disbelief, shame? I'm not sure which emotion is winning, but I know one thing: I need a shower.

I flick on the hallway light, illuminating the sad reality of my post-divorce existence. The bulb flickers twice before settling into a steady, unflattering glow. My apartment is about one-fourth the size of Maya's bedroom alone. The contrast is jarring—from her plush velvet furnishings and professional lighting setup to my secondhand everything and bare walls. From her king-sized bed with its mountain of decorative pillows to my mattress on the floor. From her life as a successful cam girl to my life as... whatever this is.

I kick off my shoes, letting them land wherever, and head straight for the bathroom. The light switch here doesn't work half the time, so I jiggle it extra hard. The fluorescent bulb buzzes to life, revealing cracked beige tiles and a dripping showerhead that my landlord has promised to fix for three months straight. Mildew creeps along the caulking in the corners of the shower stall. The whole thing is barely big enough to turn around in, nothing like Maya's spacious glass enclosure with its multiple showerheads.

But right now, I don't care about any of that. I strip off my clothes, dropping them in a heap on the floor, and turn the shower knob all the way to hot. The pipes groan in protest before spitting out water that takes its sweet time warming up. While I wait, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the sink. My eyes look different somehow—brighter, more alive than they've been in months. Is this what getting laid does to a man after a long dry spell? Or is it something more?

The mirror begins to fog as steam fills the small space. I step into the shower, hissing as the now-scalding water hits my skin. It feels amazing, like it's washing away more than just sweat and sex. I tilt my head back, letting the water cascade over my face, through my hair, down my shoulders. For a few minutes, I just stand there, eyes closed, feeling the heat penetrate my muscles.

When I open my eyes, I reach for the cheap bar soap sitting in the plastic holder. It's nothing like whatever fancy body wash Maya had in her shower, but it'll do the job. I work up a lather between my palms, then run my hands over my chest, my arms, my stomach. As I soap my body, my mind replays flashes from earlier:

Maya kneeling between my legs, those plum-colored lips stretched around my cock.

Her soft moans as she lowered herself onto me, taking me inch by inch.

The way she said "Daddy" in that breathy voice that made my balls tighten.

The genuine surprise in her eyes when she came—not faking it, actually coming on my cock.

Her face covered in my cum, smiling at the camera like she'd just received a gift.

My cock stirs at the memories, hardening against my thigh despite how recently I came. I wrap my soap-slick hand around it, giving it a slow stroke as I remember the tight heat of Maya's pussy. The water pounds against my back, steam filling my lungs with each heavy breath. It would be so easy to jerk off right here, replaying the scene in my head.

But something stops me. It feels... wrong somehow. Not the sex itself—that was incredible—but the context. She was working. I was working. We fucked on camera for money. Does that cheapen what happened? Should it? The five hundred dollars burning a hole in my pocket says this was a transaction, but the butterflies in my stomach tell a different story.

I let go of my cock and finish washing, scrubbing harder than necessary as if I can somehow clean away my conflicted feelings along with the day's sweat. I rinse the soap from my body, watching it swirl down the drain in lazy spirals. The hot water is starting to cool—another charming feature of this apartment—so I shut it off before it turns icy.

Stepping out onto the threadbare bath mat, I grab my only clean towel from the hook on the door. It's thin and scratchy against my skin, nothing like the plush luxury of Maya's bathroom. But it does the job, and I dry off roughly, creating friction heat against my cooling skin.

The mirror is completely fogged now. I swipe my hand across it, creating a streak of clarity in the condensation. My reflection stares back at me, droplets of water still clinging to my chest hair. Something catches my eye—a small purple mark just below my collarbone. I lean closer, examining it in the narrow window of clear glass.

"Well, would you look at that," I say aloud to the empty bathroom.

A hickey. Maya gave me a fucking hickey. I don't even remember when it happened—was it during the shower? When she kissed me while riding my cock? The fact that I can't pinpoint the moment makes it feel more real somehow, like it wasn't just for the camera.

I touch the mark gently, pressing on it to feel the slight tenderness. It's been years since I had a hickey—probably not since college. My ex-wife wasn't big on leaving marks. Said they were juvenile. But seeing this small purple bruise on my skin makes me grin like an idiot. It's physical proof that today actually happened, that I didn't imagine the whole thing.

My grin widens in the mirror, and I realize with a start that I'm feeling something I haven't felt in a very long time. Butterflies. Actual, honest-to-god butterflies fluttering in my stomach when I think about Maya. Not just arousal—though there's plenty of that—but that nervous excitement that comes with possibility. With potential. With something new.

"Get it together, Johnny," I tell my reflection, but I can't wipe the smile off my face. "She's a cam girl who hired you to fuck on camera. Don't go falling for the first pretty face who touches your dick post-divorce."

But even as I say it, I know it's more than that. There was something in the way Maya looked at me when the camera wasn't rolling. Something in how she gave me space to decide whether I wanted to continue. Something in the text tone I assigned to her number before I left her house, choosing the special chime that would let me know immediately when she contacted me again.

I run my hand through my damp hair, sending droplets flying. My reflection looks back at me—still the same guy who woke up this morning as a failed executive turned delivery driver, but somehow different. Somehow more. The butterflies aren't going anywhere, and for the first time in months, I'm actually looking forward to tomorrow.

I wander back into my living room, towel wrapped around my waist, surveying the wreckage of my life. Empty ramen packets litter the counter, alongside a collection of beer bottles that would make a college freshman proud. My "couch" is a folding lawn chair with a pillow thrown on it for "comfort." A stack of delivery uniforms sits in the corner, waiting to be washed. It's hard to believe that less than a year ago, I had a corner office and a cleaning service that came twice a week. Now I'm living in a shithole with laundry piling up and dishes growing their own ecosystems in the sink. And yet, for the first time in months, I don't really mind.

I grab a pair of clean boxers from the laundry basket of clothes I never bothered to put away and pull them on, dropping the towel on the floor. The envelope of cash in my jeans pocket catches my eye from where I'd thrown them after my shower. I pull it out, feeling its weight in my hand. Five hundred dollars. More than a week's worth of food deliveries, earned in less than an hour. With Maya. My cock stirs at the memory of her sliding down onto me, her heavily made-up eyes fluttering closed as I filled her.

Focus, Johnny. I shake my head and open the envelope, pulling out the crisp bills. I count them twice, still not quite believing it's real. Five hundred exactly, just like she promised. This would cover my overdue car payment, with enough left over to maybe get the brakes fixed. Or I could put it toward next month's rent for Pat, get ahead for once instead of always catching up.

I carry the envelope to the bedroom—really just an alcove separated from the main room by a flimsy curtain—and tuck it carefully into my bedside drawer, which is actually just a milk crate turned on its side. The contrast between this and my former walk-in closet with built-in drawers is almost laughable.

Back in the main room, I grab a trash bag and start clearing away the worst of the mess. Empty beer bottles clink against each other as I drop them in. Fast food wrappers and ramen packets follow. I'm not usually this messy—depression just has a way of making small tasks seem monumental. But tonight, I have energy to burn. My skin feels electric, my brain won't slow down, and my hands can't stay still.

I check my phone. No messages. It's only been two hours since I left Maya's house—she's probably still cleaning up from our shoot or maybe already planning the next one. Does she want me to come back? She said to text her tomorrow, but maybe I should reach out tonight, let her know I'm thinking about her...

No. Don't be that guy. I toss the phone onto my lawn chair couch and continue cleaning. I gather the scattered delivery uniforms and stuff them into my laundry hamper. Then I tackle the kitchen area, filling the sink with hot water and dish soap. As I submerge crusty plates and utensils, my mind wanders back to Maya's bathroom—the expensive fixtures, the multiple shower heads, the plush towels. Her house probably has a dishwasher. Hell, she probably has a cleaning service like I used to.

That was a different life. Before Sharon left. Before the company "restructuring" that somehow only restructured me and three other executives who'd questioned the CEO's new direction. Before I had to sell our house to pay off debt and still ended up with nothing but a ruined credit score and a box of clothes to show for fifteen years of corporate climbing.

I scrub harder at a plate with dried food stuck to it, the physical effort matching my mental one to push away bitter thoughts. Water splashes onto my bare chest. This isn't the time to dwell on the past. Tonight, I did something completely new, completely outside my comfort zone. And it felt fucking good.

The distinctive text tone I assigned to Maya cuts through my thoughts like a knife—a gentle chiming sound that instantly makes my heart race. I grab for my phone with wet, soapy hands, nearly dropping it in my haste.

Maya 🐱: Hey delivery boy. You get home okay? 😊

I stare at the message, a grin spreading across my face. She's thinking about me. I dry my hands hastily on my boxers and type a response.

Me: Just cleaning up a bit. You wore me out.

I press send, then immediately wonder if that was too forward. But before I can second-guess myself further, those three dots appear, showing she's already typing back.

Maya 🐱: Good to know I still have that effect on men. Even ones with impressive stamina like yours. 🍆

My cock stiffens at the eggplant emoji—such a stupid, simple thing to get excited about, but knowing she's thinking about my cock makes blood rush south so fast I feel light-headed. I sit down on my lawn chair, phone gripped in my suddenly unsteady hand.

Me: Just doing my job. Speaking of which, the camera work was amateur hour. Sorry about that.

Maya 🐱: Are you kidding? You were amazing. Natural talent. The footage looks fantastic.

She's already reviewed it? The thought of Maya watching our encounter, maybe touching herself while doing so, makes me grip my hardening cock through my boxers. I squeeze once, trying to get myself under control before responding.

Me: Good to hear. Not sure if I'm ready for my porn star debut though.

The three dots appear, disappear, then appear again, like she's carefully considering her response. My heart pounds as I wait.

Maya 🐱: No pressure. But if you're interested... what are you doing tomorrow?

My pulse quickens even more. Tomorrow. She wants to see me tomorrow. I check my delivery app—I'm not scheduled until the evening shift.

Me: I'm off. Why?

The response is immediate this time.

Maya 🐱: Perfect! Come over in the morning. The girls have a surprise for you. 😏

The girls. Plural. The mental image of Maya with her two housemates—Rowan with her curves barely contained in that silk robe, Lexi with her infectious giggle and long legs—sends a jolt straight to my groin. What kind of surprise could three cam girls have for me? My imagination runs wild with possibilities, each more explicit than the last.

My fingers tremble slightly as I type a response.

Me: What time?

Maya 🐱: 10am. Don't be late. And come hungry. 😉

The winking emoji could mean anything, but in context, it feels deliciously suggestive. I adjust myself in my boxers, my erection now straining against the fabric. The rush of anticipation I feel is almost dizzying.

Me: I'll be there. Can't wait to see what you have planned.

Maya 🐱: Trust me, you're going to love it. Sweet dreams, Johnny. Think of me. 💋

The kiss emoji makes me smile like a teenager who just got noticed by his crush. I set the phone down and realize I'm flushed, my skin hot with excitement. I haven't reacted this way to text messages since... hell, maybe ever. Not even with Sharon in the early days of our relationship.

I return to the sink, resuming my dish washing with renewed vigor. The mundane task can't dampen my spirits now. My mind races with possibilities for tomorrow morning. Will it be another shoot? Will all three of them be involved? The thought sends another pulse of blood to my already half-hard cock.

The water has cooled, so I drain the sink and refill it with hot water, plunging my hands back in to finish the job. Steam rises around my face as I scrub, but I barely notice the heat. All I can think about is Maya—her smile, her touch, the way she took control of the situation today but still gave me room to make my own choices.

And now, a surprise with the girls tomorrow morning. Ten a.m. can't come soon enough.

The digital clock on my floor reads 1:17 AM, its red numbers casting an eerie glow across my bedroom. I'm exhausted, my body spent from the day's activities, but my mind refuses to power down. I stare at the ceiling, counting cracks in the plaster while images of Maya flash through my head like a highlight reel of porn I starred in. Her lips wrapped around my cock. Her pussy gripping me tight as she rode me. The surprised look on her face when she actually came. The weight of five hundred dollars in my hand afterward. I've been lying here for over an hour, and sleep feels as far away as my old executive lifestyle.

I roll onto my side, my eyes adjusting to the darkness enough to make out the sad state of my bedroom. The mattress lies directly on the floor—no frame, no box spring, just a queen-size slab of memory foam that was the one luxury I allowed myself after the divorce. My clothes hang from a portable metal rack against one wall, the kind college students use in dorms. A milk crate serves as my nightstand, holding a cheap lamp with a crooked shade and my phone charger. The contrast between this and my former master suite with its California king and custom built-ins is so stark it would be funny if it weren't so pathetic.

My phone screen illuminates as I check it for the twentieth time since I laid down. No new messages. I scroll back through my conversation with Maya, rereading her last text.

Maya 🐱: Trust me, you're going to love it. Sweet dreams, Johnny. Think of me. 💋

As if I could think of anything else. I set the phone back down, trying to ignore the tingling sensation that runs through me whenever I picture her face. This is ridiculous. I'm acting like a teenager with his first crush, not a thirty-five-year-old divorced man who just got paid to have sex on camera.

I close my eyes, willing sleep to come, but all I see is Maya in that gothic schoolgirl outfit, her breasts spilling out of the corset, her dark lipstick smeared across her face after swallowing my cock. Then the image shifts to her in the shower, water cascading down her olive skin, her natural face free of makeup, vulnerable and real. Which version of her was authentic? The professional cam girl who knew exactly how to perform for an audience, or the woman who seemed genuinely surprised by her own orgasm?

And what about tomorrow? "The girls have a surprise for you." What does that even mean? My cock stirs under the sheets at the possibility of being with all three of them. Rowan with those curves that seem impossible on a real woman. Lexi with her petite frame and mischievous smile. And Maya... god, Maya. The way she took control of the situation, how she guided me through every step, how she made me feel wanted and valuable even though she was paying me.

I flip onto my stomach, burying my face in the pillow. This line of thinking isn't helping me sleep. I try to focus on my breathing, on relaxing each muscle group starting from my toes and working upward, on counting backward from one hundred—all the tricks I used to use when work stress kept me up at night.

Nothing works. The clock now reads 2:43 AM, and I'm more awake than ever. I kick off the blankets, feeling too hot despite the cool air in the apartment. My skin feels hypersensitive, like every nerve ending is dialed up to eleven. I punch my pillow into a different shape, hoping a new position will somehow trick my body into sleep.

It doesn't. After another ten minutes of shifting around, I give up and sit up on the edge of my mattress. The floor is cold under my bare feet as I stand, stretching my arms above my head until my back gives a satisfying pop. I pad across the small apartment to the kitchen area, fill a glass with tap water, and gulp it down.

The water helps cool me from the inside, but does nothing for my racing thoughts. I move to the window, pushing aside the cheap blinds to look out at the quiet street below. Pat's main house is dark; she's probably been asleep for hours. A lone streetlight casts pools of yellow on the empty road. Everything is still, peaceful, normal—completely at odds with the chaos inside my head.

Twenty-four hours ago, I was just a delivery guy struggling to make rent. Now I'm... what? A porn performer? A male prostitute? A guy with an opportunity to make more money in a day than he usually makes in a week? Whatever label fits, there's no denying that my life has taken a sharp turn into uncharted territory.

And the strangest part is that I don't feel bad about it. Confused, yes. Overwhelmed, definitely. But not ashamed or regretful. There was something liberating about being with Maya, about being wanted for exactly what I could offer in that moment. No pretense, no games, just raw physical connection with clear expectations on both sides.

I let the blinds fall back into place and wander back to my bed. The clock now reads 3:22 AM. I have to be at Maya's house in less than seven hours. I need to sleep.

I pick up my phone again, the blue glow illuminating my face as I open Maya's contact. I scroll through our conversation one more time, lingering on the words "the girls have a surprise for you." My imagination runs wild with possibilities. Will they want me to perform with all three of them? Is it another type of content altogether? Maybe they just want to discuss a regular arrangement—me coming back to film with them weekly, building a more permanent working relationship.

That last thought sends a surge of something through me—anticipation mixed with a touch of anxiety. Could I really do this regularly? Have sex on camera for money? My ex-wife would have a field day if she ever found out. But then, she's not in my life anymore, is she? She made her choice when she walked out with half of everything I owned.

I set the phone down on my chest and stare back up at the ceiling. In the stillness of the early morning hours, I can admit to myself that this isn't just about the money. Yes, five hundred dollars is life-changing in my current situation. But there's more to it. There's the way Maya looked at me when the camera wasn't rolling. The genuine connection I felt with her in the shower. The butterflies that haven't left my stomach since I first laid eyes on her.

I pick up my phone again, opening her text thread. I type out a message—"Can't sleep. Thinking about you."—but my thumb hovers over the send button. Too desperate? Too soon? I delete it character by character, then type a new one: "Looking forward to tomorrow." I stare at those four words for a long minute before deleting them too. Better to play it cool. Better to wait until morning.

I set an alarm for 8:30 AM, giving myself plenty of time to shower, shave, and drive to her house. Then I plug in my phone and set it on the milk crate beside me, screen facing up so I'll see immediately if she texts again.

Outside, the first hints of dawn are starting to lighten the sky from black to deep blue. My eyelids finally grow heavy as exhaustion begins to win out over excitement. As I drift toward sleep, Maya's face floats in my mind—not the heavily made-up performer with the purple lipstick, but the shower version with her freckles and natural smile. In my half-conscious state, I reach out as if to touch her, my hand finding only the cool sheet beside me.

Tomorrow, I think as sleep finally claims me. Tomorrow I'll see her again. My phone remains clutched in my hand, open to Maya's last message about the "surprise," as if holding onto it will somehow bring morning faster.


Chapter eight






Chapter Two


My Toyota gives a final shudder as I pull into the driveway of the streamer house, the engine begging for mercy before falling silent. I check my reflection in the rearview mirror, running a hand through my hair and taking a deep breath. My stomach is doing somersaults like I'm sixteen again, heading to pick up my prom date. Except I'm thirty-five, divorced, and about to meet three cam girls who promised me a "surprise." Not exactly the life trajectory I imagined for myself, but the flutter of anticipation I feel is more genuine than anything I've experienced in years.

I check my phone one last time: 9:58 AM. Perfect timing. I grab the coffee I picked up on the way—one for me and one for Maya. A peace offering? A bribe? I'm not even sure myself, but it felt like the right thing to do. The cardboard tray is warm against my palms as I make my way up the stone path to the front door, the morning sun already beating down on my back.

Before I can even knock, the door swings open, and Maya stands there in a loose tank top and yoga pants, her hair pulled back in a messy bun. No cat ear headphones today, no heavy makeup. Just natural beauty that makes my breath catch.

"You're punctual," she says with a smile that lights up her whole face. "I like that in a man."

"Brought you coffee," I reply, holding out the cardboard tray like an idiot. "Didn't know how you take it, so I got it black with some cream and sugar packets."

Maya's fingers brush mine as she takes the cup, lingering a beat longer than necessary. The contact sends electricity up my arm, and I have to suppress a shiver. "Black is perfect, actually," she says, her eyes locked on mine. "Come in."

She steps aside to let me pass, her hand resting lightly on my forearm as I walk through the doorway. The touch is casual but deliberate, and it makes my skin tingle beneath my shirt sleeve. The house smells like vanilla and something else—coconut maybe, the same scent from Maya's shower products yesterday. The memory of water cascading down her naked body flashes through my mind, and I have to force myself to think about baseball statistics to keep from getting hard right there in the entryway.

"The girls are still getting ready," Maya says, guiding me toward the living room with her hand still on my arm. "You can wait in here."

The living room looks different in the daylight. What seemed sleek and sophisticated last night now reveals itself as a carefully constructed stage. Ring lights on stands are positioned strategically around a purple velvet couch—the same one I sat on yesterday while eating salad with the girls. Multiple cameras on tripods point toward it from different angles. The glass coffee table holds a collection of what I first take to be decorative objects until I look closer and realize they're sex toys arranged in an artful display. Behind the couch, a green screen is partially rolled up, and various backdrops lean against the wall—a beach scene, a library setting, what looks like a dungeon.

"Make yourself comfortable," Maya says, gesturing toward the couch. "I need to finish getting ready too."

She disappears up the stairs, leaving me alone in what is clearly their studio space. I sit on the edge of the couch, feeling like I've stepped behind the curtain of some elaborate production. A high-end gaming PC hums in the corner, multiple monitors displaying screensavers of the three girls in various poses—gaming with controllers, lounging in bikinis, dressed as anime characters with those cat-ear headphones they all seem to favor.

I set my coffee on the table, careful to use a coaster despite the lived-in feel of the space. My leg bounces nervously as I check my phone. 10:05 AM. I have no idea what this "surprise" could be, and the waiting is killing me. Last night with Maya was incredible—more than incredible—but what if the other girls don't think I'm right for their content? What if the surprise is them letting me down gently?

The sound of footsteps on the stairs pulls me from my spiral of insecurity. Rowan appears, descending with the poise of a runway model despite wearing just jeans and a fitted t-shirt that showcases her impressive curves. Her red hair falls in waves around her shoulders, and she holds a crisp white envelope in one hand. Unlike Maya, she's wearing full makeup, her lips painted the same crimson as her hair.

"Johnny," she says, her voice cool but not unfriendly. "You're early."

Before I can point out that I'm actually five minutes late, a voice calls down from upstairs.

"Didn't we tell him to show up this evening?" Lexi's high-pitched tone carries easily through the house, the teasing note in it unmistakable.

Rowan's expression doesn't change as she responds, "He doesn't listen."

I open my mouth to defend myself—Maya definitely said 10 AM in her texts—when the doorbell rings, cutting through the moment. Rowan sighs, setting the envelope on the coffee table before moving to answer the door.

"We'll talk about the schedule confusion in a minute," she says over her shoulder.

She pulls open the front door, and I catch sight of a guy about my height but years younger—mid-twenties at most—wearing a button-down shirt that looks expensive but fits him all wrong, like he bought it a size too large to seem more impressive. His cologne hits me from across the room, an overpowering cloud of something that's trying too hard to be masculine. His hair is styled in that deliberately messy way that probably took twenty minutes and half a bottle of product to achieve.

"Mark," Rowan says, her voice noticeably cooler. "What are you doing here?"

"Just checking in on my favorite tenants," he responds, leaning against the doorframe with what he clearly thinks is a charming smile. "Wanted to remind you rent's due next week."

From my position on the couch, I have a clear view of their interaction. Rowan crosses her arms over her chest, creating distance between them without actually stepping back.

"We always pay on time," she says. "You didn't need to come by."

Mark's eyes travel slowly down Rowan's body, lingering on her chest before meeting her gaze again. "You know we can get the rent down if you let me...you know," he says with a sleazy grin that makes my skin crawl even from across the room.

Rowan's posture stiffens. "No, Mark, it's not a good idea to mix business and pleasure."

Mark adjusts his position, moving slightly closer to Rowan. "You already mix business and pleasure," he says, lowering his voice but not enough that I can't hear every word. "I've seen your videos..."

I feel my face flush with secondhand embarrassment and anger on Rowan's behalf. Her expression hardens, her jaw setting in a tight line.

"That's not something you should admit," she says coldly.

Mark seems unfazed by her tone. If anything, his smile grows more predatory. "Well," he says, "if my mom knew you were running a business...that kind of business...out of her property, you three would be evicted pretty quick." He pauses, letting the threat sink in. "You're lucky I keep what I know to myself."

From where I sit, I can see Rowan's hands ball into fists at her sides. Her knuckles turn white with the effort of restraining herself, and a muscle in her jaw twitches. Despite her composed exterior, it's clear she's seething.

The tension in the air is thick enough to choke on. I shift uncomfortably on the couch, torn between wanting to intervene and not wanting to overstep. This clearly isn't my fight, but the protective instinct rising in my chest doesn't care about that distinction. Something about seeing Rowan—confident, composed Rowan—made uncomfortable by this sleazeball triggers something primal in me.

I watch her shoulders rise with a deep breath, her control visibly hanging by a thread as Mark continues to look at her like she's an item on a menu. The envelope on the coffee table suddenly makes sense—my payment for yesterday's scene, probably. But seeing Rowan facing down this entitled prick makes me realize there might be more to this "surprise" than just another shoot.

I rise from the couch before I've fully decided to intervene. Something about the way Mark is looking at Rowan—like she's merchandise he's considering purchasing—makes my blood boil. I'm not usually the heroic type, but after everything I've been through in the last year, watching someone else get pushed around triggers something in me. My coffee sits forgotten on the table as I cross the living room in a few long strides, positioning myself slightly behind Rowan in the doorway, just close enough that she knows I'm there without crowding her space.

"Everything okay here?" I ask, my voice coming out deeper than usual, a tone I haven't used since my executive days when I needed to shut down aggressive salespeople.

Rowan glances back at me, surprise flashing across her face for just a moment before her composed mask returns. She clearly wasn't expecting backup, and I can't tell if my presence is welcome or an annoyance.

"It's fine, Johnny," she says, her tone measured. "Mark was just leaving."

Mark's eyes shift from Rowan to me, running up and down my frame with a dismissive sneer. He's shorter than me by a couple inches but carries himself with the inflated confidence of someone who's never had his ass kicked when he deserved it.

"Who's this?" he asks Rowan, though his eyes stay locked on mine. "Another one of your 'co-stars'?"

The way he says "co-stars" drips with condescension, like he's referring to something dirty stuck to the bottom of his shoe. My face flushes hot with anger, and I feel my hands curl into fists at my sides. I haven't been in a fight since high school, but suddenly I'm calculating the distance to his face and wondering if I still remember how to throw a proper punch.

Rowan must sense my tension because she places a hand firmly against my chest, a gesture that's both calming and restraining. Her palm is warm through my t-shirt, her nails pressing just slightly into the fabric.

"Johnny's a friend," she says smoothly. "And yes, he was just leaving."

I wasn't planning to leave, and the confusion must show on my face because Mark lets out a laugh—a grating sound that makes me want to knock his perfect teeth down his throat.

"Bet he's not packing what your viewers expect," Mark says with a smirk. "These cam girls have standards, you know."

My vision clouds at the edges, a red haze of fury descending like a veil. Before I realize what I'm doing, I've stepped forward, my fists clenched tight enough that my nails dig painfully into my palms. Rowan's hand falls away from my chest as I move, and I see a flash of alarm in her eyes—not fear of me, but concern about the situation escalating.

"Listen, you piece of—" I start, but I'm cut off by the sound of rapid footsteps on the stairs.

Maya appears beside us in a blur of movement, her eyes quickly taking in the tableau at the door: Mark's smug face, Rowan's rigid posture, my clenched fists and flushed face. She doesn't hesitate, slipping between me and the door with the grace of a dancer.

"Johnny, come help me with something in the kitchen," she says, her voice light but her eyes intense as they lock with mine. Her hand finds my arm, fingers wrapping around my bicep with gentle but insistent pressure, pulling me away from the confrontation.

I resist for a moment, unwilling to leave Rowan alone with this creep, but Maya's grip tightens and she gives a tiny shake of her head. The message is clear: This isn't helping.

As Maya tugs me toward the kitchen, I hear Mark call after us, his voice dripping with false charm, "Think about my offer, Rowan. Rent's due next week."

The door slams shut with a finality that echoes through the house.

Maya leads me into a spacious kitchen with gleaming stainless steel appliances and marble countertops. The contrast between this modern, immaculate space and my own sad kitchenette with its stained linoleum and dripping faucet is stark. She guides me to a barstool at the island, her hand still on my arm, thumb now rubbing small circles against my skin.

"Deep breaths," she says, her voice low and soothing. "Mark is an asshole, but he's not worth getting worked up over."

My heart is still pounding, adrenaline coursing through my system with nowhere to go. I flex my fingers, trying to release the tension in my hands. "Does he always talk to Rowan like that?"

Maya sighs, moving to the refrigerator. She pulls out a pitcher of water and fills two glasses. "He hits on all of us, but he's especially persistent with Rowan," she says, sliding one glass toward me. "I think he knows she's the one least likely to put up with his shit, so he sees her as a challenge."

The cold water helps cool my temper as I gulp it down. I'm about to ask more questions when the sound of someone bounding down the stairs interrupts us. Lexi appears in the doorway, her petite frame practically vibrating with energy. She's wearing a crop top that barely covers her midriff and shorts so tiny they might as well be underwear. Her blonde pixie cut is styled with glittery clips that catch the light as she moves.

"What did that asshole want now?" she asks, hopping onto the counter next to the sink, her legs swinging freely.

Rowan enters behind her, composed but with a lingering tightness around her eyes. She leans against the doorframe, arms crossed over her chest. "The usual. Reminding us rent is due and suggesting he could lower it in exchange for... services."

Lexi makes a gagging noise. "Gross. As if any of us would touch him with a ten-foot pole." She turns to me, her bright green eyes curious. "Was Johnny about to deck him? Please tell me you were about to deck him."

Maya's hand is still on my arm, her thumb continuing its soothing circles. "Johnny was being protective," she says, a note of something like appreciation in her voice. "Which was sweet, but unnecessary."

"We handle Mark," Rowan adds, her tone matter-of-fact. "He makes empty threats, but his mother owns the house, and she has no idea he's been collecting our rent in cash and pocketing half of it. If he exposes our business, we expose his embezzlement."

The tension in my shoulders eases slightly at this revelation. They're not as vulnerable as I feared. "Sounds like a Mexican standoff," I observe.

"Exactly," Rowan says with a slight nod. "Which is why we don't need to escalate things. But... thank you for the thought."

Coming from Rowan, who seems to carefully measure every word, the thanks feels significant. I nod back, embarrassed now by my caveman reaction but still not sorry I stepped up.

Lexi claps her hands together suddenly, the sound sharp in the kitchen. "Anyways," she says brightly, clearly eager to change the subject, "are you ready for the surprise?"

I blink at her, momentarily confused. With the confrontation with Mark, I'd almost forgotten about the promised "surprise" that brought me here in the first place. "Surprise?"

Maya finally releases my arm, moving around the island to stand next to Lexi. She shares a glance with Rowan, who gives a subtle nod of approval.

"We're taking you shopping before you and Lexi shoot your scene," Maya announces with a smile that makes my heart skip.

Lexi bounces excitedly on the counter, clapping her hands again. "You need some new clothes that actually fit that hot body of yours!"

I look down at my outfit—worn jeans that are a bit too loose after months of unintentional weight loss, a faded t-shirt from some corporate retreat years ago, and sneakers that have seen better days. It's all clean, but none of it is particularly stylish or well-fitting.

"Shopping?" I repeat, the word feeling strange in my mouth. "That's the surprise?"

Maya's smile widens. "Part of it. We want to invest in our newest talent."

"Consider it your welcome package," Lexi adds with a wink that makes heat rise to my face.

I glance between the three women, trying to process this unexpected turn. I came here expecting another filming session, maybe with all three of them this time. Instead, they want to take me... clothes shopping? Like I'm their project? Their charity case?

The thought should probably offend me. A year ago, when I was still an executive with custom suits and a personal shopper, it definitely would have. But now? After months of barely scraping by? After the humiliation of losing everything and starting over at thirty-five? Somehow, the idea that these beautiful women want to help me look better feels like a different kind of intimacy than what Maya and I shared yesterday—one that makes my chest tight in a way I can't quite identify.

I rub the back of my neck, a nervous habit from my corporate days when I was trying to look thoughtful instead of confused. The idea of these young, beautiful women taking me shopping makes me feel simultaneously flattered and pathetic. Like I'm some kind of charity case or fixer-upper project. "I don't know..." I say, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. "I can buy my own clothes." The words sound hollow even to my own ears. The truth is, I've been wearing the same rotation of five shirts for months, prioritizing rent and car repairs over updating my wardrobe.

Rowan, who has moved from the doorway to lean against the kitchen island, fixes me with her steady gaze. Unlike Maya's warmth or Lexi's bubbliness, Rowan's expression is pragmatic, almost businesslike despite her model-worthy looks.

"Consider it a business expense," she says matter-of-factly. "Our viewers expect a certain aesthetic. Your performance yesterday was excellent, but presentation matters in this industry." She gestures vaguely toward my outfit. "No offense, but delivery guy chic isn't exactly what our audience subscribes for."

Her practical framing should make this easier to accept, but something in me still rebels against the idea. I've spent months rebuilding my life from scratch, clawing my way back from rock bottom with nothing but my own determination. Accepting handouts, even well-intentioned ones, feels like admitting defeat somehow.

"She means your clothes make you look homeless," Lexi chirps helpfully from her perch on the counter, earning her a sharp look from Maya.

Maya steps closer to me, close enough that I can smell her perfume—something floral and expensive that makes my head swim slightly. "Plus, we want to," she says, her voice softer than the others. "When's the last time someone did something nice for you, Johnny?"

The question hits me like a sucker punch to the gut. I open my mouth to respond, then close it again. When was the last time? Before the divorce, certainly. Maybe that Christmas three years ago when Sharon got me the watch I'd been eyeing for months? But that feels like a lifetime ago, like it happened to a different person entirely. Since the collapse of my marriage and career, it's been nothing but me struggling to stay afloat on my own, with occasional help from Pat that I repay with manual labor.

The silence stretches long enough that the answer becomes obvious to everyone in the room. The three women exchange glances, a silent conversation passing between them. Lexi's expression softens from teasing to something gentler. Rowan's businesslike facade cracks just enough to reveal a hint of sympathy. And Maya—Maya looks at me with such understanding that I have to glance away to keep my composure.

"That's what I thought," Maya says quietly, her hand coming to rest on my forearm, warm and reassuring.

Lexi hops down from the counter, her energy immediately dispelling the heavy moment. She bounces on her toes, already grabbing a small purse shaped like a cartoon cat from the counter. "I'm thinking Nordstrom first, then maybe that boutique on Fifth? They have those jeans that would look amazing on his ass."

She says this with such casual confidence that I feel heat creeping up my neck. The way she discusses my body like I'm not standing right here should be uncomfortable, but there's something refreshingly straightforward about it. These women make their living showcasing their bodies; they talk about physical attributes the way other people discuss the weather.

"Let's start with basics," Rowan suggests, pulling her own sleek leather purse from a hook by the door. "Jeans, t-shirts, a decent button-down or two."

"And shoes," Maya adds, glancing down at my worn sneakers. "Definitely shoes."

The three of them move around the kitchen with the coordinated efficiency of people who live in each other's pockets. Maya grabs a sleek shoulder bag from the back of a chair. Rowan checks her wallet, counting cash with quick, precise movements. Lexi retrieves a small vlogging camera from a drawer, checking its battery level before slipping it into her tiny purse.

I watch them prepare for this unexpected outing, still processing the fact that these three gorgeous women want to spend their day—and their money—helping me look better. It's bizarre and touching and slightly overwhelming all at once. My pride whispers that I should refuse, that a real man wouldn't let women half his age dress him like a doll. But another part of me, a part that's been lonely and struggling for so long, is pathetically grateful for the attention, for the care, for being seen as someone worth investing in.

"Ready?" Maya asks, her hand on my arm again, those brown eyes looking up at me with a warmth that makes my chest tight.

I make my decision in that moment, pushing my pride aside. "Yeah," I say, offering her a smile that feels more genuine than any I've given in months. "Thank you. All of you. This is... unexpected but really nice."

Lexi bounces over and loops her arm through mine on the opposite side from Maya. "Trust me, it's as much for us as it is for you. The camera loves a hot guy in well-fitted clothes." She winks up at me, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. "Our subscribers are going to go crazy."

We head toward the door, this strange procession of beauty and me. I hold it open instinctively, letting each of them pass through before me. It's an old-fashioned gesture, something my father drilled into me as a boy, but it makes Maya smile as she passes, her hand brushing my chest lightly.

The morning sun is fully overhead now as we step outside, the heat immediately enveloping us. I lock the door behind us, then lead the way to my beat-up Toyota parked in the driveway. Next to it sits a sleek black SUV that I assume belongs to the girls, making my car look even more pathetic in comparison.

"We can take my car," I offer, already mentally calculating if I have enough gas to get to the shopping center and back. The envelope with my payment from yesterday is still inside on the coffee table, forgotten in the commotion with Mark.

"It's fine," Rowan says, already opening my passenger door. "No point taking both cars."

The others follow suit, with Lexi claiming the back seat behind Rowan and Maya sliding in behind the driver's side. I settle behind the wheel, suddenly hyperaware of every stain on the upholstery, every fast food wrapper I missed during my hasty cleaning last night, the lingering smell of delivery food that never quite leaves.

"Sorry about the mess," I mutter, turning the key and praying the engine starts without the usual series of concerning noises.

Lexi immediately starts fiddling with the radio, her slender fingers dancing across the buttons until she finds a pop station. "Oh my god, there's like no legroom back here," she complains, but her tone is more amused than annoyed. "How do you fit your passengers?"

"I don't usually have passengers," I admit as I back out of the driveway. "Just food deliveries."

Rowan sits primly in the passenger seat, her posture perfect despite the coffee stain on the seat beneath her. She pulls out her phone, checking something before saying, "Take a left at the light, then get on the highway heading north."

In the rearview mirror, I catch Maya's eyes. She's leaning forward between the front seats, close enough that I can feel her breath on my neck when she speaks. "We're going to have so much fun," she says, her hand coming to rest lightly on my shoulder. "It's been ages since we had a proper shopping day."

As I pull away from the curb, I glance back at the egirl house in my rearview mirror. The confrontation with Mark still lingers in the back of my mind—his sleazy proposition, his threat about their rent, the contempt in his eyes when he looked at me. But as Lexi cranks up the volume on some pop song I vaguely recognize, singing along at the top of her lungs while Maya laughs and Rowan pretends to be annoyed, I feel something I haven't experienced in a very long time: anticipation. Not anxiety about the future or regret about the past, but simple excitement about what the day might bring.

For the first time since my life imploded, I'm not just going through the motions. I'm actually looking forward to something. Even if that something is as mundane as clothes shopping with three women who probably see me as a project at best and a business investment at worst. Still, as Maya's fingers give my shoulder a gentle squeeze, I can't help but smile. Today might just be a good day after all.


Chapter nine






Chapter Three


The mall rises before us like a gleaming temple to capitalism, all reflective glass and polished stone. My Toyota looks painfully out of place in the parking lot full of BMWs and Teslas. I ease into a spot between a Mercedes SUV and some luxury car I don't even recognize, cringing at the contrast between my rust-spotted door and their pristine finishes. As I cut the engine, Lexi's already bouncing in the backseat, her excitement palpable in the confined space of my car. I catch Maya's eye in the rearview mirror, and she gives me an encouraging smile that somehow both calms and excites me at the same time. This is really happening—I'm about to go clothes shopping with three gorgeous women who make their living taking their clothes off on camera. What the hell has my life become?

"We're here!" Lexi announces unnecessarily, already throwing open her door and spilling out into the parking lot. Her tiny shorts ride up as she stretches her arms overhead, drawing the attention of a middle-aged man walking past. He nearly trips over his own feet staring at her, and I feel a strange twist of something possessive in my gut.

Rowan exits with more dignity, smoothing her jeans as she stands. "Focus, Lexi," she says, but there's fondness in her voice. "We have a mission today."

Maya slides out from behind me, her hand briefly squeezing my shoulder as she passes. "Ready for your makeover, Johnny?" she asks, her voice playful but kind.

I lock my car and shove the keys into my pocket, suddenly hyperaware of my worn jeans and faded t-shirt. "As ready as I'll ever be," I reply, trying to match her light tone despite the anxiety swirling in my stomach. "Just don't expect a miracle."

We enter through gleaming glass doors that slide open automatically, and the blast of air conditioning hits me like a wall. Inside, the mall is even more intimidating than the exterior suggested—polished concrete floors that reflect the ambient lighting, minimalist displays in store windows featuring clothes with no visible price tags (which means I definitely can't afford them), and sleek kiosks selling coffee that probably costs more than I make in an hour of deliveries.

"When's the last time you went shopping for yourself?" Maya asks as we stroll past a store displaying watches that cost more than my car.

I have to think about it. "Probably before the divorce," I admit. "So... almost a year ago?"

Rowan makes a small sound of disapproval. "That explains a lot."

"Hey, I've been a little busy trying not to become homeless," I say defensively, then immediately regret the edge in my voice. These women are trying to help me, after all.

Maya loops her arm through mine, her touch sending electricity up my sleeve. "That's why we're here," she says soothingly. "To make sure you look as good as you... perform." The pause and the slight emphasis on that last word make my face heat.

"Speaking of looking good," Lexi pipes up, pointing ahead, "can we hit that athletic wear store? I've been eyeing their new collection online."

We stop at a map kiosk, the four of us clustered around it like tourists in a foreign country. Which, in a way, I am—this upscale shopping center is definitely not my usual habitat. The women discuss strategy with the seriousness of military planners.

"Okay, let's divide and conquer," Rowan decides, tapping a manicured nail on a store location. "Maya and I will check out that shoe place on the second level. Johnny desperately needs something better than those worn-out sneakers."

"Hey, these have character," I protest, looking down at my faithful shoes that have carried me through countless food deliveries.

"Character isn't the word I'd use," Rowan says with a smirk.

"You and Lexi can start at the athletic store," Maya tells me, her fingers still resting lightly on my arm. "We'll meet back at the central fountain in an hour. Then we'll tackle formal wear."

"Formal wear?" I echo. "I thought we were just doing basics."

"You'll need at least one good shirt and jacket for certain types of content," Rowan explains matter-of-factly. "Some of our subscribers enjoy the fantasy of an older, successful man."

"Older?" I wince at the word. "I'm thirty-five, not sixty."

"Ancient by internet standards," Lexi teases, grabbing my other arm. "Come on, delivery boy. Let's find you some clothes that actually show off what you're packing."

Before I can respond to that, Maya and Rowan are heading toward an escalator, leaving me alone with the bubbly blonde whose hand is now sliding from my arm to my waist in a way that seems both casual and deliberately intimate. My body responds immediately to her touch, memories of her naked in the dressing room yesterday flooding back.

Lexi guides me through the mall with confidence, her tiny frame somehow taking up space in a way that commands attention. People glance at us as we pass—a petite, gorgeous blonde with a guy who looks like he should be delivering their pizza. I can almost see the questions in their eyes: Sugar daddy? Unlikely couple? I'm not sure which assumption is more embarrassing.

"This way," Lexi chirps, tugging me toward a storefront with mannequins dressed in sleek athletic wear. Her hand drifts lower, fingers brushing the back pocket of my jeans in a touch so brief I might have imagined it if not for the jolt of electricity it sends through me.

As we walk, Lexi keeps finding reasons to touch me—brushing imaginary lint from my shoulder, her fingers grazing mine when she points at something, her hip bumping mine when she steps closer to avoid other shoppers. Each contact seems casual but leaves my skin tingling. Is she doing this on purpose? Part of me—the part that's been lonely and touch-starved since my divorce—doesn't care about her intentions. I just want more.

"So you're the expert here," I say, trying to distract myself from my growing arousal. "What exactly am I supposed to be shopping for?"

Lexi glances up at me, her green eyes mischievous beneath her lashes. "Something that shows off your assets," she says. "Those shoulders, that chest..." Her gaze drops lower, to where my jeans are starting to feel uncomfortably tight. "And we definitely need pants that fit better around your package. The camera loves a good bulge."

I nearly choke on air. "Jesus, Lexi."

She laughs, the sound light and musical. "What? It's my job to know what sells. And you, Johnny," she says, her hand sliding up my arm to squeeze my bicep, "have plenty to work with."

Her casual assessment of my body should make me uncomfortable. I'm not some piece of meat to be evaluated for market value. Yet there's something refreshingly direct about the way these women talk about physical attributes—mine and their own—without shame or pretense. In the corporate world, everything was subtext and implication. Here, desire is just another commodity to be discussed openly.

"This is all still weird to me," I confess as we approach the athletic store. "Yesterday I was delivering food. Today I'm shopping for clothes to look better on camera while having sex. Tomorrow... who knows?"

Lexi's expression softens slightly, a glimpse of genuine understanding behind her playful facade. "That's the beauty of it though, isn't it? You never know what's coming next." She steps closer, close enough that I can smell her perfume—something sweet and fruity that makes me think of summer. "Sometimes the best things in life are the ones you never saw coming."

Her words hang in the air between us, weighted with meaning I'm not sure how to interpret. Before I can respond, she's tugging me through the entrance of the athletic store, her energy shifting back to bouncy enthusiasm. But as I follow her in, watching the confident sway of her hips in those tiny shorts, I can't help but wonder if there's more to this "surprise" than just a shopping trip. And I can't decide if that thought terrifies or thrills me—probably both.

The athletic wear store greets us with that distinct retail smell—clean fabrics mixed with cedar and something synthetic I can't quite identify. Everything inside screams "expensive minimalism"—muted earth tones arranged in perfect symmetry, mannequins in yoga poses that look painful, and not a price tag in sight. The kind of place where if you have to ask how much something costs, you definitely can't afford it. I follow Lexi through the entrance, hyper-aware of how the sales associates immediately clock us—her with appreciation, me with thinly veiled suspicion. One glance at my worn jeans and they've already decided I don't belong. They're not wrong.

"Can I help you find something today?" A sales associate materializes beside us, her smile tight and professional as her eyes dart between Lexi's tiny shorts and my delivery-guy aesthetic.

"We're good, thanks!" Lexi chirps before I can respond. She hooks her arm through mine possessively, a move that makes the associate's eyebrows lift slightly. "Just browsing."

The woman nods and retreats a calculated distance—far enough to give us space but close enough to keep an eye on me, like I might stuff overpriced compression shorts into my pockets when she's not looking.

"They always hover," Lexi whispers, steering me toward a display of women's workout clothes. "Like we can't be trusted to shop unsupervised."

"I think it's me they don't trust," I mutter. "You look like you belong here. I look like I took a wrong turn on the way to the food court."

Lexi laughs, the sound drawing attention from other shoppers. "That's why we're here, dummy. To fix that." Her hand squeezes my bicep appreciatively. "Though there's nothing wrong with the raw material."

My face warms at her casual compliment. There's something disarming about the way Lexi approaches attraction—direct, unembellished, matter-of-fact. It's both flattering and unsettling to be evaluated so openly.

She releases my arm to rifle through a rack of sports bras, her fingers dancing over the fabrics with practiced ease. "What do you think of this one?" she asks, holding a neon pink number against her chest. "Too much?"

"Depends on what you're going for," I reply, trying to sound like a guy who regularly discusses women's workout attire. "If you want to be visible from space, it's perfect."

Lexi snorts with laughter. "That's actually the point sometimes. Our gaming streams get more viewers when we wear bright colors." She puts the pink one back and pulls out a blue one instead. "This matches my eyes, though."

"The blue one," I agree, surprised to find I'm actually enjoying this bizarre shopping experience. "Brings out your eyes without screaming for attention."

Lexi gives me an appraising look. "You might have better taste than your outfit suggests, Johnny." She adds the blue sports bra to the growing collection draped over her arm. "Now help me pick some leggings."

For the next fifteen minutes, I find myself in the surreal position of helping Lexi select workout clothes, offering opinions on fabric, cut, and color while trying desperately not to imagine how her ass would look in each pair. She makes this nearly impossible, however, by holding each pair against her body and turning to show me different angles, bending slightly in ways that make my mouth go dry.

"These compression ones are good for high-intensity workouts," she explains, holding a pair of black leggings with mesh panels against her legs. "But they're not as comfortable for just lounging around the house."

"Do you actually work out in these, or are they just for..." I trail off, not sure how to phrase it politely.

"For showing off on camera?" Lexi finishes with a grin. "Both, actually. We do real gaming streams too, you know. Not everything is about sex." She pauses, her green eyes twinkling mischievously. "Just most things."

A sales associate drifts by again, eyeing the growing pile of items in Lexi's arms. "Would you like me to start a fitting room for you?"

"Yes, please," Lexi replies sweetly.

Once the woman has taken her selections, Lexi pulls me toward the men's section. "Your turn," she says, her voice taking on a determined quality that makes me nervous.

"I thought this was just about you shopping," I protest weakly.

"Did you miss the whole point of today?" Lexi asks, already sorting through a rack of men's workout shirts. "We're here to make you look hot. Well, hotter." She pulls out a compression shirt in dark gray. "This would show off those shoulders nicely."

Before I can object, she's holding the shirt against my chest, her fingers brushing against me through my t-shirt. The casual touch sends a jolt straight to my groin, and I'm suddenly very glad I'm wearing jeans thick enough to hide my body's immediate response.

"Not bad," Lexi murmurs, her eyes traveling down my torso in a way that feels like a physical caress. "But I think we need to see it on to be sure." She adds it to a pile she's starting for me, then grabs a pair of running shorts. "These too."

"I'm not really a shorts guy," I say, eyeing the brief-looking garment skeptically.

Lexi rolls her eyes. "Trust me, with legs like yours, you should be." She continues browsing, occasionally holding items against me or asking my opinion on colors. Despite my initial reluctance, I find myself enjoying her company—her energy is infectious, and her commentary keeps making me laugh.

"What about these?" She holds up a pair of joggers that look impossibly soft. "They'd show off that ass of yours. And your package." She says this last part in a stage whisper that nevertheless carries enough to make a nearby shopper glance our way with wide eyes.

"Jesus, Lexi," I hiss, feeling my face heat again. "Filter, please."

"Why?" she asks innocently. "It's true. And it's literally my job to know what looks good on camera." She adds the joggers to my pile. "Besides, I've already seen what you're packing, remember? No need to be shy."

The reminder of yesterday—of Maya's mouth on me, of the camera capturing every moment—sends another rush of blood southward. The fact that Lexi has seen that footage, that she's thinking about my cock while shopping with me, makes my head spin a little.

By the time we've finished in the men's section, Lexi has assembled an impressive pile of clothing for me to try on. The sales associate returns, eyes widening slightly at the addition.

"Your fitting room is ready," she says to Lexi, then glances at me. "Would you like a separate room for the gentleman?"

Before I can answer, Lexi loops her arm through mine. "No need," she says brightly. "We're sharing. More efficient that way."

The associate's professional mask slips just enough to reveal her surprise, but she recovers quickly. "Of course. Right this way."

As we follow her toward the back of the store, Lexi leans in close, her breath warm against my ear. "Hope you don't mind," she whispers. "I thought we could... get to know each other better."

The suggestion in her voice is unmistakable, and my heart rate kicks up a notch. This is crazy. We're in a public store, in the middle of the day. We can't possibly...

The sales associate shows us to a spacious fitting room with a bench along one wall and mirrors on three sides. She hangs our selections on hooks, gives us a card with the number of items, and reminds us to let her know if we need different sizes.

"Take your time," she says, closing the door behind her.

Lexi turns to me, her green eyes glittering with something dangerous and exciting. "Well?" she asks, her fingers already playing with the hem of her top. "Should I try something on first?"

I hesitate, my hand on the door lock. Part of me—the responsible adult part—knows I should walk out right now. But another part, the part that's been awakened by my encounters with Maya, can't look away from Lexi's playful smile and the promise in her eyes.

My fingers turn the lock with a decisive click.

The dressing room suddenly feels the size of a postage stamp, all mirrors and harsh lighting and Lexi's intoxicating presence filling every inch of available space. The lock clicks with finality, sealing us into this tiny private universe surrounded by the busy store. My heart pounds against my ribs so hard I'm convinced Lexi can see it through my shirt. She doesn't seem nervous at all, already pulling her phone from her tiny purse with the casual confidence of someone who's completely comfortable with what's about to happen. I, on the other hand, feel like a teenager about to get lucky for the first time—excited, terrified, and certain I'm going to mess this up somehow.

"Music," Lexi announces, tapping her screen. "Can't have people hearing us, can we?"

Before I can ask what exactly she plans for people to hear, low bass notes fill the small space—something with a heavy rhythm that seems to vibrate in my chest. She sets her phone on the little bench, volume just loud enough to mask conversation but not so loud it would draw attention from outside.

"So," she says, turning to face me. "You've seen me naked on camera, but that doesn't count. That was work." Her fingers find the hem of her crop top. "This is different."

In one fluid motion, she pulls the top over her head, revealing a lacy pink bra that barely contains her small but perfect breasts. My mouth goes dry instantly. Lexi doesn't pause or give me time to recover—her hands move to her shorts next, sliding them down her toned legs with practiced ease.

"I—uh—should I turn around?" I stammer, suddenly unsure where to look or what to do with my hands.

Lexi laughs, the sound musical even over the thudding bass. "Why would you do that? The whole point is for us to get comfortable with each other." She kicks her shorts aside, standing before me in nothing but her bra and a matching pink thong. "We're going to be filming together later. This is just... warming up."

I swallow hard, my eyes unable to stop roaming over her body. Where Maya is all soft curves, Lexi is compact energy—toned muscles, small perky breasts, legs that seem impossibly long for her petite frame. She reaches behind her back, unhooking her bra with a practiced flick of her fingers, and lets it fall to the floor.

"You look like you've never seen tits before," she teases, cupping her breasts and offering them to me like a gift. "Haven't you been with Maya already?"

"This is different," I manage to say, unconsciously echoing her earlier words. "That was...filming. This is..."

"More real?" Lexi suggests, hooking her thumbs into her thong. She slides it down slowly, revealing a completely bare pussy that makes my cock strain painfully against my jeans. "More dangerous?"

She steps out of her underwear, now completely naked in the harsh fluorescent lighting of the dressing room. There's not an ounce of self-consciousness in her posture—she stands with the confidence of someone who knows exactly how good she looks and exactly what effect she's having on me.

"You can touch," she says softly, taking my hands and placing them on her waist. Her skin is warm and impossibly soft beneath my palms.

"We're in a fucking store," I remind her, though my hands don't move away. If anything, they tighten slightly on her waist, pulling her closer.

"That's what makes it exciting," she whispers, then begins to move her body to the music's rhythm.

The song has a hypnotic quality, all bass and slow beats, and Lexi's body responds to it like they're made for each other. She turns in my grasp, pressing her ass against my crotch, grinding slowly in a way that makes me groan despite my best efforts to stay quiet. Her arms reach up and back, fingers threading through my hair as she continues to dance against me.

"I want our scene together to be amazing," she says, her voice slightly breathless as she moves. "And that means getting comfortable with each other first." She turns to face me again, pushing me gently until I'm sitting on the small bench. "Don't you want to be comfortable with me, Johnny?"

Before I can answer, she's straddling my lap, her naked body pressing against my fully clothed one in a maddening contrast of textures. The heat of her core radiates through my jeans as she settles against my obvious erection.

"Fuck," I hiss as she rolls her hips, creating delicious friction.

"That's the idea," Lexi whispers, her lips ghosting against my ear. "Eventually."

Her hands slip under my t-shirt, exploring the contours of my chest and stomach. Her touch is light but confident, mapping my body like she's memorizing the terrain. When her fingers brush over my nipples, I have to bite my lip to keep from making noise.

"You're so responsive," she observes, sounding pleased. "I love a man who isn't afraid to show he's enjoying himself."

She grinds down harder on my lap, the thin denim of my jeans doing nothing to hide my reaction to her. I'm rock hard now, straining painfully against the confines of my underwear. Lexi notices, of course—her hand drifts down between us, cupping my bulge with an appreciative squeeze.

"Maya wasn't exaggerating," she murmurs, her green eyes wide with what looks like genuine excitement. "You're fucking huge."

Despite the situation—or maybe because of it—I find myself laughing. "That's becoming my claim to fame, apparently."

Lexi grins, squeezing me again through my jeans. "It's a good thing to be known for." Her smile turns wicked. "I bet you could make me scream with this."

The thought of Lexi screaming as I drive into her sends another surge of blood to my already painfully hard cock. My hands, which have been cautiously resting on her waist, slide down to cup her ass, pulling her more firmly against me.

"This is insane," I mutter, even as my body betrays my words by pressing up against her. "Someone could hear us."

"Then we'll have to be quiet," Lexi whispers, reaching for my belt buckle. "Think you can fuck me without making too much noise?"

My brain short-circuits at her words, at the image they conjure of bending her over in front of the mirror, watching her face as I slide into her from behind. It's reckless, possibly illegal, and absolutely the hottest thing anyone has ever suggested to me.

"I want to," I admit, my voice rough with desire. "But I've never..."

"Had sex in public?" Lexi finishes, her fingers successfully unfastening my belt. "It's thrilling. The fear of getting caught adds this whole other dimension."

She unbuttons my jeans and slides the zipper down with agonizing slowness, the sound nearly lost beneath the music still pulsing from her phone. Her small hand snakes inside, finding my cock beneath my boxer briefs, and I have to stifle a groan as her fingers wrap around me.

"So fucking big," she murmurs appreciatively, stroking me through the fabric. "I can't wait to feel this inside me."

The music, the mirrors reflecting Lexi's naked body from multiple angles, the danger of our situation—it all combines into a heady cocktail that makes me feel drunk with desire. I pull her face to mine, capturing her lips in a hungry kiss that she returns with equal fervor. Her tongue slides against mine as her hand continues to work my cock through my underwear.

I'm fully committed now, consequences be damned. My hand slides between her legs, finding her pussy already wet and ready. She gasps against my mouth as I slide a finger through her slick folds, circling her clit with my thumb.

"Fuck, Johnny," she moans, too loud despite the music.

"Shh," I warn her, but I don't stop the movement of my hand. If anything, her response encourages me to add another finger, sliding both into her tight heat while my thumb continues its circles.

Lexi's hips buck against my hand, her breathing becoming ragged. She tugs my cock free from my underwear, her eyes widening as she gets her first real look at what she's been feeling through fabric.

"Oh my god," she whispers, wrapping both hands around my shaft. "This is going to feel so good."

She rises up on her knees, positioning herself above me, the head of my cock just barely touching her entrance. I can feel her heat, her wetness, and I know I'm about to slide into paradise. My hands grip her hips, ready to guide her down onto me, when—

A sharp knock on the door freezes us both.

"Everything okay in there?" Maya's voice, tinged with amusement, cuts through our bubble of lust like a bucket of ice water. "You've been in there a while."

Lexi and I stare at each other, her still poised above my cock, my hands still on her hips, both of us breathing heavily. The moment stretches between us, charged with unfulfilled desire and sudden panic.

"Fuck," Lexi whispers, but this time it's frustration rather than pleasure.

"I'm changing!" Lexi calls out in a sing-song voice that wouldn't fool a five-year-old, much less Maya and Rowan. She scrambles off my lap, nearly kneeing me in the process, her previously graceful movements now frantic and jerky. I sit frozen on the bench, cock still out, brain struggling to shift gears from "about to have sex in a public dressing room" to "just got caught by the other girls." Except these women already know exactly what I look like naked, which somehow makes it both better and worse.

"Is Johnny in there with you?" Rowan asks directly, her voice carrying easily through the door despite the music still playing from Lexi's phone.

I open my mouth to deny it—a reflex from years of getting caught doing things I shouldn't—but Lexi shoots me a look that says lying would be pointless.

"Yes," I call back, my voice cracking like a teenager's. I clear my throat and try again. "Yes, I'm here."

There's a pause, then what sounds suspiciously like muffled laughter from the other side of the door. I hastily tuck myself back into my underwear and zip up my jeans, my erection painful as it's forced back into confinement. Lexi moves with the efficiency of someone used to quick changes, pulling on her thong, shorts, and top in what seems like a single fluid movement.

"Told you," I hear Maya say to Rowan. "Pay up."

"You bet on this?" I hiss at the door, heat rushing to my face.

"On whether you two would hook up the moment you were alone?" Maya's voice is rich with amusement. "Of course we did. I said you wouldn't make it fifteen minutes."

"And I gave you more credit," Rowan adds dryly. "I thought you'd at least make it to the food court."

Lexi is frantically trying to fix her hair in the mirror, her cheeks flushed with what might be embarrassment but looks more like frustrated arousal. She catches me watching her and gives me a rueful smile.

"To be continued," she mouths silently, making my still-hard cock twitch in response.

I stand up, adjusting myself as discreetly as possible. There's no hiding my arousal in these jeans, but I can at least try to minimize the obvious tent I'm pitching. Lexi watches my efforts with a smirk, then reaches over to deliberately run her palm over my bulge one last time before unlocking the door.

"Tease," I mutter.

"Promise," she corrects with a wink, then pulls the door open.

Maya and Rowan stand outside, both holding tall cups from the food court, looking for all the world like parents who've caught their teenagers making out. Maya's eyes immediately drop to my crotch, her lips curving into a knowing smile that makes me want to cover myself with my hands. Rowan's expression is more controlled, but I catch the slight lift of her eyebrow as she takes in my disheveled appearance.

"Did you at least try on the clothes?" Rowan asks, gesturing to the untouched garments still hanging neatly on the hooks.

"We got... distracted," Lexi admits, not sounding remotely apologetic. She bounces past them, grabbing her cup from Maya's hand. "Ooh, is that a smoothie? I'm parched." She takes a long sip through the straw, her eyes dancing with mischief over the rim.

I step out of the dressing room, feeling like I've got a neon sign over my head announcing "ALMOST HAD SEX IN PUBLIC." The sales associate glances our way, her expression suggesting she knows exactly what was happening but is too professional to comment. I can't meet her eyes as I follow the girls through the store.

"We thought you might need refreshments," Maya says, handing me the second cup. "Hydration is important after... physical activity."

I take it automatically, my embarrassment giving way to a strange mixture of amusement and gratitude. These women—who I barely know but have been more intimate with than most of my long-term relationships—are teasing me, but not in a mean-spirited way. There's something almost affectionate in their ribbing.

"Did you at least decide what you're buying?" Rowan asks, ever practical even in the aftermath of catching two of her housemates in a compromising position.

"All of it," Lexi declares, gathering the items we'd selected. "I need new workout gear, and Johnny definitely needs... everything."

We proceed to the checkout counter, where the sales associate rings up Lexi's selections with professional detachment. I stand awkwardly to the side, still nursing my "smoothie" (which tastes suspiciously alcoholic—did they spike this at the food court?).

"That's going to be $342.78," the associate says, looking expectantly at Lexi.

I choke on my drink. Three hundred dollars? For workout clothes? But Lexi simply hands over a credit card like she's buying chewing gum, not batting an eye at the astronomical sum.

"Successful cam girls make bank," Maya whispers in my ear, correctly interpreting my shock. "You'd be surprised."

"Another reason to keep you around," Rowan adds from my other side. "The ROI on that body of yours is very promising."

I should probably be offended at being reduced to a business investment, but there's something strangely flattering about it too. These women—young, gorgeous, financially independent—see value in me. After months of feeling worthless post-divorce, it's a potent ego boost.

The associate hands Lexi her bags, and we make our way toward the exit. As we walk, I notice a shift in our group dynamic. Maya slides her arm through mine on one side, while Lexi bounces alongside us, occasionally brushing against me in a way that makes it clear our dressing room encounter isn't forgotten. Rowan walks slightly ahead, leading the way, but she keeps glancing back to make sure we're following, her eyes lingering on me a beat longer than necessary each time.

It feels like I'm being claimed, in a way—marked as part of their unit. The stares we get from other shoppers only reinforce this impression. Men look at me with obvious envy, women with curiosity. What's this average-looking guy doing with these three stunners? I can practically see the question written on their faces.

"Where to next?" Maya asks as we exit the store. "We've still got shoes and formal wear on the agenda."

"I think Johnny needs a little recovery time first," Lexi says with a giggle, glancing meaningfully at my crotch, which has finally started to calm down. "Food court?"

"Actually," Rowan says, checking her watch, "we should probably head back to the house. We need to prep for this afternoon's shoot."

The word "shoot" brings me crashing back to reality. Right. This shopping trip isn't just about clothes—it's about preparing me for my next on-camera performance. With Lexi, apparently, given what she said in the dressing room. My pulse quickens at the thought.

"Can we at least grab lunch on the way?" Lexi asks, already steering us toward the mall exit. "I worked up an appetite in there."

Maya laughs, squeezing my arm. "I bet you did."

We walk through the mall toward the parking lot, the girls chatting about upcoming content plans and shoot schedules like they're discussing a corporate meeting agenda instead of filming sex acts. I listen, fascinated by their professional approach to what most people consider deeply intimate activities.

"Johnny and I are doing a gamer girl seduction scene," Lexi explains to the others. "I'm thinking the schoolgirl outfit with the cat ears?"

"Perfect," Maya agrees. "Johnny, you'll need to wear that new athletic wear we bought. The gray compression shirt especially—it'll show off your shoulders."

"Do I get any say in this?" I ask, only half-joking.

Rowan glances back at me with the ghost of a smile. "You're the talent. We're the directors. But don't worry—we know how to make you look good."

As we step outside into the bright sunlight, I'm struck by how quickly my life has changed. Not even twenty-four hours ago, I was just a delivery guy struggling to make rent. Now I'm walking through a mall with three beautiful women who are planning which outfits will look best when we have sex on camera. It's surreal, slightly terrifying, and exciting in equal measure.

We reach my Toyota, which looks even more out of place in the upscale parking lot after our shopping spree. As I unlock the doors, Lexi leans in close to me, her breath warm against my ear.

"Can't wait to finish what we started," she whispers, her hand brushing deliberately across the front of my jeans.

I should probably be scared by how fast things are moving, by how completely my life is changing. Instead, as I slide behind the wheel with these three incredible women piling into my beat-up car, I feel something I haven't felt in a very long time: anticipation. Whatever happens next—whether it's filming with Lexi this afternoon or something else entirely—I'm ready for it. Maybe even excited for it.

For the first time since my divorce, I'm not just surviving. I'm living.


Chapter ten






Chapter Four


The drive back to the house feels different than the drive to the mall earlier today. For one thing, the girls' shopping bags fill most of my Toyota's trunk and back seat, spilling over with fancy athletic wear, shoes, and whatever else caught their fancy. But the bigger difference is the energy in the car—specifically between Lexi and me. Every time I catch her eyes in the rearview mirror, she gives me a look that says our dressing room encounter is far from over, a silent promise that makes my cock stir despite my best efforts to think about anything else.

"Johnny, take a left here," Rowan directs from the passenger seat. "There's less traffic on the back roads."

I follow her instructions, turning down a tree-lined street that provides welcome shade from the midday sun. Maya hums along to the radio in the backseat, occasionally commenting on items they purchased. Next to her, Lexi scrolls through her phone, but I can feel her attention on me like a physical touch.

"So what kind of scene are we filming today?" I ask, trying to sound casual, like this is a normal conversation about a normal job.

"Yoga instructor seduces innocent student," Lexi says without looking up from her phone. "I'm thinking we use the pool deck—the lighting will be perfect this time of day."

"The golden hour," Maya agrees. "It'll make your skin glow."

Rowan checks her watch. "We should get started as soon as we get back. The best light won't last long."

My hands tighten on the steering wheel. We're talking about filming a sex scene the way other people might discuss shooting a family portrait. Part of me still can't believe this is my life now—that in a matter of days I've gone from delivering food to filming porn with gorgeous women. The surreality of it all hits me again as I pull into their driveway.

"Home sweet home," Lexi announces, already unbuckling her seatbelt before the car has fully stopped.

We pile out, and I help unload the shopping bags, my biceps straining under the weight of their purchases. Whatever these girls make from their online content, it must be substantial based on how freely they spent today. The thought of my own envelope of cash waiting inside reminds me that I'm part of this economy now too.

As we enter the house, Lexi immediately drops her bags in the entryway and rushes to the sliding glass doors leading to the back deck. She throws them open dramatically, letting in a flood of golden afternoon light that transforms the living room, turning ordinary surfaces into something magical.

"Oh my god, look at this light!" she exclaims, spinning around with her arms outstretched. "It's perfect! We have to shoot right now."

I set down the bags I'm carrying, watching as Lexi's slender figure is backlit by the sun, creating a halo effect around her pixie cut. She's beautiful in an elfin way—all sharp angles and boundless energy, so different from Maya's soft curves.

"Now?" I ask, suddenly nervous despite my earlier bravado. The interrupted dressing room encounter has left me with a persistent low-level arousal, but the idea of immediately jumping into filming makes my stomach flutter with anxiety.

"Yes, now!" Lexi bounces over to me, grabbing my arm. "The light won't stay this perfect for long, and we need to capitalize on it."

Maya laughs, picking up some of the bags Lexi abandoned. "She's right about the light. It'll make both of you look amazing on camera." She gives me a reassuring smile that somehow makes me feel both calmer and more aroused at the same time. "Don't worry, you'll be great."

"I'll get the new yoga outfit we bought," Lexi says, already rummaging through the shopping bags. She pulls out a matching set in a vibrant teal color that I vaguely remember her modeling for me in the store before things got... distracted.

Rowan moves to the kitchen island, where her laptop sits open. "I'll upload yesterday's footage while you two work. The initial metrics look promising," she says with a nod in my direction that I choose to take as approval.

Lexi finds what she's looking for and grabs my hand. "Come on, we need to change and set up before we lose the light!"

"Wait, what about the clothes you bought me?" I ask, gesturing to the abandoned shopping bags.

"No time," Lexi says dismissively. "We can use those for another shoot. Today you're wearing these." She shoves a small bundle of fabric into my hands that I realize with alarm is much less material than I was expecting.

"Good luck," Maya calls as Lexi drags me toward the stairs. There's a knowing amusement in her eyes that makes me wonder if she's thinking about our own filming session yesterday. The memory of her mouth around my cock flashes unbidden into my mind, and I feel myself hardening again.

"Don't break him, Lexi," Rowan adds, not looking up from her laptop. "We need him functional for future content."

"No promises!" Lexi shouts back, tugging me up the stairs with surprising strength for someone so petite.

As we ascend, I glance back to see Maya watching us, a strange expression on her face that I can't quite decipher. Is that jealousy? Interest? Simple amusement at the situation? Before I can analyze it further, she raises her hand in a small wave, a soft smile playing at her lips.

"Have fun," she mouths.

And then Lexi pulls me around the corner at the top of the stairs, and Maya disappears from view. I'm left following this energetic blonde down the hall, my mind racing with equal parts nervousness and anticipation. Yesterday I filmed with Maya, today with Lexi. Is this really going to be my new normal? Filming with different beautiful women each day?

"This is going to be so hot," Lexi says, her voice dropping to a seductive purr that's at odds with her bubbly personality. "I've been thinking about your cock since the dressing room."

My mouth goes dry at her directness. "Me too," I admit, which earns me a dazzling smile over her shoulder as she leads me toward what I assume is her bedroom. "But what exactly are we filming? I don't know anything about yoga."

Lexi laughs, the sound light and musical. "Don't worry about that. Just follow my lead and keep the camera steady." She pushes open a door at the end of the hall. "Time to finish what we started at the mall."

Lexi's bedroom is nothing like I expected. Where Maya's room was all soft textures and moody lighting, Lexi's space looks like an explosion in a gaming store. RGB lights line the walls in pulsing patterns, posters of anime characters and video game heroines cover every available surface, and a professional gaming setup dominates one corner, multiple monitors still displaying her desktop backgrounds—all featuring her in various cosplay outfits. A California king bed draped in a galaxy-print comforter takes up most of the remaining space, covered in plushies of cartoon characters I vaguely recognize from my nephew's T-shirts.

"Welcome to my lair," Lexi says with a dramatic flourish, tossing the teal yoga outfit onto her bed. She bounces over to a closet that's bursting with colorful fabrics and begins rummaging through it.

"It's... very you," I say, taking in the controlled chaos. There's something endearing about how unabashedly Lexi embraces her interests, her personality splashed across every inch of this room.

"Here," she says, pulling a sleek camera from a drawer in her desk. It's similar to the one Maya had me use yesterday, but slightly smaller. "You'll be filming today. I want this to have a POV feel—like you're the student I'm seducing."

I take the camera, turning it over in my hands. It's expensive, the kind of equipment professional videographers use. "I'm still new at this," I remind her. "I might mess up the shot."

Lexi waves away my concern. "Don't worry about it. Half the appeal is the amateur feel." She steps closer, her small hand resting on my forearm. "Just focus on me. The rest will take care of itself."

She grabs her yoga outfit and disappears into an attached bathroom, calling over her shoulder, "Wait here while I change. Then you can head downstairs and go out to the pool deck. I'll be setting up the lighting and doing some warm-up poses."

"What should I wear?" I ask, looking down at my current outfit.

"Those shorts we bought will work," she calls through the door. "The gray ones. They show off your package nicely."

I dig through the shopping bags we brought upstairs, finding the gray athletic shorts Lexi mentioned. They're much shorter than anything I'd normally wear, designed to highlight rather than conceal. I change quickly, feeling self-conscious despite the fact that Lexi will soon see much more than my legs.

The bathroom door opens, and Lexi emerges in her teal yoga outfit—a sports bra that pushes her small breasts together to create impressive cleavage, and leggings so tight they might as well be painted on. Her blonde pixie cut has been styled to look artfully tousled, and she's applied just enough makeup to enhance her features without looking overdone.

"Perfect," she says, eyeing me up and down with approval. "Those shorts are definitely working for you."

She grabs a yoga mat and a small bag of what I assume are props, then heads for the door. "I'll go set up. Wait about five minutes, then come outside. I want to be in the middle of a pose when you 'discover' me, okay?"

"Got it," I nod, trying to ignore the butterflies in my stomach.

"And remember," she adds, pausing at the doorway, "this is supposed to be fun. Don't overthink it." With a wink and a bounce of her step, she's gone, leaving me alone with the camera and my thoughts.

I sit on the edge of her bed, careful not to disturb the army of plushies, and check the camera settings. It's already set to record, the battery fully charged. All I need to do is press a button and point it at Lexi. Seems simple enough, but my mind is racing with complications.

This situation is so bizarre. Not just the filming itself, but the way I'm bouncing between these women. Yesterday, I was with Maya—beautiful, soulful Maya who made me feel things I haven't felt in years. Today, I'm about to film with Lexi, who's completely different but equally captivating in her own way. And somewhere downstairs is Rowan, who I haven't been with yet but who keeps giving me these evaluating looks that make my skin tingle with anticipation.

What am I to them? A business asset? A temporary plaything? Something more?

And what is Maya to me? When I think about her, it's not just her body I remember—though God knows that's memorable enough—but the moments between takes. The way she looked in the shower, natural and vulnerable. The way she checked in with me afterward, making sure I was okay with everything that had happened. The way her eyes crinkle when she laughs.

I move to the window, which overlooks the backyard and pool area. Lexi is down there now, unrolling her yoga mat on the concrete deck beside the sparkling blue pool. She's setting up portable lights on stands, positioning them to complement the golden afternoon sunlight filtering through the palm trees. The scene looks like something from a high-end fitness magazine—perfect pool, perfect lighting, perfect girl in perfect yoga clothes.

Do I have feelings for Maya already? Is that even possible after such a short time? Or am I just confusing sexual attraction with something deeper because it's been so long since I felt either? And if I do have feelings for her, what does it mean that I'm about to have sex with her housemate on camera?

Does Maya feel anything for me beyond professional interest? The way she looked at me when Lexi was dragging me upstairs—was that possessiveness I saw? Jealousy? Or just amusement at the situation? And why do I care so much?

Through the window, I watch Lexi arrange her props—blocks, straps, and other yoga equipment I don't recognize. She tests the lighting, adjusting one of the stands to better catch the sun's rays. Then she steps onto her mat and begins flowing through a series of poses that showcase her flexibility. Even from this distance, I can see the strength in her small frame as she moves with fluid grace from position to position.

This is her job, I remind myself. This is all of their jobs. They're professionals creating content that sells. I shouldn't read more into it than that. But then I think of the way Maya looked at me in the shower, and I can't help but wonder if there's something more happening here than just business.

Lexi drops into a deep stretch, her ass pointed directly at the house—at me. As if sensing my eyes on her, she looks over her shoulder directly at the window where I'm standing. When our eyes meet, she smiles and gives me a deliberate, provocative wink.

My heart rate kicks up a notch. That's my cue. Time to stop overthinking and start filming.

I press the record button, the small red light coming to life to indicate we're rolling. Taking a deep breath, I head downstairs and out through the sliding glass doors to the pool deck where Lexi waits, already in character as the seductive yoga instructor about to rock my world.

Game on.

The late afternoon sun bathes Lexi in golden light as I step onto the pool deck, camera in my left hand, trying to look casual despite the butterflies in my stomach. She's in some impossible-looking yoga pose, her tight body folded in ways that showcase both her flexibility and her assets. When she hears my approach, she looks up with practiced surprise, like she hadn't been waiting for me, like she hadn't just winked at me through the window. This is all part of the scene, I remind myself. The yoga instructor surprised by a student's arrival. The camera feels heavy in my palm as I press the zoom button, focusing on Lexi's face as she breaks into a smile that's somehow both innocent and predatory.

"Oh! I didn't know anyone else would be out here," she says, her voice higher and breathier than her normal tone. She straightens up slowly, making a show of stretching her arms above her head, which pushes her small breasts against the thin fabric of her sports bra. "Are you here for the advanced class?"

I play along, remembering Maya's advice to follow Lexi's lead. "Just looking for a quiet place to relax," I say, keeping the camera steady despite my nervousness. "Didn't mean to interrupt your practice."

Lexi smiles, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear in a gesture that seems calculated to appear casual but comes across as deliberately flirtatious. "No interruption at all. I could use some help, actually." She tilts her head, her green eyes wide with feigned innocence. "Would you mind?"

"Help with what?" I ask, moving closer as she beckons me.

"I need your help with this position," Lexi says cutely, her voice playful yet seductive. "Help me stretch out." She sits on her mat, legs extended in front of her, then reaches toward her toes, her back arching gracefully. "I can never quite get the full extension on my own."

I shift the camera to my left hand, unsure how to help while still filming. Lexi solves the problem by reaching for my free hand and guiding it to her lower back.

"Press gently here," she instructs, placing my palm against the small of her back. "It helps deepen the stretch."

I apply gentle pressure as directed, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin fabric of her top. Lexi makes a small sound of satisfaction that's just a touch too sexual for a yoga class, her back arching further under my touch. I keep the camera trained on her face, capturing her exaggerated expression of pleasure.

"That feels amazing," she purrs, then shifts positions, turning onto her hands and knees. "Now help me with downward dog. It's my favorite position."

The double entendre isn't subtle, and I feel my cock beginning to stir in the thin athletic shorts as Lexi positions herself on all fours, then lifts her hips high into the air, creating that inverted V-shape that puts her ass on perfect display. The teal leggings might as well be painted on, revealing every curve and contour of her toned body.

"Press up against me," Lexi says, looking back at me through her legs, her voice dropping lower. "It helps align my hips properly."

I move behind her, camera still recording in my left hand, and position myself so that my groin is just touching her raised ass. The contact, even through two layers of clothing, sends electricity shooting up my spine. My cock responds immediately, hardening against the thin fabric of my shorts.

"Like this?" I ask, my voice rougher than I intended.

"Mmm, perfect," Lexi moans, pushing back against me slightly. "Just like that. Feel how my hips need to rotate?" She demonstrates by grinding subtly against my now-obvious erection.

The camera nearly slips in my sweaty palm as blood rushes to my groin. I adjust my grip, trying to keep the shot steady while Lexi continues her "instructional" commentary that's becoming less and less about yoga with each passing second.

Without warning, she shifts again, flowing smoothly out of downward dog and into an impressive display of flexibility as she lowers herself into a full split on her yoga mat. She's facing me now, her face mere inches from my crotch where my erection is tenting the gray shorts obscenely.

"Wow," she says, her eyes fixed on my bulge. "Looks like someone's enjoying their yoga lesson." She licks her lips slowly, deliberately, making sure the camera captures the gesture. "Oh daddy," she continues, her voice taking on a girlish quality that contrasts sharply with the predatory look in her eyes. "Are you happy to see me?"

The "daddy" catches me off guard—it's not something anyone's ever called me before Maya used it yesterday—but I don't have time to analyze it because Lexi is continuing her performance.

"You helped me relieve pressure," she says, still in that split position that showcases her incredible flexibility. "So now I guess I have to help you."

Her small hands reach for the waistband of my shorts, fingers brushing against my stomach in a touch that makes my muscles tighten reflexively. She looks up at me through her lashes, maintaining eye contact as she slowly, deliberately unbuttons the shorts and pulls down the zipper.

"Let's see what you're hiding in here," she purrs, tugging the shorts down just enough to free my half-hard cock. It springs out, rapidly stiffening under her appreciative gaze. "Wow, daddy," she gasps, her eyes widening in what seems like genuine surprise despite having seen me naked yesterday. "You're so big."

She wraps her fingers around my shaft, giving it a few experimental strokes that bring me to full hardness within seconds. The camera shakes slightly in my hand as pleasure courses through me. I adjust my stance, trying to keep the shot steady while Lexi continues to stroke me.

"I need to taste it," she says, leaning forward while maintaining her split position—a feat of flexibility that I'd find impressive if I could think straight, which I decidedly cannot as Lexi's hot mouth engulfs the head of my cock.

"Fuck," I groan, the word escaping before I can stop it. Her mouth is wet and warm, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head in a way that makes my knees weak.

I angle the camera down to capture Lexi's face as she takes me deeper, her cheeks hollowing with suction. The visual of this petite blonde in a full split, sucking my cock while looking up at the camera with those wide green eyes, is almost too much to process. It's like every porn fantasy come to life, except I'm not just watching—I'm experiencing it, feeling every flick of her tongue, every vibration of her appreciative hums around my shaft.

Lexi pulls back, letting my cock slip from her mouth with an obscene pop. "You taste so good, daddy," she says, her lips glistening. Then, without breaking eye contact with the camera, she reaches for the hem of her sports top and pulls it up and over her head in one fluid motion.

Her breasts spill free—large but perky, with pale pink nipples already hard in the open air. She cups them in her hands, offering them to the camera. "Do you like what you see, daddy?" she asks, pinching her nipples between her fingers. "Do you want to feel them?"

But before I can respond, she's taking my cock back into her mouth, sucking more enthusiastically now, one hand wrapped around the base of my shaft where she can't fit me completely. The sight of her—still in that impossible split, topless, her lips stretched around my cock—is possibly the hottest thing I've ever seen.

I tighten my grip on the camera, determined not to drop the expensive equipment despite the waves of pleasure Lexi's mouth is sending through my body. This is work, I remind myself. We're filming content. But my body doesn't care about that distinction as Lexi continues her expert oral attention, her small hand pumping what doesn't fit in her mouth, her tongue doing things I didn't know were possible.

"God, that feels amazing," I say, the words coming out rough and strained.

Lexi responds by taking me deeper, her eyes watering slightly as the head of my cock hits the back of her throat. She doesn't gag or pull away—instead, she moans around my shaft, the vibrations sending new waves of pleasure up my spine.

I keep the camera focused on her face, capturing every detail of her performance. Because that's what this is—a performance. No matter how good it feels, no matter how authentic her enthusiasm seems, we're creating content. That thought should probably bother me more than it does, but with Lexi's warm mouth wrapped around my cock, it's hard to care about much of anything else.

Lexi pops my cock out of her mouth with another obscene sound, a string of saliva still connecting her lips to the tip. Her cheeks are flushed, her eyes bright with excitement as she looks up at me through the camera. "I need more," she says, still in that breathy voice she's been using for the scene. Without breaking eye contact with the lens, she hooks her thumbs into the waistband of her yoga pants and slowly, teasingly, begins to peel them down her hips. The teal fabric slides over her smooth skin, revealing inch by tantalizing inch that she's not wearing anything underneath.

I keep the camera steady as she works the leggings down her toned legs, finally kicking them away with a playful flick of her foot. My breath catches at the sight of her completely naked on the yoga mat, the late afternoon sun gilding her pale skin. But what really draws my attention—and the camera's lens—is her pubic area, where her blonde hair has been meticulously trimmed and shaved into a perfect heart shape.

"You like?" she asks, noticing where my attention is focused. She runs a finger along the edge of the heart, drawing attention to her handiwork. "I did it just for you, Daddy."

The combination of the childish name with her very adult presentation creates a cognitive dissonance that should be off-putting but somehow isn't. Instead, I find myself even more turned on, my cock throbbing painfully with each beat of my heart.

Lexi moves out of her split position finally, leaning back on her yoga mat, her legs spreading wide in invitation. Her pussy glistens in the golden light, already wet and ready. "Please fuck me, Daddy," she says, her voice a perfect blend of innocence and lust. "I've been such a good girl at my yoga practice."

I swallow hard, trying to remember that we're filming, that this is a performance for an audience. But my body doesn't care about such distinctions—it only knows that there's a beautiful naked woman asking me to fuck her, and after our interrupted dressing room encounter earlier, I'm more than ready to comply.

I kneel on the concrete between her spread legs, the hard surface uncomfortable against my knees but I barely notice. With my left hand, I keep the camera trained on Lexi's face, capturing her expression of anticipation as I use my right hand to guide my cock to her entrance.

"Yes, Daddy," she encourages, her hips tilting up to meet me. "Put that big cock inside me."

The head of my cock nudges against her opening, already slick with arousal. I press forward slowly, watching through the viewfinder as Lexi's expression changes from anticipation to wide-eyed pleasure mixed with slight discomfort as I begin to stretch her.

"Holy fuck you're big," Lexi says with a giggle that seems to break character slightly, her eyes widening as I push just the tip inside. Despite her professional experience, there's a moment of genuine adjustment as she accommodates my size. The tight heat of her pussy gripping just the head of my cock nearly makes me groan aloud.

I pause, giving her time to adjust, using the moment to adjust the camera angle to capture both her face and where our bodies are beginning to join. "You okay?" I ask softly, genuinely concerned despite the performance aspect of all this.

"More than okay," Lexi breathes, her small hands reaching down to grab her own thighs, pulling them wider apart. "Give me all of it, Daddy. I want to feel every inch."

I push forward slowly, watching through the camera as my cock disappears inch by inch into her tight pussy. Lexi's mouth falls open, her eyes fluttering closed as I fill her completely. When I'm fully seated inside her, I pause again, both to let her adjust and to control my own response. She's incredibly tight, her inner walls gripping me like a vise, and I know if I start moving immediately, this will be over embarrassingly fast.

"You feel so good," I say, the words coming out rough and strained.

"So do you, Daddy," she replies, her eyes opening to stare directly into the camera. "Your cock is stretching me so good."

I begin to move then, establishing a slow rhythm, pulling nearly all the way out before sinking back in deep. Each thrust draws a little gasp from Lexi, her small breasts bouncing slightly with the impact. I try to keep the camera steady, focusing on capturing her expressions of pleasure, but it's challenging to maintain the shot while also fucking her with increasing intensity.

"Harder, Daddy," Lexi moans, her hips rising to meet each thrust. "Fuck me harder."

I increase the pace, driving into her with more force, the sound of skin slapping against skin joining our heavy breathing and Lexi's increasingly vocal moans. The camera shakes slightly in my hand, and I adjust my grip, determined to capture every moment of this encounter despite my own mounting pleasure threatening to overwhelm my concentration.

"Like this?" I ask, punctuating the question with a particularly deep thrust.

"Yes!" Lexi cries, her back arching off the yoga mat. "Just like that, Daddy. Don't stop!"

I maintain the rhythm, watching through the viewfinder as Lexi's expressions become less controlled, more genuine as pleasure builds within her. Her hands move restlessly—clutching at the yoga mat, then her own breasts, then reaching up as if to grab something invisible above her. Her breathing becomes more rapid, her moans more urgent.

"Daddy... Daddy..." she chants with each thrust, the childish name becoming a mantra of approaching orgasm. "Your cock feels so good inside me, Daddy."

I angle my hips slightly, searching for that spot that will drive her over the edge. I know I've found it when Lexi's eyes fly open, a look of surprised pleasure crossing her face.

"Right there!" she gasps, her internal muscles clenching around me. "Right there, Daddy. Don't stop!"

I keep my thrusts aimed at that same spot, maintaining the rhythm and pressure as Lexi's pleasure visibly builds. Her skin flushes pink across her chest and face, her nipples hardening into tight peaks. Her eyes begin to lose focus, her mouth forming a perfect O of impending release.

"I'm going to cum, Daddy," she warns, her voice taking on a desperate edge. "You're going to make me cum so hard!"

I keep going, my own pleasure building dangerously but I force it back, focusing instead on bringing Lexi to climax. The camera captures every nuance of her approaching orgasm—the way her brow furrows slightly, how her teeth catch her bottom lip, the increasing tension in her body as she races toward release.

"Oh god, oh god, oh god," she chants, her words running together as her hips buck wildly against mine. "Daddy!"

Suddenly her whole body tenses, back arching sharply off the mat, and then she's convulsing around my cock, her inner walls pulsing and gripping me in waves. The most remarkable part is her leg—just one—which starts shaking uncontrollably, trembling with the force of her orgasm. Her cries rise in pitch as the climax washes through her, her face contorted in an expression of pure ecstasy that I make sure to capture clearly on camera.

I slow my thrusts but don't stop completely, helping her ride out the waves of pleasure that continue to make her leg tremble against mine. It's an intensely erotic sight—this petite blonde completely undone by pleasure, her body responding in ways she can't control, all because of my cock inside her.

"Fuck, fuck, fuuuuck," Lexi moans as the most intense part of her orgasm begins to subside, her body still twitching with aftershocks. Her eyes finally focus again, finding the camera lens. "Your cock is amazing, Daddy," she says, her chest heaving with rapid breaths. "I've never cum that hard before."

Whether that's truth or performance, I can't tell, but the satisfied, slightly dazed expression on her face suggests there's at least some genuine pleasure in her reaction. I'm still rock hard inside her, my own release held back through sheer force of will. Watching her come apart around me was incredible, but I know we're not done yet.

As if reading my thoughts, Lexi's lips curve into a mischievous smile. "But I think we need to change positions," she says, her internal muscles giving my cock one last squeeze before I slowly withdraw, the camera capturing the obscenely erotic sight of my shaft emerging, glistening with her arousal.

"My turn to do the work," Lexi says, her breathing still slightly uneven from her powerful orgasm. She gestures to the yoga mat. "Lie down on your back. I want to ride that massive cock." The command is delivered with such casual confidence that I find myself automatically complying, carefully maneuvering myself onto my back on the thin mat, the concrete hard beneath it. I keep the camera clutched in my left hand, raising it to continue filming as Lexi stands over me, her petite naked body framed by the blue sky and palm trees above. From this angle, she looks like some kind of erotic goddess, her skin still flushed from her climax, that heart-shaped patch of blonde pubic hair drawing my eye like a target.

"Keep the camera steady," she instructs, lowering herself to her knees and straddling my thighs. She takes my cock in her small hand, giving it a few strokes that make me hiss through my teeth. "I want them to see every second of this."

I adjust the camera angle, making sure it captures both Lexi's face and her hand on my shaft. The late afternoon sun creates dramatic shadows and highlights on her body, emphasizing the definition in her athletic frame. Despite her petite size, there's strength in her thighs as she rises up, positioning herself directly above my cock.

"Ready, Daddy?" she asks, her green eyes locked on the camera lens.

Before I can respond, she begins lowering herself onto me, her tight pussy stretching around the head of my cock. The sensation is so intense that I nearly drop the camera, my fingers tightening reflexively around it. Lexi takes her time, sinking down inch by inch, her face a study in concentration and pleasure.

"Fuck," she breathes, pausing halfway down my length. "You're so fucking big."

I use my free hand to steady her hip, trying not to thrust up into her despite every instinct telling me to bury myself completely in her tight heat. "You okay?" I ask, genuinely concerned about her comfort despite the performance aspect of all this.

Lexi nods, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. "Just... give me a second." She rotates her hips slightly, adjusting to my girth, then continues her descent until finally, finally she's taken all of me, her ass resting against my thighs. "Oh my god," she gasps, her internal muscles clenching around me in a way that threatens to end things immediately.

Lexi is so tight that I have a hard time not cumming right then and there. The hot grip of her pussy around my cock is almost overwhelming, especially after the buildup of arousal from her oral attention and fucking her in the previous position. I take a deep breath, trying to maintain my composure.

"You feel amazing," I manage, the words strained.

"So do you," she replies, beginning to move—small circles of her hips at first, grinding herself against me rather than lifting up. "So fucking deep."

I keep the camera trained on her face, capturing her expressions as she gradually increases her movements, lifting herself an inch or two before dropping back down. Each time she descends, taking my full length again, her mouth forms a perfect O of pleasure and her eyes lose focus for a split second.

As Lexi finds her rhythm, rising and falling on my cock with increasing confidence, I feel that familiar tightening at the base of my spine that signals approaching orgasm. It's too soon—way too soon—and I desperately need a distraction to hold back the tide.

Baseball. That worked yesterday with Maya. I try to recall batting averages, team standings, anything to take my mind off the exquisite sensation of Lexi's tight pussy sliding up and down my shaft. But it's harder this time, perhaps because I'm already sensitized from earlier, or maybe because Lexi's riding style is different from Maya's—more athletic, more vigorous, her strong thighs working as she bounces on my cock with increasing enthusiasm.

The Cleveland Guardians won 76 games last season. The Yankees won... fuck, I can't remember, not when Lexi is moaning like that, not when she's reaching down to touch herself while she rides me, her fingers circling her clit as her pace increases.

"Your cock feels so good, Daddy," she gasps, her free hand coming up to pinch one of her nipples. "So fucking big inside me."

I try a different tactic, mentally reciting state capitals. Montgomery, Alabama. Juneau, Alaska. Phoenix, Arizona. Little Rock... fuck, what state is Little Rock? I can't concentrate when Lexi does that thing with her hips, that swivel at the bottom of each stroke that sends electric currents shooting up my spine.

"Look at how wet you make me," Lexi says, lifting almost completely off my cock before slamming back down. The camera captures the glistening evidence of her arousal on my shaft, the way her pussy lips grip me on each upstroke like they don't want to let go.

I'm fighting a losing battle here. Lexi's pace increases, her moans becoming more urgent, her small breasts bouncing with each movement. The slick heat of her around me, the visual feast of her pleasure-contorted face through the viewfinder, the sound of our bodies coming together—it's all pushing me rapidly toward the edge.

Where Maya was all soft curves and sensual movements, Lexi is compact energy and athletic prowess. She rides me with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what she wants and how to get it, her strong thighs flexing as she lifts and drops, lifts and drops. There's something hypnotic about watching her take her pleasure so deliberately, so efficiently.

"Touch my clit, Daddy," she demands, guiding my free hand between her legs. "Help me cum again."

I find the hard nub of her clit with my thumb, circling it in time with her movements. The additional stimulation makes Lexi throw her head back, exposing the long line of her throat to the camera. I keep filming, trying to capture every detail of her building pleasure while battling my own.

Topeka, Kansas. Frankfort, Kentucky. Baton Rouge, Louisiana. The state capitals aren't helping anymore, not when Lexi is clenching around me like this, not when she's calling me "Daddy" in that breathy voice that somehow pushes all the right buttons.

"I'm getting close again," she warns, her movements becoming more erratic, her internal muscles beginning to flutter around my shaft. "Your cock is going to make me cum so hard, Daddy."

I increase the pressure on her clit, rubbing faster circles that make her gasp and shudder. My own orgasm is dangerously close, a pressure building at the base of my spine that I can't hold back much longer. I grit my teeth, focusing on Lexi's pleasure rather than my own, determined to make her come again before I lose control.

"Yes, yes, just like that," she chants, her pace frantic now, her pussy gripping me like a vise with each downstroke. "Don't stop, Daddy, don't stop!"

I won't last. I can't. But it doesn't matter because Lexi is there, teetering on the edge, her movements growing desperate as she chases her release. The camera shakes in my hand as I struggle to keep it steady while also fighting back my own orgasm, the dual challenge requiring concentration I barely possess at this moment.

"Look at me," I instruct, wanting to capture her face clearly as she comes. "Look at the camera, Lexi."

She does, her green eyes finding the lens just as her orgasm begins to take her, her pupils dilated with pleasure. The timing is perfect—the camera recording every nuance of her expression as ecstasy washes over her features.

"Daddy!" Lexi cries out, her whole body tensing as the orgasm hits her. Her thighs clamp around my hips like a vice, her back arching dramatically as she grinds down hard on my cock. I keep the camera steady on her face, capturing the moment her eyes roll back and her mouth falls open in a silent scream of pleasure. Her pussy contracts around me in rhythmic pulses that nearly push me over the edge right there. I grit my teeth, desperately holding back my own release as Lexi's petite frame shudders atop me, her orgasm seeming to go on forever. When she finally collapses forward, her hands braced on my chest, she's breathing like she just ran a marathon, her blonde hair sticking to her sweat-dampened forehead.

"Holy shit," she gasps, her internal muscles still fluttering around my cock in aftershocks. "That was... fuck."

I'm painfully hard inside her, my own orgasm held back by sheer force of will. My balls are tight and heavy, desperate for release after all this stimulation. Lexi must sense my struggle because she gives me a knowing smile, slowly lifting herself off my cock with a shuddering sigh.

"We need to change positions," she says, her voice husky from her cries of pleasure. "I want to feel you from behind."

Despite having just experienced an intense orgasm, she moves with the fluid grace of a dancer, turning around on the yoga mat and positioning herself on her hands and knees. She looks back at me over her shoulder, her ass raised invitingly in the air. "Come on, Daddy," she purrs. "I need more."

I rise to my knees, camera still clutched in my left hand, my cock standing painfully erect. The sight of Lexi in this position—her perfect ass presented to me, her back arched to show off her flexibility, her blonde hair falling around her flushed face—is almost too much to bear. I position myself behind her, using my right hand to guide my cock to her entrance.

"Get a good shot of this," Lexi instructs, reaching back to spread her ass cheeks, giving the camera an unobstructed view as I press the head of my cock against her slick opening.

I angle the camera down to capture the moment of penetration, watching through the viewfinder as my shaft slowly disappears into her tight heat. Lexi moans at the intrusion, her fingers digging into the flesh of her own ass as I push deeper.

"Fuck, you're so deep like this," she gasps as I bottom out, my hips flush against her ass. "So fucking big, Daddy."

I begin to move, establishing a steady rhythm, my right hand gripping her hip for leverage. Through the camera, I focus on how her ass looks slapping against me with each thrust, the way her flesh jiggles slightly upon impact. It's hypnotic—the visual of my cock sliding in and out of her, glistening with her arousal, her tight pussy gripping me like it doesn't want to let go.

"You like how this looks?" Lexi asks, turning to make eye contact with the camera. "You like watching your big cock stretch my tight little pussy?"

"Fuck yes," I grunt, the words escaping without thought as pleasure overwhelms my brain.

I shift the camera angle, moving from the explicit view of our joining to focus on Lexi's face. Her expression is a study in pleasure—eyes half-lidded, mouth open and panting, cheeks flushed with exertion. With each thrust, her features contort slightly, her breath catching in little gasps that seem too genuine to be performed.

"Harder," she demands, pushing back against me to take me deeper. "Fuck me harder, Daddy."

I increase the pace, driving into her with more force, watching through the viewfinder as her mouth forms a perfect O of shocked pleasure. Her arms give out, and she falls forward onto her elbows, the new angle allowing me to penetrate even deeper. The camera captures her face pressed against the yoga mat, her eyes unfocused, her lips moving in a constant stream of encouragement.

"Yes, yes, right there," she chants, her words punctuated by the sound of our bodies slapping together. "Don't stop, Daddy. Don't fucking stop."

I'm not going to last much longer. Between the visual feast through the camera lens, the tight grip of Lexi's pussy around my cock, and the building pressure that's been mounting since our interrupted encounter in the dressing room, my control is slipping rapidly. Each thrust brings me closer to the edge, a tingling sensation building at the base of my spine, my balls drawing up tight against my body.

"Fuck me harder," Lexi moans, her face contorted in pleasure, eyes rolled back. The camera captures every nuance of her expression as I pound into her, her small body rocking forward with each impact. "I love your big cock, Daddy."

Her words push me dangerously close to the brink. I can feel my orgasm building, impossible to hold back any longer. My rhythm falters as I try to maintain control, but it's a losing battle.

Lexi, perceptive even in the throes of pleasure, notices the change immediately. "Are you going to cum, Daddy?" she asks, her voice breathy but knowing.

"Yes," I manage through gritted teeth, every muscle in my body tensing with the effort of holding back.

"In my mouth," Lexi demands immediately, looking back at me with wild eyes. "I want your cum in my mouth, Daddy."

She doesn't wait for a response, already scrambling forward and turning around, my cock slipping from her pussy as she repositions herself. I barely have time to adjust the camera before she's on her knees in front of me, taking my cock in her small hand and guiding it toward her waiting mouth.

"Give it to me," she urges, her tongue darting out to lick the sensitive head. "I want to taste your cum."

The sight of Lexi on her knees, looking up at me with those wide green eyes, her lips parted eagerly—combined with the sudden transition from the tight heat of her pussy to the wet warmth of her mouth—is my undoing. I feel the first pulse of my orgasm building as she wraps her lips around the head of my cock, her hand working the shaft in quick, firm strokes.

"I'm cumming," I warn, the camera shaking slightly in my hand as pleasure tears through me.

Lexi pulls back just enough to position my cock at her open mouth, her hand still pumping the shaft as the first jet of cum erupts. It lands across her lips and cheek, but she quickly adjusts, catching the second pulse directly on her tongue. She keeps her mouth open, letting the cum fill her oral cavity, some of it overflowing to drip down her chin.

Through the haze of my own pleasure, I manage to keep the camera focused on her face, capturing this obscenely erotic moment in high definition—Lexi's open mouth filling with my seed, her eyes locked on the camera lens with an expression of exaggerated bliss. My orgasm seems to go on forever, each pulse of pleasure accompanied by another spurt of cum that Lexi eagerly accepts, until her face is painted with white streaks across her cheeks, lips, and chin.

When the final waves of my climax subside, Lexi gives the camera a deliberate, sultry look before swallowing visibly, her throat working as she gulps down what's in her mouth. Then she smiles, strings of cum still connecting her lips.

"Your cum tastes so good, Daddy," she purrs, running a finger through the mess on her cheek and bringing it to her mouth to suck it clean. The performance is calculated to be as visually arousing as possible, and despite having just experienced an intense orgasm, I feel a twitch of renewed interest in my spent cock.

Lexi continues to clean herself with exaggerated enjoyment, licking cum from her fingers while maintaining eye contact with the camera. "Mmm," she moans, "so delicious." After swallowing again, she opens her mouth wide to show it's empty, then gives the camera a wink and a satisfied smile. "Thank you for the protein shake, Daddy."

It's a porn cliché, the kind of line I've heard in countless videos, but coming from Lexi—naked, sweaty, covered in my cum—it works. She plays it with just the right balance of humor and genuine appreciation, somehow making the cheesy dialogue seem natural.

I keep filming as she uses her fingers to gather the remaining cum from her face, making a show of licking each digit clean. "I don't want to waste a drop," she says, looking directly into the camera. "It's too tasty."

My arm is starting to ache from holding the camera steady for so long, but I maintain the shot, capturing every moment of Lexi's post-orgasmic performance. She's a natural on camera, knowing exactly how to play to the lens, how to make even the cleanup process look sexy and deliberate.

When she's gathered most of my cum, she gives the camera one final, satisfied smile. "Best yoga class ever," she says with a playful giggle that breaks the porn star character she's been playing, giving me a glimpse of the real Lexi underneath the performance.

With a final dramatic shudder, I collapse onto the yoga mat beside Lexi, my legs suddenly feeling like overcooked noodles. Every muscle in my body is loose, buzzing with the afterglow of intense pleasure. Lexi flops onto her back next to me, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she catches her breath. For a moment, neither of us speaks, the only sounds our heavy breathing and the gentle lapping of pool water against the sides. The late afternoon sun casts long shadows across the deck, turning Lexi's skin golden where it hits and her discarded teal yoga clothes into darkened puddles of fabric.

"Holy shit," Lexi finally says, her voice no longer carrying that breathy, performative quality from our scene. This is her real voice—slightly deeper, more relaxed, and tinged with genuine satisfaction.

I suddenly realize I'm still clutching the camera, the red recording light still blinking steadily. Lexi notices too, reaching over to take it from my hand. Her fingers brush mine as she presses the stop button, officially ending our shoot.

"And cut," she says with a small laugh, setting the camera aside on the deck. "That's a wrap."

The moment feels significant somehow—the transformation from performance back to reality. With the camera off, Lexi's whole demeanor shifts subtly. She stretches her arms overhead, wincing slightly as she extends her legs.

"Wow, those splits really did a number on my hamstrings," she comments, rubbing her thigh muscles. "Worth it though."

I chuckle, still trying to process what just happened. Yesterday I was filming with Maya, today with Lexi. Is this really going to be my life now? It seems too surreal, too good to be true.

"Good work..." Lexi says after another moment of comfortable silence. She turns her head to look at me, her green eyes soft and genuine in a way they weren't during the performance. "I haven't came that hard without a toy ever. You have a great cock."

The compliment catches me off guard—not because it's explicit (we just had sex on camera, after all), but because it feels honest, not part of the script. "Thanks," I reply, not sure what else to say. "You were pretty amazing yourself."

Lexi smiles, looking pleased by the reciprocal compliment. There's a streak of drying cum on her forehead that she missed in her cleanup, the sight oddly endearing now that we're out of character. I reach over without thinking, my thumb gently wiping the white smear from her skin.

"Missed a spot," I explain.

Instead of simply thanking me, Lexi captures my hand before I can pull away. With deliberate eye contact, she brings my cum-smeared thumb to her mouth and sucks it clean, her tongue swirling around the digit in a way that makes my spent cock twitch with interest.

"Can't waste it," she says after releasing my thumb with a soft pop. There's mischief in her eyes, but also something warmer. "I meant what I said. You're really good at this."

We settle into a comfortable position side by side on the yoga mat, our naked bodies cooling in the late afternoon breeze. The sun is beginning its descent toward the horizon, painting the sky in deepening shades of gold and pink. There's something strangely intimate about lying here naked with Lexi, more intimate somehow than the sex we just had. During filming, we were both performing—playing roles for the camera. Now it's just us, two people relaxing after shared pleasure.

"So how are you liking your new career?" Lexi asks, breaking the silence. She props herself up on one elbow, looking down at me with genuine curiosity. "It's a bit different from food delivery, huh?"

I laugh at the understatement. "Just a bit." I consider the question seriously. "It's surreal. A few days ago I was struggling to make rent. Now I'm..." I gesture vaguely at our naked bodies, the camera, the whole situation.

"Making bank having sex with hot women?" Lexi supplies helpfully, grinning.

"Something like that," I agree. "Not exactly where I saw my life going."

Lexi nods thoughtfully. "Most of us didn't plan on this either. I wanted to be a professional gamer, actually. Still do that on the side, but this pays way better." She stretches again, utterly unselfconscious about her nudity. "The trick is to enjoy it while it lasts. Nothing in this industry is forever."

There's wisdom in her words that catches me by surprise. Despite her youthful appearance and bubbly persona, Lexi clearly has a practical streak. I find myself wanting to know more about her—the real her, not the performance she puts on for the camera.

"Do you enjoy it?" I ask. "Really, I mean. Not just the money part."

Lexi considers this, her expression thoughtful. "Most of the time, yeah. I get to control my own content, work with people I like, be my own boss." She shoots me a grin. "And the orgasms are a nice bonus, especially when they're real ones."

"They seemed pretty real today," I observe, feeling a surge of pride that probably shouldn't matter as much as it does.

"Trust me, they were. That leg shaking thing? Can't fake that." She reaches out to trace patterns on my chest with her fingertip, a casual intimacy that feels nice. "Maya said you were good, but I thought she might just be trying to convince me to work with you. Turns out she was underselling you."

The mention of Maya sends a strange pang through me—something like guilt mixed with confusion. "Speaking of Maya..." I begin, not sure exactly what I'm trying to ask.

Lexi's expression turns knowing. "You like her, don't you? Like, beyond the fucking part."

I feel my face heat up, embarrassed at being so transparent. "I don't know. Maybe? It's weird, right? We barely know each other."

"Not that weird," Lexi shrugs. "Maya's easy to fall for. She's got that whole nurturing, emotionally available thing going on." She taps my chest lightly. "But just so you know, in this house, we don't do jealousy. It doesn't work in our business."

"I wasn't—" I start to protest, but Lexi cuts me off with a laugh.

"Relax. I'm not accusing you of anything. Just giving you a heads up about how things work around here." She sits up, stretching her arms overhead again, unabashedly displaying her naked body in the golden sunset light. "Besides, I'm pretty sure she likes you too. She got this little crease between her eyebrows when I was dragging you upstairs earlier."

I'm not sure what to do with this information. Part of me is thrilled at the possibility that Maya might have feelings for me too, while another part wonders if I'm setting myself up for heartbreak by getting emotionally involved with a cam girl who has sex for a living. Before I can sort through these thoughts, Lexi's standing up, offering me a hand.

"Come on," she says. "Let's rinse off before the others wonder if we've drowned out here."

I take her hand, letting her pull me to my feet. As we gather our scattered clothing, I look out over the pool to where the sun is sinking lower in the sky, casting the world in amber light. Whatever this new chapter of my life is—whether it's a temporary detour or a complete redirection—I'm starting to think it might be exactly what I needed.

Lexi and I walk naked toward the house, comfortable in our shared nudity now. There's no performance left, just two people who shared something intense and are now simply existing together in the aftermath. I glance back once at the pool deck where we filmed—the yoga mat, the camera, the discarded clothes—evidence of the surreal turn my life has taken. Then I follow Lexi inside, wondering what tomorrow will bring in this strange new world I've stumbled into.
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Chapter One


My Toyota gives one final shudder as I pull into the parking spot of my apartment complex, the engine begging for a mercy I can't afford to give it. I turn off the ignition and just sit there for a moment, hands still gripping the steering wheel, my body humming with leftover adrenaline and satisfaction. Did that really just happen? Did I really just spend the day shopping with three gorgeous women before having sex with one of them on camera? The memory of Lexi's tight body wrapped around mine sends an aftershock of pleasure through me, and I smile in the darkness of my car.

The contrast between where I just was and where I am now hits me as I trudge up the cracked concrete stairs to my second-floor apartment. The streamer house with its gleaming appliances, pool deck, and expensive furniture versus my studio apartment that's barely bigger than their walk-in closets. I fish my keys from my pocket, noticing my hands still smell faintly of Lexi—a sweet, fruity scent mixed with something more primal.

My apartment door sticks as usual, requiring a solid shoulder check to open. The familiar musty smell greets me—not unpleasant, just the scent of a small space that doesn't get enough air circulation. A twin mattress on the floor, a milk crate serving as both nightstand and bookshelf, a small kitchenette with a hot plate and mini-fridge, and a bathroom barely large enough to turn around in. This has been my reality since Sharon walked out with half of everything I owned.

But tonight, the cramped space doesn't bring me down like it usually does. How can it, when I have the memory of this afternoon warming my blood? And the envelope of cash from yesterday's shoot with Maya is still waiting for me at the streamer house, plus whatever I'll earn from today's scene with Lexi. For the first time in months, financial stress isn't the first thing on my mind when I walk through my door.

"Five hundred dollars," I say out loud to the empty room, still amazed at the number. And now potentially another five hundred from today's shoot. A thousand dollars for two days of "work" that didn't feel like work at all.

I strip off my clothes, dropping them in a heap by the bathroom door. In the harsh fluorescent light, I examine my body in the small mirror over the sink. There are faint red marks on my shoulders from Lexi's nails, a slight bruise forming on my hip where she gripped me particularly hard during our scene. Evidence that it wasn't a dream.

I’m tender, pleasantly sore from the workout I’ve gotten these past two days. First Maya, now Lexi. And the way Rowan looked at me today, measuring and evaluating... will she be next? The thought sends a fresh pulse of interest through my body, but even I have limits. I need recovery time.

I turn on the shower, waiting the customary forty-five seconds for the hot water to make its way through the ancient pipes. When steam starts to rise, I step under the spray, groaning as the surprisingly decent water pressure hits my tired muscles. The contrast between this shower and the luxurious one I shared with Maya yesterday is stark, but right now, this feels like heaven.

I close my eyes, letting the water cascade over my face and down my body, washing away the sweat and other evidence of the day's activities. The steam fills the small bathroom, creating a cocoon of warmth around me. I can still smell traces of expensive perfume—Maya's vanilla and coconut, Lexi's fruity sweetness—being diluted and washed away by the hot water and my cheap bodywash.

As I massage shampoo into my scalp, I replay the day in my mind: the shopping trip that turned into something much more intimate in that dressing room, the almost-encounter with Lexi interrupted by Maya and Rowan, and then the filming by the pool. The memory of Lexi's leg shaking uncontrollably during our scene makes me smile. "Can't fake that," she had said.

But my thoughts keep circling back to Maya. Even while I was with Lexi—while I was inside Lexi—part of me was thinking about Maya. The way she looked when Lexi was dragging me upstairs. That little crease between her eyebrows that Lexi pointed out. Was that really jealousy?

"In this house, we don't do jealousy," Lexi had said. "It doesn't work in our business."

The hot water begins to cool, my apartment's ancient water heater giving up after its usual five minutes of service. I quickly rinse off and step out, wrapping a threadbare towel around my waist. Even the towels at the streamer house were better—thick, fluffy things that probably cost more than my entire bathroom setup.

I dry off and pull on a pair of worn sweatpants and a faded t-shirt, my standard at-home uniform. My stomach growls, reminding me I haven't eaten since breakfast. I open my mini-fridge, finding a half-empty carton of eggs, some questionable cheese, and a six-pack of cheap beer with two cans missing. Scrambled eggs it is.

As I'm cracking eggs into a bowl, I hear it—the distinctive knock on my door. Three quick raps followed by two slower ones. Pat's signature knock.

I glance at the clock—9:30 PM. Not too late, but Pat usually turns in early. Must be something important. I set down the eggs and wipe my hands on my sweatpants, moving to answer the door, curious what my landlord could want at this hour.

The day's events have left me in such a good mood that even an unexpected visit from my landlord can't dampen my spirits. I've got a whole new life opening up before me, and for the first time in a long time, I'm genuinely excited to see what tomorrow brings. I open the door with a smile still playing at the corners of my mouth, ready to greet the woman who's been more than just a landlord to me since I hit rock bottom.

Pat stands in my doorway, all five feet of her bundled in one of her hand-knitted cardigans despite the warm evening. Her short dark hair is slightly mussed, like she's been running her fingers through it while reading one of her mystery novels. In her hands, she clutches a ceramic teapot with a chip in the spout—the one with blue flowers that I've seen dozens of times when she's invited me over for "a proper cup of tea, not that bagged nonsense." Her eyes, sharp and clear behind her glasses, take in my damp hair and relaxed posture, and a knowing smile creeps across her face.

"Well, don't you look like the cat that ate the canary," she says, her voice carrying that slight raspiness that comes from decades of speaking her mind without reservation. "I haven't seen you smile like that since you moved in."

I run a hand through my still-damp hair, suddenly self-conscious. "Just had a good day, that's all."

"Hmm." Pat raises an eyebrow, clearly not buying my casual dismissal but too polite to pry—at least right away. "I've made some chamomile. Too much for just me. Come have a cup on the deck?" It's phrased as a question but delivered more like a gentle command.

"I was just about to make some eggs..." I start, gesturing vaguely toward my kitchenette.

Pat waves away my excuse with a flick of her wrist. "Eggs at this hour? Your stomach will hate you. Come, sit with an old lady for a bit. The night's too pretty to waste indoors."

There's no refusing Pat when she gets like this. Besides, I genuinely enjoy her company, even if she can be a bit overbearing at times. And after the intense sensory overload of the past two days, maybe some quiet tea with my landlady is exactly what I need.

"Let me grab a sweater," I say, knowing from experience that once Pat decides it's cool enough for a cardigan, no amount of actual weather conditions will convince her otherwise.

I slip a hoodie over my t-shirt and follow her down the exterior hallway to her ground-floor apartment. Unlike my tiny studio, Pat's place is a spacious two-bedroom with high ceilings and actual separate rooms. She leads me through her living room—a cozy space filled with overstuffed furniture, bookshelves groaning with mystery novels, and a collection of decorative spoons mounted in shadow boxes that covers nearly an entire wall. The spoons glint in the lamplight as we pass, hundreds of them from cities and countries all over the world. Each one has a story that Pat has shared with me over the months I've lived here, usually accompanied by tea and her homemade shortbread cookies.

We pass through her kitchen, which smells of cinnamon and the sourdough bread she bakes every Thursday, and out onto her back deck through a sliding glass door. The deck itself is a masterpiece of comfortable clutter—weathered wooden chairs with faded cushions arranged around a small table, clay pots of herbs and flowers crowding the edges, and string lights crisscrossing overhead that create pools of warm golden light against the deepening blue of the evening sky.

"Sit, sit," Pat instructs, gesturing to what I've come to think of as "my" chair—the one with the lumpy cushion that somehow perfectly accommodates my frame. She sets the teapot on the small table between us, then disappears back inside, returning moments later with two mismatched mugs and a plate of shortbread cookies.

We settle into a comfortable silence as Pat pours the tea, the fragrant steam rising between us. The chamomile smells sweet and floral, mingling with the night jasmine that climbs the trellis at the edge of her deck. In the distance, I can hear the low hum of traffic from the main road and the occasional bark of a neighborhood dog.

"So," Pat says finally, passing me a mug—the one with a chip in the handle that she always gives me, like it's been designated as mine. "You going to tell me what's got you walking on air, or do I have to guess?"

I take a sip of tea, buying time. There's no way I'm telling Pat about my new "career." She may be cool for a seventy-year-old widow, but explaining that I've started having sex on camera for money is definitely beyond the boundaries of our landlady-tenant friendship.

"Just some new job opportunities," I say vaguely. "Things might be looking up financially."

Pat nods, seemingly satisfied with this partial truth. "Good. You've been working too hard for too little. Those delivery apps are highway robbery, taking their cut while you wear out your car."

We lapse into silence again, sipping our tea and watching as the last light fades from the sky, leaving just the warm glow of the string lights illuminating our little corner of the world. A slight breeze rustles the potted plants, carrying the scent of Pat's herbs—rosemary, basil, mint—through the air.

After a while, Pat sets down her mug and sighs deeply. "Was thinking about Harold today," she says, her voice softening around her late husband's name. "It's been five years next month since he passed."

I nod, knowing from our previous conversations that Harold died of a heart attack while working in their garden. He'd been gone before the ambulance even arrived.

"He loved nights like this," Pat continues, her eyes distant with memory. "We'd sit out here for hours, not saying much, just being together." Her fingers begin to trace the rim of her mug, round and round in a hypnotic circle. "He was such a good man," she says, her voice catching slightly. "Sometimes I couldn't quite accept that someone so wonderful wanted to be in my life."

The vulnerability in her voice surprises me. Pat is usually so composed, so matter-of-fact about everything, including her grief. But tonight, there's a rawness to her words that makes me set my mug down and really look at her.

In the gentle glow of the string lights, I can see the depth of her loss etched into the lines around her eyes and mouth. For a moment, the spunky, sometimes bossy landlady disappears, and I see just a woman who still misses her husband fiercely after all these years.

"Harold used to say I was too hard on myself," Pat says, her finger still circling the mug's rim. "Said I deserved all the good things that came my way, even him." She gives a small, self-deprecating laugh. "Took me years to believe him. Years of him proving it every day with little things—making my coffee just right, remembering the names of all my cousins, laughing at my jokes even when they weren't funny."

She falls silent, lost in memories. I don't interrupt, sensing she needs this moment to remember. The string lights overhead sway slightly in the breeze, casting shifting patterns across her face.

"After a while," she continues finally, "I started to believe him. That I deserved good things. That I deserved him." She looks up at me then, her eyes bright with unshed tears. "And then he was gone, and I had to learn all over again how to believe I deserved good things, even without him here to tell me."

She picks up her mug again, takes a sip of tea that must be cold by now. "Sorry to get maudlin on you," she says, her usual brisk tone returning. "Something about this time of year always brings him back so clearly."

I reach across the table and briefly touch her hand, a gesture of comfort that feels both necessary and inadequate. Pat gives me a small smile of appreciation, then straightens her shoulders, visibly pulling herself back from the edge of deeper grief.

"Anyway," she says, "enough about my ancient history. Tell me more about these new job prospects of yours. Something better than delivering lukewarm food to ungrateful people, I hope?"

I nod slowly, Pat's words resonating with me in a way I didn't expect. "I know exactly what you mean," I say, cupping my mug between my palms to absorb its remaining warmth. "About not believing someone wonderful would want to be in your life. About struggling to feel like you deserve good things." The tea has cooled, but I take a sip anyway, gathering my thoughts. How do I explain my current situation without explaining my current situation? "I've had some interesting opportunities come up recently. Things I never would have imagined for myself."

Pat's eyebrows raise slightly, her curiosity piqued. "Oh? Do tell."

I choose my words carefully, navigating the narrow space between honesty and discretion. "I've met some people—professional content creators. They think I have... potential in their industry." I rub the back of my neck, feeling the heat rise to my face despite my attempt at casual phrasing. "It's better money than delivery driving, that's for sure."

"Content creators?" Pat repeats, turning the phrase over like she's examining a strange new spoon for her collection. "Is that like those YouTube people my granddaughter watches?"

"Something like that," I say, grateful for the out she's inadvertently given me. "Online entertainment."

Pat nods sagely, as if she completely understands, though I'm certain she doesn't. "Good for you, Johnny. You've been struggling too long since that witch of an ex-wife left you high and dry."

I laugh softly at Pat's bluntness. She's never met Sharon, but she's formed a very definite opinion based solely on my situation when I first moved in—broke, shell-shocked, and sleeping on an air mattress that deflated nightly until Pat gifted me the twin bed I use now.

"The thing is," I continue, feeling oddly compelled to open up further, "it's not just about the money, though God knows I need it. It's about feeling... appreciated. Valued." I stare into my empty mug, searching for the right words. "These people see something in me that I'd forgotten was there."

Pat's eyes soften with understanding. "Confidence," she says simply. "You've got your confidence back. I can see it just in the way you're sitting right now."

Her observation startles me. She's right—my posture has changed. Instead of the hunched, defeated slouch I've carried for months, I'm sitting straighter, shoulders back. When did that happen?

"It's more than that," I admit, setting my mug down on the small table between us. "It's like... for so long, I've been living this half-life. Just getting by, just surviving. First the job loss, then Sharon leaving, then scrambling to keep a roof over my head..." I gesture vaguely at the night sky. "I forgot there could be more. That I could feel... alive again."

Pat makes a small noise of encouragement, a prompt to continue without actually interrupting. The string lights overhead cast a warm glow that makes this confession feel safe, contained within our small circle of illumination against the darkness.

"With Sharon, I always felt like I was auditioning for the role of husband," I say, the realization forming even as I speak it. "Like if I didn't perform correctly—say the right things, wear the right clothes, make the right amount of money—she'd replace me with someone who could. And eventually, she did."

I think about Maya, about Lexi, even about Rowan's cool assessment of my "assets." But somehow, even being evaluated for my physical attributes feels more honest, more accepting of who I actually am than Sharon's constant remodeling of my personality.

"She was always trying to change me," I continue, staring out into the darkness beyond Pat's deck. "My taste in music, my friends, how I spent my free time. She bought me clothes I'd never pick for myself, signed me up for classes I had no interest in, introduced me to her friends' husbands with this look that said 'please don't embarrass me.'" The memories surface with surprising clarity. "I never truly thought she liked me for who I was."

Pat reaches over and pats my hand, her palm warm and slightly calloused from gardening. "It's a good thing you got out of that relationship, then," she says firmly. "Life's too short to spend it with someone who wants to renovate you instead of love you."

Her words hit me with unexpected force. Is that what I've been doing these past months? Mourning a relationship where I was never fully accepted? Where I had to constantly prove my worth?

"You know," Pat continues, gathering our empty mugs, "Harold used to say people come into our lives for a season, a reason, or a lifetime. Sounds like your ex-wife was a season—taught you something important, then moved on." She stands, her knees cracking slightly with the movement. "Now you get to decide what season comes next."

We fall into comfortable silence as Pat stacks the mugs on top of the teapot. The night has deepened around us, the distant sounds of traffic giving way to chirping crickets and the occasional hoot of an owl from the small wooded area behind the apartment complex.

"Thank you for the tea," I say, standing and helping her collect the remaining cookies on the plate. "And the conversation. I didn't realize how much I needed both."

Pat smiles, the string lights reflecting in her glasses. "That's what neighbors are for. Well, that and borrowing sugar." She winks at me. "I expect a full report on this new job opportunity once you've given it a proper go. No details spared."

If she only knew. I return her smile, grateful she can't read minds. "Absolutely. First paycheck, I'm taking you out to dinner. Someplace nice."

"I'll hold you to that," she warns, shuffling toward her sliding glass door. "Now get some sleep. You look exhausted, despite that newfound confidence."

I bid her goodnight and make my way back to my apartment, feeling lighter somehow. The contrast between my conversation with Pat and my activities earlier today should be jarring, but instead, there's a strange harmony to it—as if all aspects of my life are finally aligning into something that makes sense.

Back in my apartment, I brush my teeth and crawl into bed, not bothering to set an alarm. For the first time in months, I don't have an early delivery shift to worry about. Instead, I have... what exactly? A callback to the streamer house? A new scene to film? Just the thought sends a pleasant shiver of anticipation through me.

Moonlight filters through my cheap plastic blinds, casting striped shadows across my blanket. I pull the comforter up to my chin, enjoying its familiar weight settling around me. So much has changed in such a short time, but this—the comfort of my own bed at the end of a long day—remains the same.

As I drift toward sleep, my thoughts bounce between the women of the streamer house. Maya's soft curves and emotional intensity. Lexi's boundless energy and surprising wisdom. Rowan's cool assessment and hidden depths I've yet to explore. What am I to them? A business asset? A plaything? Something more?

The questions should keep me awake, but instead, they form a soothing loop in my mind as consciousness begins to fade. Whatever tomorrow brings—whether it's Maya's gentle touch, Lexi's enthusiastic passion, or Rowan's measuring gaze—I'm ready for it. For the first time since my life fell apart, I'm not dreading tomorrow. I'm looking forward to it.

With that thought warming me more than the blanket, I surrender to sleep, a smile still playing at the corners of my mouth.


Chapter thirteen






Chapter Two


The insistent buzzing of my phone yanks me from a deep sleep, the vibration against my nightstand like an angry wasp trapped in a jar. I fumble for it in the darkness, squinting at the too-bright screen that illuminates my small apartment with harsh blue light. Maya's name flashes on the display, along with a message that sends a jolt of adrenaline straight to my heart: "Johnny, we need you NOW. Emergency. Please come quick." My thumb hovers over the screen for half a second before I'm already swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, all traces of sleep evaporating like morning dew.

I type back with clumsy fingers: "On my way. 15 min."

The clock reads 7:32 AM. After my late-night tea session with Pat, I'd crashed hard, sleeping deeper than I have in months. Now, as I stumble to the bathroom, my mind races with possibilities. Is someone hurt? Did something happen with their content? Did Mark come back?

I splash cold water on my face, not bothering to shave, and pull on yesterday's jeans and a reasonably clean t-shirt. My keys are right where I dropped them by the door. The morning air hits me as I jog down the stairs to my car, the sky just beginning to lighten with the promise of another scorching day.

My Toyota protests briefly before the engine catches, and I'm backing out of my spot with more speed than caution. The roads are mercifully empty this early, allowing me to push the speed limit without worry. Maya's text plays on repeat in my head. Not just the words, but the tone I imagined behind them—urgency, fear, need. After just a couple of days, I'm already racing across town because she called. What does that say about me?

I make it in twelve minutes, screeching into their driveway just as the sprinklers kick on in the neighbor's yard. The egirl house looks deceptively normal from the outside—same manicured lawn, same gleaming windows reflecting the morning light. But something feels off, an invisible current of tension in the air that makes the hair on my arms stand up.

I don't even make it to the door before it swings open. Maya stands there in sleep shorts and an oversized t-shirt, her hair piled messily on top of her head, none of her usual makeup in place. Her eyes are wide and rimmed with red, like she's been crying or hasn't slept.

"Thank god you're here," she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me inside with surprising strength. Her palm is clammy against mine, another sign that something is seriously wrong.

The interior tells a different story than the peaceful facade outside. The living room looks like a bomb went off—papers scattered across every surface, laptops open on the coffee table, empty energy drink cans testifying to a sleepless night. And at the kitchen island, Lexi and Rowan stand huddled over documents, their postures tight with stress.

"What's going on?" I ask, letting Maya lead me toward the kitchen. "Are you all okay?"

Rowan looks up at my approach, her usual cool composure fractured around the edges. Instead of her typically immaculate appearance, she's wearing black leggings and a faded university sweatshirt, her hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail. "We're being evicted," she says without preamble, her voice flat but with an undercurrent of barely controlled panic.

"What?" The word comes out sharper than I intended, my protective instincts immediately kicking into high gear. "How is that possible?"

Lexi paces behind the counter, her usual bouncy energy transformed into nervous, frenetic movement. She's still in what looks like pajamas—tiny shorts and a tank top with cartoon characters I don't recognize—but there's nothing playful about her expression. "That asshole Mark," she spits out, confirming my worst suspicions. "He's been stealing our rent money."

Maya guides me to the refrigerator, where an official-looking document is tacked with a magnet shaped like a cat. The paper practically vibrates with bureaucratic finality, its bold headline proclaiming "NOTICE OF EVICTION" in threatening caps.

"We've been paying our rent early every month," Maya explains, her voice catching slightly. "Six thousand dollars, always a week ahead of schedule. Mark said his mother preferred it that way."

"Six thousand?" I repeat, my eyebrows shooting up. It's a staggering amount, even for a house this nice.

"Prime location, four bedrooms, pool access," Rowan says mechanically, like she's reciting from a listing. "And most landlords charge extra when they know what we do for work."

I scan the eviction notice, legal jargon jumping out at me. "Non-payment of rent for three consecutive months... vacate premises within 24 hours... police enforcement if necessary..." My stomach twists as the implications sink in. "Wait, today? They're trying to kick you out today?"

"The cops are coming at noon," Lexi says, her voice higher than usual, tight with fear. "We have four hours to pack everything up and get out, or they'll throw us out."

"But we paid!" Maya's voice cracks with frustration. "We have receipts, bank statements, everything!"

Rowan slides her phone across the counter to me. "See for yourself. Three months of transfers, all to Mark Reynolds' account, all confirmed and cleared."

I scroll through the banking app, seeing exactly what she described—three separate transfers of $6,000 each, dating back to May, June, and July. All sent to an account under Mark Reynolds' name, all marked as "Rent payment - 1355 Palm Drive."

"His mother owns the house," Rowan continues, her composure slipping further with each word. "She lives in Arizona. Mark handles the property management. Or at least, that's what he told us."

The pieces click together in my mind, my jaw tightening as I remember my confrontation with Mark yesterday. His smug face, his casual threats about raising their rent if they didn't cooperate with his sleazy demands. Now it all makes sense—he never intended to follow through on those threats because he knew they were about to be evicted.

"That sonofabitch," I mutter, handing the phone back to Rowan. "He's been pocketing your money and telling his mom you haven't paid."

"Exactly," Maya says, leaning against the counter like she needs the support. "And now we're about to be homeless, and all our equipment, our livelihood—"

"We can't move all this in four hours," Lexi interrupts, gesturing wildly at the professional lighting equipment, computers, and cameras visible throughout the house. "We'd need a moving truck, storage units—"

"They can't just throw you out like this," I say firmly, something protective and fierce rising in my chest. "Not when you have proof you paid."

"They can and they will," Rowan says with bitter certainty. "Police don't care about electronic transfers to the son's account. They care about the official eviction notice signed by the property owner."

I pick up the notice again, studying it more carefully. The signature at the bottom—Eleanor Reynolds—is dated three days ago. The timing is too perfect to be coincidental.

"This is retaliation," I say, the realization dawning. "I confronted Mark yesterday about his creepy proposition. He tried to blackmail you into doing content with him by threatening to raise your rent."

Maya's hand flies to her mouth. "And when you stood up to him..."

"He must have known this was coming," I finish, anger building in my gut. "He knew his scam was about to be exposed, so he made sure his mother filed the eviction notice first."

"So what do we do?" Lexi asks, stopping her pacing to look at me with those wide green eyes now swimming with tears. The sight of her like this—genuinely scared, not performing—hits me hard in the chest. Yesterday she was confidently riding me by the pool; today she's facing homelessness and the loss of her livelihood.

I look around at these three women, each showing a vulnerability I haven't seen before. Maya, usually so nurturing and composed, wringing her hands with anxiety. Lexi, normally bubbly and flirtatious, now pale with fear. Rowan, typically cool and businesslike, her facade cracking to reveal genuine panic underneath.

They're looking at me like I might have an answer, like I could fix this somehow. Twenty-four hours ago, I was just their delivery guy turned unexpected porn performer. Now, somehow, I'm the one they've called in crisis. The realization sends a strange surge of determination through me. For the first time since my life fell apart, someone needs me. Really needs me.

"First thing," I say, my voice steadier than I feel, "we need to contact a lawyer. This is fraud, plain and simple. Mark has been stealing your money."

"We don't have time for legal proceedings," Rowan objects. "The police will be here at noon."

I pull out my own phone, scrolling quickly through contacts I haven't used in months. "Maybe we do," I say, a plan forming in my mind. "I might know someone who can help."

I need privacy for this call. Stepping out onto the back porch, I slide the glass door shut behind me, muting the sounds of frantic activity inside. The morning sun beats down on my shoulders as I stare at the name in my contacts list: Diane Sharon Mercer. My finger hovers over her number, a number I haven't dialed in almost a year. The last time we spoke, she was packing the last of her clothes into designer suitcases while I sat on our—her—couch, numb with shock and betrayal. Now I'm about to beg her for help. Funny how life works out sometimes.

Everyone knows her as Sharon, the name she's gone by since college. But Diane is her legal name, the one that appears on her law license and firm letterhead. The distinction seems important now that I'm calling her for professional rather than personal reasons.

I take a deep breath and hit call, my stomach tightening with each ring. Behind me, through the glass doors, I can see the girls moving with urgent purpose—Lexi pulling storage bins from a closet, Rowan typing furiously on her laptop, Maya organizing documents into neat piles. They're counting on me now. That thought straightens my spine just as the ringing stops.

"Johnny?" Her voice hasn't changed—still that precise, slightly husky quality that used to send shivers down my spine. Now it just sends a complicated mix of emotions churning through my gut. "This is... unexpected."

"Hi, Diane," I say, deliberately using her formal name to set the tone. "I know we haven't spoken in a while, but I need your help. It's not for me. It's for some friends who are being illegally evicted."

The silence on the other end stretches just long enough to make me wonder if she's hung up. Then she sighs, that familiar sound of exasperation I heard so often during our last months together. "I'm on my way to court in twenty minutes. I really don't have time for—"

"They're being evicted today," I interrupt, knowing I have seconds to make her understand the urgency. "Noon. The landlord's son has been stealing their rent money for months, pocketing it instead of passing it to his mother who owns the property. They have proof of payment, but the police are coming to kick them out in a few hours."

Another pause, shorter this time. The lawyer in her is being engaged despite her reluctance. "Do they have documentation of these payments?"

"Electronic transfers, bank statements, everything," I confirm, hope flickering as I hear the shift in her tone. "Three months of rent, six thousand dollars each month, all transferred to the son's account. He told them his mother wanted it that way."

"That's fraud," she says crisply, professional interest clearly piqued now. "But why are you involved in this, Johnny?"

I hesitate, not about to explain that I've been having sex with these women on camera. "They're friends. Important to me. They don't deserve this."

She makes a small noise that could be disbelief or amusement. "Must be good friends for you to call me after all this time."

"Look, I wouldn't ask if it wasn't important, Diane," I say, my voice dropping lower as I turn away from the glass door, not wanting the girls to see my expression. "They're about to lose everything—their home, their business. They need an emergency injunction or whatever it's called to stop this eviction until a judge can review the evidence."

"Johnny, I'm a corporate attorney. I don't handle tenant disputes or emergency injunctions. And I certainly don't represent friends of my ex-husband who call me out of the blue on a Tuesday morning." Her voice takes on that clipped quality I remember from our worst arguments. "Besides, there are ethical considerations—"

"You said you owed me after how things ended between us." The words come out more sharply than I intended, edged with old hurt that apparently hasn't faded as much as I thought. "Your exact words, Diane. The night you told me about him."

The silence that follows feels loaded with the weight of our shared past. I can almost see her expression—that mixture of guilt and defiance she wore while confessing to the affair that ended our marriage. The memory still stings, but now it's a distant ache rather than the acute agony it once was.

"That was a personal debt," she finally says, her voice softer. "This is professional territory."

"Then consider it pro bono work," I push, watching a hummingbird dart among the flowering bushes at the edge of the pool deck. "These women are about to be homeless because some entitled asshole decided to steal their money. They deserve a chance to present their evidence before being thrown out on the street."

I hear papers shuffling, the sound of a car door closing. She must be heading to the courthouse already. "I need to see the documentation first. Email me the bank statements, the eviction notice, any communication they had with this son."

Hope surges through me. "You'll help?"

"I'll make some calls," she concedes with obvious reluctance. "No promises, but I might be able to get an emergency hearing scheduled for today. And I'll contact the police department to alert them about the possible fraud."

"Thank you," I breathe, genuine gratitude replacing the tension in my voice. "I mean it, Diane. This means a lot."

"Don't thank me yet. Send the documentation as soon as possible." She pauses, and I hear the sound of her car engine starting. "And Johnny? After this, we're even. Completely."

"Understood," I say, and mean it. Whatever lingering connection existed between us, this will sever it for good. And somehow, that feels right. "I'll send everything in five minutes."

She hangs up without saying goodbye, another familiar habit that used to irritate me but now seems inconsequential. I stay on the porch for another moment, gathering myself before facing the girls again. The hummingbird has disappeared, leaving the garden still and peaceful in the morning sunlight—a stark contrast to the chaos inside.

When I slide the door open and step back into the house, the atmosphere has transformed. What was frantic desperation has become focused purpose. Lexi moves through the living room with a spray bottle and cloth, aggressively cleaning surfaces that already look spotless. Stress cleaning, I realize. Maya sits cross-legged on the floor surrounded by manila folders, each labeled with dates and payment information. And Rowan remains at the kitchen island, her laptop screen filled with what looks like legal websites about tenant rights.

"My ex is filing paperwork right now," I announce, drawing their attention. "She's going to request an emergency injunction and call the police department to alert them about the fraud before they arrive."

"Your ex?" Maya asks, looking up from her folders with a surprised expression.

"Diane," I clarify. "She's a lawyer. Corporate mostly, but she's got connections at the courthouse. She thinks she can get an emergency hearing today, but we need to send her all the documentation ASAP."

Rowan's fingers are already flying across her keyboard. "What email address?"

I dictate Diane's work email, watching as Rowan creates a comprehensive message with all the relevant attachments. Maya quickly gathers the physical documentation, while Lexi abandons her cleaning to hover anxiously over Rowan's shoulder.

"Will this really work?" Lexi asks, her voice small and uncertain in a way that tugs at something protective in my chest.

"It gives us a fighting chance," I say, trying to sound more confident than I feel. "We just need to stall until the injunction goes through. If the police understand there's legal action pending, they might hold off on the eviction."

"And if they don't?" Maya's question hangs in the air between us, the fear behind it palpable.

I move to the kitchen island, placing myself at the center of their makeshift command post. Something has shifted in me since receiving Maya's text this morning. Gone is the defeated guy who has been sleep-walking through life since his divorce. In his place stands someone new—someone who has a purpose, who is needed.

"Then we make them listen," I say with a certainty I'm surprised to hear in my own voice. "We show them the evidence, we stand our ground, and we fight for what's right. Mark doesn't get to steal your money and your home."

The three women exchange glances, a silent communication passing between them. Then Maya steps forward, placing her hand on my arm. "Thank you, Johnny," she says softly. "For coming when we called. For knowing what to do."

"I haven't done anything yet," I demur, but the warmth of her touch spreads through me like sunshine.

"You've given us hope," Rowan says simply, her cool exterior softening slightly as she looks up from her laptop. "That's not nothing."

Lexi bounces on her toes, some of her usual energy returning in a burst. "Plus, you have a lawyer ex-wife! How badass is that? Like your own personal Elle Woods swooping in to save the day."

I can't help but laugh at the comparison, the tension in my shoulders easing slightly. "Diane is less pink and more... shark-like. But she's good at what she does."

Rowan hits send on the email with all the documentation, then straightens her spine. "Okay, let's prepare for their arrival. If the police and landlord are coming at noon, we have just under three hours to get our stories straight and present a united front."

As the girls resume their preparations with renewed focus, I find myself standing a little straighter, my mind sharper than it's been in months. These women need me—not just for my body or my performance on camera, but for my help, my connections, my strength. And I realize, with a clarity that's both surprising and welcome, that I need them too. They've given me back something I lost long before Sharon walked out: a sense of purpose, of being valued for more than what I can provide.

Whatever happens when the police arrive, I know one thing for certain—I'm not walking away from these women. Not today, not ever.

The minutes crawl by like wounded animals, each one heavier than the last. We've done everything we can to prepare—organized documentation, rehearsed our explanation, sent everything to Diane—but now all we can do is wait. Maya paces by the front window, pausing every few seconds to peer through the blinds, while Lexi stress-eats her way through a bag of gummy bears on the couch. Rowan sits ramrod straight at the kitchen island, her eyes never leaving her phone screen, waiting for updates from my ex-wife. I stand in the center of the room, feeling oddly calm despite the tension crackling in the air. Whatever happens in the next few minutes, I know one thing for certain—I won't let these women face it alone.

"They're here," Maya announces suddenly, her voice tight. "Police cruisers. Two of them."

Lexi bolts upright, dropping the gummy bears on the floor with a plastic clatter. "Oh god, oh god, oh god," she chants, her hands fluttering like panicked birds.

I move to the window beside Maya. Sure enough, two white police cruisers with roof-mounted light bars have pulled up outside, their lights flashing but sirens mercifully silent. Four officers emerge, their faces unreadable at this distance, utility belts heavy with equipment that catches the midday sun.

"It'll be okay," I tell Maya, my hand finding the small of her back almost instinctively. "Remember, we have evidence. We have the truth on our side."

Before she can respond, a third vehicle screeches into the driveway—a silver Mercedes SUV that parks at an aggressive angle, blocking one of the police cars. A middle-aged woman with expertly highlighted blonde hair erupts from the driver's side, her body language screaming fury even from a distance. From the passenger door, Mark emerges more slowly, his posture slumped and defensive.

"That's Eleanor Reynolds," Rowan says, suddenly beside us at the window. "Mark's mother. The actual property owner."

"She looks pissed," I observe, watching as she stabs a finger into her son's chest while shouting something we can't hear through the glass.

"Good," Lexi spits from behind us. "Hope she tears him a new one."

We watch as the landlord storms up the walkway toward the front door, the police officers trailing behind her with professional detachment. Mark follows several paces back, looking like a scolded child despite being a grown man. The doorbell rings, its cheerful chime incongruous with the tension of the moment.

I position myself just behind the girls, close enough to step forward if needed but letting them handle the initial confrontation. This is their home, their fight—I'm just backup. But my muscles are coiled tight, ready to move if things escalate.

Rowan takes a deep breath, squares her shoulders, and opens the door with a composure I genuinely admire. Two uniformed officers stand on the porch, their expressions neutral but alert. Behind them, Eleanor Reynolds vibrates with barely contained rage, designer sunglasses pushed up on her head, revealing eyes that are eerily similar to her son's.

"Officers," Rowan greets them coolly. "How can we help you?"

"Ma'am, we're here to enforce an eviction notice," the taller officer says, his tone professional but not unkind. "Are you one of the tenants of this property?"

Before Rowan can answer, Eleanor pushes past the officers, her expensive perfume wafting into the house with her. "These girls haven't paid rent in months!" she declares loudly, her voice carrying the entitled confidence of someone used to getting her way. "Three months of no payments while living in my property! I want them out. Now."

The officers exchange glances but maintain their positions. The shorter one, a woman with her hair pulled back in a tight bun, steps forward slightly. "Ma'am, please let us handle this according to procedure."

Rowan doesn't flinch at the landlord's outburst. Instead, she calmly opens the folder she's been holding. "Officers, there's been a serious misunderstanding. We have paid our rent—every month, early in fact. Six thousand dollars on the first of each month for May, June, and July."

"Lies!" Eleanor snaps. "I haven't received a cent since April!"

Maya steps forward now, her voice steady despite the slight tremor in her hands. "We have the receipts right here. Electronic transfers to the account we were instructed to use."

"Which account?" Eleanor demands, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

Rowan produces printouts of the bank transfers, passing them to the female officer. "The account belonging to Mark Reynolds. He told us you preferred we pay him directly since you live out of state."

All eyes shift to Mark, who remains several steps behind his mother, studying his shoes with sudden fascination. The color drains from Eleanor's face as she snatches the papers from the officer's hands, her eyes widening as she scans the documentation.

"Furthermore," Rowan continues, her voice gaining confidence, "we have contacted our attorney, who is filing an emergency injunction against this eviction due to evidence of fraud. The transfer receipts clearly show that we paid in full, on time, to the account we were directed to use."

The taller officer's radio crackles to life, a dispatcher's voice cutting through the tension. "Unit 327, be advised we've received a call from attorney Diane Mercer regarding the eviction at 1355 Palm Drive. She's filing an emergency injunction with Judge Rodriguez as we speak. Please stand by for further instructions."

A small smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. Diane came through. The officer nods, acknowledging the message before turning back to the landlord.

"Ms. Reynolds, in light of this information, we can't proceed with the eviction at this time," he explains, his tone still professional but with a note of finality. "There appears to be a legitimate payment dispute that will need to be resolved through proper legal channels."

Eleanor doesn't seem to be listening to the officer. Her attention has zeroed in on her son with laser-like intensity. "You've been stealing their money?" she demands, grabbing his ear like he's a misbehaving ten-year-old instead of a grown man. "Eighteen thousand dollars? What the hell were you thinking?"

Mark winces, trying unsuccessfully to pull away from his mother's grip. "Mom, I can explain—"

"Explain?" she hisses. "Explain how you committed fraud using my property? How you nearly got me sued? How you made me look like a fool in front of the police?"

"Ms. Reynolds," the female officer interjects gently, "I recommend you and your son discuss this matter privately. And you might want to consult with your own attorney."

Eleanor releases Mark's ear, leaving an angry red mark. "Oh, we'll be discussing it alright. And you," she turns back to us, her eyes narrowed, "don't think this is over. I'll be investigating every detail of these supposed payments."

"We welcome the investigation," Rowan replies smoothly. "Our documentation is in order."

With a final glare at all of us, including her sheepish son, Eleanor turns on her heel and marches back to her Mercedes. "Come, Mark," she calls over her shoulder, her voice like ice. "We have a lot to talk about."

Mark follows, shoulders hunched, not daring to look at any of us. The contrast between his current demeanor and his cocky attitude yesterday when he was threatening to raise their rent is almost comical.

The officers remain on the porch, looking slightly uncomfortable at having witnessed the family drama. "Ladies," the taller one says, "and sir," he adds with a nod toward me, "you should receive notification about the hearing date. Until then, you can remain in the property, but I suggest you retain legal counsel."

"Already done," I say, stepping forward to stand beside Rowan. "Thank you, officers."

They nod professionally and return to their cruisers. We watch in silence as they back out of the driveway, followed by Eleanor's Mercedes, which peels away with a screech of expensive tires on asphalt. Only when all three vehicles have disappeared around the corner does the tension in the room finally break.

Lexi is the first to move, slamming the front door and letting out a whoop of relief that's half laugh, half sob. "Holy shit! Did that just happen? Did we just win?"

"For now," Rowan cautions, but even her composed facade is cracking, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "We'll still need to attend the hearing and prove our case formally."

"But we get to stay," Maya says, her voice thick with emotion. "We don't have to leave our home."

The three of them look at each other for a charged moment, a silent communication passing between them before they all turn to me. Before I can react, they surge forward as one, engulfing me in a group hug that nearly knocks me off my feet. Three sets of arms wrap around me, three warm bodies press against mine from different angles, three distinct perfumes mingle in my nostrils—Maya's vanilla coconut, Lexi's fruity sweetness, Rowan's sophisticated musk.

"Thank you," Maya murmurs against my chest, her arms tight around my waist. "We wouldn't have known what to do without you."

Lexi practically climbs me, her arms around my neck as she plants a kiss on my cheek. "My hero," she declares with dramatic flair, but the genuine gratitude in her eyes belies her playful tone.

Even Rowan has joined the embrace, her usually distant demeanor softening as her hand squeezes my shoulder. "Quick thinking with your ex-wife," she acknowledges. "That was... impressive."

I stand there, surrounded by these three beautiful women pressing their bodies against mine in gratitude, and feel something shift inside me. This isn't about sex or performance or business arrangements. This is about connection, about being needed, about finding my place in the world again after months of feeling adrift.

"Anyone would have done the same," I say, though we all know that's not true. Most guys would have run from this drama, not dived headfirst into it.

Maya pulls back slightly, just enough to look up at me, her brown eyes soft with an emotion I can't quite name. "How can we ever thank you?" she asks, and there's an unmistakable meaning in her gaze that sends heat pooling low in my belly.

Lexi giggles, her body still pressed against my side. "Oh, I can think of a few ways," she says with her characteristic boldness. "Maybe involving all three of us this time?"

Rowan rolls her eyes but doesn't contradict her housemate. Instead, she steps back slightly, her analytical gaze sweeping over me. "Let's discuss appropriate expressions of gratitude over lunch," she suggests, practical as always. "I think we could all use a celebration meal after this morning's stress."

As they reluctantly disentangle themselves from the group hug, their hands lingering on me longer than strictly necessary, I find myself grinning like an idiot. Twenty-four hours ago, I was just their unexpected porn performer. Now, I've somehow become their protector, their problem-solver, their hero.

And as Maya takes my hand to lead me toward the kitchen, her fingers intertwining with mine with casual intimacy, I realize that maybe—just maybe—I'm becoming something even more important: someone who belongs here, with them, in this strange new life I've stumbled into.

"So," Lexi bounces ahead of us, already opening the refrigerator, her energy returning now that the crisis has passed. "Champagne with lunch? This calls for celebration, right?"

Maya squeezes my hand, her smile warming me from the inside out. "Definitely," she agrees. "We have a lot to celebrate."

I squeeze back, feeling lighter than I have in months. Whatever happens next—with the hearing, with Mark and his mother, with these three incredible women—I know one thing for certain: I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.


Chapter fourteen






Chapter Three


We pile into my Toyota—a tight fit with four adults—and head to what Lexi calls "the best fucking salad place in the universe." The girls are still riding high from our victory against Mark and his mom, their voices overlapping as they rehash the best moments from the confrontation. Maya keeps touching my arm from the passenger seat, her fingers lingering on my skin each time, while Lexi bounces in the back seat, reenacting Eleanor yanking Mark's ear. Even Rowan seems lighter, a ghost of a smile playing at her lips as she corrects Lexi's more dramatic embellishments.

"His face when those bank statements came out," Lexi crows, leaning forward between the front seats. "I thought he was going to piss himself!"

"I'm just glad we don't have to move all our equipment," Maya says, her hand finding mine on the gearshift. "Can you imagine trying to set up our streaming rigs somewhere new on such short notice?"

Rowan makes a small noise of agreement from the back seat. "The disruption to our content schedule would have been catastrophic. Not to mention finding another landlord willing to rent to us once they discover our profession."

I navigate through midday traffic, my spirits higher than they've been in months. Twenty-four hours ago, I was a down-on-his-luck delivery driver who'd stumbled into an unexpected opportunity. Now I'm... what exactly? Their performer? Their friend? Their hero of the moment? I'm not sure where I fit in their lives yet, but for the first time in a long time, I feel like I belong somewhere.

"There!" Lexi points excitedly as we approach a small storefront with a cluster of bistro tables spilling onto the sidewalk. "Find parking anywhere, Johnny. This place gets packed."

I luck into a spot just down the block, and we all climb out into the blinding midday sun. The girls lead the way to a restaurant called "Crisp & Green" with a sleek modern sign and floor-to-ceiling windows that open onto the sidewalk. The outdoor seating area buzzes with attractive young professionals in expensive athleisure wear, their conversations creating a pleasant hum that mingles with the indie folk music drifting from hidden speakers.

"Our usual spot is open," Maya says with a smile, pointing to a corner table partially shaded by a young olive tree in a concrete planter. "Must be our lucky day."

"After this morning, we deserve some luck," Rowan says, leading the way to the table.

The four of us settle around the small bistro table, our knees bumping underneath in a way that feels both accidental and deliberate. I end up between Maya and Lexi, with Rowan directly across from me. A server in a crisp green apron approaches immediately, recognizing the girls with a friendly nod.

"The usual for you ladies?" he asks, then turns to me with a curious expression. "And for you, sir?"

"Johnny's new here," Lexi explains, patting my arm. "Give him the 'Green Goddess' bowl. It's perfect for first-timers."

I shrug, happy to follow their lead. "Sounds good to me."

The server nods and disappears inside, leaving us in the dappled sunlight filtering through the olive tree branches. The breeze carries the scent of fresh herbs and vinaigrette, making my stomach growl in anticipation.

"So," I say, leaning back in my chair, "you guys come here a lot?"

"At least once a week," Maya confirms, adjusting her cat-ear headphones that rest around her neck. "It's our business meeting spot. Away from the house, away from the cameras."

"Plus their dressings are orgasmic," Lexi adds with a wink.

Rowan rolls her eyes at Lexi's choice of words, but doesn't contradict her. "It's convenient and nutritionally optimal. Our work requires maintaining certain... physical standards."

I nod, understanding the unspoken. Their bodies are their business assets. Of course they'd be conscious about what they put into them.

Our salad bowls arrive impressively fast—vibrant mountains of greens, vegetables, and proteins arranged with Instagram-worthy precision. Maya's features sliced avocado and grilled chicken atop mixed greens. Lexi's is a riot of colors with what looks like every vegetable in the rainbow plus edible flowers. Rowan's is meticulously arranged with grilled salmon and kale. Mine, the "Green Goddess," is a verdant blend of spinach, cucumber, broccoli, avocado, and some kind of seed I don't recognize.

"Trust me," Maya says, noticing my slightly overwhelmed expression. "It's amazing."

She's right. The first forkful is a perfect balance of creamy avocado, crisp vegetables, and tangy dressing that makes my taste buds sing. After weeks of cheap ramen and frozen burritos, it tastes like health itself.

"Holy shit," I say after swallowing. "This is actually really good."

"Told you!" Lexi chirps, already several bites into her own creation. "Worth every penny."

We eat in companionable silence for a few minutes, the sounds of crunching vegetables and clinking forks creating a pleasant rhythm. I watch the girls as they eat—Maya delicately cutting her chicken into perfect bite-sized pieces, Lexi attacking her bowl with enthusiastic abandon, Rowan methodically working her way around the bowl in a clockwise pattern. Each approach seems to perfectly match their personalities.

The sunlight shifts through the tree branches, casting golden patterns across our table. A patch of light catches Maya's olive skin, making it glow with a warmth that draws my eye. She catches me looking and offers a shy smile, a blush rising to her cheeks that makes my heart skip.

Suddenly, Rowan sets down her fork with deliberate precision and leans forward, her elbows on the table, her expression intensifying in that businesslike way I'm starting to recognize.

"You know, Johnny," she says, her voice dropping slightly so we aren't overheard, "I just realized all I really know about you is your... physical attributes."

Maya chokes slightly on her water, a deep blush spreading across her cheeks as she fidgets with her cat-ear headphones. Beside me, Lexi snorts into her drink, barely containing a laugh.

"I mean," Rowan continues, undeterred, "we've been rather intimate, yet I don't know the first thing about your life before you delivered our food. It seems... unbalanced."

I feel heat rising to my face, a strange mix of amusement and vulnerability washing over me. She's right. They've seen me naked, been intimate with me in ways most people never would be, yet they know almost nothing about who I am beyond my body.

"You know my name," I offer with a half-smile, trying to lighten the suddenly heavy mood. "And my car."

"And your cock," Lexi adds helpfully, making Maya's blush deepen to crimson.

"Lexi!" Maya hisses, glancing around to see if anyone overheard.

"What? It's true. And impressive." Lexi shrugs unapologetically, spearing a cherry tomato with her fork. "But Rowan's right. We should know more about you, Johnny. The real you."

The way she emphasizes "real" makes me pause mid-chew. The crisp lettuce suddenly feels dry in my mouth. What if they don't like the real me? What if Johnny the delivery guy with the good cock is more interesting than Johnny the failed executive with the broken marriage?

"I'm not that interesting," I say finally, setting down my fork.

"Let us be the judges of that," Rowan says, her cool gaze softening slightly. "We've trusted you with... quite a lot. Perhaps you could trust us in return?"

Maya's hand finds mine under the table, her fingers warm and reassuring against my skin. "Only if you want to," she says softly. "No pressure."

But I can see the genuine curiosity in all their eyes—Maya's warm brown ones filled with encouragement, Lexi's bright green ones dancing with interest, Rowan's cool gray ones analytical but not unkind. They want to know me, the real me, beyond the physical connection we've formed.

And strangely, I want them to know. I want to be more than just a body to them, more than just the guy who delivers their food and performs in their videos. I want to be Johnny, a whole person with a past and hopes for the future.

The tang of vinaigrette lingers on my tongue as I take a deep breath, preparing to share the story I've kept mostly to myself since everything fell apart. The story of how I ended up delivering food to cam girls and stumbling into the strangest, most unexpected chapter of my life.

I take a long sip of water, buying myself a few seconds to gather my thoughts. Where do I even start? With the corner office overlooking the bay? With the company car and expense account? With the moment I realized I'd climbed so high only to have the ladder yanked out from under me? Three pairs of eyes watch me expectantly across the table, waiting for me to transform from mysterious delivery-guy-turned-performer into a real person with a past. The fork feels unnaturally heavy in my hand as I set it down with a small clink against the ceramic bowl.

"Five years ago," I begin, surprised by how steady my voice sounds despite the nervous flutter in my chest, "I was VP of Operations for TechCore Solutions."

"Wait, seriously?" Lexi's eyes widen. "That's like, actually impressive."

I shrug, remembering how important that title once seemed. "I had the whole package—corner office with a view of the bay, company car, expense account. Started right out of college in the sales department and worked my way up."

"Ambitious," Rowan observes, something like professional respect flickering in her eyes.

"I was," I agree, spearing a cucumber slice but not bringing it to my mouth. "That's where I met Sharon—my ex-wife. She was in marketing. Beautiful, driven, perfect smile." My throat tightens at the memory, the cucumber forgotten on my fork. "We were the power couple of the office. Both climbing the ladder, both putting in sixty-hour weeks."

Maya watches me with those soft brown eyes of hers, already sensing where this story is heading. Her hand moves slightly toward mine on the table but stops short, like she's not sure if the contact would be welcome.

"Let me guess," Rowan says, her analytical mind already connecting the dots. "The relationship was founded on mutual ambition rather than compatible values."

I let out a surprised laugh. "That's... actually exactly right. We were in love with the idea of each other. The perfect executive husband, the perfect corporate wife. We had the right house in the right neighborhood with the right furniture." The bitterness in my voice surprises even me. "Everything was right except us."

"But you were happy for a while?" Maya asks softly.

I nod, the memory not as painful as it once was. "For a while. We were too busy to notice we were growing apart. Work consumed us both. Until..."

"Until?" Lexi prompts when I trail off, leaning forward with genuine interest.

"Until the company got acquired." I set my fork down completely, the food forgotten now. "New management came in with their own team. Suddenly my five years of sixty-hour weeks meant nothing. I was redundant." The word still tastes bitter on my tongue. "They gave me a decent severance package, but the job market was tight. Weeks turned into months without finding something comparable."

I can feel my shoulders slumping as I tell the story, unconsciously mimicking my posture from those dark months of unemployment. With deliberate effort, I straighten up, refusing to be that defeated man again.

"Sharon stuck around for the first two months. Started getting... snippy about my job search. Said I wasn't trying hard enough, wasn't networking enough." I pick up my water glass, needing something to do with my hands. "Then the dinner invitations from her work friends started drying up. Turns out the executive wives weren't interested in socializing with the unemployed husband."

"What a bitch," Lexi mutters, then immediately looks apologetic. "Sorry. But seriously, what a bitch."

I smile slightly at her bluntness. "She was raised to believe status was everything. When mine disappeared..." I make a vanishing gesture with my hand. "Month three, I came home from another failed interview to find her packing. Said she 'needed space to evaluate her priorities.'"

"She left because you lost your job?" Maya sounds genuinely appalled, her hand now reaching fully across the table to touch my arm. The scent of her perfume—something vanilla with a hint of coconut—drifts over me, inexplicably comforting.

"She left because I lost what I represented," I correct her. "Status. Security. A certain lifestyle." The cool metal of my water glass presses against my palm as I grip it tighter. "Two weeks later, I found out she was seeing someone from her office. Senior VP of something-or-other."

Rowan's usual composed expression falters, genuine disgust flashing across her face. "That's remarkably callous."

"It was a wake-up call," I say, surprised at how distant it all feels now, like I'm telling someone else's story. "I realized our entire relationship had been transactional. I provided status and financial security; she provided the perfect corporate wife image."

"And after she left?" Maya asks, her fingers still warm on my arm.

"That's when things really fell apart." I force myself to meet their eyes, wanting them to understand the full arc of my downfall. "The house was in her name—her parents had helped with the down payment. The severance money ran out. I crashed on a friend's couch for a while, picked up some contract work that barely covered food."

I take another sip of water, memories washing over me in uncomfortable waves. "Eventually I got the delivery gig. Moved into Pat's place—my landlady. Started over with nothing but my car and some clothes."

"And now you're here," Lexi says, gesturing broadly at our little table. "Eating fancy salads with three hot cam girls after performing in our videos." Her tone is deliberately light, trying to ease the heaviness that's settled over our table.

I smile despite myself. "Life takes some weird turns."

"Do you want to go back?" Rowan asks suddenly. "To corporate life, I mean."

The question catches me off guard, making me actually consider it for the first time. Do I want my old life back? The status, the security, the structured career path?

"No," I say firmly, surprising myself with how certain I feel. "That life... it wasn't real. Everything I built was on shifting sand. Status, job title, marriage—it all disappeared overnight." I look around at these three women, each watching me with different expressions of sympathy and interest. "I want something real this time. Something I build myself, something that matters."

"Like what?" Maya asks softly.

I push a piece of avocado around my bowl, considering. "I don't know exactly. Maybe my own business someday. Something small but mine. Where success is measured by more than just profit margins and stock prices."

"That sounds nice," Maya says, her eyes crinkling at the corners when she smiles.

"What about personally?" Rowan presses, her analytical mind needing all the data points. "What do you want from life beyond work?"

The question feels weighty, important. I look at each of them in turn—Maya with her gentle empathy, Lexi with her vibrant energy, Rowan with her quiet intensity. These three women who I've known for such a short time but who already feel more real to me than my ex-wife ever did.

"Connection," I say finally. "Genuine connection with people who see me for who I am, not what I can provide or represent."

A moment of silence follows my words. Lexi's usual boundless energy has quieted, her eyes softer than I've seen them before. Maya blinks rapidly, a suspicious sheen making her eyes glisten in the sunlight. Even Rowan seems affected, her posture less rigid as she leans slightly forward.

"Well," Rowan says finally, her voice lacking its usual cool detachment, "I believe that's something we can all understand."

Maya's fingers squeeze my arm gently, her touch sending warmth spreading through me. "Thank you for sharing that with us," she says, her voice slightly husky. "It can't have been easy."

"Actually," I admit, "it feels good to talk about it. I haven't really told anyone the whole story." I look around at their faces, these women who have seen me at my most vulnerable physically and now emotionally. "Thanks for listening."

"Of course," Lexi says, her usual playfulness tempered by genuine warmth. "That's what friends are for, right?"

Friends. The word settles over me with surprising weight. Is that what we are now? Friends who also have sex on camera together? It should feel complicated, but somehow it doesn't. It feels right.

"Right," I agree, picking up my fork again. "Friends."

We return to our salads, the mood gradually lightening as we eat. I notice small details I missed before—the way Maya tucks her hair behind her ear when she's listening intently, how Lexi bounces her knee under the table with excess energy, the slight softening around Rowan's eyes when she thinks no one is watching her. For the first time since walking into their lives, I feel like I'm seeing the real women behind the performances, just as they're now seeing the real me.

A comfortable silence settles over our table as I finish my story, the weight of my past somehow lighter now that I've shared it. My salad bowl is nearly empty, just a few stray leaves and a puddle of dressing remaining. The lunch crowd has thinned around us, the restaurant quieter than when we arrived. I hadn't realized how long I'd been talking, how completely I'd lost myself in the telling. Maya's eyes are slightly wet, a single tear track visible on her cheek catching the afternoon light. Something has shifted between us—something important and intangible.

Maya blinks rapidly, then reaches up to wipe the tear away with a quick, almost embarrassed gesture. "Sorry," she murmurs. "I just... I hate that you went through all that alone."

Lexi fidgets with her straw, uncharacteristically quiet as she stirs the melting ice in her drink. The usual bounce in her movements is subdued, her green eyes thoughtful instead of mischievous. She catches me looking and gives me a small smile, different from her typical grin—softer, more genuine.

Most surprising is Rowan's reaction. She sets down her fork with deliberate precision, then reaches across the table and briefly squeezes my hand. Her touch is cool and dry, her long fingers wrapping around mine with unexpected gentleness.

"Thank you for trusting us with that," she says, her voice softer than I've ever heard it. Gone is the businesslike tone, the analytical detachment. For this moment, she's just a woman connecting with another human being.

I nod, suddenly unable to speak past the lump in my throat. The simple act of sharing my story—of being heard and understood—has affected me more deeply than I expected. These women have seen me naked, have been intimate with me in the most physical ways, but this moment feels more vulnerable than any of that.

Our eyes meet in a silent exchange that says more than words could. Maya's warm brown gaze filled with compassion. Lexi's bright green eyes showing a depth I hadn't glimpsed before. Rowan's cool gray stare softened with understanding. And me, seen and accepted by all three, exactly as I am—not for my status or what I can provide, but simply for myself.

The server approaches with impeccable timing, breaking the moment before it becomes overwhelming. "Can I get you anything else?" he asks, already collecting our empty bowls.

"Just the check," Rowan replies, her professional mask sliding back into place, though not completely. There's still a warmth in her expression that wasn't there before.

"I've got it," I say, reaching for my wallet. After everything these women have done for me—the money, the support with the eviction drama, and now this moment of genuine connection—it's the least I can do.

"Don't be ridiculous," Rowan counters, already pulling out a sleek black credit card. "This is a business expense."

"Business?" I question, raising an eyebrow.

"Of course," she says with the ghost of a smile. "Talent relations."

Lexi snorts at that, some of her usual playfulness returning. "Is that what we're calling it now? 'Talent relations'?"

Maya rolls her eyes at Lexi but can't hide her smile. "Behave, Lex."

We gather our things—Maya slipping her phone into her small purse, Lexi collecting the multiple bracelets she removed while eating, Rowan tucking her card back into her wallet after signing the bill. The afternoon sun has shifted, casting longer shadows across the concrete patio. The air smells of coffee from the shop next door and the faint citrus tang of the cleaning solution the staff uses to wipe down empty tables.

As we stand to leave, something changes in Lexi's demeanor. She straightens suddenly, energy seeming to course back into her body like someone flipped a switch. Her eyes brighten, that familiar mischievous gleam returning as she looks between us.

"You know what we should do to celebrate this new... intimacy?" she suggests, a slow grin spreading across her face.

Maya and Rowan exchange glances—a silent communication passing between them that I can't decipher. There's a weightiness to the look, something significant that makes my pulse quicken though I don't yet understand why.

"What did you have in mind?" Rowan asks, though her tone suggests she already knows the answer.

Lexi bounces slightly on her toes, excitement radiating from her compact frame. "I think Johnny's ready."

"Ready for what?" I ask, looking between the three of them with growing curiosity.

Maya blushes slightly, but she's smiling as she turns to me. "We've been talking about something," she says softly, her hand coming to rest lightly on my forearm. "Something special."

"Oh?" I manage, suddenly very aware of my heart pounding against my ribs.

"We should all do a scene together," Maya says, her voice barely above a whisper, her eyes never leaving mine as she gauges my reaction.

My mouth goes dry at the suggestion. All three of them? Together? With me? The images that immediately flood my mind make heat pool low in my belly, my body responding before my brain can fully process what she's suggesting.

"All... all four of us?" I stammer, wanting to be absolutely clear about what's being proposed.

Lexi grins widely, clearly enjoying my reaction. "All four of us, one camera, one very lucky man."

"We've never done that before," Rowan adds, her analytical tone returning though her eyes remain warmer than usual. "A four-person scene. It would be... unprecedented."

"And very, very popular with our subscribers," Lexi adds with a wink.

My brain scrambles to catch up with what's happening. I've been with Maya on camera, then with Lexi. I've yet to be with Rowan at all, though the measuring looks she gives me suggest that's been on her mind. But all three, together? The logistics alone are dizzying, never mind the emotional implications.

"What kind of scene?" I ask finally, my voice rougher than I intended.

The three exchange secretive smiles that make my skin tingle with anticipation. There's something they're not telling me, some plan they've clearly discussed among themselves.

"You'll see," Lexi teases, her green eyes sparkling as she hooks her arm through mine. "But trust us, Daddy, you'll like it."

The word 'Daddy' sends an electric current down my spine, a Pavlovian response after my encounters with both Maya and Lexi. They both noticed my reaction to the term, and now they're using it deliberately, playing me like an instrument they're learning to master.

"Don't worry," Maya says softly, taking my other arm as we exit the restaurant. "We'll take care of everything. All you have to do is show up."

"And perform," Rowan adds with the barest hint of a smirk, leading the way to my car.

My pulse quickens at the suggestion, blood already rushing south at just the thought of what awaits me. Twenty-four hours ago, I was racing to their house to help with an eviction crisis. Now I'm walking out of a restaurant with all three of them, their bodies pressed against mine from both sides, the promise of something unprecedented hanging in the air between us.

As we step out into the afternoon sunlight, I realize how completely my life has transformed in just a few short days. From delivery driver to porn performer to... whatever this is becoming. The path ahead is unknown, potentially complicated, and definitely not what I ever expected for myself.

But as I look at these three women—Maya with her gentle soul, Lexi with her boundless enthusiasm, Rowan with her cool confidence—I know I wouldn't change a thing. Whatever scene they have planned, whatever future awaits us beyond that, I'm all in.

"So," I say as we approach my car, a smile playing at my lips, "when do we start?"


Chapter fifteen






Chapter Four


The ride back to the streamer house passes in a haze of excitement and anticipation. Maya sits beside me in the passenger seat, her hand occasionally brushing against mine on the gearshift. In the rearview mirror, I catch glimpses of Lexi's animated chatter and Rowan's measured responses. My mind races with the possibilities of what they've planned—all three of them, together, with me. The mere thought makes my cock stir in my jeans, a physical response I try to hide as I navigate the afternoon traffic.

"You're awfully quiet up there, Daddy," Lexi teases from the back seat, leaning forward so her breath tickles my ear. "Nervous about handling all three of us at once?"

"Let him concentrate on driving," Maya chides gently, but her hand slides onto my thigh, contradicting her words with a touch that sends electricity through my body.

"I'm just making sure he's mentally prepared," Lexi replies with a giggle. "It's not every day you get to fuck three hot cam girls at once."

From the corner of my eye, I see Rowan's slight smirk in the rearview mirror. Unlike the other two, she hasn't yet been intimate with me on camera. The thought of finally experiencing her—along with Maya and Lexi—has my heart racing faster than my Toyota's struggling engine.

We pull into the driveway of the streamer house, the afternoon sun glinting off its windows. The house looks different to me now—no longer just an impressive residence where I deliver food, but a place where my life has transformed completely in just a few days.

"Home sweet home," Lexi announces, bouncing out of the car the moment I kill the engine. Her energy is infectious, her excitement for what's coming palpable in the air between us.

Maya follows more slowly, her movements deliberate as she exits the passenger side. When she turns to look at me, there's something in her eyes—a warmth, a promise—that makes my breath catch. Rowan emerges last, her movements fluid and graceful, that calculating look still in her eyes as she studies me.

"Ready for your close-up, Johnny?" Rowan asks, her voice carrying that hint of cool authority that somehow makes my cock twitch in anticipation.

I nod, not trusting myself to speak coherently. The salad from lunch feels like it's doing backflips in my stomach—not from nervousness exactly, but from pure, concentrated anticipation.

We file into the house, the familiar scent of expensive perfume and scented candles greeting us as we enter. I stand awkwardly in the entryway, unsure of the protocol here. My previous scenes had clear beginnings—Maya guiding me to the bedroom, Lexi setting up by the pool. But this—all three of them at once—feels different, more significant somehow.

"So..." I begin, shoving my hands into my pockets. "How do we—"

"Give us fifteen minutes," Rowan interrupts, checking her sleek silver watch. "We need to prepare."

"Prepare what?" I ask, but the question is barely out of my mouth before Maya is already heading toward the staircase.

"Just wait in the living room," she calls over her shoulder, offering me a shy smile that contrasts with the boldness of what we're about to do. "We won't be long."

"Don't start without us!" Lexi adds with a wink, following Maya up the stairs, her hand brushing the bannister with casual grace.

Rowan is the last to leave, her cool gaze lingering on me for a moment longer than necessary. "Make yourself comfortable," she says, her voice carrying a note of authority that sends a shiver down my spine. "We have something special planned."

And just like that, I'm alone in the vast entryway, the sound of their footsteps fading as they ascend to their respective rooms. The sudden departure leaves me feeling oddly adrift, as if I've missed some crucial instruction or cue.

I make my way to the living room—a space I've only glimpsed before, with its plush sectional sofa and state-of-the-art entertainment system. The room is immaculate, professionally decorated in shades of gray and teal with accents of rose gold. It looks like something from an interior design magazine, yet feels lived-in at the same time—a throw blanket casually draped over one arm of the sofa, a stack of books on the coffee table, a half-empty mug that someone forgot to take to the kitchen.

I sit on the edge of the sectional, my hands resting awkwardly on my knees. What exactly am I supposed to do? Just wait for them to return? Start undressing? The lack of direction makes me feel suddenly self-conscious, a feeling I haven't experienced during my previous encounters with Maya and Lexi.

Minutes pass like hours as I listen to the muffled sounds of movement from upstairs—a door opening and closing, water running briefly, the soft pad of bare feet on carpet. My mind races with possibilities of what they're planning, what they're changing into, how this scene will unfold. The anticipation is almost unbearable, my body already responding to the mere thought of what's to come.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs jerks me from my thoughts. I straighten up, smoothing my shirt unnecessarily, my heart pounding against my ribs. But it's only Rowan who appears in the doorway, fully dressed in the same clothes she wore to lunch. My confusion must show on my face because she smiles—a rare, genuine smile that transforms her usually cool features.

"Disappointed?" she asks, sauntering toward me with something in her hands—the professional camera I recognize from my previous shoots with Maya and Lexi.

"Just... confused," I admit as she approaches.

Rowan extends the camera to me, her long fingers brushing mine as I take it. "I thought we'd try something different," she says, her voice dropping to a tone that makes my skin prickle with awareness. "Something more... intimate."

Before I can ask what she means, Rowan steps closer—so close I can smell her perfume, something sophisticated and slightly spicy that suits her perfectly. Then, with a deliberateness that takes my breath away, she places her hands on either side of my face and kisses me.

Unlike Maya's tender explorations or Lexi's playful enthusiasm, Rowan's kiss is commanding—purposeful and controlled yet undeniably passionate. Her lips are soft but insistent against mine, her tongue tracing the seam of my lips before pushing inside with an authority that makes my knees weak. I respond instinctively, my free hand finding her waist, pulling her closer as the camera dangles forgotten in my other hand.

When she finally pulls away, her usual composed expression is slightly ruffled, a hint of color high on her cheekbones. "You know how to take direction, Johnny," she says, her voice huskier than before. "So here's what's going to happen. I'm going to get comfortable on the couch and pretend to be asleep. You're going to leave the room, count to sixty, then return with the camera running."

My brain struggles to catch up with this unexpected scenario. "You want me to... film you sleeping?"

Rowan's lips curve into a smile that's both amused and predatory. "I want you to film yourself exploring my body while I pretend to sleep. Touch me, uncover me, discover me... but keep the camera steady." Her hand trails down my chest, fingernails scraping lightly through my shirt. "Think you can handle that, Daddy?"

The term sends a jolt straight to my groin, my body responding immediately to the loaded word. "Yes," I manage, my voice embarrassingly hoarse.

"Good. Now go," she commands, stepping back. "Sixty seconds. Don't peek."

I nod dumbly and turn to leave, the camera clutched in my suddenly sweaty palm. Behind me, I hear the soft rustle of fabric, making my imagination run wild with possibilities of what I'll find when I return.

In the hallway, I lean against the wall, counting silently while trying to calm my racing heart. This is different from my previous experiences with Maya and Lexi. Those were spontaneous, playful encounters. This feels... choreographed, deliberate. Rowan has planned every detail, and I'm both participant and audience in her scenario.

When I reach sixty, I take a deep breath and press the record button on the camera. The small red light blinks to life, and I adjust the settings quickly, making sure the shot is properly framed before I reenter the living room.

What I see stops me in my tracks.

Rowan lies stretched out on the sectional, her long body a study in elegant curves beneath a black silk kimono embroidered with crimson flowers. Her dark hair spills across a decorative pillow, her eyes closed, lips slightly parted as if in genuine sleep. One arm rests above her head, the other draped casually across her stomach. The kimono has fallen open slightly at her legs, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of smooth thigh.

The scene is so perfectly composed—so artfully arranged—that I almost forget to breathe. Through the viewfinder, I watch her chest rise and fall in steady rhythm, the silk rippling with each breath. Despite knowing this is a performance, there's something breathtakingly intimate about watching Rowan in this vulnerable state—or at least, the illusion of vulnerability.

I step further into the room, keeping the camera trained on her sleeping form, my heart hammering with anticipation of what comes next.

I move toward the couch on silent feet, the camera heavy in my hands as I focus on keeping the shot steady. Through the viewfinder, Rowan is transformed—her usual cool control replaced by a deliberate vulnerability that makes my mouth go dry. The black silk kimono drapes across her curves like liquid shadow, the crimson embroidered flowers seeming to float on the dark fabric. My heart pounds so loudly I'm certain it will wake her from her pretend slumber, but her breathing remains deep and even as I approach.

The sectional dips slightly as I sit beside her, careful not to disturb her staged sleep. Through the camera lens, I study the details I've never had the chance to observe before—the faint freckles scattered across her nose, almost invisible against her skin; the perfect arch of her eyebrows; the way her lashes cast tiny shadows on her cheekbones. Without her usual analytical stare meeting mine, I can truly appreciate how stunning Rowan is.

For a moment, I simply film her, capturing this rare moment of apparent peacefulness. Then, remembering her instructions, I shift the camera to my left hand and hesitantly reach out with my right, letting my palm hover just above her shoulder before gently making contact.

The silk is cool and slippery beneath my fingers, but I can feel the warmth of her body radiating through the thin fabric. I begin to stroke her back in slow, gentle circles, the camera capturing how the material shifts and catches the light with each movement. Rowan sighs in her "sleep," shifting slightly to press into my touch.

This feels different from my encounters with Maya and Lexi. With Maya, there was an immediate emotional connection that made our physical intimacy feel like an extension of something deeper. With Lexi, there was a playful energy, a performance that was as much about the camera as it was about our mutual pleasure. But this—this controlled scenario, this deliberate vulnerability from a woman who seems to calculate her every move—feels like being invited into a carefully guarded secret.

I let my hand trail lower, following the elegant curve of her spine. The kimono has parted slightly at her back, revealing a tantalizing strip of bare skin. I trace my finger along this exposed line, feeling goosebumps rise on her flesh in response to my touch. Through the viewfinder, I watch her lips part slightly, her breathing becoming less regular.

Emboldened by her response, I let my hand move to her side, tracing the dip of her waist before settling on the flare of her hip. The kimono's belt has loosened, creating a gap where the fabric overlaps at the front. Remembering her instruction to explore, I shift the camera angle, using it to peek beneath the edge of the silk.

My breath catches at what I see. The kimono has fallen open enough to reveal the curve of her breast—full and round, with skin like porcelain in the afternoon light streaming through the windows. Unlike Maya's soft abundance or Lexi's perky athleticism, Rowan's breasts have a classical beauty to them, like something from a Renaissance painting—perfectly proportioned, with dusky pink nipples that are already hardening under my gaze.

I swallow hard, my free hand unconsciously tightening on her hip. The camera feels impossibly heavy in my other hand, but I'm determined to keep the shot steady as I continue my exploration. I gently tug at the edge of the kimono, widening the gap to reveal more of her chest. The fabric slips easily, exposing both breasts to the camera's eye and mine.

My cock responds instantly, straining against the confines of my jeans. I shift uncomfortably, trying to adjust myself without taking my hand off Rowan or disturbing the camera angle. Through the viewfinder, I watch my own hand enter the frame, hovering over her exposed skin before gently cupping the weight of her breast.

A soft gasp escapes Rowan's lips as my palm makes contact, but she maintains the pretense of sleep, her eyes remaining closed though her breathing has become noticeably quicker. Her skin is impossibly soft under my touch, the nipple hardening further as my thumb brushes across it.

"Mmm," she murmurs, the sound vibrating through her chest and into my palm. The deliberate vulnerability of her performance is intoxicating—this powerful, controlled woman pretending to be at my mercy, accessible and exposed.

I continue my exploration, the camera capturing every moment as I caress her breast, teasing the nipple between my fingers. My other hand moves lower, pushing the kimono further open to reveal her flat stomach, the subtle definition of muscles beneath smooth skin. The dark fabric pools at her sides, framing her body like a living work of art.

Just as my hand begins to venture lower, toward the juncture of her thighs, Rowan stirs more deliberately. Her eyes flutter open, focusing on me with a drowsy sensuality that I know is calculated but feels authentic nonetheless.

"Daddy," she breathes, the word sending a shock of desire straight to my groin. Coming from Rowan's lips, the term feels different than when Maya or Lexi use it—more deliberate, more intentional, a conscious choice rather than a playful endearment.

Without breaking eye contact, she reaches for me, her hand finding the obvious bulge in my jeans with unerring accuracy. I nearly drop the camera as her fingers trace the outline of my erection through the denim, applying just enough pressure to make me groan.

"Did you enjoy watching me sleep?" she asks, her voice husky with staged awakening but her eyes sharp and aware.

"Yes," I manage, my own voice embarrassingly rough. "You're beautiful."

Something flickers in her expression—surprise, perhaps, at the simplicity of my compliment—before her usual control reasserts itself. She sits up slightly, the kimono falling completely open at the front to reveal her body from neck to navel, though the lower half remains tantalizingly covered.

"Show me," she says, her hand continuing its maddening pressure against my cock. "Show me how much you enjoyed it."

I struggle to keep the camera steady with one hand while using the other to unfasten my jeans. Rowan watches with undisguised interest, her usual analytical gaze now heated with desire. She helps me, her fingers deftly working my belt open, then the button and zipper of my jeans.

"I've been wondering," she says, her voice lower now, intimate, "ever since Maya and Lexi couldn't stop talking about it." Her hand slips inside the opening of my jeans, fingers wrapping around my cock through the thin cotton of my boxers. "If you really are as impressive as they claim."

I groan as she squeezes gently, my hips jerking involuntarily toward her touch. Through the viewfinder, I watch as she pushes herself up further, the kimono now barely clinging to her shoulders. With deliberate slowness, she shrugs it off completely, letting the silk pool around her waist.

Naked from the waist up, Rowan is a vision—her body lean and strong, with curves in all the right places. Unlike Maya's softness or Lexi's compact athleticism, Rowan has the body of a dancer—graceful, powerful, and elegantly proportioned.

She leans forward, her breasts swaying slightly with the movement, and begins tugging my jeans and boxers down my hips. I lift up to help her, awkwardly balancing the camera in one hand while we work together to free my straining erection.

When my cock springs free, Rowan's eyes widen fractionally—the only break in her composed facade. "Well," she says, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips, "it seems they weren't exaggerating after all."

Her hand wraps around my shaft, her touch confident and firm. I struggle to keep the camera steady, focusing on her face through the viewfinder as she begins to stroke me with deliberate slowness.

"Is this what you wanted, Daddy?" she asks, her tone teasing despite the formal title. "To touch me while I sleep, then wake me up for more?"

"Yes," I admit, my voice strained as her thumb circles the sensitive head of my cock. "You're so fucking sexy."

Rowan's smile widens, pleased with my response. "Then let me give you what you want," she says, releasing me briefly to stand and let the kimono fall completely from her body.

I nearly drop the camera at the sight of her fully naked. Her body is even more impressive than I imagined—strong thighs, flat stomach, and between her legs, a perfectly groomed triangle of dark hair that points downward like an arrow to her most intimate parts.

As she moves to straddle my lap, I know with absolute certainty that this is going to be different from anything I've experienced with Maya or Lexi. This is Rowan's show, her scenario, her fantasy—and I'm just lucky enough to be cast in the starring role.

She reaches for the hem of my shirt, clearly intending to pull it off, when the sound of footsteps makes us both freeze.

The sound of footsteps makes both of us freeze. Rowan's hand still grips the hem of my shirt, my cock still stands painfully erect between us, and the camera suddenly feels like it weighs a ton in my sweaty palm. I turn toward the living room entrance just as Maya and Lexi appear in the doorway, both wearing silk robes that barely reach mid-thigh. Maya's is a soft pink that complements her olive skin, while Lexi's is electric blue—as vibrant and eye-catching as her personality.

"Started without us, I see," Lexi says, her eyes gleaming with mischief as she takes in the scene—Rowan completely naked, straddling my lap, my cock standing at attention between us.

I feel a moment of confusion—wasn't this supposed to be just me and Rowan? Did I misunderstand the plan? The camera wavers in my hand as I look from Rowan to the newcomers, unsure of what's happening.

Surprisingly, Rowan doesn't seem fazed by the interruption. She turns her head to look at the other girls, her body still pressed against mine, her expression unreadable. "I was just warming him up," she says coolly, though the flush on her cheeks and the hardness of her nipples betray her arousal.

Maya steps further into the room, the soft fabric of her robe shifting around her thighs with each movement. Unlike Lexi's bold stare, her gaze is softer, almost shy despite what she's walking in on. "We thought you might want some company," she says, her voice gentle but with an undercurrent of desire that makes my cock twitch against Rowan's thigh.

Rowan's eyes meet mine, a silent question in them. "What do you think, Johnny?" she asks, her finger tracing lazy patterns on my chest through my shirt. "Would you like Maya and Lexi to join us?"

My brain short-circuits at the question. Would I like all three of them? Together? The fantasy that's been building since lunch—since they first suggested it—is suddenly crystallizing into reality before my eyes. My mouth goes dry as I try to form words, but all that comes out is a hoarse, "Yes. God, yes."

Lexi's face breaks into a grin as she bounds forward, all kinetic energy and excitement. "I knew it! He totally wants all of us." She hops onto the couch beside us, the movement causing her robe to ride up dangerously high on her thighs. "I couldn't wait any longer. When Rowan said she was going to do a solo scene with you first, I nearly died."

So this was the plan all along. The realization hits me—Rowan's "sleeping" scenario was just the opening act for something much bigger. My heart rate kicks up another notch as Maya approaches more slowly, perching on my other side. She smells like vanilla and coconut, the now-familiar scent mixing with Rowan's spicier perfume and Lexi's fruity sweetness to create a heady combination that makes my head spin.

"Is this okay?" Maya asks softly, her hand coming to rest on my shoulder, warm and reassuring through the fabric of my shirt. "We can take it slow."

I look around at the three of them—Rowan naked and straddling me, her usual cool demeanor heated with desire; Lexi bouncing with barely contained energy beside us, her robe slipping off one shoulder to reveal the upper curve of her breast; and Maya, soft and warm on my other side, her brown eyes wide with a mixture of desire and genuine care.

"It's more than okay," I manage to say, my voice steadier than I feel. "It's fucking incredible."

Rowan shifts off my lap, giving me a clear view as she stands beside the couch, gloriously naked and completely unselfconscious. "Then I think we're all a bit overdressed," she says, looking pointedly at me and then at the other girls.

Lexi doesn't need to be told twice. She stands and unties her robe with a flourish, letting it fall to the floor in a puddle of blue silk. Her compact body is just as I remember it—athletic and toned, her small breasts perky with nipples already hard, the heart-shaped patch of blonde hair between her legs trimmed to perfection.

Maya moves more slowly, her fingers working the knot of her robe with deliberate care. When she finally lets it slide from her shoulders, I'm struck again by the lush curves of her body—full breasts with dark nipples, the soft swell of her stomach, generous hips that invite touch.

The contrast between the three women is striking—Rowan tall and elegant with classical proportions; Lexi compact and athletic, all boundless energy; Maya soft and curvaceous, radiating warmth. Three completely different body types, three distinct personalities, all focusing their attention on me.

"You're still dressed," Lexi points out, poking my chest playfully. "That won't do at all."

Before I can respond, three pairs of hands are on me—Rowan's long fingers working at my shirt buttons, Maya gently pulling the fabric from my shoulders, Lexi tugging at my already-open jeans. I struggle to keep the camera steady, trying to capture this surreal moment even as I'm overwhelmed by the sensation of six hands undressing me.

"Maybe we should take the camera for a bit," Maya suggests, noticing my struggle. "Let you just feel for a while."

"Good idea," Rowan agrees, plucking the device from my grip with practiced ease. She steps back, turning the lens on the scene—me being undressed by Maya and Lexi, my expression no doubt a mixture of disbelief and desperate arousal.

With my hands free, I can finally touch them. I reach out, one hand finding Maya's soft waist, the other landing on Lexi's hip. The two women press closer, their naked bodies warm against mine as they work my clothes off. Maya leans in to kiss my neck, her lips gentle but insistent against my pulse point. Simultaneously, Lexi nips at my earlobe, her teeth creating a sharper counterpoint to Maya's softness.

My shirt is finally off, and my jeans and boxers are pushed down to my ankles. I kick them away, now completely naked between Maya and Lexi. My cock stands proudly between us, harder than I can ever remember it being. The physical sensation of their bodies against mine, combined with the knowledge that Rowan is filming it all, creates a feedback loop of arousal that makes my head swim.

"Look at the camera, Johnny," Rowan instructs, her voice taking on that tone of cool authority that somehow makes everything hotter. "Let our audience see how much you want this."

I turn toward the lens, conscious of Maya's hand trailing down my chest and Lexi's fingers playing with the hair at the nape of my neck. I'm beyond self-consciousness now, beyond anything but raw desire as I stare into the camera.

"Tell us what you want," Rowan continues, zooming in slightly on my face. "Tell everyone watching what you want these beautiful women to do to you."

"I want..." My voice cracks, and I clear my throat, acutely aware of Maya's hand drifting lower, of Lexi's breath hot against my ear. "I want all of you. However you want. Whatever you want."

A slow smile spreads across Rowan's face as she captures my confession on camera. "Oh, we have very specific plans for you, Johnny." She glances at Maya and Lexi, some unspoken communication passing between the three women. "Show him how we start, girls."

Maya and Lexi exchange knowing looks, and then, in perfect synchronization, they begin to sink to their knees in front of me.

My breath catches in my throat as Maya and Lexi kneel before me, their naked bodies glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the windows. Maya's olive skin contrasts beautifully with Lexi's fair complexion as they position themselves between my legs, their expressions a mixture of desire and playful anticipation. Behind them, Rowan adjusts the camera angle one last time before setting it on a nearby side table, the red recording light blinking steadily as she captures the scene. Then she joins them on the floor, her elegant nakedness completing the most erotic tableau I could ever imagine—three gorgeous women kneeling before me, all focused on my painfully hard cock.

"Remember what we talked about," Rowan says softly to the other two, her tone businesslike even in this most intimate of moments. "Nice and slow. We want to make this last."

Maya nods, her dark hair falling forward over her shoulders as she leans closer to me. Lexi grins, her green eyes sparkling with mischief as she deliberately licks her lips. The sight alone nearly makes me lose control before they've even touched me.

"I'll go first," Maya says, her voice soft as she places her hands on my thighs. "Just relax, Johnny."

Her touch is gentle as she strokes upward from my knees, her fingertips leaving trails of fire on my skin. When she reaches the crease of my thigh, she pauses, looking up at me through her lashes in a way that makes my cock twitch with anticipation. Then, with deliberate slowness, she leans forward and places a feather-light kiss on the head of my cock.

"Fuck," I breathe, the sensation electric even from such minimal contact.

Maya smiles at my reaction, clearly pleased. She parts her lips and takes just the tip into her warm mouth, her tongue swirling around the sensitive head with exquisite precision. The wet heat engulfing me makes my hips jerk involuntarily, but Maya's hands on my thighs keep me steady.

"That's it," Rowan encourages from beside her, watching with analytical interest. "See how responsive he is to gentle stimulation."

Maya takes me deeper, her lips stretching around my girth as she works her way down my shaft. The sight of her—eyes closed in concentration, full lips wrapped around me, dark hair framing her beautiful face—is almost too much to bear. I grip the couch cushions to anchor myself, already fighting the building pressure at the base of my spine.

"Don't hog him," Lexi says playfully, nudging Maya's shoulder after a minute of her exquisite attention. "My turn."

Maya releases me with a soft pop that makes my cock twitch, a strand of saliva connecting her bottom lip to my shaft for a moment before breaking. She sits back on her heels, her chest rising and falling rapidly, a flush spreading across her olive skin.

Lexi doesn't waste any time. Where Maya was gentle and exploratory, Lexi is pure enthusiasm. She grabs my cock with one hand, giving it a firm stroke before diving down, taking me deep into her mouth in one fluid movement that makes me gasp. Her technique is different—more vigorous, more playful. She bobs her head quickly, her tongue finding sensitive spots that make my toes curl.

"Jesus Christ," I groan, my hands moving from the couch to tangle in Lexi's blonde hair. She moans around my cock, clearly enjoying my reaction.

"Remember to breathe," Rowan advises me with a hint of amusement in her voice. "We've only just started."

Lexi continues her enthusiastic attention, her small hand working in tandem with her mouth, creating a rhythm that rapidly builds the tension coiling inside me. Just when I think I might lose control, she pulls back, looking up at me with those mischievous green eyes and a satisfied smirk.

"Your turn, Rowan," she says, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand in a gesture that somehow manages to be both obscene and adorable.

Rowan moves forward, and I find myself holding my breath in anticipation. I've experienced Maya's tender approach and Lexi's enthusiastic technique—what will Rowan's be like? She holds my gaze as she positions herself between my legs, her gray eyes never leaving mine as she wraps her long fingers around my shaft.

"You're going to enjoy this, Johnny," she says, her voice low and confident. "I promise you that."

Without breaking eye contact, she lowers her head and takes me into her mouth. Her technique is different again—controlled, methodical, precise. She seems to be cataloging my responses, noting which movements elicit the strongest reactions, then repeating them with deliberate intensity. It's like being the subject of an erotic experiment, with Rowan the beautiful scientist determining exactly how to drive me to the edge of insanity.

"Fuck, Rowan," I gasp as she does something incredible with her tongue along the underside of my shaft. "That feels amazing."

She hums in response, the vibration adding another layer of sensation that makes my head fall back against the couch. Through half-lidded eyes, I watch as she continues her methodical exploration, her dark hair falling forward like a curtain around her face.

Just when I think I can't take any more, Rowan pulls back and turns to the others. "Let's show him what we can really do," she says, and there's a note in her voice I've never heard before—something almost like playfulness breaking through her usual control.

What happens next nearly stops my heart. The three women position themselves around my cock, and then—in a move that must have been choreographed—they begin to work together. Maya's lips close around the head while Lexi's tongue traces patterns along the shaft and Rowan's mouth finds my balls. The triple sensation is overwhelming—three different rhythms, three different temperatures, three different techniques all focused on my pleasure.

"Holy shit," I moan, my hands hovering uselessly in the air, not knowing where to touch, what to hold onto as waves of pleasure crash through me. "I can't—I'm not going to last—"

"Not yet, Daddy," Maya murmurs, pulling back just enough to speak. "We're just getting started."

The use of that word—"Daddy"—sends another jolt of arousal through me, making my cock twitch against her lips. She smiles knowingly before taking me back into her mouth, deeper this time.

They begin to trade places without speaking, a wordless choreography that keeps me constantly surprised and on edge. One moment it's Lexi's enthusiastic suction, the next it's Rowan's precise attention, then Maya's gentle exploration. They work together seamlessly, hands and mouths in constant motion, creating a symphony of sensation that threatens to overwhelm me completely.

"Look at his face," Lexi says during a brief pause, her hand still working my shaft. "He's loving this."

"Of course he is," Rowan replies, her fingers tracing patterns on my inner thigh that make me shiver. "Who wouldn't enjoy the attention of three skilled women?"

Maya doesn't speak, but the look she gives me is full of warmth and desire as she leans in to place a kiss on my stomach, just above where Lexi's hand continues its maddening rhythm.

The contrast between them is incredible—not just in their appearances but in how they approach pleasure. Maya's every touch is imbued with emotional connection; Lexi's with playful enthusiasm; Rowan's with analytical precision. Together, they create an experience that transcends anything I could have imagined.

"I think he's close again," Rowan observes, noticing the tension in my thighs, the way my breathing has become ragged. "Let's back off a bit. We want this to last."

The three pull back slightly, giving me a moment to catch my breath. The cool air on my wet cock is almost painful after the heat of their mouths, but it helps me regain some control. I look down at them—three beautiful women kneeling before me, their lips swollen from their efforts, their eyes dark with desire, their bodies flushed with arousal—and wonder what I did in a previous life to deserve this moment.

"You doing okay up there, Johnny?" Lexi asks with a grin, her hand lazily stroking up and down my thigh.

"Better than okay," I manage to say, though my voice sounds strained even to my own ears. "This is... I don't even have words."

"You don't need words," Maya says softly, leaning up to place a gentle kiss on my lips. I taste myself on her, the intimate flavor adding another layer to the already overwhelming experience.

"You just need to last," Rowan adds, her cool control slipping just enough to reveal the desire underneath. "Because we're far from done with you."

As if to emphasize her point, she leans down and takes me in her mouth again, her technique even more focused now that she's identified what drives me closest to the edge. I grip the couch cushions, my knuckles turning white with the effort of maintaining control.

Baseball statistics, I think desperately. State capitals. Anything to distract from the exquisite sensation of Rowan's mouth, now joined again by Lexi's tongue and Maya's gentle hands. But it's hopeless. No mental distraction could possibly compete with the reality of these three women working in harmony to bring me pleasure.

It takes every ounce of willpower I possess not to explode right then and there. Somehow, through sheer force of will, I manage to hold back the tide of my orgasm, knowing that this incredible experience has only just begun.

Just when I think I might lose my battle for control, Rowan rises gracefully from her knees, her movement fluid like a dancer's. She turns away from me, bending forward over the coffee table in one smooth motion that presents her perfect ass to me. The curve of her spine, the elegant line from her shoulders to her hips, the way her dark hair spills forward—it's like something from a renaissance painting come to life. "I want you inside me now, Daddy," she says, looking back at me over her shoulder, her cool composure slipping to reveal raw desire underneath. "Fuck me from behind while they watch."

I'm mesmerized by the sight of her—the smooth expanse of her back tapering to a narrow waist, then flaring out to hips that form a perfect heart shape when viewed from behind. Between her slightly spread legs, I can see the glistening evidence of her arousal, a tantalizing invitation that makes my already hard cock throb with renewed urgency.

"Don't keep her waiting," Lexi urges, giving me a playful push forward. She grabs the camera from the side table, positioning herself to capture what's about to happen. "She's been thinking about this ever since she saw you with me by the pool."

Maya moves beside me, her hand sliding up my arm in that comforting way she has, even in the most sexual of situations. "Go ahead, Johnny," she encourages softly. "Give her what she needs."

I step forward, my hands shaking slightly as I position myself behind Rowan. Her skin is warm beneath my palms as I grasp her hips, feeling the subtle strength beneath her soft exterior. I run one hand down the curve of her ass, marveling at its perfection, before guiding my cock to her entrance.

"Do it," Rowan commands, her voice breathy but still carrying that note of authority that defines her. "Fill me up, Daddy."

I push forward slowly, watching as the head of my cock disappears into her tight heat. Rowan gasps, her hands gripping the edge of the coffee table so hard her knuckles turn white. The sensation is exquisite—she's incredibly tight, her inner walls gripping me like a silken vise as I ease my way deeper.

"Fuck, you're big," she breathes, the uncharacteristic profanity from her usually composed lips making the moment even more erotic. "So much bigger than I expected."

"You can take it," Lexi encourages from beside us, the camera focused on where our bodies are joining. "Look how wet you are for him."

Inch by agonizing inch, I sink deeper into Rowan until I'm fully seated within her, my thighs pressed against the back of hers. For a moment, we stay like that, both adjusting to the intense sensation. Then I begin to move, establishing a rhythm that starts slow but gradually increases in intensity.

"Yes," Rowan moans, her usual analytical detachment completely gone now, replaced by raw pleasure. "Just like that, Daddy. Don't stop."

Maya moves to kneel beside the coffee table, her face level with Rowan's. Their eyes meet, and something passes between them—some silent communication I can't decipher. Then Maya leans forward and kisses Rowan deeply, swallowing her moans as I continue to thrust into her from behind.

The sight of them kissing—Maya's softness contrasting with Rowan's sharper features—nearly undoes me. I grip Rowan's hips tighter, focusing on maintaining my rhythm despite the overwhelming visual stimulus. Lexi circles us with the camera, capturing every angle of our connection.

"How does she feel?" Lexi asks, her voice husky with arousal as she films. "Is she tight, Daddy?"

"So tight," I groan, the words escaping between labored breaths. "So fucking good."

Rowan breaks her kiss with Maya to look back at me, her hair wild around her face, her eyes glazed with pleasure. "Harder," she demands. "I won't break."

I comply, increasing the force of my thrusts until the sound of skin slapping against skin fills the room. Rowan's moans grow louder, less controlled, her composure completely shattered now as I drive into her repeatedly. Maya continues to caress her face, whispering encouragements that I can't quite hear over Rowan's increasingly vocal responses.

"I'm close," Rowan gasps, her internal muscles clenching around me in a way that tests my already strained control. "Don't stop, don't stop, don't—" Her words dissolve into a long, low moan as her body shudders beneath me, her orgasm washing over her in visible waves.

I slow my pace, helping her ride out the aftershocks, amazed at how quickly and intensely she came. As her breathing begins to return to normal, I carefully withdraw, my cock still painfully hard and now glistening with her arousal.

"My turn," Maya says softly, already positioning herself where Rowan had been. Where Rowan was all elegant lines and cool control, Maya is soft curves and warm invitation as she bends over the coffee table. Her full ass presents a different but equally enticing target, her olive skin glowing in the afternoon light filtering through the windows.

Rowan moves to take the camera from Lexi, her movements slightly unsteady in the aftermath of her orgasm. "Go on," she encourages, gesturing toward Maya with a satisfied smile. "She's been very patient."

I position myself behind Maya, struck again by the contrast between these women. Where Rowan was tight and controlled, Maya is soft and yielding as I slide into her wet heat. She accepts me with a sigh that sounds almost like relief, her body opening for me in a way that's different but equally pleasurable.

"Oh, Johnny," she breathes, looking back at me with those warm brown eyes. "You feel so good inside me."

I establish a rhythm that's gentler than what Rowan demanded, sensing that Maya prefers it this way. Her responses confirm it—soft sighs and breathy moans rather than Rowan's more demanding vocalizations. I run my hands over the generous curve of her ass, up her back, tangling briefly in her dark hair.

"That's it, Daddy," she encourages, pushing back to meet each of my thrusts. "Just like that."

Lexi kneels beside Maya now, mirroring what Maya did for Rowan. But where Maya offered gentle comfort, Lexi brings playful energy, teasing Maya's nipples and kissing her neck in a way that makes Maya gasp and clench around my shaft.

"Does she feel different than Rowan?" Lexi asks, her green eyes darting up to meet mine. "Do we all feel different to you, Daddy?"

"Completely different," I admit, my voice rough with arousal. "All of you... unique... perfect."

Maya's movements become more urgent beneath me, her breathing quickening as Lexi continues her attentions. "I'm getting close," she warns, her internal muscles fluttering around me in a telltale rhythm.

I adjust my angle slightly, hitting that spot that makes her gasp with each thrust. Maya's orgasm builds more gradually than Rowan's, a slow crescendo rather than a sudden explosion. When it finally crests, it's with a series of shuddering waves that roll through her body, her soft cries muffled against Lexi's shoulder.

Before I've fully processed Maya's orgasm, Lexi is already moving into position, practically pushing Maya aside in her eagerness. "My turn now, Daddy," she says, her compact body vibrating with anticipation. Unlike the other two, she doesn't bend over the coffee table but instead braces herself against the arm of the couch, looking back at me with a challenging grin. "Don't hold back with me. I can take it hard."

I move behind her, admiring the athletic lines of her body—the toned muscles of her back, the firm curve of her ass, the strength in her thighs as she widens her stance in invitation. When I enter her, it's yet another unique sensation—she's tighter than Maya but wetter than Rowan, her body gripping me with an almost desperate intensity.

"Fuck yes," she hisses as I bottom out inside her. "That's what I've been waiting for."

Lexi wants it rough—that much is immediately clear from the way she pushes back against me, setting a pace that's almost punishing in its intensity. I grip her hips, giving her what she's asking for, driving into her with a force I held back from the others.

"Yes! Harder, Daddy!" she cries out, her usual playfulness transformed into raw, animal need. "Fuck me like you mean it!"

Maya and Rowan watch from either side, the camera passing between them as they capture different angles of our coupling. They offer encouragement—Maya's gentle and supportive, Rowan's more clinical but no less arousing.

"Look how well she takes it," Rowan observes, zooming in on where our bodies connect. "She's been thinking about this all day."

"All fucking week," Lexi corrects between gasps, her body shaking with the force of our movements. "Ever since I saw him with Maya."

The knowledge that she's been fantasizing about this moment adds fuel to my already raging fire. I increase my pace even further, my fingers digging into the firm flesh of her hips as I pound into her exactly as she's demanding.

Lexi's orgasm, when it hits, is as explosive as her personality. She throws her head back, a stream of profanity and praise pouring from her lips as her body convulses around me. Her legs shake—just like they did by the pool—her right one trembling uncontrollably as pleasure overwhelms her system.

"That's it, that's it, that's it," she chants, riding the waves of her climax, her internal muscles squeezing me rhythmically. "Holy shit, I knew you'd be good."

By the time Lexi's orgasm subsides, I'm dangerously close to my own release. Three women, three distinct experiences, three powerful orgasms—and through it all, I've somehow maintained my control, determined to make this last, to give each of them exactly what they need.

I carefully withdraw from Lexi, my cock almost painfully hard now, slick with the combined arousal of all three women. They gather around me, their expressions a mixture of satisfaction and renewed hunger. I've pleased them all, but from the look in their eyes, we're far from done.

"I think it's time to change positions," Rowan says, her usual composure returning though her cheeks remain flushed with lingering pleasure. "Don't you agree, girls?"

Before I can catch my breath, Lexi's small hands are on my chest, pushing me backward until I tumble onto the plush sectional sofa. My back hits the soft cushions with a gentle thud, my cock still standing at attention despite the marathon session we've already had. "My turn to drive," she announces with that mischievous grin that makes my heart rate spike. She climbs onto the couch with the nimble grace of a gymnast, positioning herself to straddle my hips while Maya and Rowan arrange themselves on either side of me, their warm naked bodies pressed against mine in a tangle of soft limbs and heated skin.

"Here," Rowan says, handing me the camera. "Let's see if you can keep it steady while we take care of you."

The camera feels impossibly heavy in my hand as Lexi positions herself above me, her compact body hovering just inches above my straining erection. Maya leans in to kiss my neck, her soft lips finding my pulse point with unerring accuracy, while Rowan's elegant fingers trace patterns across my chest, occasionally pinching a nipple in a way that sends jolts of pleasure straight to my groin.

"Ready, Daddy?" Lexi asks, her hand wrapping around my shaft to hold it steady as she begins to lower herself down.

Words fail me completely, so I just nod, trying to keep the camera focused on Lexi's face as she sinks onto me with agonizing slowness. Her expression is a study in concentration and pleasure—eyebrows drawing together, bottom lip caught between her teeth, eyes fluttering closed as she takes me inch by inch into her tight heat.

"Fuck, you feel even bigger in this position," she gasps when she's fully seated, her small hands braced on my chest for balance. "So fucking deep."

She begins to move—small circles of her hips at first, grinding against me rather than lifting up. The camera wavers in my grip as pleasure floods my system, but I force myself to keep it steady, capturing the moment when Lexi throws her head back, blonde hair cascading down her back as she finds a rhythm that works for her.

Meanwhile, Maya has moved lower, her lips now trailing down my chest toward where Lexi and I are joined. With delicate precision, she positions herself to lick at my exposed balls each time Lexi rises up, creating a dual sensation that makes my toes curl with pleasure.

"Don't forget me," Rowan purrs from my other side, turning my face toward her for a deep, searching kiss. Her tongue explores my mouth with the same methodical thoroughness she applied to sucking my cock earlier, while her hand replaces Maya's on my chest, fingernails scraping lightly across my nipple.

The combination is overwhelming—Lexi riding me with increasing enthusiasm, her tight pussy gripping me like a vise; Maya's hot tongue lapping at my balls with delicate precision; Rowan's mouth demanding my attention while her hands explore my upper body. It's sensory overload in the best possible way, my nerve endings firing in so many places that I can barely process it all.

"Does that feel good, Daddy?" Lexi asks, her voice breathy as she increases her pace. "You like having all three of us at once?"

"Yes," I manage to gasp between Rowan's kisses, the camera shaking in my hand as I try to maintain focus. "It's incredible."

Lexi grins, shifting her weight forward to change the angle. She cries out when my cock hits a particularly sensitive spot inside her, her internal muscles clenching around me reflexively. "Right there," she moans, grinding down hard. "Right fucking there."

I watch through the viewfinder as her expression transforms, pleasure overtaking her features as she chases her release. Her rhythm becomes more erratic, her breathing more labored, her small breasts bouncing with each movement. Maya and Rowan sense the change, both focusing their attention on Lexi now—Maya reaching up to pinch one of Lexi's nipples while Rowan whispers encouragement in her ear.

"Come for him, Lexi," Rowan urges, her voice carrying that note of command that seems to affect all of us. "Show him how good he makes you feel."

Lexi's pace becomes frantic, her hands digging into my chest hard enough to leave marks as she grinds against me with desperate intensity. When her orgasm hits, it's with a series of high-pitched cries that increase in volume until she's practically screaming, her entire body shaking, that same telltale tremor in her right leg that I noticed during our poolside encounter. The camera captures it all—her face contorted in ecstasy, her compact body wracked with pleasure spasms, her pussy visibly pulsing around my cock.

As the aftershocks fade, Lexi collapses forward onto my chest, her breath coming in ragged gasps. "Holy shit," she mumbles against my skin. "That was even better than last time."

Before I can respond, Maya is gently maneuvering Lexi off me, helping her to the side where she curls up like a satisfied cat, still trembling slightly from her intense orgasm. Then Maya positions herself above me, her soft curves a stark contrast to Lexi's athletic frame as she straddles my hips.

"My turn," she says softly, taking hold of my still-hard cock and guiding it to her entrance. The camera nearly slips from my sweaty grip as she sinks down on me, taking my entire length in one slow, fluid motion that draws groans from both of us.

Where Lexi was tight and gripping, Maya is warm and enveloping, her body accepting me completely. She moves differently too—rolling her hips in a sensual wave rather than bouncing, creating a slower but no less intense friction that makes my eyes roll back in my head.

"You feel so good inside me," she murmurs, leaning forward to kiss me deeply. Her full breasts press against my chest, her nipples hard points of contact that add another layer to the overwhelming sensations coursing through me.

Rowan has taken over Maya's previous position, her elegant head between my legs where she alternates between licking my balls and the base of my shaft where it disappears into Maya. The dual stimulation is mind-bending—Maya's tight heat surrounding most of my cock while Rowan's clever tongue teases what's exposed.

Meanwhile, Lexi has recovered enough to join in again, kissing my neck and whispering filthy encouragements in my ear. "She loves your cock so much, Daddy," she murmurs, her breath hot against my skin. "Look how wet she is for you."

I angle the camera to capture Maya's face—her warm brown eyes half-lidded with pleasure, her full lips parted as soft moans escape with each roll of her hips. Unlike Lexi's frantic chase toward orgasm, Maya approaches her pleasure with the same gentle thoroughness she applies to everything. Her movements are deliberate, focused, each rotation of her hips designed to maximize both our pleasure.

"That's it," she breathes, her internal muscles clenching around me in a rhythm that suggests she's building toward climax. "Just like that, Johnny."

The use of my name rather than "Daddy" strikes me as significant somehow—a moment of genuine connection amid the performance. I reach up with my free hand to cup her cheek, and her eyes open fully to meet mine. Something passes between us in that look—something beyond the physical pleasure we're sharing.

The moment is broken when Rowan rises up to capture one of Maya's nipples in her mouth, causing Maya to gasp and increase her pace slightly. The camera shakes in my hand as I try to capture this new development—Rowan's lips wrapped around Maya's dark nipple, Maya's head thrown back in pleasure, the place where my cock disappears into her body.

Maya's orgasm builds visibly—a flush spreading across her chest and up her neck, her breathing becoming more labored, her rhythm faltering slightly as she gets closer to the edge. When it finally washes over her, it's with a deep, guttural moan that seems to be torn from somewhere primal inside her. Her entire

Her entire body shudders, her inner walls pulsing around me with such intensity that I have to bite my lip to keep from coming right then and there. Unlike Lexi's explosive release, Maya's orgasm rolls through her in waves, each one causing her to gasp and clench around me until she's completely spent.

As Maya recovers, resting her forehead against mine while her breathing slowly returns to normal, Rowan is already moving into position. She helps Maya dismount carefully, supporting her trembling body as she slides to my side. Then, with characteristic efficiency, Rowan straddles me, her expression almost businesslike as she positions herself above my cock.

"My turn again," she says, her cool composure back in place despite the flush on her cheeks and the obvious arousal evident in her hard nipples and slick thighs. "Let's see if you can maintain your control for just a bit longer."

The challenge in her voice is unmistakable, and I find myself rising to meet it, determined to last through one more round despite the incredible stimulation I've already endured. I focus the camera on her face as she lowers herself onto me, capturing the moment when her mask of control slips slightly, her lips parting in a silent "oh" as I fill her completely.

Rowan rides differently than either Lexi or Maya—more controlled, more deliberate, almost analytical in her approach. She varies her movements systematically, as if cataloging my responses to different techniques, noting which ones draw the strongest reactions. It's like being the subject of an erotic experiment conducted by the most beautiful scientist imaginable.

"You've done well," she says, her voice only slightly breathless despite the exertion. "Most men wouldn't have lasted through one of us, let alone all three."

Her praise sends an unexpected surge of pride through me, making my cock twitch inside her. Rowan notices, of course—she notices everything—and repeats the movement that elicited that response, a calculating smile spreading across her face.

Meanwhile, Maya and Lexi have positioned themselves on either side of us, their recovery apparently complete. Lexi leans in to kiss me deeply, her tongue playful against mine, while Maya's mouth finds my neck, sucking gently at the sensitive spot just below my ear. Four hands caress my chest, my arms, my stomach—everywhere they can reach without disturbing Rowan's rhythm.

The camera grows heavier in my hand as I struggle to maintain my focus. Through the viewfinder, I capture glimpses of this surreal tableau—Rowan riding me with controlled intensity, Lexi's blonde head bobbing as she moves from my mouth to my nipple, Maya's dark hair spread across my shoulder as she whispers encouragement in my ear.

"Look at me, Johnny," Rowan commands suddenly, grabbing my chin to force my gaze to hers. "I want you to watch me come."

The direct eye contact adds another layer of intensity to an already overwhelming experience. Rowan increases her pace slightly, her movements becoming minutely less controlled as her pleasure builds. I keep the camera steady on her face, determined to capture her transformation from composed businesswoman to creature of pure sensation.

It happens gradually—her breathing becoming more labored, her rhythm less precise, her gray eyes losing focus as she stares into mine. The sight is mesmerizing—this woman who's always so in control slowly coming undone above me.

"Don't stop looking at me," she insists, her voice hoarse as she grinds down harder. "I'm close."

Maya and Lexi sense the change in her, both shifting their attention to Rowan now. Lexi moves behind her, reaching around to play with her breasts while Maya's hand slides between our bodies to find Rowan's clit. The additional stimulation pushes Rowan closer to the edge, her usual composure fracturing further with each passing second.

When her orgasm finally takes her, it's with a cry that seems to surprise even her—loud and uninhibited, so different from her usual controlled demeanor. Her back arches, her head thrown back against Lexi's shoulder, her entire body going rigid before dissolving into trembling aftershocks. Through it all, I keep the camera focused on her face, capturing every nuance of her pleasure.

"Fuck," she breathes as the intensity begins to fade, the profanity sounding foreign but perfect on her lips. "That was... unexpected."

She collapses forward onto my chest, her usual grace momentarily abandoned as she catches her breath. The camera nearly slips from my sweat-slicked palm, but I manage to maintain my grip, continuing to record as Maya and Lexi cuddle in on either side of us, creating a tangle of limbs and heated skin.

For a moment, we lie there in a satisfied heap, the only sounds our collective breathing slowly returning to normal. I'm still painfully hard inside Rowan, my own release denied as I focused on theirs, but strangely, I don't mind. There's something profoundly satisfying about having brought all three of these incredible women to completion, about having witnessed their pleasure in such an intimate way.

"You're still hard," Rowan observes after a moment, shifting slightly on top of me. "And you've been so patient."

"So good to us, Daddy," Lexi adds, her hand tracing patterns on my chest. "I think it's time we reward you properly."

Maya nods in agreement, her warm eyes meeting mine. "You've earned it," she says softly. "But first, let me take that camera. You deserve to just feel without having to worry about the shot."

She gently removes the device from my grip, my fingers stiff from holding it for so long. As she positions herself to continue filming, Rowan carefully lifts herself off me, my cock slipping from her with a wet sound that's captured by the camera's sensitive microphone.

"Don't worry," she says, noting my expression of loss as she moves to the side. "We're not done with you yet. Not by a long shot."

The three women exchange looks that suggest they've planned what comes next, some silent communication passing between them that both excites and intimidates me. Whatever they have in mind, I know one thing for certain—I've never experienced anything like this day, and I likely never will again.

Lexi grins, her boundless energy apparently fully restored as she bounces slightly on the cushion beside me. "Ready for the grand finale, Daddy?" she asks, her green eyes sparkling with mischief.

All I can do is nod, my voice having abandoned me completely in the face of such overwhelming pleasure. Three beautiful women, three distinct personalities, three unique approaches to pleasure—and all of them focused entirely on me. Whatever happens next, I know it will be beyond anything I could have imagined when I woke up this morning.

With graceful coordination that suggests they've planned this moment carefully, the three women slide off the couch and position themselves on their knees before me. Maya takes the camera from where she'd been filming and sets it on the coffee table, angling it to capture what comes next. They arrange themselves in a row—Lexi on the left, Maya in the middle, Rowan on the right—their beautiful faces upturned toward me, eyes gleaming with anticipation. "We want you to come on our faces, Daddy," Lexi announces with characteristic directness. "All of us together."

The sight before me is something straight out of a fantasy—three gorgeous women kneeling naked, mouths slightly open, tongues occasionally darting out to wet their lips as they wait for my release. My cock throbs painfully, having been on the edge for what feels like hours as I focused on their pleasure rather than my own.

"Stand up, Johnny," Rowan instructs, her business-like tone returning though her hair remains disheveled from our activities. "We want to make sure the camera captures everything."

I rise on slightly shaky legs, positioning myself before them as directed. My cock stands proudly at attention, still slick with the combined arousal of all three women. Lexi reaches out first, wrapping her small hand around my shaft and beginning to stroke with practiced precision.

"Let us take care of you now," Maya says softly, her warm eyes looking up at me with genuine affection that transcends the obviously pornographic nature of what we're doing. "You've been so good to us."

Rowan leans forward, adding her hand beneath Lexi's, creating a double-grip that has me seeing stars. "Consider this your reward for saving our house," she adds with a rare smile that transforms her usually stern features. "Among other services rendered."

They work together seamlessly—Lexi's hand pumping the upper half of my shaft, Rowan's controlling the base, while Maya's fingers cup and massage my balls with gentle pressure. The triple stimulation is mind-blowing, pushing me rapidly toward a release that's been building through multiple rounds of sex.

"Look at the camera, Daddy," Lexi instructs, her voice taking on that breathy quality she uses when performing. "Let them see how good we make you feel."

I turn my head slightly, making eye contact with the lens as instructed. The knowledge that this moment is being recorded—that my pleasure will be preserved digitally for others to witness—adds another layer of eroticism to an already overwhelming experience.

"Tell us when you're close," Rowan says, her hand increasing its pace slightly. "We want to be ready."

It doesn't take long. After everything I've experienced today—the threeway blowjob, fucking each of them from behind, being ridden by all three in succession—my body is primed for release. The pressure builds rapidly at the base of my spine, my balls drawing up tight against my body, my breathing becoming ragged as I approach the point of no return.

"I'm close," I warn, the words strained through gritted teeth as I fight to hold back just a few seconds longer, wanting to savor this moment of perfect anticipation.

Immediately, the women adjust their positions, leaning in closer to me and to each other. Their faces are inches apart now, upturned expectantly, tongues extended. Lexi winks at me, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. Maya's expression is one of genuine enthusiasm mixed with affection. Rowan maintains her cool gaze but with an unmistakable heat behind it.

"Come for us, Daddy," they say in near-perfect unison, as if they've rehearsed this moment.

It's the final push I need. With a guttural groan that seems torn from somewhere deep inside me, I explode, my orgasm ripping through me with an intensity that makes my vision blur at the edges. The first pulse lands across Lexi's cheek and Maya's waiting tongue. The second decorates Rowan's forehead and the bridge of Maya's nose. I continue to erupt, painting their beautiful faces with stripe after stripe of my release as they maintain eye contact with both me and the camera.

The women make a show of it, knowing exactly what will play well on screen. Lexi moans dramatically, catching a strand on her tongue and swallowing it with exaggerated pleasure. Maya closes her eyes in blissful appreciation as my seed lands on her lips and cheeks. Rowan maintains her composed expression even as my cum drips down her face, creating an erotic contrast that's somehow even hotter than the others' more animated responses.

When the final pulses subside, leaving me drained and trembling, the women exchange glances and then, in a move that nearly makes my heart stop, begin to lick my cum from each other's faces. Lexi's tongue darts out to clean Maya's cheek, while Maya turns to lap at a strand decorating Rowan's lips. The sight is so intensely erotic that my spent cock gives a valiant twitch, as if trying to respond to stimulus that's simply beyond my body's current capabilities.

"Perfect," Rowan says after a moment, reaching over to the coffee table to turn off the camera. The red recording light blinks off, signaling the end of our performance. The atmosphere shifts subtly—still intimate, still charged, but no longer performed for an audience.

Lexi bounces to her feet first, seemingly immune to the fatigue that's settled deep in my bones. "That was fucking amazing," she declares, stretching her arms overhead in a movement that emphasizes her petite, athletic frame. "Best group scene ever."

Maya rises more slowly, reaching for a box of tissues on the side table and beginning to clean her face with practical efficiency. She offers the box to Rowan, who accepts it with a nod of thanks. The domestic normality of the gesture strikes me as oddly touching after the wild intensity of what we've just shared.

"You should shower before you go," Rowan suggests, her practical nature asserting itself as she dabs at her face with a tissue. "The guest bathroom upstairs has fresh towels."

"Or," Maya interjects, her voice softer than usual, almost hesitant, "you could stay a while longer. Maybe... more permanently."

The casual way she drops this bombshell makes me wonder if I've misheard. I look between the three women, trying to read their expressions. Lexi is practically vibrating with excitement, barely containing herself as she awaits my response. Rowan's face is more guarded, but there's a hopeful quality to her gaze that I've never seen before. And Maya... Maya looks almost vulnerable, as if she's laid her heart bare alongside her body.

"Are you asking me to move in?" I clarify, wanting to be absolutely certain I understand what's being offered.

"Yes," Rowan confirms, her practical tone unable to completely mask the emotion underneath. "We've discussed it extensively, and we all agree it makes sense."

"Makes sense?" I repeat, something sinking in my chest at the businesslike framing.

Lexi rolls her eyes at Rowan. "What Ms. Logical here means is that we want you here. With us." She bounces over to me, her naked body pressing against mine without a hint of self-consciousness. "You belong here, Johnny. You're one of us now."

Maya approaches more slowly, her hand finding mine in a gesture that feels more intimate somehow than the sex we just had. "We know it's sudden," she says softly. "And you don't have to answer right away. But we'd like you to consider it."

I look around at the three of them—so different from each other, yet somehow forming a perfect unit that I've somehow become part of. In just a few days, they've transformed my life completely. From delivery driver to porn performer to... what? Boyfriend? Partner? Whatever label applies, the emotion behind it is real.

"What about my apartment?" I ask, practical concerns surfacing even as my heart leaps at their offer.

"Your lease with Pat is month-to-month, right?" Rowan asks, clearly having thought through the logistics. "You could give notice, be moved in here by next week."

The thought of leaving my tiny studio—with its leaky shower and temperamental hot plate—for this spacious home filled with these incredible women isn't a difficult decision. Especially when I consider the alternative: going back to my solitary existence after experiencing this connection, this belonging.

"Yes," I say simply, the word carrying the weight of a life-changing decision. "I'd like to move in."

Lexi squeals with delight, throwing her arms around my neck and planting a kiss on my lips that quickly deepens into something more passionate. When she finally releases me, Maya steps in, her embrace softer but no less meaningful, her kiss conveying emotions that words couldn't capture. Even Rowan moves closer, pressing her lips to mine in a kiss that's both controlled and surprisingly tender.

"So it's settled," Rowan says when we separate, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "You'll move in this weekend. We'll help, of course."

"And celebrate properly once you're all moved in," Lexi adds with a suggestive wiggle of her eyebrows.

Maya simply squeezes my hand, her warm eyes conveying everything she doesn't say aloud. In that moment, I realize that whatever this arrangement is—whether it's primarily physical or something deeper—it's exactly what I need. After months of feeling adrift, of struggling to rebuild after losing everything, I've found a new kind of home with these three women.

"I can't believe this is happening," I admit, the words escaping before I can filter them. "A week ago I was delivering your food, and now..."

"Now you're delivering something much more satisfying," Lexi finishes with a wink, unable to resist the innuendo.

We all laugh, the sound filling the living room with warmth and promise. As Maya leans her head against my shoulder and Rowan's hand finds its way to the small of my back, with Lexi bouncing excitedly beside us, I feel something I haven't experienced in a very long time: happiness. Pure, uncomplicated happiness.

Whatever tomorrow brings—whether it's filming more content, navigating the complexities of living with three women, or building something meaningful that transcends our professional arrangement—I know one thing for certain. I'm exactly where I'm meant to be, with exactly the people I'm meant to be with.

And for the first time in months, the future looks bright.
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Harem Cabin - Part One


The windshield wipers beat against the glass. They hit in a steady rhythm across my vision as I squinted through the storm. I glanced at the radio display. It was still four miles until my turn, and then I would be at the cabin.

The dull drivel of the podcast I had put on in the background continued on, though I wasn’t able to fully make out the words over the sound of the rain against the roof. The road continued to wind through the trees, each curve going deeper and deeper into the unknown.

There was a spark of anticipation now that I was only a few minutes away. I was determined to have a good, quiet, calming weekend. I needed this. I needed some time to myself. It had been too long since I had even focused enough to write a single sentence, let alone finish my novel.

My fingers drummed against the leather steering wheel, and I glanced down at the radio display again as I checked my location.

“Oh, fuck!” I hissed, slamming on the breaks as I almost missed my turn.

The car skidded, continuing to slide as I kept a tight grip on the wheel. When the car finally stopped, I let out the breath I had been holding. I checked behind me at the dirt road that would have been hard to see in the best of times, but was practically invisible now in the storm. I set the gear shift to reverse, double checked the rearview mirror for any lights coming up behind me, and backed the car up until I could turn down the road.

I drove slow. My car was not built for this muddy, unpaved, one lane road. I bounced in the seat as I hit a small hole, and slowed down even further to a crawl. I inched forward, praying to whatever God was out there that I did not pop a tire in the middle of nowhere during a downpour.

After what felt like an eternity, I finally saw the roof of the cabin rising up from the top of the hill. The car made the climb, and as I got closer I noticed that there was already another car parked out front.

I parked beside it, sitting back into my seat with a huff. The rain had begun to ease, but now I had a new problem to consider.

I leaned against the steering wheel, staring up at the cabin. It looked almost exactly as its picture online. All wood, two stories with a slanted roof and a wrap around porch. There was even a bench swing out front, swaying back and forth in the wind. It was the perfect quintessential getaway, except I was supposed to have it all to myself.

I pulled out my cell phone from my back pocket. My own face stared back at me from the screen. I really did look as tired as I felt. There were dark bags underneath my brown eyes that aged me about ten years, and the patchy five o'clock shadow darkening my face wasn’t doing me any favors.

The home screen came to life, and I tried to pull up my email confirmation from the Airbnb website. It failed, and so I looked at the corner of my screen only to be greeted with the dreaded icon that was everyone in the twenty-first century’s nightmare: No Signal.

I groaned as I turned off the car, and resigned myself to have a long, awkward conversation with whoever waited inside. I was able to exit the car and grab my suitcase from the trunk in record time, the rain keeping me motivated to move as quickly as possible, and I shook off the water as soon as I was under the cover of the porch.

The cold air raised goosebumps across my wet skin, and I hesitated at the door. Should I knock? Should I just go in? Before I could decide the proper course of action, the door swung open and a woman leaned against the doorframe.

She was beautiful. Short bobbed blonde hair, wide blue eyes that stared at me with unhidden curiosity. She tilted her head, looking me up and down as if she were examining me under a microscope. She was dressed in a tight black tank top with a pair of jean shorts, and she had a bright yellow cardigan sliding down her shoulders. I noticed quickly that she wasn’t wearing a bra, and my eyes went straight to her nipples piercing through her shirt from the cold air.

I forced my gaze back up to her face, and hoped I appeared nonthreatening as I smiled.

“Hi,” I said. “My name is George, and—”

“Huh,” she interrupted.

I blinked at her. “What?”

“Sorry,” she shook her head as if to clear it. “I just wasn’t expecting you.”

“Right, that’s what I was trying to explain. You see—”

“Do you want to come in, George?” She asked, stepping aside to let me pass.

I hesitated for a moment, but the heat leaking from the open door helped me to make up my mind quickly. “Thank you.”

I walked past her, taking in the room around me. It was cozy. There was a long, velvet blue sectional that took up the majority of the living room. A fire was already going in the brick hearth. Shelves of leather bound books lined the entire back wall, and I could see through the open walkway part of the kitchen and the wooden stairs that led to the second floor.

I turned back around to the woman, and she smiled at me. Her canines were a little crooked, but it surprisingly only made her more endearing.

“My name is Luna,” she said. “What brings you here?”

“There, uh…seems to have been some kind of mixup.” I explained. “See, I rented this cabin from Airbnb, and I was supposed to be the only one here. I tried to pull up my confirmation so we could figure this out together, but I don’t have any signal.”

Luna chuckled. “That’s not surprising. I was just about to make some tea, would you like some?”

“Oh, I’m not a big tea drinker,” I explained. “I prefer coffee. Have you been able to connect with the WiFi at all?”

Luna began walking back towards the kitchen, calling over her shoulder as she went. “I can put a pot of coffee on for you! Can’t do anything about the WiFi, though. No internet! However will we pass the time?”

I ignored the obvious sarcasm in that question, and moved to sit on the couch. The tension headache was returning, and I rubbed my fingers against the spot between my eyebrows. I suppose there were worse things than being alone in a cabin with a beautiful woman, but I was too stressed to truly be able to appreciate it. This weekend was supposed to help me finish my deadline, and now it looks like I’ll have to make the drive all the way back to the city in the hopes that I haven’t lost too much time. Not to mention I’ll have to report this listing to the Airbnb website, and fight like hell to get my money back.

Luna returned then, her hips swaying as she walked back with two mugs in her hand. She handed me the one with a cartoon of a cat gripping onto a clothesline that said “Hang in There!”.

“I forgot to ask how you take it, so I just guessed.” Luna said, taking a sip of her tea as she sat a couple of feet away from me.

I glanced down at the dark liquid, and took a tentative sip. I sighed as the bitter heat warmed its way through my body; the caffeine already giving me the lovely jolt that I needed to figure out my next steps.

“It’s perfect. Thank you.” I said with complete sincerity.

She smirked. “You look like a guy who takes his coffee black.”

“Is that your polite way of saying I look like a frazzled, overworked artist?” I joked.

She laughed, tossing her head back with complete delight. “Not exactly. You just seem the ‘no nonsense’ type. Like, you want to get straight to what you need, and take the fastest route possible. I can respect that, but I hope you know that there’s more to life than that, George.”

I sipped my coffee as I tried to determine the best way to ask her what she meant by that, when the silence was interrupted by a knocking at the door. I jumped a little in my seat, but thankfully managed to not spill any of the hot liquid in my hands.

Luna set her mug down on the wooden coffee table before leaping up. Her bare feet padded across the floor as she jogged to the front door, throwing it open in the same excitement she had shown me.

At the angle I was sitting, I couldn’t quite see who was standing at the door, but I could hear her voice. Low and husky, with just a hint of a southern accent on the vowels.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but I was hoping you might have a phone I could borrow?” The woman asked.

Luna stepped back, gesturing with her arm inside. “Come on in! I’m sure we can work something out.”

I nearly choked on my drink as the woman walked into the cabin. She was tall, not quite my height, but tall for a woman. Her black hair blossomed around her head in small, tight curls. Golden brown eyes surveyed the scene before locking onto me. Her pouty lips turned down into a frown, and she refocused her attention onto Luna.

“Do you mind if I set down my bag?” She asked, adjusting the towering red hiking bag that was slung over her shoulder.

Luna nodded, her hair flopping around her face. “Yeah, you can just set it down there.”

“Thanks.” The mystery woman dropped her bag down by the door, and it hit the floor with a heavy clunk.

“I’m Luna,” Luna offered, closing the door. She pointed over at me. “That’s George. What’s your name?”

“I’m Sage.”

Luna clapped her hands together. “Welcome Sage! What brings you here?”

Sage shook off her jean jacket, revealing a faded brown “The Smiths” t-shirt tucked into a pair of khaki knee-length shorts.

“I was hiking on the path a little further north from here, and I got lost. Then my phone died. So I would really love to borrow one of y’all’s, or a charger?” Sage directed the question at both of us, but she kept most of her attention on Luna.

“Phone’s don’t work around here,” I said, standing up. “But look, I’m going to be heading back into the city, and I can give you a ride if you want.”

Her eyes flicked towards me. “No thanks.”

“What?” I tried not to sound too offended. “I’m not a serial killer or anything.”

“Funny, that sounds just like what a serial killer would say.” Sage narrowed her eyes.

Before I could even think to respond, Luna was already jumping in between us. “Hey! Guys, come on. No need to stress! We’re all friends here.”

“Are we?” Sage and I asked at once, which earned me another glare.

Another knock surprised all three of us. I walked over to the women as Luna went to open the front door again. This time, I had the perfect view of the new arrival.

“Oh,” she squeaked, green eyes widening as she took in the curious gazes of three strangers. Her dark auburn hair was pulled up into two buns at the top of her head. A few curls had fallen out of the hairstyle, and they clung wetly to her cheeks and neck.

“Hello!” Luna greeted with her typical smile. “You want to come in?”

“I…” the woman blinked, her hands twisting into the denim of the paint splattered overalls she wore. “Okay.”

She walked in, shifting on her feet as she tentatively looked around. I sucked in a large breath. My quiet weekend was suddenly feeling very crowded. Besides, I didn’t have any reason to stick around.

“Luna,” I turned to the blonde. “It was nice to meet you, but I think it’s best if I just leave. I think the storm’s cleared up now, and I can make it back to the city before it’s too dark—”

“You can’t.”

We all turned to the newest member of our gang in confusion.

“What? Why not?” I asked.

“There’s…” she cleared her throat, seemingly uncomfortable at all the attention. “A tree went down and blocked the road. That’s why I’m here. I couldn’t make it down the mountain.”

“Fuck!” I hissed.

“Shit,” Sage added. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“The park rangers will get it taken care of by Monday,” Luna said, all optimism. “In the meantime, we have a roof over our heads, and the fridge is stocked. I’m sure we can find something to occupy our time.”

“This is just great,” I muttered sarcastically.

“I need to take a shower. Maybe lay down for a moment.” Sage sighed. “Is there a bathroom here at least?”

“Oh! I could give everyone a tour! How does that sound?” Luna offered.

“That sounds nice, um…Luna?” The red headed woman said the name with a questioning nature to be sure she was getting it right.

“Yup!” She gasped. “Should we make final introductions?”

“I’m Sage,” Sage said, crossing her arms across her chest.

“George,” I offered.

“I’m Isla,” she gave a small smile. “Sorry to interrupt your…whatever you guys were doing here.”

“I just got stuck here same as you,” Sage said. She waved a hand between me and Luna. “I don’t know what their deals are.”

“We accidentally rented the same cabin the same weekend.” I explained.

“I don’t believe in accidents.” Luna said cryptically. “Or coincidences. We were all brought together for a reason.”

Everyone was quiet as they let those words sink in. A shiver ran down my spine, and I started to get the sense that something more was going on here than I had originally thought. Something that Luna seemed to know about.

Before I could analyze it too much, Luna walked further into the cabin and turned with a smile as bright as any tour guide.

“Here, of course, is the living room. The kitchen is through there.” She pointed off to her left. “We’ll go there in a bit. I’ll show everyone the upstairs first.”

I followed behind the three women, and I let my mind wander for a moment. They were all attractive in their own different ways. While I had no intention of making a move on any of them, it didn’t do any harm to admire them, did it?

Luna, mental issues aside, had this cute girl-next-door vibe that was captivating. Cute, bubbly, exactly the type of girl I would usually go for. Sage on the other hand, was the opposite. She was off-putting, gorgeous to the point that it almost ached to look at her too long. Most of all, she was hopelessly out of my league. Then there was Isla. Shy and quiet, she seemed the embodiment of the manic pixie dream girls I used to write as the love interest in all of my pretentious stories as a teenager.

Luna showed us all the bedrooms, and they were divided accordingly. Luna and I took the single rooms, and I was surprised when Sage offered to share with Isla in the larger room. When we were done, Luna moved back towards the stairs, blocking the top as she looked at everyone in turn.

“Now,” her voice took on that lilt again, and she had a strange look in her eyes. “Do you want to see the really interesting bit here?”

“What does that mean?” Isla asked, the timidness back in her voice.

Luna only smirked, and raced down the stairs. The wood creaked under her weight, and she leaped off the last two steps as she turned towards the kitchen.

“So, do we think she’s completely off her rocker?” I asked in a poor attempt to ease the tension.

“Probably,” Sage admitted.

Isla straightened her back, and followed after Luna.

“After you?” I gestured to Sage, who scrunched up her nose, but took the offer.

I brought up the end again as we all entered the kitchen. It looked exactly like the pictures I had seen online. A stainless steel refrigerator covered in a collection of cheap souvenir magnets from the majority of the continental US. A white marble countertop with a brand new stainless steel stove. I saw the kettle and coffee maker that Luna must have used earlier, but my attention was taken quickly by the open door in the corner.

I walked towards it, staring down at the stairs leading to what I could only assume was the basement. The way was poorly lit, with a soft yellow glow coming from the very bottom.

“Luna?” I called.

After a few heartbeats of silence, I heard her voice call out. “You guys have to see this!”

I turned back towards Sage and Isla, who kept a much safer distance from the door.

“I’m not exactly thrilled to go down into the creepy Evil Dead basement.” Sage mumbled.

I walked down the stairs.

Squinting through the darkness, my eyes struggled to adjust to the dim lighting. I could just make out Luna’s silhouette as she stood on the other side of the basement. She held a candle out in front of her, the wax dripping down over her fingers. It didn’t seem to phase her, and she smiled at me as I joined her.

“Check this out,” she whispered, whirling the candle around behind her.

The light revealed some kind of stone altar. In the center was a raised carving of a man and a woman. The woman stood tall, her long hair flowing over her naked body as it curled around her breasts to down between her legs. The man knelt by her feet, dressed in a full set of ancient armor, staring up at her with complete adoration. Above them, three words were carved along a semi-circle. Actus, Flagranti, Amor.

“What do you know about the Roman gods, George?” Luna asked.

I turned to her, watching the flame from the candle flicker in her eyes.

“As much as anyone, I guess.”

I looked back at the structure. This had not been on the rental listing. Were the people who owned this place some kind of history nerds? Obsessed with the Roman Empire enough to make a replica of an ancient altar? The stone looked old though. Like it really was over two thousand years old.

The wood squeaked behind me, and I heard Sage’s voice call out, “Luna? Did you murder George?”

“Still alive,” I called back.

Luna chuckled beside me, and moved to greet our companions as they came down the stairs. I kept my eyes on the altar. There was something strange about it. It tugged at a corner of my brain like when I was trying too hard to recall a particular word in my writing.

Even as Luna took the only light with her, the stone still seemed to glow before me. My hand raised, and I let my fingers graze the outline of the woman’s face. To my shock, the carving was warm. Like a fire was blazing behind it.

“What the fuck?” Sage asked behind me.

I pulled back my hand, almost embarrassed by the way I was so entranced with this thing. I shook my head, hoping it would help to clear the fog that had coated my mind.

“It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Luna asked the group. “I knew there was something here, but I never expected it to be an actual altar of Venus and Mars.”

“What?” I turned towards her. “What do you mean you knew there was something here?”

Instead of answering, Luna only smiled. She turned, and began walking back up the stairs. I didn’t hesitate to follow her this time. I reached the stairs, and turned to see that Sage and Isla were still lingering by the altar.

“Hey, I don’t think you should stay down here by yourselves,” I called out.

Sage turned, blinking at me as if I had woken her up out of a dream. She reached out and gently tugged at Isla’s hand.

“Isla, come on,” she said. Isla, too, seemed confused to have someone pulling her away.

At least I’m not the only one this thing seems to have an affect on.

Luna was back in the living room. She bounced eagerly on the tips of her toes. Once Sage and Isla arrived, we all sat a respectable distance from each other on the couch. Luna stayed standing. Her hands were clasped in front of her, pushing her breasts up against her clavicle. I tried to keep my eyes on her face, but they were quite distracting.

She took a deep breath in before beginning her tale. “So, I’m completely aware of how this is going to sound to you all, but I want to assure you that it’s very true. And very real. I came here to this cabin, for this specific weekend. See, I’m a follower of Venus, the Roman goddess of love.”

Sage snorted, but Isla quickly shushed her.

Luna continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “There’s a very special conjunction happening between the planets Venus and Mars this weekend. The planets will cross in their trajectories, intersecting at less than one degree, and then drift apart again. This specific conjunction only happens once every one hundred years. I came here to perform a very special ritual, and I trusted my goddess to provide me what I needed. Which…seems to be all of you.”

I had a number of follow up questions, but Sage beat me to one of them.

“What kind of ritual?” She asked, narrowing her eyes.

“Well, Venus and Mars are lovers, but they have to meet up in secret. Venus is the goddess of love, and Mars is the god of war. They’re opposites, but always drawn to each other. When the two meet, in the form of this conjunction, it is the time in which love and action are combined. It’s when you can achieve anything. Your deepest wishes, your dearest dreams.” Our eyes met as she continued, “whatever your heart desires.”

I flushed at the insinuation, but Sage continued her questions.

“Okay great, but you still didn’t say what this ritual is exactly.”

“It involves mirroring Venus and Mars,” Luna said as if that were enough of an explanation. “They come together for passion and love, and so we have to do the same to honor them.”

“So this is a sex thing.”

“It’s not just about sex. It’s about connection. We were all brought here to experience and share in this together.” Luna argued.

Sage stood up. She scowled as she stared down Luna. “You can count me out. I’m not going to be involved in this weird, psycho bullshit you’re trying to do.”

“It’s not bullshit—”

“Sorry, Luna, I agree with Sage,” I said, standing up. “This is just a lot to take in, and I know you think this is real, but—”

“It is real!” Luna exclaimed. “I’m telling you the truth. If we perform the acts that are required of us, we all get rewarded. I came here because there’s something that I want, and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get it. I’d bet each of you have something that you want that badly, too.”

“What kind of reward?” Isla asked softly.

Sage whipped around to her. “You’re not actually considering this.”

“But you felt it, right?” Her green eyes were wide as she looked at Sage. “There was something weird about that altar. It’s like…like it was calling to me.”

Luna nodded appreciatively. “Did it say anything to you?”

“Don’t encourage this!” Sage snapped. “The only weird thing about this is that Luna is trying to get us to have one giant orgy, and I am not doing that.”

“To be fair, she never said orgy,” I pointed out, but it only served to turn her anger on me.

“Oh, I bet you’re just loving this aren’t you?” She hissed. She got into my face, sneering up at me. “Are you in on this? You get your crazy girlfriend here to convince us of her goddess nonsense so you can get your dick sucked by all of us? You’re pathetic. Men like you are all the same.”

That pissed me off, and I clenched my hands into fists.

“You think I planned this? Right, sure. Let’s walk through that, shall we?” I gritted my teeth. “I rent out a cabin in the middle of nowhere, and just hope that three attractive and age appropriate women happen to stumble across my path. I also manage to summon a thunderstorm that knocks down a tree that blocks any of us from leaving anytime soon. Then, I try to convince them that there’s some magical reason that we all need to have sex, and, again, just hope that they all agree. Does that sound right to you?”

Sage opened her mouth to answer, but I kept going.

“And just to sell it, I get someone to make a carving of some Roman gods, carve some Latin into it, and get not only through the front door, but all the way down to the basement. Let’s not forget it probably weighs a thousand pounds, and would absolutely break the wooden floor, not to mention the stairs. Do you really fucking hear yourself? But…who knows? Maybe this is a common enough occurrence for you since ‘men like me are all the same’.”

Sage seemed to deflate as my rant went along. Her eyes turned to the floor, and she actually looked ashamed.

“You’re right,” she admitted. “That was…a ridiculous thing to accuse you of.” She turned back to Luna, pointing one long index finger towards her. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll join your sex cult.”

“It’s not a sex cult,” Luna mumbled.

“I’m going to go and take a shower. I need to clear my head.” Sage stalked over to her bag, throwing it back over her shoulder as she stomped up the stairs. “And nobody better try to get into the shower with me!”

Her loud footsteps echoed through the cabin, followed shortly by a doorslam.

Luna walked around the coffee table, collapsing onto the couch on the other side of Isla.

“I guess that could have gone better,” she sighed. “Honestly, I’m kind of new at this, too. I thought if you all could just see the altar then you would believe me.”

“I don’t know if I believe you completely, but I do agree that there’s something bigger going on here.” Isla shared. “I felt something down there. Maybe if I go back…”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I interjected. “I think it’s better if we just…get through this weekend as smoothly as possible. With no funny business.”

“Venus and Mars might have other ideas,” Luna said. “I’m not sure if we’ll be able to opt out of the ritual.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Luna shrugged. “Just something in my readings. The gods don’t like to be told no. There could be consequences.”

“Any ideas what those consequences might be?”

She shrugged again. “Sometimes they curse people. Turn them into plants or animals. Could just be a good old fashioned smiting, too. They’re gods. They get pretty creative.”

“If they’re so strict that they’ll curse someone for telling them no, why would you follow them?” Isla asked.

Luna leaned her head back onto the couch. “When I was younger, Venus spoke to me. She came to me in a dream, emerging from a shell, and she was so beautiful. She told me that I was special, that she would need me one day, and she would reward me with what I wanted most in the world. The gods can be cruel, but they can also be kind. I don’t know why she chose me, but she did. And for a lonely girl with no family, and no friends, it made me really happy.”

Isla scooted closer to her, and her smile was kind. “What do you think you’ll be rewarded with?”

“That’s a secret,” Luna whispered with a wink.

My stomach grumbled, loud enough that the two women heard it.

I grimaced. “You said there was a fully stocked fridge?”

We all gathered in the kitchen. I could see out the window that the sun had started to set, and the sky outside was a dazzling array of violet and magenta as the last of the storm clouds rolled east.

As I looked through the fridge I saw that Luna had been right, there was plenty of food in the fridge. At least enough to feed four people over a couple of days. I surveyed its contents with care, taking a mental inventory of what would be a good first meal.

“Any dietary restrictions?” I asked, and got two shaking heads in response. “I’m thinking omelets, then.”

I started preparing the meal as Luna got up from the table, walking with a purpose towards the freezer.

“I found this earlier, and I think it might be a good time for it,” she said, opening the door and producing a mostly full bottle of vodka.

Isla’s eyes widened. “I saw some shot glasses a minute ago! Let me see…”

As she opened up a few more cabinets, Luna unscrewed the top and took a large sip straight from the bottle. She made a face, sticking out her tongue as a shudder went down her body.

“Want some?” She asked, handing the bottle towards me.

I did want it. I took the bottle from her and took my own sip, though I was able to take it better than she could. The familiar burn was nice, but the alcohol in my empty stomach went almost straight to my head.

“So is this part of your master plan?” I asked Luna, and she raised an eyebrow at me.

“What? Get you all drunk so you join my sex cult?”

I laughed. “I thought you said it wasn’t a sex cult.”

She only grinned in response.

Isla found the shot glasses, setting out four on the dining room table. I passed the bottle off to her, and she began to fill them carefully.

“Should we wait for Sage?” She asked when she was finished.

I shook my head. “She’ll catch up.”

We each grabbed a glass, and Isla raised hers in a toast.

“To new friends!” She said with a smile.

“To the goddess!” Luna added.

“To sex cults!” I finished.

We all took our shots, and this time I did wince as it sloshed in my empty stomach. I shook it off, turning back to the stove with renewed energy. Luna took her place back at the table, placing her elbow up and resting her head in her hand.

“You got a girlfriend, George?” She asked.

The question threw me for a moment. I felt my face warm, and kept my attention on the food.

“No,” I answered with some trepidation.

“A boyfriend?”

I gave her a look. “Definitely not.”

She held up her hands in mock surrender. “Alright, just a question. I’m curious why a cute guy who can cook decided to take a solo trip out to the middle of nowhere in the first place.”

“You don’t know that I can cook yet,” I joked.

“You know how to work a stove, you’re already ten times better than the last guy I dated.” Luna argued, earning a laugh from Isla.

“My mom taught me how to cook. She made sure I would know how to take care of myself.” I offered.

“That’s sweet,” Luna sighed. “What does she do?”

I hesitated. “She was a history teacher.”

“And now?” Isla asked.

I looked at her. She was watching me as if she already knew what I was about to say.

“She died my senior year of college.”

I waited for the general wave of sympathy, the unnecessary apologies, but neither came. I looked between the two women and saw something I wasn’t expecting. Understanding. Grief that recognized grief.

There were footsteps on the stairs, and Sage came around the corner. She had changed into another pair of clothes; an oversized t-shirt with a panda bear on it and red pajama bottoms. She must have been planning to camp somewhere out here, or was at least going to stay the night at a hotel since she brought an extra pair of clothes. She took in the scene for a moment, and then her eyes jumped straight to the vodka sitting on the table.

“Oh, thank God!” she cried, heading in a beeline towards the shot waiting for her. She tossed it back, coughing once before she started pouring another one.

“There’s at least two bright spots in this shit show of a weekend,” she continued, tossing back her second shot. “Vodka, and the shower has phenomenal water pressure.”

I breathed a small sigh of relief for the sudden change in subject.

“So, what are we all talking about down here?” She looked around the room curiously.

“Just getting to know each other a little,” Isla said.

“Oh!” Luna jumped up in her seat. “We should share our astrological signs. Does everyone know their big three?” The question was met with blank stares and she sighed. “What’s everyone’s birthday? We can start there.”

“March sixteenth.” Isla offered quickly.

I gave her a glance. When she first arrived, she seemed shy and reserved. Maybe it was the alcohol, or the atmosphere, but I noticed that she was starting to talk more. She seemed more eager to share. It was nice to see.

Luna nodded her head as if that made sense. “You’re a Pisces. Water sign. You’re a dreamer, compassionate. I can definitely see that about you. George?”

“April first.”

“Aries!” Luna exclaimed. “Fire sign. You’re a natural leader, did you know that?”

I chuckled. “I did not, but that’s nice to hear.”

“Sage?”

Sage plopped into one of the empty chairs. “December thirteenth.”

“Sage the Sagittarius," Luna lilted. “Another fire sign. Another natural leader. You and George are extremely compatible.”

She groaned, and I decided it would be best to keep my mouth shut.

“What about you?” Isla asked.

Luna smiled. “August eighth. I’m a Leo. Another other fire sign. It seems that Venus chose to bring a lot of us together for this. Which is great! Fire signs are the most passionate, the most adventurous. And then we have our sweet little Pisces to round us out and keep us grounded.”

Isla’s smile widened at that.

Sage snorted, but didn’t offer any further comments.

I pulled the bacon off of the burner, and started to cook up the eggs.

“Sage,” I turned back to the table where everyone else sat. “Is there anything you don’t eat?”

She shook her head, and started to pour what I was counting as her fourth shot.

“Nope, I’m not picky.”

I snickered before I could think better of it, and I could feel the tension shift from her.

“What’s so funny?” She asked, her voice lifting higher to give it an air of false innocence, but I knew she was pissed.

Fuck it.

I whirled around. “You are probably one of the most judgemental people I have ever met, and that’s saying something considering I have to rub elbows with pompous authors and their overinflated egos all the time. So, I do think it’s pretty funny that you suddenly don’t have any fastidious opinions or unnecessary outbursts to share.”

She glared at me, eyes narrowing down to slits. “You’re an asshole.”

“And you’re a fucking bitch.” I snapped back.

The chair legs scraped roughly against the wooden floor as she got to her feet.

“I’m not hungry anymore.” She snapped, storming out of the room.

Isla watched her go, turning back to me and Luna helplessly.

“I’ll go talk to her,” she said before following her up the stairs.

I went back to my cooking, flipping the eggs that had turned a little too brown while I had been distracted. I wasn’t going to feel bad about defending myself. I wasn’t. She had started it. But, there had been the slightest wobble of her bottom lip after I had called her a bitch. That word had affected her more than she wanted to admit, and it made a tiny flare of guilt worm its way into my chest.

I added the onion, garlic, bacon, and cheese to the eggs, closing it and letting it cook together for another minute before transferring it to one of the empty plates. I held it up towards Luna, and she walked over to take it from my hands as I started on the next one.

Luna took a massive bite of the omelet, humming in approval as she chewed the food. Her eyes closed for a moment, and she let out a huge sigh.

“This is really good, George.” She admitted. “Thank you for cooking.”

“It’s my pleasure,” I told her, my chest puffing out with praise.

She went back to the table to finish eating, pulling her legs up and under her as she sat. Her cardigan had been thrown over the back of the chair, leaving her shoulders and arms exposed. It had gotten a bit hotter in the kitchen since I had started cooking, and I was starting to sweat myself. There was a light sheen to her skin, a dampness that made her seem to shine in the light.

I ripped my gaze away from her body, and forced myself to focus on finishing the food. After a few more minutes, I had three omelets and I sat down at the table to eat mine. Isla and Sage still hadn’t come back down, but I had made food for them anyway just in case.

Luna stood, putting her empty plate into the sink before grabbing the other two plates.

“I’m going to drop these off, and I’ll be back to help with dishes, kay?” She flashed a cute smile.

“Um, you—you don’t have to help with that,” I said, trying to ignore the way my stomach was flipping at the way she was looking at me.

“Nonsense! You cooked, so it’s only fair that I clean.”

With that, she sauntered off up the stairs. I watched her go, noticing for the first time how short her shorts really were. They had been covered by the cardigan she had been wearing, but now I could clearly see the bottom line of her ass cheeks peeking out from under the hem. My cock twitched in my pants.

I took in a sharp breath, shoveling the rest of my food into my mouth as I worked to distract myself from the image. It had been awhile since I had been with anyone. That, with the alcohol and the sex talk from earlier, was proving to be a dangerous combination.

Luna returned shortly. She was empty handed, which must have meant that the two women had accepted the food without putting up too much of a fight. That helped to ease a little bit of the guilt I had felt from earlier. Sage must not have been too mad. I’ll apologize to her tomorrow.

Luna went to the sink, filling it up with hot water and soap. She hummed to herself, a melody that I was unfamiliar with, but one she enjoyed. Her body began swaying along to the music in her head, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She did a little twirl as she began to scrub the pan, and she caught my eye as her gaze passed over me.

She smiled. “Are you done?”

“What?” I blinked.

She pointed at the empty plate in front of me, and I nodded. I walked over to her, feeling as if I were being pulled by some outside force. She took the plate from my hands, sliding it into the soapy water. She peeked up at me from the corner of her eye, and there was a light pink beginning to color her cheeks.

“Do you want to help me dry?” She asked.

I couldn’t answer, so I just nodded again. She handed me the newly clean plate, and I started drying it off with the nearby towel.

We worked like this in silence for a few more minutes, until all of the dishes were cleaned and put back into their places. My heart was pounding in my chest, and even though I had checked to make sure the stove was indeed off, the heat in the room had only grown worse.

Luna pulled the plug out of the sink, watching the water swirl around and around until it disappeared down the drain. We stayed standing next to each other. Bodies close enough that if either of us moved just a fraction of an inch, our skin would brush against each other. I didn’t realize how much I wanted that until her face turned towards mine. Her breath was coming fast, and I was mesmerized by the way her chest rose and fell in quick succession.

“George?” she whispered. “Do you feel it, too?”

“Yes.”

Though I wasn’t quite sure what it was. Attraction? Arousal? Whatever it was, I was feeling all of it.

Her hands climbed up my arms, each touch sending shivers of pleasure through my body, until her arms wound around my neck.

“Kiss me,” she commanded, and I obeyed willingly.

Our lips moved together, and she opened her mouth eagerly as I slid my tongue over hers. She moaned, and the sound dropped straight to my thickening cock. My hands were on her waist, pulling her closer as she sucked on my tongue. It only served to make me picture those lips sucking on my dick instead.

I pressed my body further against hers, pining her to the sink. She adjusted quickly, leaning back until she could hop onto the counter and wrap her legs around my middle. I settled between her thighs with a groan, and her hips bucked up to grind teasingly against my growing erection.

Fuck. Was this really happening right now? I could barely concentrate on anything except for how good her body felt against me, how smooth the skin of her stomach was as I snaked my hands up her shirt. When my thumb brushed against the bottom of her breast, her back arched, and she gasped into my mouth as her hips pressed further against me.

Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck.

“George,” she breathed, pulling back just enough to take in some air. “George, let’s go downstairs.”

“Downstairs?” I echoed, my sex fogged brain refusing to connect the dots.

She nodded, biting her lip. “This is what she wants. We need to do this in front of the altar.”

That was enough to bring me back to my senses for a moment. I backed away, untangling myself from her limbs to put some distance between us.

“I…I don’t…”

She slid off of the counter, moving slowly towards me again as she reached for my hand.

“Trust me,” she gave a reassuring smile, and squeezed my hand. “The worst thing that can happen is you have sex with me, right? What have you got to lose?”

I blinked at her. It was a surprisingly compelling argument. She wanted this, and I wanted this. I really didn’t have anything to lose.

“Okay.”

She held my hand, and led me down the stairs into the basement. It should have been completely dark, but there was a pink light coating the room just enough to see the stone altar. With a start, I realized that the light was emanating from the stone itself, shining out from the two figures. It brightened as we approached, and Luna dropped my hand.

I stayed still as she approached the altar.

“Venus,” she announced, spreading her arms out. “I humbly ask you to accept our offering, and we ask that you bless us and guide us through in your wisdom.”

She turned back towards me, giving me a shy smile. She crossed her arms across her chest, and peeled off her tank top. I licked my lips, watching the way her newly exposed breasts bounced as she moved to take off her shorts. Slowly, so slowly I felt like I was losing my mind, she slid her shorts down over her legs until they were in a pile at her feet. She stood naked before me, and all I could do was take her in. Her legs, her hips, her eyes; the way that the light from the stone shone behind her like a halo. She was beautiful, and I wanted her.

“Come here, George,” she ordered.

I took a step forward, and she lifted a hand to stop me. I stopped.

“On your knees,” she smirked.

I didn’t even remember falling to my knees. One second I was standing, and then the next I was crawling over to her on all fours. Exactly as she had ordered me to. I was unable to deny her anything in this moment.

Once I made it to her, she took my head into her hands, staring down at me with tenderness and affection.

“Do you want to make love to me, George?”

Something tugged at the back of my head, like this was both my experience now, and a distant almost forgotten memory. Like everything in my life had led up to this moment, and nothing would be the same after this.

“Yes.”

I pressed my mouth against her thighs. My lips and tongue sliding across her skin as she moaned above me.

“Touch me,” she ordered.

I slid a hand up her leg, leaving goosebumps behind. She sighed, trembling as my hand came up between her legs. I could feel the heat radiating from her pussy, and my mouth watered as I ran a finger between her folds.

She gasped, her head falling back. “Just like that…”

I pressed another finger against her cunt, slipping them in just enough to coat them in the wetness that had begun to gather there. Sliding up, I drew slow circles around where her clit sat.

I could tell by the way her nails dug into my skull that it must have felt amazing. I continued my movements, teasing her and almost getting off just from her reactions.

She hummed, fighting with all of her might to stay standing. I wasn’t going to help her. I wanted to bring her down to me, to make her feel so good that she would collapse enough that I could have her way with her. I wanted that. To have her feeling so good that the only thing she could say, the only thing she could even think, would be my name.

I’d never felt like this before, but I didn’t have any plans to make it stop.

“More…” she gasped again, hips bucking against my fingers as needy moans left her mouth. “I need more…”

I slide my hand back, pressing my middle and index finger against her gushing entrance.

“Yes—there…”

She didn’t need to say anything else. My fingers penetrated her, and she moaned long and loud as I curled them towards me. She pulled my face closer to her cunt, and I could smell her arousal. I groaned, burying my nose into the dark curls of her pubic hair.

I thrusted into her, again and again. She mewled with each press, shivering and trembling, but remaining upright. Her walls fluttered around my fingers, and I got the feeling she was close. My index finger joined the other two, and her muscles stretched to accommodate. If she was this tight from just my fingers, I wondered how it would feel around my dick.

That thought brought me back to the straining erection in my pants. In my thrill to please her, I had almost forgotten my own needs. I pulled my fingers free, bringing them to my mouth as I licked them clean. The sweet, musky scent of her coated my tongue, and I couldn’t help the moan that tore from my throat.

She whimpered, looking down in disappointment.

“Why did you stop?” She whined, and the noise went straight to the heat in my stomach.

“I need something, too,” I pointed out, giving her a cheeky grin. “Don’t you think I’ve earned it?”

She smirked. “You haven’t earned anything until you make me cum. Which you haven’t.”

“Yet.”

She reached for the hand that had been inside of her just a moment ago, bringing it back up so that it could caress against her cunt again.

“Keep using your fingers like that,” she whispered. “And add your tongue. I’ll be finished soon.”

I did as I was told. Pushing my neglected dick to the back of my mind, I focused solely on the task in front of me. I thrust three fingers into her again, moving at a steady and structured pace she seemed to like. Her legs were spread completely to me, and I pressed my face against her again, but this time I slipped my tongue between her folds against her engorged clit.

The moment my tongue slid against it, her knees buckled as she cried out. I caught her easily before she could hurt herself, and I coaxed her down to the ground. She went easily, and I could sense how far gone she was. She sat down, her legs spread wide as I dove back in to finish what I had started.

I increased my speed, timing the thrusts of my fingers with the flicking of my tongue, and her cries became more frequent and higher as her hands pushed my face as close to her as I could get. Her legs had wrapped around my face, trapping me against her. I was unable to move until I brought her to completion.

I moaned against her, and the added vibrations seemed to be the tipping point. With one last strangled cry, her body shuddered violently. I felt and tasted the increased liquid that dripped deliciously from her pussy. Her shaking continued for several seconds, and then she finally let out a long, contented sigh as her body sagged with relief.

I released her, licking my lips and running my clean hand over the cum that coated my face. I had never made a woman squirt before, and there was a vicious sense of pride that filled me knowing that I had done that to her.

She was on her back, and a giddy laugh bubbled up from her throat.

“I think that was the best anyone has ever eaten me out,” she giggled.

“You think you can return the favor?” I asked.

She grinned, sitting up faster than I thought she would be able to. She pushed me back, coercing me to lay back onto the ground as she straddled me.

Luna unbuttoned my pants, pulling them and my boxers down low enough that she could pull my cock free from its restraints. It was hard, red, and I moaned long and loud as her hand wrapped around the shaft. Her movements were slow, methodical, each swipe of her thumb over my tip bringing me closer to delirium.

“Luna…” I panted. “Luna, I need…”

She leaned forward, and I shivered as her breasts brushed against the top of my dick. She continued stroking me, and I was so close to cumming all over her.

“What do you need, George?” She whispered. Her eyes were heavy with lust, lids hanging low as she stared down at me. “Tell me.”

“Your mouth. I—fuck…I need your mouth.”

She smiled, removing her hand as she began to readjust herself. My dick ached from the loss, but it would get over it soon. She slid her body down so that her mouth was closer to my waiting dick.

Her lips parted, and her tongue swirled around the head causing stars to explode behind my eyes. I was not going to last very long. Not after I had already been brought so close to bursting already.

She kept one hand to grasp the bottom of the shaft, and her other hand reached down to cup my balls. She massaged them with expert precision, and I barely had time to appreciate that before her mouth was sucking on the head of my cock again.

My hands flew to the back of her head, pulling her hair hard enough that she moaned around my dick. I let out a sigh as the reverberation echoed up my spine. I bit my lip as I fought to keep my control. I didn’t want to hurt her, but it took all of my effort to keep from shoving my cock fully down her throat.

Thankfully, she seemed to sense enough of what I wanted and began to slowly ease her mouth further and further down my shaft. Her tongue flattened under my head, rubbing against the skin in just the right way.

Her hand that had been cupping my balls slid lower, rubbing against my taint and pressing upwards.

The shock of pleasure made me gasp, and my hips bucked up with a mind of their own, causing Luna to gag on my dick as I went too deep.

“Fuck…fuck I’m—” I was about to apologize, but my words died as she took me even deeper. I felt the tip of my dick hit the back of her throat, and I knew I was a goner.

“Luna—Luna, I’m gonna—”

She didn’t stop her movements. I pushed her head down further as I came down her throat. I felt her gag, then swallow around my cock as I pulsed into her mouth. The orgasm extended as she continued to moan and suck against me and my eyes rolled back into my head as she gave me one last torturous lick from base to tip.

“Good?” she grinned.

“Fucking fantastic,” was all I could answer.

She leaned back onto her knees staring at me like she was ready for more. I saw her lips move. I was still coming down from the orgasm, head still foggy from the rush of adrenaline and endorphins, and so I didn’t hear what she said at first.

“What?” I asked.

“I’m not finished with you yet,” she repeated, enunciating each word so that I could understand.

“I think I need a minute before…” I trailed off as I watched my erection growing anew. Right. The magic altar worked faster than viagra.

She raised herself so that the tip of my cock lined up with the opening of her cunt, and I gasped at how hot and wet she felt. My hips bucked up instinctually, slipping inside of her just enough that her own gasp passed her lips. Then she slammed herself down, sheathing the entirety of my length inside of her in one thrust.

I groaned as I felt her walls clench around me. She whimpered above me, her head thrown back as she adjusted to the sensation.

“You’re bigger than I’m used to,” she admitted shyly.

My cock twitched inside of her, and I had to grasp desperately to her hips to keep from cumming too fast again. I raised myself up, just enough to capture her mouth again. We could taste ourselves on our lips, and she moaned against me, hips grinding forward as she leaned in for more. I lifted her up by her hips, and brought her back down, encouraging a rhythm that would work for both of us. She complied, working her thighs as she kept up the plight.

I watched the way my cock disappeared inside of her. The way she took all of me so greedily, like I was the only one who could fully satisfy her. Her tits bounced in my face, and I reached for one, marveling at the way it fit perfectly into my palm. I massaged it, and she mewled at the action, throwing her head back in utter ecstasy.

I pinched at her nipple, watching the pink flesh pucker and harden at my command. She gasped, her moans increasing in frequency and pitch as I continued to play with her.

I was close again, and I could tell she was too by the way she was clenching against my dick. I bit my lip, fighting my incoming orgasm just enough to let her reach hers first. With one final cry, her body tensed, then shuddered as her release poured through her. I grunted, flipping her over onto her back as I finished chasing my own pleasure. Her walls pulsed around me as I thrust into her, harder and faster than I had before. I felt the pressure build against my tip, and I pulled out quickly before I could change my mind.

She stared up at me, pupils blown wide as I furiously stroked my cock until my own orgasm crashed through my body. I grunted as the pleasurable release flowed through me, and I painted Luna’s chest and stomach in thick white ropes of my cum.

We watched each other, panting and spent as we came down from the highs of satisfying sex. I laid down next to her onto my back, my eyes feeling heavy as they fought to stay open.

Behind us, the pink glow brightened, and we both turned to look at the altar. The first word, Actus, turned red. The light increased in its intensity until I had to turn my head away.

Then everything went black.

I sat up quickly, blinking in the sudden onslaught of sunlight. I looked around, my confusion only growing as I found myself sitting on an empty beach. The sand stretched around and behind me seemingly endlessly, with nothing and no one else in sight. Gentle waves lapped at my feet, and I noticed only then that I was completely naked.

I stood, brushing the sand off my legs as I turned in a slow circle. It felt real, it looked real, but there was no way that I was actually here.

“Hello, George.”

I whirled around, and Luna stood before me. Except, it wasn’t her exactly. This Luna’s hair was long, sliding down and over her naked body to act as some kind of cover against impropriety, though it was a poor attempt at it.

“What’s going on?” I asked, running through plausible scenarios in my head. Did I drink too much? Was the vodka laced with hallucinogenic drugs?

“You completed my first binding ritual! I’m so happy.” Not-Luna grinned at me.

“Binding ritual…?” I put my hand to my head, pleading with my brain to come up with an answer. The only one it gave me was one I was not ready to accept. “You’re not…?”

I blinked, and Luna suddenly became Isla. She was presented the same way, with her red hair flowing across her naked body. Then in another instance she was Sage.

“Complete the ritual, George,” she said. “Disobey me, and there will be consequences.”

She placed a hard kiss against my mouth, and everything went black again.


Chapter eighteen






Harem Cabin - Part Two


Iwoke up with a sore back and a throbbing headache. I sat up, groaning as my back screamed at me. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I took a look around me as I tried to remember where I was. It was dark, and a dull red light shined out behind me. I turned, coming face to face with the Venus and Mars altar.

“Shit,” I scrambled backwards, the action harder than it normally would have been as my pants were pulled down to my knees.

What the fuck?

Then it hit me. All of the memories of the previous night came flooding back. The heat, the ritual, and the…

“Luna!” My head jerked around as I searched for the woman, but it was only me laying on the dusty floor.

I moved fast, standing up as best as I could, and pulling my pants up in one motion. The altar was still glowing, although it was different than it had been last night. Or earlier? It was hard to tell what time it was down here without any windows.

The word Actus was glowing at the top of the altar. It shone like someone was shining a red floodlight through the back of it. Otherwise, the altar remained the same as it was. Just as old, but now with an extra eeriness that made my skin crawl.

I turned away from it and headed towards the stairs, taking them two at a time.

“Luna!” I called as I entered the kitchen. The room was empty, the dishes that had been cleaned from last night still sat in the drying rack. It didn’t look like anyone else had been in yet, and when I looked out the window I saw it was still dark. Either it was still night, or possibly early morning.

I went up to the second floor, my ears prickling as I picked up the sound of a shower running. The bathroom door was cracked, and I debated on whether or not I should knock. Deciding that the anxiety of it was too much, I rapped gently on the wood. The door creaked as it opened a bit more, and the shower curtain rustled.

“Luna?” I called. “Are you in there?”

A soap covered head popped out on the other side of the curtain, hiding the rest of the body from view. I jumped a little as Luna laughed at me.

“Oh! You’re awake! That’s good,” she smiled. “I tried to wake you, but you were pretty out of it, so I figured you’d want to sleep some more.”

I rubbed a finger over one of my eyes. “Do you know what time it is?”

“It’s a little after three a.m. I seriously needed a shower, but you’re welcome to it after me, or…” she smirked. “You can join me if you want.”

I flushed. “Well…I—”

She giggled. “It’s not like we haven’t seen each other naked. Oh, actually I guess you saw me naked, but I only saw you partially naked.”

“That’s okay,” I shook my head, hoping to stop this more it spiralled too much. “I’ll just wait until you’re done.”

“Okay!”

She disappeared back into the shower, and I went to the bedroom that I had picked out earlier that day to wait until she was done. There was a digital clock that sat on the end table beside the bed. The yellow digits read 3:27, and I fought to piece together the timeline from last night.

I had made dinner around six, after the sun had started to set. That had taken thirty, maybe forty minutes? Then clean up must have taken another fifteen minutes, and during that was when me and Luna had started hooking up.

I shook my head. I was still a little foggy on the details, but it had felt almost like I had been possessed. One minute I was just fine, and the next I was lusting after Luna. Not that I didn’t think she was attractive, because I did, but I had never been that impulsive before in my life.

Then there was her perspective. She had just seemed her usual chippy self, but was that because she was trying not to make a big deal out of it? Well, she had been the one to suggest it in the first place, so maybe she was completely fine, and this was just a normal everyday weekend for her.

There was a knock on my door, and I was yanked out of my mental spiral.

Luna stood in the doorway, a towel wrapped around her body and one wrapped around her head.

“Hey, George. Shower’s free.”

“Thanks,” I said. She started to leave, and I felt the need to call out to her, “Wait!”

She stopped, looking at me with a tilted head. “You okay, George?”

“That’s, uh…kind of what I wanted to ask you,” I admitted. “Are you okay? Or I guess, are we okay?”

“Yeah,” she giggled. “It’s just sex. Pretty good sex I thought.”

“I–yeah. Yeah it was…pretty good.”

Fuck. I’m supposed to be a writer and suddenly I can’t talk at all.

She smiled. “It’s fine. We did exactly what we were supposed to. Get some sleep, and we can talk about it more in the morning, okay?”

I nodded, and she gave me a quick two finger salute before she went into her own bedroom. I stood up, and went to go take my own shower.

Sage had been correct earlier. The water pressure was phenomenal. It beat heavily against my body and I groaned as it hit all of the sore muscles in my back. I stood under the water for a long time. I still had no idea what was happening here, but I couldn’t deny any longer that it didn’t exist. I had felt something, and I had seen something that was unexplainable by anything that I knew to be true. Luna had said we would talk more in the morning, and maybe then I could get some more answers.

I turned the water off, drying myself with one of the towels that had been provided in the bathroom, and went back to my room. However, as I laid down in the bed, I found that I was actually wide awake. I glanced at the clock. It was 3:58. Only a couple of hours until the sun came up anyway.

I sat up, and pawed through my suitcase for my laptop. Even if I didn’t have WiFi, I could at least read over my draft and edit it for my needs. I pulled up the Word document, and looked at the last words I had written:

He didn’t know how to tell her

That was it. I sighed, looking at the words and remembering how bad my writer’s block had been the last several months. I couldn’t even remember where I had been going with the sentence. I hit the backspace until the words had been completely erased from my memory. The blinking cursor seemed to mock me as I stared at the blank page.

And then, I typed a new sentence. Then another. Then another. The words somehow seemed to flow out of me, even though I didn’t have access to my notes or my outlines. My hands moved almost of their own accord, but the words were all mine. I continued typing until I saw the early streams of sunlight cut across the window blinds.

I stared at the screen in amazement. Somehow, in the span of two hours, I had managed to write more words than I had in three months. There was a deep swell of pride in my chest, ballooning outwards as my body hummed in excitement.

Even as I was thrilled by this accomplishment, my eyes felt heavy again. I had barely slept, and it seemed I was finally ready to crash after everything that had happened. I put my laptop away, and climbed back into the bed.

No sooner than my head hit the pillow, I was being awoken by a pounding on my door. I sat up, blinking in the brightened room as I glanced at the clock. 11:15. I must have been more exhausted than I thought. Another banging knock stole my attention. It sounded like someone was hitting the side of their fist against the wood.

“George! You awake?”

I recognized the voice as Sage’s. I couldn’t hear her that well through the door, so I just shouted, “Come in!”

The door swung open, and Sage stormed in. She wore a red flannel tossed over a black tank top and jeans. She glanced at me, eyes widening and cheeks reddening as she quickly looked away.

“Fucking hell,” she grunted. “Next time you tell someone they can come in, make sure you put on some clothes first.”

I looked down. I had gone to bed naked, but the blanket was covering the lower half of my body. Was she that embarrassed at just seeing my bare chest?

“Sorry,” I offered. “Did you need something?”

Sage huffed, crossing her arms over her chest. She still refused to look at me. “Group meeting downstairs. Now.”

“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” I said.

She twisted around, stomping back out of my room and slamming the door behind her. I shook my head, throwing off the blanket to begin getting dressed. I put on the first clothes that sat at the top of my suitcase; a black t-shirt and a pair of jeans. I didn’t feel the need to take my time to look especially nice. Besides, Sage made it seem like something urgent was happening, and truthfully I did want to talk to Luna, too.

The women were already waiting for me when I arrived downstairs. They were all seated on the couch, but I noticed that they were all situated a little closer than they had been last night. There was a large stack of books pulled from the shelf and piled on top of the coffee table.

“Good morning!” Luna greeted me. She was draped in her yellow cardigan again, but this time it was over a pair of grey sweats and a white t-shirt.

Isla smiled up at me. Her red hair was loose today, cascading down her shoulders over a pretty yellow sundress.

“Your dress looks nice,” I told her, and her smile widened.

“I borrowed it from Luna. I didn’t have anything else to wear.” she explained.

“So,” Luna clapped her hands together. “Should we talk about the elephant in the room, or do you want to continue pretending like I don’t know what I’m talking about again?”

Sage scoffed. “Just because you and George hooked up last night, doesn’t mean it was some big magical thing.”

“You told them about that?” I asked Luna. I could feel my face reddening.

“Of course I did,” Luna said. “And especially since Isla came to me asking questions about last night—”

Sage jumped to her feet, standing over Isla. “What did you tell her?”

Isla blinked up at her. “Just the truth. About how we felt the pull, and—”

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of! It’s all a part of the process.” Luna explained.

“Like hell it is!” Sage cried. “Just like it’s none of my business what you and George did, it’s also none of your business what Isla and I—”

“Did you two have sex?” I blurted out as the pieces clicked in my head.

Sage’s mouth snapped shut, but she refused to make eye contact with me. Isla looked down in mild embarrassment as she played with the hem of her dress.

“Isla told me that she and Sage felt the same things we did.” Luna answered. “The heat, the string drawing them together. Though, I suspect that it wasn’t quite as intense since they weren’t at the altar.”

Sage huffed. “Plenty of things can contribute to the need for heightened stimulation. We were stressed, we were overwhelmed, we had been talking about sex earlier that day. There’s plenty of explanation besides your magical bullshit.”

“As much as I wish that’s all it was,” I said. “I’m going to have to agree with Luna on this one.”

She grinned at me, and Sage scowled.

“What? Just to give you an excuse to have more sex?” She tilted her head. “Not good enough to get any on your own?”

“Oh, I can assure you that George was very good if that’s what you’re worried about.”

I didn’t know if I should thank her, or be proud of that, or melt into a puddle. Sage made a face.

“Look,” I started, hoping for a change in subject. “All I know is that I felt something wanting Luna and I to have sex. Not like force, it was more like…encouraging? Is that what you two felt?”

Isla nodded. “Yeah, yeah it felt like that.”

Sage said nothing.

“Then did anyone have any weird dreams?” I asked.

The other three women looked at me as if I were suddenly saying things that were too strange.

Luna snapped out of it first. “What kind of a dream?”

“I was on a beach, and there was a woman,” I explained. “Well, she kept changing her appearance, but I knew it was the same one. And she told me that we needed to complete the ritual or there would be consequences.”

“What kind of consequences?” Sage asked.

I shrugged. “She didn’t elaborate. I woke up before I could ask.”

Luna was nodding like things were starting to make sense to her. “After George and I finished, the first word on the altar started to glow. That must mean that there are three parts to this. One for each word.”

“Do you know what they mean?” I asked. “The first word, I think it was actus?”

“It’s Latin,” Sage answered, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “It means action. The second word, flagranti, refers to passion. The last is amor, which is—.”

“Love,” Isla finished.

Sage nodded. “Yeah.”

“You speak Latin?” I asked her.

Sage glared at me. “I’m a PhD student doing my dissertation about fungi. Of course I know Latin.”

That got everyone’s attention.

“Is that why you were out hiking? You were looking at mushrooms?” Luna asked.

“That’s…an oversimplification.” It was the only answer Sage seemed willing to give at the moment.

“So, this ritual,” I started, bringing the conversation back around. “We completed the first one it seems, so do we just have to do the same thing again tonight? To avoid whatever these consequences are?”

“I’m not sure if it’s going to be the exact same thing,” Luna said. “Sex is a part of it, of course, but I think there has to be something different about each night. I can’t be sure. Which is why I brought down all of these.” She gestured to the books on the table.

I picked one up, examining the cover. It was old, leather bound with gold calligraphy scrolled across the top.

“The Cycles of Venus,” I read. “You think these will help us?”

“I’m willing to bet that these books will explain it all better than I can by myself.” Luna pointed out. “They were left here for us for a reason.”

Right. I forgot that she believed in things like destiny and fate. Though, I suppose I was starting to believe in those, too.

Isla sat up, grabbing a book off the top of the closest pile to her. Sage shook her head.

“I think I need another drink,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen.

I sat down at the end of the couch with my book and began to flip through the pages. It seemed to detail all about the different cycles that women experience, and how each one represented a part of Venus.

“Here,” Luna snatched the book out of my hand before replacing it with a new one. “I think this one might be more beneficial to you.”

“Virillity,” I read. “Why is this more beneficial to me?”

“Its focus is more on Mars,” Luna explained. “Which is who you are representing. We are all representing Venus.”

“Why does Venus need more than one representative?”

Luna pursed her lips. “I think it has something to do with how she’s the goddess of love and beauty. There’s no one real standard of beauty, it’s subjective. So like how you said she appeared to you as multiple women, she also needs multiple women to properly represent her power. Mars only needs one.”

“So I could have just been any man?” I asked. For some reason, the thought of being that replaceable in this stung. I hadn’t asked to be here, but now that I was, I had hoped it was for some kind of higher purpose.

Luna shook her head. “No. We all need to be compatible. That’s why I asked for everyone’s star signs. We all share similar traits, goals, and aspirations. That’s very important. We may only need one man, but it had to be you, George.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the reassurance. “Thanks, Luna.”

We settled in with our books and began reading. Sage was gone for a while, but it gave the rest of us plenty of quiet time to see what we could figure out. When Sage did finally reappear, she begrudgingly grabbed a book, sat on the floor, and casually flipped through it. I assumed she wasn’t paying attention to any of the words, but she was the first person to break our silence.

“I think I found something,” she said. She brought the book up closer to her face, running her finger along the words. “It’s talking about flagranti, and the different ways that passion can be interpreted.”

Luna scooted down to the floor and moved to sit beside her. “How can it be interpreted?”

Sage shrugged. “It doesn’t make the most sense. It mostly goes on and on about the explosive connection that people can have, how the line between love and hate is thin. It doesn’t exactly give out clear instructions.”

Luna tapped her chin with her finger. “Perhaps that’s a clue as to who has to perform the ritual next. We already know George will be there, but it comes down to you and Isla.”

“Explosive connection doesn’t really sound like me…” Isla said.

Sage leapt to her feet, throwing the book aside. “You don’t think that means me do you?”

“It does say love and hate can almost feel interchangeable,” Luna pointed out.

Sage glanced at me, and I held up my hands innocently.

“Hey, look, I’m just along for the ride now.”

“I am not going to have sex with you,” Sage sneered. “This is ridiculous, I don’t even know why I’m playing along. There’s no such thing as magic rituals or goddesses. I’m a scientist for fuck’s sake! I don’t need this!”

She stomped up the stairs, each footstep reverberating loudly through the cabin until they heard the bedroom door slam shut.

Isla shifted in her seat. “Should I…?”

“No,” I stood. “I’ll talk to her this time.”

Luna nodded in agreement.

I took a deep breath, and headed for the bedroom that Sage was using. Bracing myself, I knocked lightly on the door. To my surprise, I heard her call out, “It’s open.”

I opened the door and found Sage sitting on the edge of the bed. She looked up and her face was as open and vulnerable as I had ever seen it before. But it was gone in the next second as she processed it was me who had come to talk to her.

She went back to her usual scowl. “I thought you were Isla.”

“Would you rather it be Isla? Since you two have gotten so close?” I asked.

It was the wrong thing to say. She flushed, and got to her feet.

“Get out.”

“Okay, wait,” I tried again. “I just…I think we got off on the wrong foot, and I wanted to apologize. For whatever I did to offend you when you first got here, and for calling you a bitch last night.”

She huffed, crossing her arms across her chest. “Well I did call you an asshole, first.”

I smirked. “Is that your version of an apology?”

“You wish.”

I looked around the room. It was bigger than the one I was sleeping in. The king size bed took up the majority of the space, but there were a couple of arm chairs and a desk in the corner. I took a seat in one of the arm chairs, and Sage seemed to relax as well. She sat back down on the quilted comforter.

“So you’re a scientist?” I asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “Is this your way of winning me over? Shitty small talk?”

I laughed. “I’m just trying to start over. We don’t know anything about each other, and we might have to have sex tonight. Which, just for the record, I’m not exactly thrilled about the idea of having sex with you either.”

“Please,” she rolled her eyes. “You’ve been interested in me ever since I walked through that door. I could see it in your face.”

I felt heat rise up my neck. “Is that why you don’t like me? Because you could tell I thought you were attractive?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then, why?”

She turned away, running her hand along the blanket underneath her. It was a collection of interconnected multi-color triangles stitched intricately together. She picked at a loose thread to give her something to do as she thought about how to answer me.

“You remind me of someone,” she started. “Or at least, you look like someone I knew.”

“Someone you hate?”

She nodded. “My ex. Major fucking asshole. Treated me terribly, and then had the audacity to break up with me.” She gave a harsh, choked laugh. “I’ve kind of been avoiding all men like the plague since then. I just assume they’re all creeps and trash.”

I pursed my lips. “Would this be a bad time to say ‘not all men’?”

My stupid joke worked, and she laughed again. A real one, and my heart flipped in my chest at the sound.

“Well, George. It was sweet that you cooked dinner last night. And,” she gave me a look. “Don’t let this go to your head, but it was a pretty solid omelette.”

I puffed out my chest. “A compliment from Sage? Wow, maybe the world is about to end.”

She rolled her eyes, but there was some affection in them now.

“So,” I crossed my ankle over my knee. “What kind of work are you doing with the fungi around here? I’m curious.”

“You really want to know?” There was skepticism in her voice.

“I do,” I answered with earnestness.

Her entire demeanor shifted. Her eyes widened in excitement, and she sat up a little straighter. “There’s a new subspecies of amanita muscaria around here. It’s a type of mushroom that a lot of people use for hallucinogenic purposes, but it’s usually too dangerous as consuming too much can become toxic. But there’s been an increase of its usage, and the ones that have been found in this area are not toxic. It’s a game changer for psychedelic research.”

“You’re researching shrooms?” I asked her. That was not where I had expected this conversation to turn.

“Kind of,” she turned her body towards me. “So psychedelics have actually been proven to improve or even cure several mental disorders. The research is highly limited considering that it’s technically illegal, but I’m going for the ‘better to ask permission than forgiveness’ route. If I can prove that this stuff does more good than bad, I’ll be able to help people, and change lives.”

“That sounds like a really worthy cause,” I said.

“Thank you.” She brightened. “If only I could get other people to see it that way.”

“Your professors don’t support you?”

She shrugged. “They do and they don’t. But it’s not just them. It’s our society. They ban things because they’re scared of them, or they think they know what’s best. In truth, I think they just do it because they don’t like it.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” I agreed. “It’s like how banning books is becoming more popular. It’s just a bunch of people getting mad about something, and then they decide to take it away from everyone else.”

“You passionate about books, George?”

“I’m very passionate about books,” I corrected her. “I’m a writer.”

She raised her eyebrows. “That was not what I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting?”

“You kind of seem like the ‘mid-life crisis’ banker type honestly.”

I gaped at her. “‘Mid-life crisis’? How old do you think I am?”

“And how do you know you’re not already halfway through your life?” She shot back.

“Well that would be too depressing.”

“Why do you say that?” She asked with a tilt of her head.

“Because I’ve barely done anything with my life,” I answered. “I’ve published one novel, one, and it was a complete failure. I have been graciously allowed to continue with the sequel, but only because the publisher bought it as a duology. If I can’t get people interested in this, then my writing career is dead before it even started to live.”

She sucked on her teeth. “That’s hard. Art is hard. I guess I have to give you some credit for that.”

Now I was the confused one. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, I admire people who do art. It’s not easy. Sure I have my own troubles, but at least everything for me is based on things I can prove. Facts that you can hold in your hand and be certain that they are true. Art? It’s all subjective. Your creations are simply left to the whims of whoever is viewing it at the time. Are they in a bad mood? Do they have different life experiences from you? All of that can impact how they view your art, and can even make them see it negatively. Maybe your book didn’t do well because it wasn’t the right time. Hell, how many artists don’t get the recognition they deserve until after they die?”

I sighed. “I…do not want to have to wait until after I die.”

“Of course you don’t!” Sage agreed. “That’s why I think artists are very brave. I think you’re brave, George. And if we make it through this weekend, I’ll try to go and check out your book.”

“Really?” A smile twitched against my lips.

“Don’t get too excited,” she rushed out. “I’ll probably hate it.”

“Hey, as long as you paid money for it, I’ll consider us okay.” I grinned.

“Nah, I think I’ll get it from the library.”

“The library? Come on—”

“What have you got against the library, George? They’re important pillars of the community!”

I laughed, and she did, too. Something had shifted between us. It wasn’t the same animosity that had been in the air even just this morning. It still wasn’t quite like, but at least I didn’t feel like she was going to bite my head off the next chance she got.

There was a knock, and then Luna was opening the door.

“Sorry,” she said. “I wanted to make sure you didn’t kill George.”

“He’s fine,” Sage rolled her eyes.

“We’re fine,” I added.

“Good! Because Isla and I think we found something interesting about the ritual. Wanna come downstairs?” Luna asked.

Sage and I exchanged a glance. I could tell she still wasn’t sold on this stuff, but she was in a better mood than she had been earlier. She seemed willing to at least listen. Shrugging, she stood and followed Luna out the door. I took up the rear until we were all gathered in the living room again.

Isla gave us a brilliant smile. She sat with her legs crossed beneath her, and she had a book spread out wide in her lap. The soft look in her eyes told me that she could see the change that had happened between Sage and I, and I was happy to have made her happy. It was strange how close I suddenly felt to these women when I didn’t even know them two days ago.

Sage sat next to Isla and threw her arm around the back of the couch. I sat down on the other side of them as Luna curled up on the floor. She rested her head in her hand.

“Would you like to share what you found?” Luna asked Isla.

Isla, a little shy at being addressed so blatantly, blushed and went back to the book in her hands.

“It details the union between Venus and Mars. How they have different aspects of themselves that they let shine through each, um…copulation.” She shifted a little in her seat. “How when they first came together they were drawn like magnets to each other, and how they made the choice to act upon their feelings.”

“That sounds similar to what happened last night,” I observed.

Isla nodded. “Right, that's what I thought, too. And it keeps going. So their continued meetings turned into a continuous passionate love affair.”

Sage made a face, thinking back to our earlier conversation.

“Then it finishes with how their love has grown and created something new,” Isla continued. “They had multiple children, but the most well known is Eros, or Cupid. And the book goes on to talk about how much life and hope that Cupid has brought to the world. How when people come together to complete the ritual of Venus and Mars, during the time that their planets are at their closest, then those people can bring new life and hope into the world with their combined love.”

We were quiet as we tried to work out exactly what that meant.

Isla glanced at Luna. “But…there is more. It also says that the other children of Venus and Mars, the embodiments of fear and terror, could also be summoned. That if this ritual is not completed with love in mind, then what wins out is war, and the people who fail will…suffer for the remainder of their days.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Sage blurted out.

“So our choices are to have consensual loving sex and live in harmony, or fail and live the rest of our lives in misery?” I asked.

Isla shrugged. “It’s not exactly specific about what happens when we succeed. It just talks about how everyone apart of the ritual will contribute something of meaning to the world.”

Something of meaning…

“Like a book?” I asked, and I turned to Sage. “Or life changing medicine?”

For the first time, Sage looked more interested than she had before.

“No,” she shook her head. “No, there’s no way that doing this…thing is going to help me with submitting my research.”

“But what if it does?” I stood. “Luna? You mentioned that Venus told you once that you were going to be special to her. Is there anything that you want to do in your life? Something you’ve never been able to accomplish before?”

Luna’s eyes were wide, and she gripped the table in front of her. “I…yes. There is.”

“Isla?” I asked.

Isla shrunk in on herself, and it was Sage who put a hand on her thigh. She squeezed the skin gently.

“Yes,” Isla confessed.

“Something else happened to me this morning,” I continued. “I’ve been working on my new book, a book that I haven’t been able to write a single word for in months. And then this morning, it was like I couldn’t stop writing. And I didn’t hate any of it! I felt like something was finally going right in my life, and I think it’s because Luna and I completed the beginning of the ritual!”

Luna stood. “I want to open a school. I want to help young girls who don’t have anywhere else to go. I want to create a place where they can be safe, and where no one will tell them that they’re not worth something.”

“That sounds amazing, Luna.”

I meant that with all my heart. She smiled.

Sage stood as well, and gave a shrug. “I want to heal people with psychedelic mushrooms.”

“I want my words to mean something to people,” I shared. “I want it to inspire others, too.”

Isla looked between all of us. Finally, she stood, too.

“I want to create something beautiful,” she whispered. “I’m…I’m a painter. I was trying to paint a natural landscape, and I’ve always been drawn to this mountain. I thought coming up here would help me with…with my problem.” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then opened her eyes again. “I’m going blind. Not tomorrow, not all at once, but it’s happening slowly. My eyesight is continuing to get worse, and before it fully goes, I want to make something beautiful to leave behind.”

It was Sage who wrapped her in a hug first, then Luna, and I finished us off. We all held onto each other maybe a bit longer than necessary, but it felt good. Right. Isla sniffled in the center, and none of us commented on it. If she needed to cry, she could cry. None of us would deny her that right now.

Several minutes passed before Isla finally pushed us all away, wiping under her eyes as discreetly as she could.

“We should do something fun. Take our mind off of all of this.” Sage suggested. She turned to Isla as if silently asking her if that was okay, and Isla gave her a smile.

“There’s plenty of vodka left,” she added.

Luna whooped in excitement as she ran off to the kitchen.

“Wait!” I called after her. “We should eat before we start drinking.”

“Well, Chef George, what's on the menu tonight?” Sage asked.

“Me?”

She laughed. “Yes, you. You are now the designated chef. I’m pretty sure none of us can cook as well as you proved yesterday.”

Isla nodded in agreement.

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine. I’ll do my best.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon with each other. I did my best to cook up another meal for us, and the women helped with the prep work. Well, Luna and Isla did most of it and Sage kept trying to correct every single thing I did.

“I’m happy to step back and let you take over,” I offered when she finally grew too much.

“Nonsense, George, you’re doing great,” she replied with a wink.

I just tried to ignore her until I was finished.

Once the meal was prepared, we squeezed around the dining table as we ate. I did think I had done pretty well for myself despite the shortcomings. Pasta with zucchini and chicken drizzled in pesto sauce, and a salad with fresh veggies.

“You really did a great job stocking up on food, Luna,” I told her.

“I appreciate the compliment, but I did not buy all of that.” Luna admitted.

I stopped with my fork halfway to my mouth. “Wait, but you were here first. I just assumed…?”

Luna shook her head. “Nope! Not me.”

Sage stabbed at her salad. “Maybe it was Venus.”

The comment was sarcastic, but it did give everyone a small shudder. We had been trying not to bring her up, or the impending ritual that was growing nearer with every minute that passed by. From the readings it seemed like it would come down to Sage and I tonight, and I was having a hard time containing my nerves.

“Let’s have that drink now,” I suggested, and I went to the cupboard to fetch the vodka that was now almost halfway gone. “Did you see any other liquor around here while you were snooping yesterday?”

Luna scoffed. “I wasn’t snooping! But yes, I did see some more alcohol. Over in that cabinet to your right. No, your other right.”

Isla and Sage chuckled at my inability to tell my left and my right apart, but I managed to find the right cabinet nonetheless. I opened it, and was thrilled to find an unopened bottle of brandy, and two more unopened bottles of wine. I grabbed the bottles of wine first, and carried them plus the vodka back over to the table.

Drinks were passed around, and stories were told about the lives we lived outside of these cabin walls. Luna opened up about how she grew up moving from foster home to foster home. She never knew her father, and her mother had gone to prison when she was very young, and she didn’t have any other family to take her in. But, she was able to finish school by the skin of her teeth, and build herself a good life as a marketing manager.

“That is…not what I was expecting,” Sage admitted.

“What? Did you think I ran a witch shop or something?” Luna asked.

“Or something,” Sage muttered into her wine, and I had to stop myself from choking on my vodka.

“Well we can’t all be scientists,” Luna teased, wagging a finger at her. She was definitely the most drunk out of the four of us right now.

Sage rolled her eyes. “I guess I’m not a scientist yet. I still have a couple more years of research before I can defend. And then I’ll be a doctor.”

“What made you want to do that?” Isla asked. Her fingers played at the edge of her cup, and I noticed she hadn’t been drinking as much as the rest of us.

Sage finished her wine before beginning. “Well, my father was an officer in the Marine Corps. Served three tours. I was young when he left for his first one, but I remember each time he came back it was like he had lost a piece of himself. The last time he came back was…much different. He wouldn’t talk about anything he had done, or seen. My mother tried to get him to go to therapy, but he claimed it didn’t help. When I was sixteen years old, he killed himself.

“After that, I did a lot of research on my own about depression and PTSD. Found out that there had been a lot of work done with psychedelics, and how they believed that utilizing the drugs you could cure PTSD. So, I worked my ass off to get into a good school, majored in biology, and now I’m getting my PhD. Not much else to it than that.”

“I guess we’re all a little fucked up,” I said, looking around to the women around me.

“It’s a good thing we were all brought together,” Luna added. “I feel like we kind of needed each other.”

Sage rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Isla laid her head onto Luna’s shoulder.

“I’m happy I met you all,” she shared.

It was clear that we were all feeling that sentiment. However, the day gave way into the night, and with it came the tension and anxiety we had all been avoiding.

Luna shoved a blanket into my arms.

“It was cold last night, and having sex on the ground kind of sucked so I figured you could use this,” she said.

“Thanks,” I told her. I turned back to Sage who was refusing to look at me. “I guess it’s time, then?”

“Good luck!” smiled Luna, and Isla gave a thumbs up behind her.

I tried to smile back, but it just felt forced. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if we were going to be able to complete this ritual. The book said it had to be consensual, so what would happen if Sage still refused?

I led the way down to the basement, and Sage followed after me, albeit reluctantly. The altar loomed before us. It taunted us, as if it knew the struggles we had been having and found the entire thing to be hilarious.

“I hate that thing,” Sage hissed. “Do we really have to have sex in front of it?”

I agreed with her, but I thought it best not to vocalize my opinion. We still needed Venus’ approval. She could decide at any moment that we weren’t worth the trouble, and cut her losses by getting rid of us. I really hoped she wouldn’t do that. I was quite attached to being alive.

I unrolled the blanket, a soft red flannel material that would probably feel much more comfortable than the hard ground. I was glad that Luna had thought that far ahead this time. Sage stood off to the side, staring at the altar like she was scared to go near it. She looked uncomfortable, but I had no idea how to make this easier for her.

“Do you…want to lie down?” I suggested.

Sage shrugged, but she came up and laid down on the blanket. She was on her back, arms held rigidly by her sides.

“You remember that you need to be an active participant in this, right?” I asked her.

Sage glared at me. “It’s not like I can just ‘turn it on’ like a man can. I need to be…eased into it. I thought we would get that pheromone cloud or something again.”

“Pheromone cloud?”

“I don’t know! Whatever it was that happened last night!” Sage covered her face with her hands, and groaned.

“So you do believe in magic now?”

“I don’t know,” the words came out muffled since her hands were still over her face. She dropped them, looking over at me like she was lost. “I don’t know what to do.”

I sighed, sitting down beside her. “What if we start with something easier? What turns you on?”

Sage sat up. Even in the dim light, I could see the color darkening her cheeks. She didn’t look me in the eye as she started talking, “I like…dirty talk. I kind of like…” she bit her lip. “Degradation.”

I blinked at her. That had not been what I was expecting at all.

“So…you like it if I call you names?” I asked.

“Not bitch,” Sage added hastily. “I hate that, but I kind of like being called a slut.”

“Okay,” I nodded, ignoring the way my dick was already thickening in my pants. I had never once called a woman a slut while in bed, and suddenly it was all I could think about. I didn’t want to intimidate her, not when she was finally opening up, so I tried to keep my voice neutral as I continued.

“Do you like being…touched? Or held down?” I asked. “What about being told what to do?”

Sage nodded, sucking on her bottom lip in a way that made me want to grab her and kiss her. I tried to hold back. She wasn’t ready, not yet, but maybe she was getting there.

“I like when the guy is more dominant,” she admitted.

I swallowed. Again, this was something I was not used to when I slept with women, but now I was itching to do it. Maybe it was just my motivation for the rewards at the end of this, or maybe I was just beginning to learn more about myself through these acts. Whatever it was, I was now feeling very turned on.

I licked my lips. “Take off your shirt.”

“Excuse me?” Sage retorted.

“You heard me,” I kept my voice low, and did my best to sound the opposite of how I usually did. No more shy, quiet George. No, this time I would be assertive, and hopefully be exactly what Sage wanted me to be.

She still didn’t move, she just looked at me like I had suddenly sprouted two heads.

Without breaking, I leaned in closer to her so I could growl, “If you don’t take off your shirt, I’ll have to do it for you.”

Her breath hitched, and I was almost worried I had gone too far, but then she was crossing her arms over her chest and peeling off her shirt. Sage was wearing a simple black bra, no lace or frills. Very practical. Very Sage. Her perky breasts rose and fell with her breath, and her eyes were glued to me as I stood up.

“Take off your bra,” I ordered, and I unzipped my pants.

Her eyes glanced down at my movements, then back up at my face. Slowly, her hands reached behind her back and unsnapped the hook of her bra. She slipped the straps off of her shoulders, and as she did I slid my cock out of my boxers.

It sprang free, hard and weeping just from talking about sex. She licked her lips as she stared at it, and it twitched in my hand under her hungry gaze. My eyes were on her now exposed breasts. They were bigger, rounder than Luna’s. Her dark nipples were already hard. I wanted to put my mouth on them, but I restrained myself. There would be plenty of time for that soon, but first I wanted something else.

I pumped my cock once, twice, letting out a small moan as I did. Her eyes looked up through her long lashes, staring at me as she waited for my next instruction.

Jesus fucking Christ.

I could feel it in the air now. That same heat that had been prevalent last night. But instead of being influenced by it, it was like we were the ones starting it this time.

I stepped closer to her, pressing the tip of my cock closer to her mouth. She didn’t move, and out of curiosity I leaned in a little more until the tip brushed against her lips. It felt so good, and as I pulled away she licked up the bit of precum I had smeared on her bottom lip.

“Fuck,” I hissed. I grabbed the back of her hair, pulling it hard enough that her head fell back and she gave out a small cry.

She stared up at me, pupils blown, and I knew then that I had her. This was different from Luna’s, so much different. With Luna it had felt like a guiding hand, both of us being led to where we wanted to be. Now, I was doing the leading. It felt like it really was only me and Sage, with no other outside influences.

“You really are a little slut, aren’t you?” I asked her.

She gave a small smirk, the corners of her mouth twitching up in amusement and arousal.

“I am,” she whispered.

“Open up.”

She did, and I guided my dick straight into the warmth of her mouth. My lengthy moan didn’t quite do what I was feeling justice. It wasn’t just about how good her lips around me felt, which felt fucking amazing, but the way in which she sucked my dick was unlike anything else I’d ever seen. She was all tongue, licking and kissing my dick like a sloppy whore, and I held her head back so all she could do was take it as I thrust into her.

Her moans reverberated up my cock and went straight to my stomach. My toes curled as I began thrusting harder down her throat. She didn’t cry, she didn’t gag, she just stared up at me with hazy eyes as I fucked her mouth.

My orgasm surprised me, I was so caught up in the sensation that I had barely noticed I had reached my limit. I hadn’t even gotten the chance to warn her as my cum shot down her throat and across her face. She hadn’t been fully prepared, and she did choke a little as I came down from my pleasure high.

My cum coated her cheeks, and it dripped down her chin and onto her chest. My softened cock barely had time to rest before it was lengthening again. I blinked down at it. I had never been able to get hard that fast ever before.

Sage swiped a hand across her mouth and grabbed her discarded shirt which she used to clean the rest of her face off. She raised her eyebrows as she noticed I was hard and ready for action again.

“Lucky me,” she smirked up at me, and I almost insisted on having her blow me again.

“Take off your pants,” I ordered as I started slipping mine off. I pulled them down to the floor, kicking them off until I was naked from the waist down. “I’m going to fuck you.”

She leaned onto her back, unbuttoning her jeans and yanking them off. I pulled off my shirt and was down beside her in a second.

“I want you on your knees. Roll over.”

She obeyed me perfectly, moving to her knees and putting her head down so that it rested on her elbows. It put her into the perfect presentation for me. I kneaded her ass, squeezing and rolling the muscles against my palms. She groaned, and from this angle I could see her wet, dripping pussy all ready and waiting for me.

I dragged my fingers against her wet folds, and she mewled, moving her hips back towards me even as I pulled away.

“You want it so bad don’t you, slut?” I asked. “Come on, I want to hear you say it.”

Sage mumbled the words into the blanket, the articulation lost in the fabric. I yanked on her hair, pulling her head back again.

“I couldn’t hear you. Speak up.”

“I want it!” She yelled. “I want it, please, I want it so bad.”

“Good girl.”

She shivered, and I didn’t have time to fully appreciate it. I was too focused on one thing. I didn’t even make sure she was prepared before I was spearing into her. I dropped her hair, grabbing her hips with both hands. She was so tight, clenching onto me so hard I wasn’t sure I could move. I felt her relax ever so slightly, and then I pulled back until it was just my tip left inside, and then I slammed fully into her again.

She yelled, practically screaming with ecstasy as I did it again, and again. Each time going a little harder, and a little faster, until I was pounding into her cunt. I was rutting her into the blanket, and she writhed beneath me unable to do anything but drown in the pleasure I was giving her.

“You like that, huh? You fucking slut. Look at you. Taking my cock so well. You’re practically sucking me in, you greedy little slut.”

I wasn’t even sure what I was saying anymore. Words and phrases fell from my mouth without me even thinking about it, but Sage was loving it. She moaned and whimpered at every insult, and anytime I said something she really enjoyed her walls would grip me tighter.

I leaned further over her so that my chest covered her back and I could hit deeper inside. She felt so good, so fucking good, and I knew I was going to cum again soon.

I got closer to her ear, and whispered, “Touch yourself. I want you to make yourself cum.”

She groaned, moving her arm with difficulty to place it between her thighs, and then she started rubbing her clit. The minute she did, she tightened further around me. I gritted my teeth, trying to prolong my orgasm until she got hers first. I pumped harder, I felt her fingers graze against where we were connected, hips jerking as I thrust faster into her as well.

With one final shudder, and another high pitched cry, she came hard against me. I felt the gush of her pleasure spill over my cock, and I followed half a second later. I emptied myself inside of her, thrusting until every ounce of pleasure had been extracted from both of us.

I pulled out, and she trembled again. Her ass was still in the air, right where I had left it. Her pussy was dripping with her and my cum, and I felt the rush of desire build in me again. My dick didn’t even soften this time.

“Sage, you’re not tired are you?” I asked her.

She glanced up at me, her eyes were heavy with lust, but they were alert. She shook her head.

“Good. Get on top of me.”

I laid down on my back, bringing her ass towards me so she understood what I wanted from her. She straddled my face, and laid across my chest so that her mouth lined up with my dick.

I didn’t wait for her to start, I dove right in. My tongue went straight into her cunt, and I eagerly lapped up everything that was dripping out of her. I’d tasted my own cum before, once out of curiosity, but it didn’t taste quite as good then as it did now. Leaking out, mixed with her own hot slick, I felt like I was eating a gourmet meal.

Sage mewled and whimpered pathetically over me, trying to return the favor by giving me another blow job, but becoming far too distracted with what I was doing. She pushed her hips closer to me, encouraging more from me as I began impaling her with nothing but my tongue. She rocked her hips back, and I let her fuck herself. It didn’t take long before she was screaming my name as she came again.

Exhausted, she collapsed on top of me, and I rolled her over onto her back. She was out of it, drunk on sex and endorphins, but I was still hard.

“Sage?” I laid across her, and her legs opened for me instantly. I smirked. “You still need more don’t you?”

She nodded, her hair flopping around her face.

I pressed my lips against her mouth, and she moaned as my tongue slipped inside. The same tongue she had just used to fuck herself to completion. Like the blow job earlier, her kisses were all tongue. They fit against each other, curling and twisting together. I ground my hips against hers, my erection rubbing against her thigh.

“George…” she moaned, and she had barely gotten my name out before I was inside of her again.

This time I lifted her hips up as I stayed on my knees. I plunged deeper into her, and she dug her hands into the blanket beneath us as she cried out. I kept going. I watched as her body jerked against each thrust. Her breasts bouncing against her chest, her arms splayed out behind her. Our moans intermingled, louder than I had even been with Luna. In the back of my mind I was aware that they could probably hear us, but I didn’t care.

My balls slapped against her thighs as I urged on more, more, and more. We came together this time, yet we continued on as if possessed by our unsatisfied desires. I did not rest in my movements, and she never asked me to stop.

The sickening squelch of my cum sliding out of her pussy gave my sex crazed brain another idea, and I pulled all the way out of her even as she yelled her protests.

“George,” she mewled, elongating my name into multiple syllables. “Why are you stopping…?”

I pumped my cock furiously, knowing I was seconds away from coming yet again. I had never cum this much in my life, not even when I was a hormone riddled teenager. It was exhilarating, though in the back of my mind I knew I would be feeling it in the morning.

“You’re not dirty enough for me,” I grunted, feeling the build up of tension in my abdomen. “I want to see you…covered in my…oh, fuck…”

I came hard, no longer all white, it was mostly clear now. Still, it was exactly what I wanted to see, what I only had a glimpse of earlier. Sage covered in my cum, and she arched her back beautifully so that the majority of it covered her tits.

“Fuck…” I collapsed on top of her, feeling the last of my energy finally begin to drain. “You really are a massive slut, Sage.”

She hummed, her arms and legs circling around me again.

“And are you really going to leave me hanging?” Her voice was husky and raw from all of the noises she had been making, and it sent another jolt of electricity through me.

One more. I can do one more.

I adjusted myself, no longer surprised to find my dick still hard, and I lunged into her welcoming warmth again. Despite my exhaustion, I pushed through so I could give her exactly what she wanted. Her ankles were locked behind me again, holding me in place, and her nails dug into my back, egging me onward.

I wanted to give this to her. I wanted to make her feel the best she’d ever felt in her life, and judging by the noises she was making I was succeeding.

With one final push, we both came again.

She shuddered, her orgasm ripping through her and cascading over my dick as my own mirrored hers. My vision went white for an instant as my release pumped through me again, and again, and again. I felt I had cum three times at once, and it was almost a relief when it was finally over.

I rolled onto my back, blinking back the encroaching blackness. If Sage asked me for another one, I truly didn’t think I had it in me. She gasped beside me, the aftershocks still ghosting through her body. I wondered if she had felt the same way I had. Maybe it was even better for her.

Her eyes stared at me with great difficulty, and a smile twitched against her lips.

“That wasn’t too bad, George,” she whispered.

“I’d say it was pretty fucking incredible,” I answered.

“Better than Luna?” There was a teasing lilt to her voice, with an underlying curiosity.

“Just different,” I answered. It was the truth. Both had felt amazing, and I was more than satisfied.

Sage frowned a little, but didn’t push the issue. “Did we complete the ritual?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Last time it was kind of obvious. The altar was glowing and…”

As if on cue, a deep red glow covered both of us. I tilted my head back to look at the altar, and saw the word flagranti blazing like a fire.

Sage sat up in awe, and I realized that she had never seen this before. Maybe, she was finally starting to believe in it.

“What the fu—”

Everything went dark again.

When I came to, I was on the beach again, and this time the woman, Venus, was sitting beside me. She looked like Isla this time, but her smile was off. There was a maliciousness there that I knew didn’t exist in the real Isla.

I sat up, feeling the sand slide along my skin.

“Are you here to tell me that I completed night two? And that the next one is going to be with Isla?” I asked her.

“You did complete night two. The next one is going to be with Isla.” She agreed, then gave me a smirk as she became Luna. “Plus Luna. Plus Sage.”

“All four?” I asked in bewilderment. “Why?”

She giggled, and when I blinked again she was gone.


Chapter nineteen






Harem Cabin - Part Three


This time when I woke up, Sage was laying on top of me. She was sprawled across my chest, breathing deeply and peacefully in her sleep. I almost didn’t want to wake her. The red light from the altar was brighter than it had been the previous day, now that there were two glowing words rather than just one.

I took a deep breath, and I could smell the scent of her conditioner against my nose. She smelled like coconuts and vanilla. It was nice waking up next to someone; it had been years since I had been in the kind of intimate relationship where this was possible. I brought my arm up, being careful so as not to disturb her, and placed my hand along the small of her back. Her skin was smooth against mine, her curves supple and unyielding. I could have laid like this with her forever if I could.

“George? Sage? Are you two doing all right down there?” Luna called from above.

It could have lasted a little longer at least.

“Fine!” I yelled back, and Sage stirred across my chest.

She grumbled, rolling off of me and onto her back. “Fuck, what time is it?”

“I have no idea,” I said honestly.

Her arms came up into a stretch above her head, arching her back upwards. My eyes were drawn straight to her chest. The mountains of her breast pointing up in a tempting tease. She caught me staring, giving me a smirk.

“Didn’t get enough of them last night?” She lilted with amusement.

“No,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure I did.”

She gave me a playful slap across my chest, then rolled over as she got to her feet. Slipping on her clothes, she glimpsed over her shoulder at me as I watched her.

“Are you going to stare at me the entire time?”

“Maybe.” I smirked.

She chuckled as she finished getting dressed. “I suppose we should join the others now.”

I sat up. “Well I did work up quite the appetite last night.”

“I know!” She whirled around. “What even was that? I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”

“And apparently we have to do it all again tonight.”

She quirked her head to the right. “What do you mean ‘we’? It’ll be you and Isla tonight, right?”

I grimaced. “Not according to my dream last night.”

“So when you say ‘we’...?”

“Everyone. Together.”

Sage looked at the altar. The two words glowed that same dull red color. She glowered at it.

“You guys really need a fucking orgy? I mean, really?” She scoffed.

“I thought you didn’t believe in all of this,” I argued.

Sage shrugged. “I’ve learned to keep a more open mind.”

When we finally emerged, we found Luna and Isla seated at the dining table, and there was a large stack of pancakes sitting in the center. I blinked in the morning light that streaked in from the open window, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes and holding back a yawn. I was exhausted, both from the marathon sex last night and from sleeping on the ground again.

“Did you two have fun?” Luna asked, and I could tell by the smirk on her face that she already knew the answer. They definitely heard us last night.

Sage, rather than answering her truthfully, only gave a scoff.

“It was fine. I’ve gotta go take a shower.” Her hair was wild around her face, and she smelled like cum, but she walked away with her chin held high like this was nothing out of the ordinary.

“So,” I said, glancing between Luna and Isla. “Did you two get up to anything last night?”

Isla shook her head as Luna gave me another cheshire grin.

“I had a great night with my trusty vibrator. Listening to you two was very hot.”

I flushed, sliding into one of the empty seats as I made a grab for a pancake.

“You brought a vibrator?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “I told you before I didn’t know what to expect, so I brought what I thought were the essentials.”

“And that includes a vibrator?”

“Yes,” she insisted.

I shook my head, turning back to Isla. She looked more resigned than how she had been yesterday.

“Isla? Are you okay?”

Her head jerked up at the sound of her name. “Yes, I’m…I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” I checked.

She nodded, looking back down as she picked at the food on her plate. I shot a look over at Luna, but she only gave me a shrug as if to say she didn’t know what was wrong either. We sat in silence for the rest of the meal, and when Sage emerged from the shower I traded places with her.

I cleaned up quickly, not wanting to take too long lest I miss our usual morning meeting. I chuckled a little at that; I kind of liked that we were in a routine now, albeit a strange one.

Once I was done, I changed into the pajamas I had brought and hadn’t gotten a chance to wear yet. Just a simple pair of black pants and a grey t-shirt that had a few holes. I didn’t think the women would mind so much if I dressed a little cozier today. They had all still been in their sleepwear themselves.

I found Luna and Sage in the living room chatting on the couch, but I was surprised to find that Isla was missing. Out of curiosity, I glanced into the kitchen and found she wasn’t there, either.

“Where’s Isla?” I asked.

Sage shrugged. “She said she wasn’t feeling very well, so she went back to bed.”

“She’s not feeling well?” I repeated.

“We were going to check on her again in an hour,” Luna offered.

I frowned. I wanted to talk to all of them together given what we were going to be facing tonight. Then if Isla still wasn’t feeling well…would we even be able to finish the ritual?

“I think I’m going to check on her,” I said.

Sage looked ready to argue with me, but Luna placed a hand onto her shoulder, and she kept quiet. I went back up the stairs, and saw that the bedroom door Isla occupied was slightly ajar. I knocked gently, pushing it open to find her sitting quietly on the bed.

Isla sat with her back to me, looking up at the window and occasionally looking back down into her lap. A pencil scratched against paper, and I realized that she must be sketching.

“Isla?”

She turned, her two braids whipping around her face as she stared at me in surprise.

“Hi, George.” She twisted around so that she was facing me properly, and gave me a small smile. “Do you need anything?”

I shook my head. “No, I was just coming to check on you.”

“Oh,” her shoulders sagged a little, and her gaze dropped to the floor. There was a sketch pad resting in her lap, and from my angle I could see the vague outline of a bird sitting on a branch.

“Are you okay, Isla?” I asked her. “Really?”

Her shoulders rose and fell as she let out a long sigh. “I guess I’m just nervous about tonight.”

I sat down in the closest empty chair, nodding sympathetically.

“That makes sense that you’re nervous. I’ve been nervous every single night.”

“Well, it seems like you’re not doing too bad,” she said with a reassuring smile.

“I barely know what I’m doing,” I argued.

She hummed, tapping her pencil against her cheek. I could practically see her thoughts racing along her mind. Something was bothering her, something she wasn’t saying.

“Are you nervous about being involved? Is that it?” I asked.

“Yes. Especially because…” She bit her lip, hesitating out of anxiety. I waited patiently for her to continue. “Well, this is the big one, isn’t it? The final night that will seal the ritual? It’s just so big, and you’ve succeeded twice now, and I feel like this one is all on me. What if I mess up? What if I ruin it for all of us?”

“Woah, hey.” I moved from my seat to bed so I could put my arm around her. She leaned into me, accepting the comfort that I offered her. I rubbed her shoulder in an attempt to be soothing. “It’s not just on you, and even if it was, I have no doubt that you’d be able to accomplish this. I mean, love? If anyone here is going to represent love I think it’d be you.”

She looked up at me with her wide green eyes. “You do?”

I nodded. “Absolutely. You are so kind, so sweet, and the least judgemental person I have ever met. You listened to Luna and believed her even when Sage and I were fighting against it.”

She giggled. “I don’t know, I’ve always trusted in things like the universe and magic. There’s so much beauty and mystery to this world, why would I ever expect to know everything about it?”

“You’re incredible, Isla,” I said. “You have such a big heart. I swear to you, everything is going to be fine. Besides, it’s not just on you and me tonight.”

“It’s not?” Her brows pulled together and she sat up so that she could look at me properly.

“I had another dream,” I explained. “After Sage and I completed the second ritual. Venus informed me that tonight was going to be with all of us. Together.”

She took in a sharp breath. “Together? Really?”

I nodded. “That’s what she said.”

Then, Isla grinned. Her smile split across her face so wide and bright I almost had to look away.

“That’s perfect!” she cried. “Oh, that’s so perfect and beautiful and…what did everyone else say?”

“I haven’t mentioned it to Luna yet,” I explained. “Though Sage thought it was unnecessary.”

“She would,” Isla acknowledged, though that fact didn’t seem to bring down her mood in the slightest. “I bet Luna’s going to love it. We should go tell her together!”

She got to her feet, spinning in a small circle as she made her way out of the bedroom. I followed after her. The glee she exuded was contagious, and I found myself smiling right alongside her as we walked down the stairs.

“Sage!” Isla exclaimed as she skipped into the living room. “Did you tell her yet?”

“Tell who what?” Sage asked, just as Luna asked, “Tell me what?”

“It’s going to be all of us performing the ritual tonight!”

Sage scrunched up her face. “Right. That.”

Luna, however, matched Isla’s infectious grin with one of her own. “What? How do you know that?”

“George told me!”

The three women all looked at me expectantly.

I cleared my throat, not prepared for the sudden attention. “That’s what Venus told me. The ritual of amor demands all of us.”

Luna nodded. “That makes sense. For all of us to form a bond, we should all be together. Otherwise, it would just be George bonded individually to the three of us, and that doesn’t exactly work for Venus. It needs to be a circular bond.”

“So we have no choice but to have an orgy.” Sage sighed. “I guess there are worse people than you three to have one with.”

“That’s the spirit!” Luna said with a laugh. “And don’t forget we still have plenty of alcohol if you need some extra courage.”

Sage rolled her eyes, but I noticed she was in a much better mood. If I had told her yesterday that we would be having an orgy, she would have figured out how to walk home from here. Now, she was giving just a small push back with more teasing comments than outright hostility.

She noticed me watching her, and narrowed her eyes. “What are you smiling at George?”

“You,” I answered truthfully.

She scoffed. “Why?”

“Because it’s nice seeing you be less argumentative,” I said.

She stuck her tongue out at me.

Isla watched the interaction with a soft expression on her face. “I want to do something. Is that alright?”

“What do you want to do?” Luna asked.

“I want to paint you three. Together,” Isla said. “I want to capture this moment so that I’ll never forget it.”

How could any of us deny her anything? We all agreed, and Isla set to work getting her supplies together. Me, Sage, and Luna all huddled together on the couch as Isla got ready. She had a box of her paint supplies, an easel, and an empty canvas she grabbed from her car. It was fascinating to see her work. Her eagerness became more subdued as she focused instead on making sure that everything was exactly how she needed to be.

With the easel, she carefully arranged the three legs, lowering it so that it sat at the height of her waist, and angling it so that the canvas would lean just a little away from her. Even her paint supplies were sprawled out from lightest to darkest colors. She pulled the coffee table closer to where she sat across from us so she could use it for her acrylics and brushes, and she had even changed into her overalls to keep from getting the pajamas she had borrowed from Luna free of paint.

“Should we all be naked?” Luna asked as Isla set up the finishing touches. “So she can draw us like one of her French girls?”

“No thanks,” Sage replied instantly.

“Come on,” Luna pushed. “We’re going to all have sex with each other tonight anyway. It’ll be fun! What do you think, Isla? You’re the artist.”

Isla’s head poked out from behind the easel. “I think you’ll all get too distracted if you’re nude. Clothes stay on for now.”

Luna sighed as Sage gave a smug smirk. I tried to hold in my laughter at their antics. It was nice, this final day that we were spending together. Even if we were all a little nervous about what tonight might hold, I liked that we were able to just spend time enjoying each other’s company.

Isla placed a pencil between her teeth, pulling the stool she had grabbed closer to the easel. She explained that she would sketch us all first, and then she would add in the paints and the color as she went.

“I probably won’t be able to finish this today, but at least I’ll have a good start and something to do once we all go home tomorrow,” she said.

There was a shred of melancholy that lingered in her voice as she said the word tomorrow. My own sharp stab of sorrow mirrored in my chest. I would miss them all when I left. I would have to go back to my old life, and pretend that I hadn’t been permanently changed by this weekend.

“So,” Sage began. “Do you want us all to sit perfectly still, or…? How do you want to do this?”

Isla shook her head. “No, I’d much rather you talk. Actually, I’d like to ask you all questions you can answer if that’s okay? It helps me figure out how to properly capture your essence when I’m doing portraiture.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Well, everyone has an essence about them,” Isla explained. “An aura if you will.” She smiled at Luna who seemed to like the use of the word. “And even though I feel like I’ve come to know all of you pretty well, I guess I still want to make sure that I’ve really got you. That I know exactly what makes you, you. So to speak.”

“All right,” Sage said. “As your questions.”

Isla had a mischievous glint in her eye as she looked right at Sage. “What does love mean to you?”

Sage grimaced. “I see you aren’t giving me an easy one right out the gate.”

“Nope!” She giggled.

“Fine. What does love mean to me…” Sage crossed her arms across her chest. “I guess to me it means showing up for someone. Showing them you care through your actions rather than just your words. Making sacrifices when you must, compromising when you can. Taking the time to do mundane tasks that you know your partner hates just for a chance to make them happy.”

Isla nodded along thoughtfully as she listened to Sage’s words. She put the pencil to her easel, and the granite scratched across the surface. She made a few strokes, leaned back to examine her work, and then dove in again as she made the adjustments only she could see. Finally, she gave a nod of approval, turning to Luna next.

“Luna,” she smiled. “Same question. What does love mean to you?”

Luna pulled her legs up under her as she got more comfortable. “To me, I think it means holding onto the people you care about. Whether that’s fighting for them, standing up for them, or even just being there when they need a shoulder to cry on. It’s wanting someone around because of the comfort they bring to you, the comfort you bring to them. It’s knowing that no matter how hard things get, at least you have each other.”

Isla sketched, taking the time to put to shape whatever it was that she was seeing as Luna talked. She swiped at a loose strand of hair that got into her eyes, tucking it swiftly behind her ear with her free hand as she continued to sketch with her right.

I shifted as she sat back and turned to me.

“George? What do you think?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

“Well…” I paused, trying to put my thoughts in order before I answered. “I think it means being selfless. Putting someone else’s needs before your own, in whatever way that means. Doing something kind, making a hard choice. It can show up in all of the small things you do.”

The pencil scraped against the easel again as she crafted whatever my essence was. I was beyond curious, but I would be patient for her. I watched as she seemed to focus in on one area in particular, her tongue poking out the side of her mouth as she did.

“What about you, Isla?” I asked.

She blinked, pulling her gaze away from her work. “About what?”

“What does love mean to you?”

She gave me a wry smile. “Are you trying to capture my essence, George?”

“Maybe,” I chuckled. “I only think it’s fair for you to give your answer. After all, you’re observing us, but we are also observing you, too.”

“I suppose you have a point,” she agreed, setting down her pencil so she could focus on her answer. “I’d have to say that I agree with all of you. How it’s about taking care of someone, craving their closeness, choosing their own happiness over your own. For me, love is everything. My parents died in a car accident when I was too young to remember them, and I was raised by my grandmother. She made sure that I felt loved every moment of every day. She would tell me when I woke up, she would tell me when she picked me up from school, she would tell me before I went to bed. So for me, it’s about making sure that the people you love know without a doubt that they are loved.”

“Your grandmother, is she still around?” Luna inquired.

“No.”

We all expected that answer, and yet it still saddened us to hear it.

“But,” she continued. “When she died she left me her house. I sold it, and used that money to go to art school to follow my dream. I know it’s what she would have wanted for me. Though now…”

She squeezed her eyes shut, as if the reminder of the loss of the one thing that still brings her joy was too painful to bear. Blinking back tears, she gave us all a watery smile.

“I’ll be fine. This weekend has made me feel less alone. It’s reminded me that there’s still so much good in this world, and that I should never forget that.”

She went back to her sketching, and we all remained quiet now as she worked. After several minutes, when she felt confident about her sketches, she began to add the paint. She was using acrylics, and while I didn’t know much about painting, I did know that it was what most painters used. Her palette was piled high with dried paints, and I wondered at how she was able to still mix the colors she needed.

She worked diligently, able to pick the exact color she wanted with hardly a glance at her organized pile. We were all mesmerized by her, hypnotized by the way she moved and crafted. I had no doubt that the painting would be a masterpiece simply from the way that she treated it as such already during the creation.

“Isla?” I finally asked, breaking the silence.

She hummed in response, barely looking away from her work.

“If we can really ask Venus for anything after we complete the ritual, what are you going to ask for?”

She paused, her paintbrush inches away from the canvas. She set it aside as she made sure all of her attention was on me.

“I want to create a work of art,” she replied. “A painting that will last long past I’m gone.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Why do you want to write books?”

I should have known she would turn this around on me, yet I was still caught off guard. “Because I have to. Because I have thoughts and feelings that I want to share with the world. I want to put something of myself out there.”

She shrugged. “I suppose I’m the same way. I want to leave something that says ‘I was here’. A proof of my existence I suppose.”

“But why wish for that when you could wish to be healed?” I asked.

Luna and Sage stiffened beside me. So I wasn’t the only one who had thought about this. They were thinking about it, too.

“Because it doesn’t matter,” Isla said. There was a defensiveness in her tone that I had never heard before.

“Of course it matters, Isla–”

“No, George!” She stood, the stool scraping against the hardwood floor. “It doesn’t. Not in the grand scheme of things. Not when we are all going to die anyway. I have had time to accept this about myself, and if I have to choose between my art and my sight I will choose my art. That is the most important thing to me. If I can create just one piece of art that means something, then I would give a lot more than my sight.”

She sat down with a huff, and we were all quiet as we processed her words. I was wounded, aching as I saw the pain evident in her features. I could tell she thought I didn’t understand, but I did.

“Do you know what I would do if I couldn’t write anymore?” I asked her.

She glanced up at me, shaking her head from side to side.

“I would rather die.”

The bluntness shocked everyone, and Isla’s mouth fell open.

“I’m sorry,” I told them. “But it’s the truth. If I lost the ability to think or write I would rather die. It’s such a part of my identity that I cannot imagine being separated from it. It’s who I am, it’s what I love, it’s how I survive this world. I’m not upset because I didn’t make any money off of my book, I’m upset because I’m worried that not selling books will keep me from doing what I love. But of course, that’s ridiculous. I could lose my publisher and my agent and my book deal tomorrow, but I would still be able to write. If and when you lose your eyesight, how will you be able to paint? You won’t. Not in the same way you can now at least. So then, what are you going to live for without it?”

Her jaw was set as she looked at me, and it was the closest to anger I felt she could properly get.

“It’s my wish, George. You don’t have to like it, but I hope that you’ll respect it.” she said. With a sigh, she looked back at her canvas. “I’m tired, and I think perhaps we should all eat dinner before we get started tonight.”

“That’s a great idea,” Sage said, thankful for the change in conversation. She gave me a quick glance as if to say, ‘drop it’, and got off the couch. “Can we see what you made?”

“Yeah, of course.” Isla smiled, and we all went to look at her portrait of us.

She had the base of the painting done. She still needed to add the details, the highlights and shadows, yet I could see the vision. The way she captured all of us was extraordinary. Sage sat, her posture strong and stern, yet there was a caginess to her expression as if she were afraid of being truly vulnerable. Luna, on the other hand, had nothing but openness in her posture, yet there was a mysterious smirk to her expression that hinted there was more lurking beneath the surface.

Then there was me. I sat between them, drawing the eye immediately. This man that Isla had interpreted me as was confident, sure of himself. He sat straight back and eyes forward, but he did not seem to be cocky. His eyes were kind and gentle. I stared at him, at this man that she saw in me, and more than anything I wanted to be him.

Night was approaching, and we all knew what was coming. I wondered how different it would feel this time, and how the magic would affect us. The logistics would be a bit more complicated than just simply having sex, and there was a part of me that feared we would get it wrong.

The women gathered extra pillows and blankets in order to prepare. They wouldn’t let me go down into the basement to see what exactly they were setting up. They seemed to want to keep it a surprise.

“Let us have a little fun, George,” Luna teased. “Who knows how many times we’ll get to have a night like this.”

Isla giggled, following behind her like a golden retriever puppy. She cradled a few candles against her chest, probably borrowed from Luna.

Sage bumped my hip with hers as she went past me. She had pulled the cushions off of the couch.

“The blanket helped, but if I’m going to be sleeping on the floor again I’m going to need something else for my back.”

I groaned. “Tell me about it. I haven’t really slept in a bed properly the entire weekend.”

“But you have had hot, amazing sex with multiple beautiful women,” Sage pointed out. She smirked playfully. “I think that’s a good payoff.”

“I guess you’ve got a point,” I replied with a laugh.

I watched them all disappear down the stairs, and I began trying to prepare myself in my own way. I went upstairs to take a shower, letting the water ease the knots and tension that had formed in my muscles. Between the sex and sleeping on the hard floor, I had been more sore than usual. I didn’t consider myself to be out of shape, not by any means, but I almost wish I had been able to have one night of rest before having to figure out how to pleasure three women at once.

I lathered the shampoo into my hair, titling my head back until the water washed out all of the soap. My thoughts were a convoluted mess, and I didn’t want to admit to the women that I was indeed nervous.

Should I watch some porn to get ideas for movements and positions? No, I couldn’t do that. There wasn’t any WiFi in this damn cabin. I sighed, running a washcloth over my chest and back as I tried to think of another solution.

I hadn’t put this much thought into the previous nights. It wasn’t just because I was inexperienced with things like orgies. I also wanted this to go well. I wanted to do this right. If we did, and we truly got rewarded like the books said, then maybe I’ll be able to give Luna, Sage, and Isla everything that they wanted.

That thought surprised me. I wasn’t even thinking about what I would get when this was over; my wishes were focused solely on them.

I turned the water off, exiting the shower as I wrapped a towel around my middle. I wiped the condensation from the mirror, taking a good hard look at my face. Somehow, despite the intensity of my actions from this weekend, I looked better than I had in a long time. There was a glow to my skin, and the dark bags that had beneath my eyes for years were finally clearing. I felt good, strong, confident in ways that I had never been before.

Luna’s words from when I first arrived echoed through my mind.

“I don’t believe in accidents, or coincidences.”

I had thought she was foolish for believing that, but here I was starting to have the same mindset. What had started as an isolationist vacation turned into the best weekend of my entire life. I met these incredible, beautiful, inspiring women who saw something in me that I had never been able to see in myself. They trusted me, and wanted me to succeed, just as I trusted them and wanted to see them succeed.

I loved them all, I realized. I was desperately in love with every single one of them. Luna, with her endless optimism and trusting nature; the way that she could charm a fish out of the water. Then there was Sage. Smart, sexy, infuriating Sage who could never back away from a challenge. Who challenged me in return, to step out of my comfort zone and find my own confidence. Finally, there was Isla. Isla, who was truly the best of us. Her kindness shone brighter than the north star, who deserved every bit of goodness that this world had to offer. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with them, but after this I wasn’t even sure if we would ever see each other again.

When I entered my room, I put very little effort into getting dressed. What would the point be if I was just going to take off all of my clothes again? I pulled on a pair of sweatpants, and left it at that. They’d be easy to remove, but it wouldn’t be quite as jarring as walking down to the basement as naked as the day I was born. I needed some class at least.

The downstairs was eerily quiet. My ears strained for any sign of the women, and I found none. Curious, and a little worried, I went to the opened basement door and looked down. It was too dark to really see anything, but I didn’t hear them from where I stood, either.

“Luna?” I called. “Sage? Isla?”

Quiet was my only answer for one long minute.

“Are you ready, George?” Luna’s voice answered.

I heaved a sigh of relief. “Are you guys?”

“We’re ready for you,” Isla called back.

I took a deep breath to make sure I was ready for them, and then I walked down the stairs. It took a second for my eyes to adjust, but once they did I gasped at the sight before me.

Sage, Luna, and Isla lay naked across the makeshift bed they had created. It was constructed from a mixture of the couch cushions and the pillows from the beds upstairs, with a myriad of fleece blankets thrown on top. A dozen candles were lit around the bed, with various sizes of melting wax. A few candles flanked either side of the altar.

Venus and Mars stared out at us, watching us as if they were waiting for us to begin. I gave them a nod, before turning my full attention to the women.

“You’re wearing too much clothing, George,” Sage said with a wink.

I grinned, pulling down my sweatpants and kicking them away.

“Come here,” Isla reached out her arms, and I crawled onto the bed with them.

They surrounded me, and I simply enjoyed laying with them for a moment. There was a comforting intimacy in the action, and all of my fears and worries vanished like they had never been there in the first place.

“So,” I began. “How should we start?”

Luna and Sage exchanged a glance that did not go unnoticed.

“We thought you and Isla could start us off,” Luna said. “Since you two haven’t really been able to have one-on-one time like the rest of us.”

Isla blushed, her cheeks turning a red that mirrored her hair.

“If that’s okay with you,” she said.

“That is very okay with me,” I said. “I’ll follow your lead.”

She bit her lip, thinking about what it was that she wanted. I could read her expressions so clearly now. It was still hard to believe that I had only known her a few days.

“Lay down,” Isla commanded. She had a smile on her face, like she was enjoying being in charge.

I did as I was told, laying onto my back as she straddled my hips. She made sure to angle herself carefully so that her cunt hovered just over my waiting dick. She bit her lip, looking down at me as she teasingly lowered herself just enough that the tip of my dock grazed against her wet folds. The minute I tried to enter her, she raised herself up, and I lost the moist warmth I was searching for.

An unrestrained whimper came out of me before I could stop it. Luna and Sage settled in behind Isla, I felt both of them placing themselves onto my thighs. Luna on my left, Sage on my right. The heat and wetness of them seeped onto my legs, and it only added to my desire to feel Isla’s around my cock.

Luna leaned closer to Isla, placing a kiss against her shoulder. “Don’t tease him so much, he can’t take it.”

Isla giggled as Sage came up on the other side, pressing a kiss against her neck.

“I say tease him more,” Sage argued. “He’s getting three women at once. We should make him work for it.”

They were like the angel and the devil sitting on Isla’s shoulder, trying to coax her on the best way to fuck me. Truthfully, I didn’t know which one of them I wanted to win. I tucked my hands behind my head as I waited to see what she wanted to do. I told her I would let her lead, and I meant that. It did also give me a lovely view of all three naked beautiful women staring down at me.

“You look like you’re already enjoying yourself, George,” Isla noted.

“I am,” I admitted, giving them a smirk.

Isla slowly lowered herself again, this time taking in just a bit more than the tip. I groaned, the sound coming from the bottom of my throat as I resisted the urge to thrust into her all at once. She lifted herself up again, but returned down almost immediately. The pace was slow, agonizingly so, and my cocky attitude began to dissipate as I was the one being worn down into a whimpering simp.

“Fuck,” I moaned. “God that feels—fuck!”

Isla has taken all of me inside of her, sitting proudly as she ground her hips just enough to hit a little deeper. She leaned down to press a chaste kiss against my lips, and I felt my own moan vibrating against her mouth.

As she sat back up, Luna and Sage had already started to entertain themselves. They watched us, Luna with her bottom lip stuck between her teeth, and Sage with an open hungriness like she couldn't decide which of us she wanted more. They rubbed themselves against my thighs, using the friction to relieve some of the arousal that they were experiencing. Isla leaned into them, and both Luna and Sage began to grope at her tenderly.

Sage had one hand massaging Isla’s breast, pinching at the delicate nipple to elicit short, staccato moans from her pink lips. Luna’s hand reached across to caress her clit, and Isla shuddered at the attention. Her head was thrown back, and it was all she could do to continue her slow thrusts onto my cock.

I decided to help her out. I grabbed her hips, lifting her up and down so that all she had to worry about was her own gratification. I kept the torturous pace she had set, despite my desire to slam up and into her. I waited for her to voice her needs.

“Does it feel good, Isla?” I asked her, my words coming out gravely. “You look like you’re enjoying yourself.”

A smile fluttered across her lips.

“I am,” she admitted. “It’s…the best I’ve ever felt…in my life.”

“The best, huh?” I said with a smirk. “I think we can do better than that. Can’t we ladies?”

“I think so…” Sage agreed, nipping at Isla’s earlobe.

Isla moaned, and I couldn’t take it anymore. My hips jerked up, hitting her harder than I had been before, and the answering whine I received only made me want more.

The movement of my thighs caused the other two women to slide further up, until they were all pressed together. As my cock pumped into Isla, my legs moved with more urgency across Sage and Luna’s cunts. I watched with delight and heavy arousal as I was simultaneously able to pleasure all three women at once.

They writhed together, clutching each other as they desperately reached for their pinnacles. It was only a question of who would reach theirs first.

Luna mewled, and her caresses against Isla’s clit slowed as she began to climax.

“Sage, take over for Luna,” I ordered.

She did so happily and Isla turned her head to the side to press a kiss against Luna’s cheek as she cried out with her pleasure.

Her orgasm rippled through all of us like the falling of dominoes. Isla went next, then Sage, then me. A chorus of ecstasy sang out from all of us at once at our delectation. I felt the weight of all four orgasms spread through my body. It was almost unbearable as it raced from my head, through my stomach, and out of my cock.

It probably only lasted a minute or two, but it felt like it stretched out for much longer. Isla pulsing around me, my own cock mimicking the rhythm. Sage and Luna trembling around us both as they came down from their releases.

I was mesmerized, intoxicated, as they all looked at me with satisfaction and desire. Their desire was mirrored in me, and I sat up with great care as we all moved in unison to find a new position. Isla, weary from her ordeal, sank back onto the makeshift bed, and I found I was not done with her yet. I sank between her thighs, and licked lovingly up her leg. She twitched, humming as I moved with gentleness and precision up towards her cunt.

Her wet, puffy folds welcomed me, and I kissed and nibbled at them as she mewled her encouragement. Sage moved in as well, coming in to clench her mouth onto one of Isla’s pink plump nipples.

Isla sighed, bringing her hand down so that she could caress Sage’s own need. Sage moaned, the sound muffled slightly by the nipple that she pulled up with her lips, sucking hard until she let it loose with a loud pop.

Isla twitched, and her hips jerked up closer to my face. I leaned in, licking up her clit as she sighed sweetly.

“It…feels nice,” she hummed.

Luna leaned in to press a kiss to her lips. “We want you to feel nice, Isla.”

“Just enjoy yourself,” Sage echoed.

“Want more,” Isla whispered, her words getting lost as I distracted her with my tongue. “I want your…George!”

She cried out, cumming again as the rush of her release emptied onto my tongue. I didn’t let up, I felt her tense again beneath me as I closed my lips around her swelling clit. Sage continued suckling at her breast, and Luna had moved to giving small nips and kisses against the underside of her jaw.

“Oh, God!” she screamed, another orgasm hitting almost as soon as she was finished with the first. She shuddered, trembling helplessly as Sage ran her tongue over the nipple she had been abusing.

After licking her mercilessly through her aftershocks, I climbed back up her body, pressing chaste kisses along the skin of her stomach. Each brush of my lips made her jolt, like I was sending little charges of electricity through her body.

“Do you still feel good, Isla?” I asked her.

Her eyelids fluttered, and she gave a small smile of satisfaction.

“Yes.”

“Do you still want more?”

She licked her lips, looking up at the three of us as we waited patiently for her answer.

“Yes.”

Sage leaned in, capturing her lips with her own. My dick twitched as I watched their tongues sliding over each other. Sage led confidently, opening her mouth wider as she coaxed Isla to do the same. Watching Sage’s tongue work her magic gave me an idea.

“Sage,” I ordered.

She turned back to me as Isla moved her kisses down Sage’s neck.

“I want you to eat Isla out next.”

Her eyes widened in delight at my idea, and she cradled Isla’s head in her hands.

“Isla, sweetie, lay back down. It’s my turn with you.”

Isla happily obliged, falling back again in an obedient heap. Sage settled herself down in her thighs, angling her ass up in the air. She waved it around, and I knew she was teasing me to take it. Luna settled back, watching everything unfold with great interest. Her own fingers slipped down to her cunt, rubbing slow circles around her clit. I’d have to turn my attention back to her again soon, but for now I wanted to orchestrate the idea that was laid brilliantly before me.

As Sage began licking against Isla’s cunt, I came in behind Sage. I gave her ass a good smack, enjoying the way that both she and Isla jumped at the action. My dick was aching, and I wanted to feel Sage around me again. I slid into her, and the moan she released was downright pornographic. Isla, too, answered her moan as she must have felt it resonating against her pussy.

I gripped Sage’s hips hard, and rather than thrust into her myself, I pushed her on and off of my dick. The pace I settled on was hard, and fast. I forced her hips back and forth, controlling her ability to please Isla as well. I had full authority over both of their pleasures, and I marvelled at the way they both crumbled underneath me.

Isla’s eyes locked on me, watching the way I fucked Sage with a nearly insatiable hunger. She lifted her hips up to give Sage better access to her, while at the same time asking me to allow her to receive more from Sage as well.

I complied, pressing my body harder into Sage so that her face was buried between Isla’s thighs, holding her in place securely with one hand on the back of her head, and I thrust my hips frantically inside of her.

Sage was lost in the pleasure, as Isla brought up her own hips up clumsily to make herself cum against Sage’s tongue, and I used her pussy for my own selfish desires.

I came first, grunting as I pulled out to cum all over Sage’s back, and Isla followed. Our eyes locked on each other, daring the other to look away first as we watched each other finish. Luna’s answering moan was the only thing to pull us away.

“God, that’s so fucking hot…” She moaned, her fingers moving faster against her own clit as she came. Her toes curled, mouth parting as the soft cry escaped her lips.

Sage rolled onto her back, licking her lips in satisfaction.

“Don’t forget about me,” she lilted.

“I didn’t,” Isla insisted. She adjusted herself so that she was right beside Sage, and she moved her hand to massage her clit.

Sage’s back arched, letting out another obscene cry as her hands grasped Isla’s shoulders tightly. Sage gripped her like her life depended on it, and Isla’s fingers moved with expert precision as she moved fast and hard against her.

I watched it unfold, wondering if I should move to Luna now, but I was unable to tear my eyes away from Sage and Isla. Isla wrapped her leg around Sage’s thigh, grinding against her as Sage continued to reach for her climax. My dick twitched for attention, and I began stroking it as I watched them pleasure each other.

Sage’s moans shortened, growing higher and louder as I knew that meant she was close. Isla whimpered against her, frantically reaching for their shared release. I groaned as my own strokes turned harder again. My dick was slicked with wetness; from my cum, from Isla’s, from Sage’s, and it made my hand slip even faster along my shaft. It was glorious.

Sage screamed out as she hit her climax.

“Oh fuck–fuck–fuck–god–don’t stop—”

She shuddered hard, and Isla followed almost instantly. She hummed, pressing into Isla as if they could get even closer than they already were. They held each other, whimpering and sighing as they came down.

My orgasm hit me again, and I splashed my release onto the blanket beneath me as I got off to watching them. I wondered briefly if it was similar to how they had been together that first night, and the thought of that brought my attention back to Luna.

Luna lounged across the blankets, seeming perfectly satisfied as she watched all of us from the sidelines, but I suspected it was her turn, now.

I gave her a grin as our gazes met, and I crawled over to her.

“You look a little lonely over here,” I observed.

“Do I?” She asked, smirking as I brushed my fingers gently over the soft skin of her calves.

“I think we should do something about that,” I announced. I glanced over my shoulder as Sage and Isla turned their attention towards us. “What do you two think?”

Isla smiled as Sage disentangled herself.

“We have been a little neglectful of Luna,” Isla admitted with a sheepish grin.

Sage crawled over on all fours like a tiger hunting its prey. She settled beside Luna, whose gaze was locked on her the entire time. Placing a hand underneath her chin, Sage lifted Luna’s head up, extending it as far as it would go before Sage finally slipped her tongue into her mouth.

Luna moaned, pulling away for a brief moment as she whispered, “Fuck, I think Sage is the best kisser out of all of us.”

Sage smirked with satisfaction. “You’re not too bad yourself.”

I moved my attention to her small, perfect breasts. Rolling my thumb over her right one, she opened her legs just as Isla moved to settle between them.

Isla took up a different tactic this time. She adjusted herself so that their thighs could rub against each other’s heat, evidently she needed more attention, too. Luna seemed happy about the arrangement, and they moved together in a steady rhythm that had them both whining in pleasure in no time. Sage continued sucking on Luna’s tongue, the lewd smacking of their lips bringing my attention back to my cock. I chose to give it a rest, instead focusing on playing with Luna’s breasts as I laid beside her.

Luna, however, had a better idea. Her free hand came up to cradle my cock, and she stroked me with a relentlessness that matched the speed of her and Isla’s movements. With her other hand, she placed her palm against Sage’s warmth, and we all enjoyed the shared intimacy together again.

I wasn’t sure how many more times I could cum, but having us all together like this, enjoying each other and pleasing one another, it was better than all of the other nights combined. We held each other, cradled each other, caressed and kissed our way across every single inch of each other until there were no secrets amongst us. I knew their minds and their bodies almost better than I knew my own, and I knew they felt the same about me.

The shared love and joy between us swept us up in its current, tossing us across the rocks of ecstasy until we all came together again. We collapsed, bodies tangled together as we all came down from the shared high. The only sound now between us was the panting of our breaths. The smell of sweat and musk and cum hung like a thick fog between us, but it only served as a reminder of our connection, our bond that we had forged together.

Isla giggled, and I raised my head to see what was amusing her, and found my dick was once again standing erect, demanding even more attention.

“Are you still not satisfied, George?” she giggled again.

I chuckled. “I guess I’m not.”

“Three women at once isn’t enough for you?” Sage teased.

“Maybe he just needs a little more from us,” Luna suggested.

She sat up first, curling her finger towards the other women who followed her lead. I laid still on my back, watching and waiting to see what they had planned for me. The head of my dick began leaking again in anticipation.

The women sat together by my legs. Luna on my left, then Sage, then Isla. They exchanged a look, and then in unison they all leaned their faces down to my cock. I gasped, realizing what was about to happen the instant before their tongues collided onto my shaft.

Their tongues slid together, working in tandem to help me fully find gratification. I could only throw my head back, willing my eyes to stay open so I could watch three beautiful women suck me off at the same time. My hands tangled in the blankets beneath me as my toes curled so hard it was almost painful. I whimpered, crying out as I felt the familiar tension tightening in my groin.

Luna’s mouth moved to suck on one of my balls, leaving Sage and Isla to lap at my dick. Sage’s mouth focused on my head, as Isla’s tongue ran up and down my shaft. I’d never felt such a sensation before, and it wasn’t long before I was just on the verge of cumming.

“Fuck…I’m gonna—I’m—”

My dick gushed out, squirting cum all over their faces. My vision went black as the orgasm rushed through my body, and I felt like my skin had erupted into flames. It was perfect, amazing, and as I came down I finally felt the full weight of my elation settle.

Isla spluttered as some of my cum had gotten into her eye. Sage laughed, and she grabbed her face to lick it clean. Luna leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss against my mouth, and I reached up to hold her in place as I deepened it.

I was happy, so ecstatically happy that I almost didn’t care if we completed the ritual or not. We curled up together. Luna was under one of my arms, with Isla on the other, and Sage lay on the other side of Isla.

“Did we do it?” Isla asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I turned as much as I could to view the altar behind me, but still only two of the words glowed.

The high we had all felt from sex crashed down around us as the doubt began to creep in. I rubbed Isla’s back in a soothing motion, and Luna curled into me further.

Sage loosened a breath. “Even if it doesn’t, even if we all do have to suffer for the rest of our lives…I just wanted to say that I’m really glad to have met you all. I—I love you. All of you. And I wouldn’t change anything.”

Isla sniffled, and her voice was thick with unshed tears as she agreed, “I love you Sage. And George, and Luna. I want to be with all of you forever.”

“Me, too,” Luna added, and she also sounded on the verge of tears. “I never expected something as wonderful as this when I came out for this event. Even if we failed, I’ve never felt so happy or loved in my entire life. You all mean the world to me. I love you all more than I can even express.”

“I…I feel like I came alive this weekend,” I began. “I didn’t realize how truly lost I was, how much I had pushed myself to the side in order to do what I thought was expected of me. You three have taught me so much, and I have never loved anyone in my life the way I love you. Sage, Isla, Luna, I feel so lucky and so blessed to be here. I’m so happy I came here. That I stuck around. That I took a chance. I love you, I love you, I love you.”

The altar glowed. A bright, brilliant red, brighter than anything it had given off before. I held onto the women tightly, squeezing my eyes shut as I waited for the inevitable.

This time when I awoke on the beach, I wasn’t alone. I sat up, finding Luna, Sage, and Isla beside me. They looked around in amazement and wonder at the scene before them. Scrambling to my feet, I looked around to find Venus. Did this mean we succeeded? Was she going to grant us our desires? If she was, I wanted to be sure that she would take my request.

“Well done!” A sultry voice cried.

Our group turned in unison as a woman and man walked across the ocean towards us. The waves lapped at their feet, yet they hovered above the water as if they were walking across a glass bridge.

I gaped at the couple, the most beautiful woman and the most attractive man I had ever seen in my life. The woman wore a silken sheen cloth, draped around her body yet hiding nothing of it. Her appearance shifted like an optical illusion, and I couldn’t quite get a grasp on the color of her hair, her skin, or her eyes. The man was dressed in Roman armor, with long dark hair and piercing black eyes, holding a helmet tucked beneath one arm. He gave me a firm nod once they approached. I nodded back, though I imagined I didn’t look quite as glorious as he did.

Venus walked up to us, her eyes glancing over at each of us individually.

“As promised, I shall grant each of you a wish. Whatever your heart desires. Who would like to go first?” Her eyes, at once golden, green, and silver, turned towards me.

I cleared my throat, knowing exactly what I wanted to ask for.

“I want you to heal Isla,” I said without hesitation.

Isla gasped in surprise, though Venus smiled as if that was exactly what she was expecting.

“I want you to heal her, too,” Luna added.

“That’s also my wish,” Sage finished.

Isla looked like she wanted to cry. Her lip wobbled, and her eyes darted between the three of us like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“But…” she stuttered. “But what about your dreams? I don’t want you to give those up because of me.”

“They don’t have to,” Venus answered. “But they would because of their love for you, my sweet.”

Isla swallowed, jutting her chin out in determination. “Then my wish is for them to achieve their dreams, and…and for all of us to remain together.”

Venus placed a kiss onto Isla’s forehead, then turned her kaleidoscope gaze onto us all again.

“Go out into the world with your new strengthened bond. You shall create and inspire, spreading love and harmony to all in my name. With the love you four will produce, I’m sure I’ll be sustained for at least the next century.” She smiled, and pressed her hand to her lips as she bid us farewell, and the beach dissolved around us.

When I awoke again, I was still curled around Luna, Sage, and Isla. We were all clinging to each other, finding ways to make sure we touched every other person. Luna was already awake, and when she saw me stir, she pressed a kiss against my cheek.

“Do you suppose it’s time to wake everyone up?” She asked.

I sighed. “I guess we will have to leave this place eventually.”

“Maybe we’ll come back one day,” she suggested.

I smiled, thinking of us coming back to this spot like an anniversary. I didn’t know if that was possible, but I hoped it was.

Isla shifted, being woken up by our conversation. Her eyes fluttered open, and she let out a heavy groan.

“Ugh my back is killing me,” she complained.

“Hey, at least this was better than the hard dirt like I had to deal with!” Luna exclaimed.

“And me! Three times as much as you!” I reminded her.

Luna laughed, and Sage rolled over in her sleep.

“Five more minutes…” she grumbled.

I tried to imagine waking up every morning like this. The idea filled me with such unbridled joy I was sure my chest was going to burst wide open.

We allowed ourselves a few more minutes of indulgence until the growling of our stomachs became too much to bear, and then we finally emerged from our nest. There was a hum of tension in the air as we all silently questioned where we would be going from here. Back to our real lives? Away from each other?

“It won’t be forever,” Isla said, breaking up the silence and answering our thoughts.

“You don’t think so?” Sage asked.

Isla shook her head. “No, I think we go back, and we finish our dreams. Then, once everything is settled, we come back to each other. Living the lives we’ve always wanted.”

I smiled. “That sounds nice.”

“Doesn’t it?” Isla asked. “I can’t wait. We have a whole wide future before us, and I know that together we can face whatever it has to offer.”

Luna grinned. “I like that. Should we do a toast? One last one before we go our separate ways for now?”

I grabbed the unopened bottle of brandy from the cabinet, and I poured out a small amount into glasses for everyone.

“What do we toast to?” I asked.

“To us!” Luna exclaimed. “What else?”

We all responded enthusiastically, clinking our glasses together as we said in unison, “To us!”
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Chapter One


The ferry was a converted fishing vessel with a name I couldn't read from the harbor and a manifest that appeared to consist entirely of cases of bottled water and a pallet of flat-pack shelving. I was the only passenger.

That should have told me something.

I stood at the bow for the forty-minute crossing because the cabin smelled like diesel and old rope and I'd eaten a sandwich too quickly on the mainland bus, and the salt air was a kindness. The island resolved itself slowly out of the late-morning haze: a dark hump of rock and gorse, then the white column of the lighthouse, then the squared-off hulk of old stone buildings at the harbor. Someone had planted a windsock near the jetty that was doing something energetic in the August wind.

I had two bags. One was a proper duffel, broken-in and reliable. The other was a gym bag I'd bought in a supermarket because I didn't own enough things anymore to fill a second bag and I wasn't ready to buy a suitcase for the same reason. The contract in my jacket pocket said Keeper, Category B, Seasonal Probationary Appointment and I'd signed it on a Tuesday evening at a kitchen table that was going to belong to someone else by October. I'd barely read it. The salary was modest, the accommodation was included, and the alternative was continuing to exist in a rented room above a kebab shop in Guildford while my former life redistributed itself into storage boxes and legal letters.

The other alternative was staying put in the life that had failed. I'd had fourteen months of that already.

Viewed against those options, the lighthouse had seemed like a reasonable idea when I'd found the listing on a government jobs website at eleven-thirty on a Wednesday night. Viewed from the bow of a fishing-boat ferry with the North Sea doing its grey, rolling, indifferent thing in every direction, it still seemed like a reasonable idea, which surprised me. I'd expected to arrive and feel something give way — some final acknowledgment of how absurd the whole thing was. Instead there was just the wind and the smell of salt and the island getting larger and the sense, dumb as it was, that I was moving toward something rather than away from it.

The windsock snapped. A herring gull tracked the ferry for a hundred meters, considered me, decided I was uninteresting, and peeled away.

Marcus Hale was waiting at the jetty. I recognized him from the video call we'd had three weeks earlier — a lean man in his early fifties, waterproof jacket, the kind of tan that came from somewhere considerably warmer than this island. He waved with his whole arm when I came down the gangway, the way you wave at someone you're genuinely pleased to see and also in a mild hurry to leave.

"Mills," he said. "Good trip?"

"Fine."

"Excellent. Right." He was already reaching into his jacket pocket. He produced a keyring — two keys, one with a wrap of red electrical tape around the bow. "Red one is the cottage. The other's the lamp room. You'll need it for the weekly lamp check." He pointed vaguely at the lighthouse, as if I might not have spotted it. "Instructions are in the maintenance manual in the cottage. Third shelf, blue cover. Self-explanatory once you're in front of the thing."

"I have questions," I said.

"Course you do." He produced his phone, showed me a contact already on screen. "That's me, ring any time. I'll be in and out this summer, bit stretched at the moment, but everything you need is in the cottage. Previous bloke left it in good order." A pause, fractional, in which something passed across his face that I couldn't fully read. "You'll be fine."

"The previous keeper," I said. "How long was he here?"

"Not long enough," Marcus said, pleasantly. "But that's not a comment on the role." He was moving toward the gangway while he said it. "Ring if anything catches fire. Literally catches fire." He said it over his shoulder, and then the gangway was between us, and he was gone.

I stood on the jetty with my bags and the keys and watched the ferry reverse out into the harbor mouth. The island was quiet except for the wind and distant gulls and a low mechanical sound that might have been a generator somewhere up the slope. A cat sat on the top of a stone wall near the end of the jetty and watched me with the focused professional judgment of something that had assessed many arrivals and found most of them lacking.

"I know," I said.

The path to the lighthouse was marked by a wooden signpost that had been repainted recently enough to still be legible, though the post itself was leaning in a way that suggested the next winter would settle the matter. I followed it up a gravel track through low scrub, past a row of stone outbuildings with salt-bleached doors, past a rusted iron bollard that might have been maritime infrastructure or might have been someone's attempt at decoration — it was impossible to tell — and around a low rise that opened suddenly into a view I hadn't prepared for.

The sea was everywhere. North, east, south — water in three directions, moving and grey-green and enormous, and then the lighthouse in the middle of it all, white stone, the lamp room at the top glinting in the August light. From down here it looked utterly certain of itself. A thing that had been doing exactly one job for a very long time and had no doubts about the arrangement.

I had profound doubts about the arrangement. But I picked up my bags and walked toward the cottage door.

Inside: a kitchen with a cast-iron range and a two-ring gas hob, a sitting room with two armchairs and windows looking out over the water, a narrow staircase, a bedroom with a bed made up with institutional precision and a view that made up for everything the room lacked in warmth. The walls were hung with nautical charts, annotated in several different hands over what appeared to be decades — depth markings, hazard notations, someone's CHECK APRIL/OCT in red biro across the corner of the largest one.

And then the shelves.

Three full floor-to-ceiling runs of them against the back wall of the sitting room, loaded with more printed matter than I'd seen in one domestic space since a friend's academic father had died and left his study to be cleared. Lighthouse Operations and Maintenance: Category B Installations. Fog Signal Equipment: Field Reference, Second Edition. Lamp Mechanism Service Manual — a fat volume, well-thumbed. A series of black hardback logbooks going back to 1953, the spines labeled by year in handwriting that got progressively smaller and more cramped as they approached the present. Supplementary binders. Amendment volumes. Laminated cards in yellow and red: Emergency Override Procedures — Do Not Attempt Without Training. A laminated card in green that read In Case of Fog with a numbered list I couldn't read from across the room.

I set my bags down and stood in front of it all.

"Okay," I said, to the room.

I made tea. There was milk in the fridge that had either been left by someone recently or was evidence of Marcus's optimism about my arrival time. I used it before I could think too hard about the question. I stood by the kitchen window with the mug and looked out at the water and at the lighthouse and at the way the August light was doing something complicated to both.

I was thirty-seven years old. I had a project management certification, twelve years of mid-level corporate experience, a working knowledge of Excel, and the ability to parallel-park a transit van. None of these things appeared on the laminated emergency cards. I was going to need to read a great many manuals.

But not today. It was barely past noon, the light was extraordinary, and there was a door to the outside. I took my tea and I used it.

She was sitting in the grass on the seaward side of the lighthouse, maybe twenty meters from the cottage door. For a moment I didn't see her at all — she was wearing a wide-brimmed hat and her clothes were olive and muted grey, the colors of someone who'd dressed to disappear into a landscape. Then I saw the easel. Then I saw what was on it: the lighthouse, rendered in washes of blue and white and a particular warm amber that I didn't understand until I looked up at the lamp room glass and realized she was painting exactly what it looked like in this light, at this hour.

"Hello," I said.

She turned. Mid-thirties, probably — the hat made it difficult to say, and she had the unhurried quality of someone who'd been sitting still long enough to have stopped being clock-aware. Dark hair, a streak of paint on her forearm that she hadn't noticed or had decided wasn't worth the interruption. She looked at me with the calm, assessing interest of someone who wasn't surprised to see me but hadn't been expecting me quite so soon.

"Hello," she said. "You must be the new keeper."

"That's what the contract says."

She smiled, briefly. "Marcus told us there'd be someone new this summer. He didn't say when." She looked me over once — not unkindly, just with attention. "I'm Clara."

"John."

She looked back at her painting and made a small adjustment with the brush — a half-inch of amber she'd clearly had exactly right before she touched it, and now had to give back. She didn't seem annoyed by the interruption, just concentrated in the way of someone for whom the work mattered more than the conversation, while still being genuinely fine with the conversation.

"I didn't realize anyone painted out here," I said.

"I come every August. This is my third summer." She tilted her head, reading the lighthouse from a slight angle. "The light at this hour does something specific to the lamp room glass. By September the angle changes and it's gone."

I looked at the painting. She'd caught it — that amber bleed into the white, the way the glass seemed to hold the light from inside rather than just bounce it off the surface.

"You know this place better than I do," I said.

"Almost certainly." No smugness in it — just accuracy. "I know where the generator shed is. I know the keeper's stores are in the second outbuilding, behind the one with the blue door. I know the path down to the seaward rocks is fine at low tide and impassable at high. I know the lamp room smells like warm metal on hot days and that the mechanism makes a sound like a very patient clock when it's running." She paused and dipped the brush. "I've never been inside the lamp room, though. The keepers don't usually offer."

"I've never been inside either," I said. "I only arrived an hour ago."

That stopped her. She turned and looked at me properly — the brush hand lowered, the hat tilted back slightly. "Marcus left you to it."

"He gave me a key and a phone number."

She considered this for a moment, and something moved in her expression that I couldn't entirely name — sympathy, maybe, or a kind of recognition. "The manuals are better than they look," she said finally. "Intimidating at first. But the lamp mechanism is straightforward once you've actually seen it run. The book makes it more complicated than it is." She was painting again, small deliberate strokes. "I've watched two keepers learn it. Takes about a week before they stop looking vaguely ill when they go up there."

"How long did they last?"

"Four months, and a full summer plus November." A beat. "Marcus gets through keepers."

"He said the previous one left things in good order."

"Marcus says a lot of things," she said it without heat, the same tone she might use to note that the weather was likely to turn. "He's not a liar, exactly. He just edits."

I thought about the fractional pause when he'd said the previous bloke left it in good order, and the way he'd moved toward the ferry gangway before I'd finished my sentence. "I noticed," I said.

She glanced at me over her shoulder. "How long are you planning to stay?"

"That's a good question."

"It's the one that matters." She looked back at her canvas. "The island doesn't suit everyone. The ones who make it through the first winter either stay a long time or leave in the spring convinced they've experienced something profound." A corner of her mouth lifted. "The ones who leave in the spring write about it later."

"What about the ones who stay?"

"They stop needing to write about it."

I liked that. I filed it away somewhere useful, next to the amber light on the lamp room glass and the laminated cards I hadn't read yet.

We settled into a companionable silence for a stretch — her working, me standing with my tea cooling, the lighthouse between us and the sea doing its large, indifferent, continuous thing on three sides. The wind had dropped slightly and the island had a quality of enclosure that I hadn't expected, a closed-in warmth given the exposure. The grass was dry and the gorse smelled faintly of something sweet underneath the salt.

"The long building behind the lighthouse," I said, after a while. "Curved roof. I couldn't figure out what it was."

"Nissen hut. There are four of them over the rise. This was a naval forward post in the Second World War — they used the lighthouse to guide in supply ships." She didn't look up from her painting. "Some of them have been converted. Ros rents them out in the summer as holiday lets."

"Ros."

"She lives here year-round. You'll meet her soon." A pause, something warm and slightly amused in it. "She'll have thoughts about you."

"Should I worry?"

"Probably not. She has thoughts about everyone." She rinsed a brush, chose a smaller one. "She had thoughts about me the first summer I came. Now she leaves milk in the cottage fridge before I arrive." She tilted the painting, considered something, made a tiny decision. "The milk in your fridge is also from Ros, for what it's worth."

That explained the milk. It also told me something about the island — that it was the kind of place where someone who'd never met you knew you were coming and left something out. I wasn't sure if that was comforting or unnerving. It felt like both, which probably meant I was going to be fine.

She worked until the light began its slow shift toward evening, the amber deepening as the sun dropped, the shadow of the lighthouse extending across the grass in a long diagonal. I'd gone back inside at some point and unpacked both bags, found where the previous keeper had stacked the kitchen things, inspected the range, and failed to operate the gas hob correctly twice before succeeding on the third attempt. When I came back out she was wrapping the painting board carefully in wax paper and dismantling the easel with the speed of long practice.

She looked at the lighthouse once more before she picked everything up — the long look of someone confirming something rather than seeing it for the first time.

"I'm in the third cottage," she said, nodding toward the rise. "Past the Nissen huts, the one with the blue window frame." She settled the easel under one arm, the paint box under the other. "I was going to open a bottle of wine tonight. If you've located the glasses, you're welcome to come."

I had located the glasses. They were on the second shelf of the kitchen cupboard, six of them, the stems slightly mismatched — the kind of collection that accumulates in a place that's been lived in by a series of people who each brought one or two things and left them behind.

"Seven o'clock," I said.

"Seven." She walked across the grass toward the rise without looking back, the easel over her shoulder, unhurried, the hat still pulled against the lowering sun.

I stood by the lighthouse door and watched the lamp room do its amber thing without her there to paint it.

I was hungry, and I had no food in the cottage yet, and there were at least forty manuals I needed to read before I understood the first thing about this job, and the ferry ran twice a week, and the previous keeper had left in November for reasons that hadn't been explained, and I had a dinner invitation on my first evening on the island with a woman who knew the place better than I did and had paint on her arm and opinions about people who stayed versus people who left.

Perhaps things would be all right.
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Chapter Two


Iwoke at half past six to the sound of the lamp mechanism cycling down.

I didn't know that's what it was, not yet. I lay in the narrow bed and listened to the mechanical settling — a descending hum, a sequence of clicks, then silence — and thought: that's a thing I'm responsible for and have no idea how to operate.

Then I thought about the previous evening.

Clara had opened a Côtes du Rhône that was better than anything I'd have brought and set two glasses on the low table in front of her window. She'd asked me questions that weren't soft: what the marriage had actually been, what I'd been like inside it, why the lighthouse specifically out of all the things I could have done. She listened to my answers without offering consolation or analysis. Both would have been less useful. I'd walked back across the rise in the dark at half ten, the lighthouse beam still rotating overhead, and stood outside the cottage for a minute looking up at it.

Now the beam had stopped. Which presumably it was supposed to do at dawn. Which was presumably covered in one of the forty-odd manuals on the shelves.

I made coffee and pulled the maintenance manual — blue cover, third shelf, exactly where Marcus had said — and sat down.

By eight o'clock I'd established the following: the lamp mechanism was a fourth-order dioptric lens driven by a clockwork rotation system with an electric motor backup, and the weekly maintenance cycle involved fourteen discrete steps I couldn't yet perform because I didn't know where eight of the tools were, couldn't identify three of the components from the diagrams, and had inherited a lamp with a manual override lever the book described as emergency use only — consult qualified technician before operation. There was a footnote to this warning. The footnote cited a 1987 amendment. The 1987 amendment binder was on the shelf, but when I opened it the relevant section had been removed and replaced with a handwritten note reading see updated procedures — M.H. followed by a date in 1991 and nothing else.

I made a second coffee and wrote what happened to the 1987 amendment on a piece of paper and put it under the sugar bowl.

I was still at the table, ringed by open manuals, when the knock came.

"You look like you're studying for something you're going to fail," Clara said.

She was carrying a canvas bag, the wide-brimmed hat replaced by a loose plait. Dressed differently today — lighter, less like camouflage. She looked at the table with the assessing eye of someone who'd watched lighthouse keepers work through this particular problem before.

"Probably," I said. "Coffee?"

"Please."

She came in and looked at the spread of open manuals without touching anything. Then she leaned over the table to read the handwritten note in the amendment binder and her plait fell forward over one shoulder and she smelled like paint and something warmer underneath — sunscreen, or just morning.

"M.H. is Marcus," she said.

"I gathered."

"He was keeper here briefly, before he went administrative. Before my time, but Ros knew him then." She read the date. "Whatever he updated the procedures to isn't in this cottage."

"That tracks."

"Have you been up to the lamp room yet?"

"No."

"Right." She picked up her coffee. "Bring the maintenance manual."

The lamp room was ninety-one steps up — I counted — the stairwell winding tight through the lighthouse body, narrowing as it went, the walls curved stone and damp metal smell, two small iron maintenance doors along the way that I wasn't ready to think about. Then the stairwell opened into the lamp room and everything reversed: suddenly the sky was everywhere.

The lens was nothing like the diagrams. Up close it was a ring of prisms and glass panels arranged around the light source, four feet across, and when the morning sun caught it through the windows it broke into colors that ran across the iron floor and curved walls like something that had no engineering justification.

"The dioptric element," Clara said. She was pointing with the authority of someone who'd reconciled the manual with the actual object in front of her. "Rotation mechanism underneath — drive collar there, motor housing beside it. The clockwork backup is in the cabinet behind you."

I turned. A cabinet I'd walked past without registering, containing a mechanical assembly of springs and gears the size of a small engine block.

"How do you know all this?"

"I asked. The keeper before last let me come up a few times and I asked enough questions that he eventually just explained it properly." She put her hand flat on the rotation collar, feeling the metal. "This is where the override lever is. The one the manual warns about."

She pointed to an iron handle set into the drive collar, hinged and pinned in the retracted position. It had the look of something installed as a last resort.

"Has anyone used it?"

"Once, apparently. Not David. The one before David." She looked at me. "Which may be why the manual for it is missing."

I filed that next to the note under the sugar bowl and the way Marcus had moved toward the ferry gangway before I'd finished my first question.

We stood a moment in the lamp room with the sun moving through the prisms and the sea in three directions. A container ship sat on the northern horizon, steady and small. Below, the island made its compact shape — stone buildings, Nissen huts, the jetty windsock, Clara's cottage with its blue window frame.

"It's a good job," she said. "When you know it."

"Is it?"

"It's one thing, done every day. Most jobs are twenty things, badly, differently each time." She turned from the window. "When you know the lamp, you know everything. There's no hidden complexity."

I thought about the fourteen steps I couldn't yet complete and the amendment that didn't exist and the lever I definitely wasn't touching. "I'll report back," I said.

She smiled — closer to the surface than last night, less considered — and said, "Come on. I'll show you where the toolkit actually is."

It was in a locked cabinet in the first outbuilding, behind a peg labeled spare chain with no chain on it. The key was on a hook inside the cottage back door, unlabeled. She had known both of these things.

"David told me where the spare key was in case of emergency," she said. "I've been meaning to tell someone. It was waiting for someone to tell."

We carried the toolkit back and I ran the first six steps of the maintenance cycle with her reading the procedure aloud while I worked, patient with the pauses, not prone to jumping ahead. By eleven I had steps one through six done and a real working understanding of the rest.

"You learn fast," she said.

"Practice. Different context — project management. The underlying skill is identical. Read the manual, ask the right questions, pretend you understand more than you do until you actually do." I closed the binder. "Did you sleep?"

"Well enough. The mechanism woke me my first morning here. That cycling-down sound — I thought something had broken." A corner of her mouth lifted. "I went and knocked on David's door in my dressing gown."

"What did he do?"

"Explained the mechanism thoroughly, made me tea, was extremely professional." A beat. "I think he was quite lonely by then."

"Were you two —"

"No." Not defensive. "I've never brought anyone here. That's the point of coming — the one place I come alone. My reset." She held my look for a moment. Something moved in it. "Was."

The word sat between us doing more than one job.

She uncurled from the armchair and crossed the room and kissed me. One hand came up to my jaw, deliberate, like she was checking a measurement. I kissed her back and felt the tension in it — two people who'd been moving toward something since the previous evening and had finally stopped pretending the direction was in question.

We made it to the bottom of the staircase before we stopped again. I had her back against the wall and she had her hands in my shirt, untucking it, and when I pushed her hair back from her neck and put my mouth there she made a low sound and tilted her head to give me more room. I walked her up the stairs with my hands on her hips, both of us shedding clothes on the landing — her shirt, my shirt — and then the bedroom and the bed with its military corners that we undid in short order.

She was decisive. That was what I noticed first and kept noticing: no ambiguity, no performance, just direct and specific about what she wanted. She pulled me down on top of her and reached between us to wrap her hand around me and said, matter-of-factly, "Yes, like that" when I moved against her palm, and I laughed, and she laughed too, and then she guided me in and the laughing stopped because there was no room left for it.

She was warm and tight and made a short, sharp sound when I pushed all the way into her the first time — not pain, just intensity, her hips lifting to meet me. I held still a moment with my face against her throat, feeling her breathe, and she said "don't stop" in a tone that left no room for interpretation, so I didn't.

I learned her fast. The soft inner curve of her thigh where pressure made her grip my hip harder. The specific rhythm — not fast, not tentative, something deliberate and sustained — that pulled her breathing apart. She had paint on her collarbone, a streak I hadn't seen before, and I put my mouth there and she said yes, that in the exact tone she'd used when I got a maintenance step right, and I laughed against her skin, and she dug her fingernails in lightly and said "don't stop doing that either."

She came the first time with her head pushed back into the pillow and her thighs locked around me, working herself against me through it, chasing what she needed without apology. The second time I had my mouth on her and she had a hand in my hair and was very specific about direction and pressure in a way I found genuinely useful, and when she came the second time she said my name once, clearly, like she wanted to confirm I was the person causing it.

We lay afterward in the broken bed with the August heat in the room and the sea visible through the window, doing its indifferent thing.

"I don't usually do this," she said.

"On the island."

"Anywhere, particularly." A pause. "I mean what I said about coming here alone. It matters."

"I know."

"I don't know if you do yet."

"No," I said. "But I'm taking it seriously."

A beat. Then: "Good." Set down carefully, in the right place.

She left at five, an hour before dark, canvas bag over her shoulder, hat back on, the self-sufficient manner of someone with the rest of her day organized. At the cottage door she paused.

"Steps seven through eleven," she said. "If you want."

"I want."

The brief smile, and then she walked out across the grass and over the rise.

I stood in the doorway watching the empty rise for longer than made sense, then went back to the table and the manuals and the toolkit. I found step seven. I read it through twice.

I didn't know whether she'd come back tomorrow. She'd said she would, and everything that had happened between us felt like something she didn't do lightly. But she'd told me what this place was for her — a deliberate solitude, deliberately kept — and I was a complication she hadn't planned on. What she'd said with her body all morning was one kind of answer. Tomorrow would be another.

The lamp mechanism would cycle on again at dusk. I had three hours and eight more steps.

I kept reading.
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Chapter Three


Clara came back the next morning as she'd said she would, and we finished the maintenance cycle in two hours — steps seven through fourteen, methodical and unhurried, her reading the procedure and me working through it with growing confidence. When I cycled the lamp on at the end and the mechanism ran its full rotation without complaint, she looked at it with the same expression she had when a painting came out right: a contained, private satisfaction that wasn't about me.

"You've got it," she said.

"I've got steps one through fourteen," I said. "That's different from having it."

"Less different than you think."

She had a canvas to work on that afternoon — the seaward face again, different light than the evening. She left with her bag over her shoulder and a look back from the doorway that was warm but uncomplicated, and I stood in the cottage with the clean toolkit put away and the maintenance manual closed and the sense, for the first time since I'd arrived, that I might actually be capable of this job.

The afternoon was mine. The lamp was on. The manual was read. There was no good reason not to go and see the rest of the island.

From the lighthouse the island radiated outward in several directions, most of them short. South was the harbor and the jetty and the stone row of supply buildings, facing the mainland crossing. North was open headland and, past it, the seaward cliffs. East was the direction I hadn't tried yet: the far side of the rise, beyond the Nissen huts Clara had mentioned on the first day.

I followed the track inland. The gorse grew lower here, beaten down by wind, and the ground changed character from the harbor side — drier, rougher, more stone surfacing through the shallow soil. The WWII infrastructure appeared gradually: a concrete apron half-buried by decades of vegetation, a rusted pipe emerging from the hillside with no evident source or destination, a low bunker mouth blocked by a timber door that had swollen shut and clearly hadn't moved in years. There was a plaque bolted to the bunker that had been legible once but was now mostly verdigris, HMS — and then nothing readable. Somewhere in there was presumably the naval history Clara had mentioned — the forward post, the supply ships using the lighthouse beam, the men who'd been stationed here during the war. The island held it all at a slight remove, the way a scar holds the shape of an injury without being the injury anymore.

The four Nissen huts sat in a sheltered dip on the lee side of the rise, arranged in a loose arc around a rectangle of mown grass that someone had recently mowed and edged. Three of them had been visibly worked on — whitewashed exterior, new window frames, the corrugated roofline painted over in dark green that made them read less like military salvage and more like something deliberate. The fourth still had its original wartime character: raw metal, no windows replaced, a padlock on the door.

Two of the renovated huts had cars parked beside them. Holiday lets, then, as Clara had said.

The third renovated hut had a woman outside it, drilling a screw into a door hinge with the focused efficiency of someone who knew which screw was wrong before she'd touched it. Mid-forties, dark working clothes, hair cut practically short on one side and longer on the other in a way that managed to look neither fashionable nor accidental. She didn't look up when I came over the rise, but she said, without pausing the drill:

"You'd be the new keeper."

"That keeps being the opener," I said.

"Small island." She finished the screw, tested the hinge, found it satisfactory, and stood up. She looked at me with the frank, quick assessment of someone accustomed to forming accurate views quickly and not bothering to conceal them. "Ros Farnham. I own the huts. I know everything that happens on this island, which I mention upfront so you don't waste time being coy about it."

"John Mills."

"I know." She leaned the drill against the hut wall and pulled off one work glove. "Marcus told me you were coming. Didn't tell me much else, which is standard for Marcus." She looked me over once more. "Have you used the radio yet?"

"What radio?"

She closed her eyes briefly. It was not the expression of someone surprised; it was the expression of someone whose prior prediction had just been confirmed. "The VHF radio. In the lamp room cabinet. Right side, mounted on the wall."

I had not been in the lamp room cabinet on the right side. I had been in the left cabinet, where the clockwork backup lived. I had not looked at the right one.

"I'll add it to the list," I said.

"Do that." She picked up the drill. "The coastguard does a scheduled check on channel sixteen every morning at eight. You should be answering it. Have you been answering it?"

"I've been here three days."

"So no."

She said it without particular judgment, just notation.

"The lamp-room logbook has the radio procedure on the inside cover. Check it today."

"Today," I said.

"Before dark." She looked at the hut door, satisfied with the hinge, and began gathering her tools. "You've met Clara."

"First evening."

"I know." Something in her expression shifted — not disapproval, not quite amusement, something more layered than either. "She's a good person to know first. She'll tell you the things about this island worth knowing." She picked up her toolbox. "She won't tell you the things that aren't worth knowing until they become worth knowing, which is also correct."

"What things?"

Ros looked at me. "Buy me dinner and I might elaborate."

I almost said I'd buy her dinner tonight, but she was already walking toward the middle hut with the toolbox, and the sentence felt presumptuous — I'd been on the island three days and she'd known it her whole life. "How about the other way around," I said instead. "You've got more to teach me than I've got to teach you."

She stopped walking and turned around. The expression had shifted again — the layered thing now much closer to amusement. "Fair assessment," she said. "Come for dinner Thursday. Bring wine, nothing fancy, I'm not a guest."

"I'll be there."

"Good." She reached the hut door and opened it without looking back. "Go find that radio."

I found the radio.

It was exactly where she'd said — the right-side cabinet in the lamp room, a VHF marine set mounted on the wall, its charging cable coiled neatly alongside. The lamp-room logbook was on the small shelf above the lamp mechanism itself, a black hardback matching the ones downstairs, and when I opened the inside cover there was the radio procedure in the same small, precise handwriting as the annual logs: 08:00 daily, ch. 16, coastguard check-in, confirm lamp operational and weather condition. Below that, in a different hand: Also monitor ch. 67 for local vessel traffic. MCA Humber controls this sector.

I read it twice. Then I read the logbook itself, starting at the most recent entry, which was David's final one — a weather observation, a lamp check, nothing unusual — and worked backward through the summer. He'd been careful and regular. His entries were brief, informative, occasionally wry: Fog bank settled overnight, burned off 0930. Lamp operational throughout. No maritime incident. Gannets returned. I liked him, from his logbook, in the way you can like a person from the evidence of their attention.

I was still reading when the radio crackled.

"Humber Coastguard, Humber Coastguard, this is MV Thornwick, MV Thornwick, requesting confirmation of navigational light status for approach to sector seven, over."

I stared at the radio.

The logbook said channel sixteen. The radio was on channel sixteen. I'd just read the words Also monitor ch. 67 for local vessel traffic twenty seconds ago and my brain had quietly decided that meant someone else would be doing the monitoring.

I picked up the handset. I had, in my life, operated two-way radios on three occasions: a site visit in 2009, a ski trip in 2014, and once when helping a friend move a horse box and the driver had needed to reverse around a bend. None of these were instructive now. I pressed the transmit button.

"MV Thornwick, this is — " I looked at the logbook. It was going to have the station identifier. I was actively reading it upside down, having opened it to the wrong end. "— stand by, over."

A pause. "Standing by."

I got the logbook the right way around. Inside the front cover, below the radio procedure, in letters significantly larger than anything else on the page: STATION ID: LIGHTHOUSE ISLAND CHARLIE FOUR. Underlined twice. Someone — David, I assumed — had done this for a future keeper, in the way of someone who knew the future keeper would need it urgently and without warning.

I pressed transmit again. "MV Thornwick, this is Lighthouse Island Charlie Four, navigational light is operational, confirm sector seven lamp green, over."

Another pause. Shorter this time. "Lighthouse Island Charlie Four, MV Thornwick, copy that, light confirmed. Safe passage. Out."

The radio went quiet. I set the handset down.

Behind me, from the stairwell entrance, Ros said: "Not bad."

I turned. She was standing on the top step with her arms folded and an expression of professional evaluation, which told me she'd followed me up from the huts and had been watching from the moment I'd picked up the handset.

"You watched that whole thing," I said.

"I wanted to see what you'd do." She came into the lamp room and looked at the radio with the familiar ease of someone who'd been up here many times. "You bought yourself time, found the identifier, gave them a correct confirmation. That's the right sequence." She paused. "The 'stand by' was a bit panicked."

"I was panicked."

"It happens. Less after the first time." She looked at me with something that wasn't quite softened but had moved in that direction. "David froze entirely his first vessel contact. Dropped the handset. The ship waited five minutes and went around."

"Did anything happen?"

"No. But it could have." She looked out through the lamp room windows at the water, where the MV Thornwick was now a visible shape moving steadily south, clearly unconcerned. "This sector isn't heavily trafficked. But it doesn't have to be. One boat in the wrong place in the wrong weather is enough."

I looked at the logbook, at David's careful entries, at the two-line underlined station identifier that had just saved me from what would have been a moderately embarrassing silence. "He left notes," I said.

"He was a thoughtful man." A pause. "He left without telling me. Not without notice to Marcus, I expect — Marcus would have known. But he didn't say goodbye to anyone here, which wasn't like him." She looked at the lamp mechanism, the prisms quiet in the afternoon light. "One morning his boat was at the jetty for the mainland ferry and by evening the cottage was empty."

"Any idea why?"

"Ideas, yes. Information, no." She said it with a finality that meant she was done with the subject for now. "Come Thursday. I'll give you the version of the island history that's worth having."

She left the way she'd come, unhurried, her footsteps clear on the iron stairs and then the stone below, and I heard the cottage door below not quite close behind her.

I stood in the lamp room for a while afterward. The sun was at the angle where it did its work on the prisms, and the colors moved across the floor the way they had on the first morning Clara had brought me up here, the same patient show for a room that was usually empty. Out the western window I could see a figure on the grass near the seaward face of the lighthouse — a wide-brimmed hat, an easel, the particular stillness of someone in the middle of something that mattered.

I picked up the logbook and wrote my first entry. Date, time, lamp operational, weather clear, vessel contact MV Thornwick channel sixteen, light confirmed. I wrote it in the careful handwriting I used when I wanted something to be readable, and I left the identifier on the inside cover where David had written it because it had been exactly right where it was.

Below my entry I added one line: Station ID location: inside front cover. Underlined once.

Let the next one have it a little easier.

I climbed down and crossed the grass toward the cottage. Clara was painting the seaward face, the version she'd told me only existed from that specific angle, and she was so far inside the work she didn't hear me pass. I didn't interrupt. The light was doing what she'd come back three summers to catch, and she was the only one doing anything about it.

Thursday. Dinner with Ros. In the meantime: channel sixteen, every morning at eight.

The island was getting smaller and larger at the same time.
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Chapter Four


Ibought the wine at the island's one shop — a narrow room attached to the harbor master's building that stocked tinned goods, two kinds of bread, batteries, and a wine rack that someone had clearly assembled with care and almost no commercial logic. A Rioja sat between a Muscadet and something Romanian I didn't recognise, all of them priced fairly and with hand-written tasting notes on index cards that were either very knowledgeable or convincingly performed. I bought the Rioja because Ros had said nothing fancy and the Rioja was the least fancy bottle that also wasn't bad.

It was Thursday evening, a week after I'd arrived. The harbor was quiet. The Tuesday ferry had come and gone without me on it, which felt like something. The lamp had run its morning cycle without incident, I'd answered the coastguard check at eight and logged it without panic, and in five days I had not broken the lighthouse.

Clara was painting near the harbor today — the supply buildings from the waterside, a different composition. She'd waved when I passed. We'd settled into something that didn't require constant narration, which suited us both.

Ros's cottage was on the south side of the island, along the harbor wall and then up a track I hadn't taken yet, sitting lower than I'd expected — a long stone building that had clearly been extended twice in different decades, the additions visible in the stonework, a porch tacked on at some point with a corrugated plastic roof that had turned translucent green. The garden was productive rather than decorative: raised beds, a cold frame, a row of something leafy I couldn't name. Tools leaned against the porch wall in a way that suggested they'd be picked up again tomorrow.

I knocked. She opened the door in the same practical clothes she'd been in every time I'd seen her, holding a dish towel, and looked at the wine with approval.

"Come in," she said. "Mind the dog."

The dog was a terrier of advanced age, asleep in front of the range with the total commitment of an animal that had made its arrangements and wasn't interested in renegotiating. I stepped around it. The kitchen was warm and organised, pots on the stove, something roasting. The walls were hung with photographs — old ones, black and white, mixed with newer color prints — and a framed chart of the island from what looked like the 1950s, survey lines and depth markings and a notation of the naval installation that no longer appeared on current charts.

"Your grandfather," I said, looking at a photograph of a group of men in naval uniform standing on the jetty, the lighthouse behind them.

"Third from the left." She didn't look up from the stove. "Leading Seaman Arthur Farnham, 1944. He was stationed here for eighteen months." She opened the oven and checked something. "He liked it enough to come back after the war. Married a woman from the mainland, brought her here. Neither of them ever left."

"And you've never left."

"For university. Three years in Leeds, then straight back." She closed the oven. "I don't have a complicated relationship with the island. I know people expect me to."

"I don't expect you to."

She looked at me then, a quick assessment. "No," she said, "I don't think you do." She took the Rioja and found the opener without searching for it. "Sit down."

The food was lamb, slow-cooked, with potatoes that had absorbed the fat from the roast and vegetables from the garden. I ate more than I'd eaten at a single meal since before the divorce, which I mentioned, and she said that was what happened when people stopped cooking for themselves and had forgotten it was possible, which was true.

The conversation ran easily from the start — she had the gift of making questions feel like offers rather than interrogations. What had I done before the lighthouse. What the management job had actually involved. Whether I missed it. I told her honestly that I didn't miss the job and did miss being good at something, which were two different things, and she nodded as if this was a reasonable distinction she'd made herself at some point.

"What were you good at?" she said.

"Keeping things organised that other people couldn't be bothered to organise. Tracking the moving parts. Making sure the right information got to the right people before someone made a decision without it." I turned my glass on the table. "It sounds less impressive than it is. It's actually rare, apparently."

"It's useful here," she said. "Marcus is the opposite of that."

"I've noticed."

"He was a reasonable keeper when he was a keeper — physically capable, showed up, did the work. As an administrator he's adequate on a good day and absent on a bad one." She refilled her glass. "He's also very good at making things someone else's problem before anyone's noticed he's done it."

"The 1987 amendment," I said.

She looked at me. "What about it?"

"The binder in the cottage has a section removed. Replaced with a handwritten note from Marcus saying see updated procedures, 1991. The updated procedures aren't in the cottage."

A pause. "That's new information," she said.

"You didn't know."

"David never mentioned it. He may not have looked." She was quiet for a moment, thinking. "The override lever."

"That's the section it's attached to."

She set down her glass and looked at the table with the expression of someone revising a prior calculation. "The keeper before David used the override lever. Once, during a squall — the motor backup failed and he needed to run the mechanism manually. It worked, but something went wrong afterward and it took a contractor three visits to get the lamp running properly again." She paused. "Marcus was the one who had to fund those visits, which he did not enjoy. I assumed he'd updated the procedure to note the risk. I didn't know he'd removed it."

"Why would he remove it?"

"Because if it's documented, someone can point at it. If it's not documented —" She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to. "I'll ring his office tomorrow."

"I'd appreciate that."

She picked up her glass again and looked at me with something that had moved past assessment into something closer to approval. "You're more organised than the last two," she said.

"The last two weren't particularly organised?"

"David was thorough but not — proactive, let's say. He kept good records after the fact. He wouldn't have spotted the missing amendment and asked about it." She tilted her head. "The one before him I'd rather not talk about at dinner."

"What happened to him?"

"At dinner," she repeated, the edge on it light but clear.

I let it go. The fire in the range was doing something pleasant, and the wine was good, and I wasn't going to push past a line she'd drawn on the first evening.

We moved on. She asked about the divorce in the direct way she asked about everything, and I answered in the direct way I was beginning to find natural in her company. I told her more than I'd told Clara — not because Clara hadn't earned it, but because Ros asked differently, with less room for deflection. I told her about the fourteen months of performing fineness at the kitchen table that was going to belong to someone else. About what it was like to understand exactly why something had failed and still grieve it. About the lighthouse application, which I'd filled out at eleven-thirty on a Wednesday and submitted before I'd thought about it long enough to talk myself out of it.

She listened without offering consolation or comparative suffering, which was exactly right.

"Two years since my last relationship ended," she said, when I'd finished. "Not a divorce — we weren't married. But eight years, and then not." She looked at the fire. "People keep expecting me to miss the mainland. The noise and the options and the being-around-people. I don't miss any of that." A pause. "I miss having someone at the table who was here yesterday and will be here tomorrow."

"The continuity," I said.

"Yes." She said it without self-pity, just as a fact she'd located and named. "The island is very good at most things and quite bad at that. The seasonal people come and go. Even the good ones."

"Even Clara."

She glanced at me. "Clara is August. She's been August for three summers. That's not nothing — but she's not November." She picked up the bottle and found it empty. "There's another in the cupboard if you want it."

I wanted it. I found the cupboard without asking, which seemed to please her.

It was late by the time the second bottle was half gone — past eleven, the fire banked, the dog still in its permanent arrangement by the range. The conversation had moved in the way of long evenings: from the particular to the general and back, ranging across things that mattered and things that didn't, finding a rhythm that felt comfortable without being careful.

She was across the table and I was watching her talk about the island in the off-season — the quality of the light in November, the particular silence after the last ferry of autumn — and there was a point at which I was aware that I'd been watching her for some time in a way that was more than attention.

She was aware of it too. She stopped mid-sentence and looked at me and neither of us said anything for a moment.

"I'm not Clara," she said.

"I know."

"I mean that specifically." She held my look. "Not as a warning. As a fact. Whatever that is between you two, it's its own thing. This would be a different thing."

"I understand that."

"Do you."

"Yes." I kept her eyes. "I'm not confused about it."

She considered me for a moment with the same frank evaluation she'd applied to everything else, and apparently I came out satisfactory. She stood up from the table and held out her hand, which was the most practical sexual invitation I'd ever received and somehow also the most direct.

I took it.

Her bedroom was through the back of the cottage, low-ceilinged and warm, the window looking out at the dark harbor water. She undressed without ceremony, comfortable in her body in the way of someone who'd long since stopped having any argument with it, and I followed her lead, and when we came together in the narrow bed the first thing I noticed was how different it was from Clara — not better or worse, genuinely different, the register entirely its own.

Where Clara had been decisive in a way that felt like velocity, Ros was deliberate in a way that felt like intention. She took her time, with her hands first, learning what she was working with — a thorough, unsentimental inventory that was somehow extremely appealing. When I tried to move faster she held me still, not unkindly, and said "there's no hurry" in a tone that didn't allow for argument. I stopped hurrying.

I had my mouth on her breast and my hand working between her legs, and she had one hand in my hair and the other gripping my wrist — not stopping me, just tracking the pressure, adjusting it once when I was slightly off, a small specific correction that told me she knew exactly what she wanted and had no patience for the alternative. When she came the first time she made a long low sound that was mostly exhaled breath, her whole body tightening and then releasing in a slow wave, and she said "good" with the same emphasis she'd used when I'd got the vessel radio right, and I laughed, and she said "don't stop" and I didn't.

When I pushed inside her she was already looking at me, watching my face, and she kept watching — not performatively, just with the frank attention she gave to everything. "All right?" I said. "Yes," she said, "now move." So I moved, and she moved with me, and we found a pace that was unhurried and exactly right and went on for long enough that I stopped thinking about anything other than what was happening between us.

She came again with my hand between us, working her where she'd told me to, her hips rolling up to meet me, her voice quiet but clear. I came not long after, with my face against her throat and her hands flat on my back, and she held me there afterward without any awkwardness about it.

We lay for a while in the dark with the window showing the harbor and the lamp beam coming around every few seconds in its steady rotation.

"That's a good lamp," she said.

"I've started to feel possessive about it," I said.

"That's how it's supposed to work."

I dressed just after two and she walked me to the porch door in her dressing gown. The night was clear and cold and the island was completely quiet, no wind for once, the water in the harbor flat and dark.

"Thursday next week," she said. "If you want."

"I want."

She nodded, pulled the dressing gown tighter, and went back inside. The light in the kitchen went out shortly after.

I walked back across the island under the lighthouse beam, the path familiar enough now that I didn't need the torch I'd brought. The lamp was doing its job, as it had every night since I'd arrived, and I was watching it the way I'd begun to watch it — not anxiously, just with attention — when I noticed the flicker.

It was small. A stutter in the rotation, not in the lamp itself — the light stayed on, but the sweep hiccuped, a fraction of a second's hesitation where the movement should have been smooth. It happened once, then again fifteen seconds later, then not again in the five minutes I stood watching.

I went inside. I opened the logbook to a new page.

0215. Observed irregular hesitation in lamp rotation — two instances, approximately 15-second interval, duration less than half a second each. Lamp remained on throughout. No recurrence observed in 5-minute watch. Mechanism check due next cycle. Note for investigation.

I closed the logbook and put it on the table with the pen on top.

I had no idea if this was serious. I had no idea if it was connected to the thing the 1987 amendment was supposed to document, the override lever, the sequence of keepers that had left or been pushed out or simply stopped. I had no idea if Marcus knew and hadn't told me, or didn't know because no one had logged it, or knew and had reasons for not caring that I also didn't have yet.

What I had was a log entry, a dinner invitation for next Thursday, and a lamp that was still turning.
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Chapter One


By the end of my second week I had a routine.

Up before six, because the lamp cycled down at first light and I'd stopped being startled by it but still liked to be awake when it happened — there was something in that descending hum that felt like a handoff, the night concluding its shift. Coffee, logbook check from the previous evening, then up to the lamp room for the morning visual inspection while the coffee cooled. At eight, the radio check with Humber Coastguard on channel sixteen. I'd done it six times now and the phrasing had stopped feeling like a script I was reading and started feeling like something I just said.

The missing 1987 amendment was still missing. Ros had rung Marcus's office on Friday and been told he was travelling and would return her call. He hadn't. I'd noted both facts in the logbook.

The lamp flicker I'd logged after the Thursday dinner had not recurred, or not in a way I'd observed. I'd watched the rotation carefully during my evening checks for three nights running. Either it had resolved itself or I was watching at the wrong time. The entry was there, dated, in my handwriting. That was what I had.

On the whole: the lighthouse was running, the island was still there, and I was, apparently, a lighthouse keeper. I was doing a good job.

I saw the research vessel before I saw Nadia.

It had appeared in the bay overnight — a small, purposeful-looking boat, the kind built for function rather than comfort, with survey equipment visible on the stern deck and an antenna array that suggested serious instrumentation. It was anchored maybe two hundred meters off the seaward face, and in the morning light it looked like something that knew exactly what it was doing there.

I was on my way back from the harbor — I'd gone down for bread and whatever the wine rack had produced today — when Clara met me on the path with someone alongside her.

"John." She was in her painting clothes, the hat, the bag. "This is Nadia. She's been working the bay for the past four days — I've been meaning to introduce you."

Nadia was taller than Clara by several inches, dark-skinned, hair pulled back with the practical disinterest of someone who'd stopped thinking about it. Early thirties, probably — she had the concentrated look of a person whose attention was almost always directed outward, at the thing being studied, not inward. She was carrying a waterproof notebook and what I would later learn was a Secchi disk in a mesh bag, and she looked at me with open, uncomplicated curiosity.

"The new keeper," she said.

"Apparently," I said.

"How long have you been logging?"

"Arrived eleven days ago."

She glanced at Clara with what might have been suppressed excitement, then back at me. "Are the logbooks continuous from before you arrived?"

"Back to 1953," I said. "Possibly further — there may be earlier volumes somewhere, I haven't found them yet."

She stopped walking. "Seventy years of continuous lighthouse logs."

"Give or take."

"Tidal cycle data. Wind speed notations. Fog events, precipitation, visibility." She said it like she was listing items she'd been looking for in a shop she'd assumed didn't stock them. "Do you know if anyone has digitized them?"

"I would guess not."

"Can I see them?"

I said yes before I'd thought about whether I was permitted to show the official logbooks of a navigational installation to a marine biologist I'd known for ninety seconds. It was a reflex — the genuine interest in her face, the specificity of what she was asking for, and the plain fact that whatever bureaucratic concern might govern it hadn't been communicated to me by anyone, including Marcus, who had communicated very little. If something in the logbooks was sensitive I probably would have been told.

Probably.

"Come up to the cottage," I said. "I'll put more coffee on."

Clara set up on the seaward face — the aspect she'd moved to in the last few days, away from the lamp room view she'd spent the first week on. She'd explained it to me once: the seaward face was the lighthouse as it actually functioned, aimed outward, doing its job. The lamp-room view was more beautiful, she said, but the seaward view was more true. I'd thought about that for longer than it probably warranted.

She declined the coffee with a gesture that meant she was already inside the work and would surface when she surfaced. Nadia and I went in.

The logbooks were exactly where they'd been since I arrived — three shelves of them, annual volumes going back to the early postwar years. Nadia ran her finger along the spines with an expression that would have been at home on someone browsing a very good used bookshop.

"Can I?" she said.

"Go ahead."

She pulled 1968 first, then 1989, then the current volume. She opened them at random intervals, reading with the quick lateral eye of a person accustomed to scanning data rather than reading narrative. She was quiet for a while. I made coffee and left her to it and looked out at the bay where her research vessel sat anchored and patient.

"What are you surveying?" I said, eventually.

"Benthic communities primarily — what's living on the seabed. But the baseline data I need to interpret what I'm finding now is almost always historical. Currents, water temperature, visibility trends." She was still reading, turning pages with care. "The official meteorological record for this sector has gaps. Lighthouse logs are often better — more frequent, more localized, kept by people who were motivated to be accurate because their job depended on the conditions."

"You've used lighthouse logs before."

"Three other postings." She looked up. "This is the longest continuous run I've seen from a single station. Most installations have gaps — changes of keeper, wartime disruption. But this—" She gestured at the shelves. "Almost nothing. Whoever kept these took the job seriously."

I thought about David's careful entries. Fog bank settled overnight. Gannets returned. "The one before me seems to have been thorough," I said.

"All of them, as far as I can see." She set the 1968 volume down and picked up 1944. "There are some interesting anomalies I'd want to follow up. Nothing alarming — variation in tidal notation that might be instrument error or might be real. The kind of thing that takes a few weeks to work through." She looked at me with the open curiosity again. "Would you be willing to let me work through them? Not remove anything — just read and transcribe."

This was a larger yes than the first one. I thought about it for two or three actual seconds this time and said yes anyway. I made a note to myself to ask Marcus whether this was allowed, at which point Marcus would presumably tell me he was travelling.

"There's one thing," I said. She looked up. "My most recent entries. Don't mind those."

"Private?"

"No — just not interesting yet. Operational notes about things I'm still working out."

She nodded and filed it without pressing, which told me something about her.

Clara came in at midday, paint on both forearms and a look of satisfaction that meant the morning had gone well. She made herself coffee without asking where things were — she'd learned the kitchen the same way she'd learned the lamp room, by paying attention — and leaned against the counter and looked at Nadia surrounded by logbooks.

"Any luck?" Clara said.

"Enormous luck," Nadia said, without looking up. "The 1962 tidal record is better than anything in the MetOffice archive for this sector." She turned a page. "Your lighthouse keeper may have single-handedly improved my confidence intervals."

"I'm standing right here," I said.

Nadia looked up. "Your predecessor's logbooks," she said, with a precision that was not unkind. "Yours will be useful in thirty years."

Clara caught my eye over Nadia's head and smiled the small smile that meant she found something quietly funny and wasn't going to make a thing of it.

We ate lunch — bread, cheese, something pickled from Ros's garden that she'd sent over with me on Friday without explanation. Clara talked about the seaward-face painting: the problem of rendering a white building against a white sky, the tonal range involved, the technical challenge of making a flat surface read as three-dimensional using nothing but light and the absence of it. Nadia listened and asked questions that were more technically precise than I'd have managed, and Clara answered them with visible pleasure, the way anyone answers when the person asking clearly has the capacity to understand the answer fully.

I watched the two of them and thought: they've met before. Not just today — there was an ease in the exchange that wasn't first-conversation ease, it was resumption ease. A shorthand in the way Clara answered that suggested a prior calibration.

"You two know each other," I said.

Clara glanced at Nadia. "We've overlapped here twice. The summer two years ago, and the one before."

"You were here the same weeks?"

"August and the tail of July," Nadia said. "My survey window. Clara's painting window. Small island." She returned to the logbook in front of her. "We had dinner twice with David. That was good."

"He was good," Clara said. Quietly, the way she said things she'd already settled into.

Neither of them said what I knew — that he'd left in November without saying goodbye, that Ros had her ideas but not her information. I didn't bring it up. Some threads ran underneath the conversation without needing to surface yet.

Nadia stayed until the late afternoon. She worked through four decades of logs with focused efficiency, her waterproof notebook filling with transcribed figures in small, even handwriting. At four o'clock she stacked the volumes she'd been using back in order and stood up and stretched with the completeness of someone who had been very still for a long time.

"Same time tomorrow?" she said.

"The cottage is open," I said.

"My colleague arrives Friday," she said. "After that I'll be on the vessel most of the day. But the evenings are usually mine." She picked up the mesh bag with the Secchi disk. "We should all have dinner. The three of us and Ros, if she's free." She said it practically, the way she'd ask for access to the logbooks — direct statement of a reasonable idea, no performance about it.

"Thursday is Ros's standing night," I said.

Nadia looked at Clara. "Thursday, then."

Clara had her hat on already, the painting bag over her shoulder. "Thursday," she said.

I walked them both to the path — Nadia heading for the jetty where her tender was tied up, Clara turning toward the seaward face to cover her canvas for the evening. Nadia raised a hand without turning back. Clara looked back once and gave me the look that was warmer than a wave and less complicated than a conversation.

I stood by the lighthouse door in the long August evening and watched Nadia's tender cross the small distance of calm water to her research vessel, the bow throwing a thin wake. She tied up, climbed aboard, and disappeared below without looking back either. The vessel sat in the bay doing nothing, which is what boats do when they're at anchor and everything is working correctly.

The lamp would cycle on in two hours. The logbook was on the table. I had the evening's check still ahead of me and then whatever sleep would come.

I thought about what I'd expected from this. The room above the kebab shop, the Wednesday night application, the idea that I was choosing solitude the way you choose a treatment — deliberately and without expecting to enjoy it.

What I had instead was a lamp to run, a logbook full of entries started by men who'd taken the job seriously, a woman who painted what was true rather than what was beautiful, a woman who'd left her kitchen light on until I reached the path, and a marine biologist in the bay who wanted to come back tomorrow for the logbooks.

I was not lonely in the way I'd expected. I was not lonely in very much the way I'd expected at all.
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Chapter Two


The Thursday dinner had been good.

Ros had cooked fish, and the four of us had sat around her kitchen table until eleven with a bottle of something cold and the conversation running in four directions at once — Nadia asking Ros about the island's WWII infrastructure, Ros telling her about her grandfather's service with the precision of someone who'd told it before but still found it worth telling. Clara drawing something on a paper napkin to illustrate a composition problem she'd been working through. Me mostly listening, which was where I was most useful in that particular company.

At one point Ros had looked around the table with the satisfied expression of a person whose house was full in the way it was supposed to be full, and I'd caught Clara watching the same look, and we'd not said anything about it. We didn't need to.

Since Thursday, Nadia had been coming to the cottage in the afternoons. Her colleague had arrived on Friday and taken over the daily survey work, which freed Nadia to work through the logbooks in the systematic way her afternoon sessions hadn't allowed. She was building a spreadsheet on her laptop, transcribing tidal notation and visibility records decade by decade, cross-referencing against the meteorological archive she had on a hard drive. She worked with the focused silence of someone doing something they were specifically trained to do, and after the first afternoon I'd stopped making conversation and just let her work, which she seemed to prefer.

It was easy, having her there. Different from Clara's easiness, which had a warmth to it, and different from Ros's, which had a weight of context. Nadia's company was clean — two people in a room, each doing something, the working quiet between them uncomplicated.

Tuesday evening she stayed later than usual.

I'd done the lamp check at nine and come back down to find her still at the table, the laptop open, the logbooks stacked in two columns by year. She'd made tea at some point without asking where the things were, which meant she'd found them herself. I made a second mug and sat in the other chair and read, and the cottage held the comfortable silence of a room that two people have been in long enough to have stopped performing each other's company.

Outside, the lamp beam turned its slow circle. The window showed the bay — Nadia's research vessel at anchor, a light on in the wheelhouse where her colleague was presumably still working. The August night was clear and the water showed the stars.

"Your predecessor," Nadia said, without looking up from the screen. "1987 entries. He was logging a recurring rotation hesitation. Twice in June, once in July, then a gap, then three times in August." She turned the laptop so I could see the spreadsheet. "Look at the interval."

I looked. She'd highlighted the entries in yellow: a column of dates, a column of logged events, a column she'd headed interval (hrs) which she'd been calculating herself from the timestamps. The numbers weren't identical but they were in a range — between sixty and eighty hours between occurrences, with one gap of nearly double that.

"That's not random," I said.

"No." She turned the laptop back. "It's a cycle. Something in the mechanism that accumulates a fault and releases it. Whatever was done in 1987 — and I'm assuming from what you've told me that something was done and documented and then the documentation was removed — it didn't fix the root cause. It managed the symptom." She paused. "Your recent entry. The one you told me not to mind. When was that?"

She'd found it. Of course she had — she'd been through every logbook in the cottage. "The Thursday after I arrived," I said.

She pulled up a calendar on her phone and counted back. Then she looked at the highlighted entries on her spreadsheet, the intervals. I watched her do the arithmetic.

"You may have another occurrence in the next few days," she said. "Based on the 1987 pattern." She said it the way she said everything — as a data point, not a prophecy. "I'd watch the rotation carefully."

I wrote watch rotation in my own notebook in letters large enough to see from across the table, and she looked at it and nodded once with the satisfaction of someone whose suggestion had been received correctly.

I was about to say something else when we both heard it: the scrape of the cottage door opening, the one that stuck until you put a shoulder into it.

Clara appeared in the doorway with a head torch pushed up on her hat, a canvas bag, and the look of someone who was mildly surprised to see two people rather than one and adjusting accordingly.

"The door was unlocked," she said.

"It's always unlocked," I said. "The lock doesn't work."

"David said the same thing." She came in and looked at Nadia at the table, the logbooks, the laptop. "Late session."

"Interval analysis," Nadia said. "I'll explain later." She glanced up. "You're painting at night?"

"I've done it before. The lamp room glass at midnight looks nothing like the lamp room glass at dusk. I've been meaning to come back for it." Clara set the bag down and pushed the head torch off her hat entirely, pocketing it. She looked at me. "I didn't know you'd have company."

"I didn't know either," I said.

Something passed across her face — not displeasure, just a small recalibration. She looked at Nadia, then back at me, and I saw her register something and decide what to do with it.

"How long has this been going on?" she said. The tone was dry — the specific dry of someone making a joke that is also a question.

"The logbook work?" I said. "About a week."

"Yes," Clara said. "The logbook work."

Nadia looked up from her laptop. She looked at Clara, then at me, with the attention of someone performing a rapid contextual analysis. She was quiet for a moment.

"I'm going to make an assumption," Nadia said, "and you can tell me if I'm wrong." She folded her hands on the table. "John and I are not — we're working. That's all that's happened here." She paused. "Although I'll note that I'd been thinking about whether that was likely to remain the case."

I opened my mouth and closed it again. It was the most precise possible statement of where things stood and where they might be going, delivered without embarrassment or agenda, and I had no equivalent available.

Clara looked at her for a moment. Then she said, with a small smile: "I appreciate the transparency."

"I find it saves time," Nadia said.

"John and I," Clara said, looking at me with the expression she used when she was deciding how much to say. "We're not — I haven't made any claims. That's not how I wanted this to be." She paused. "I was aware there was Ros."

"How aware?"

"I had dinner with her Thursday. It's not difficult to observe." She pulled out the other chair and sat down. "I'm not asking for anything different. I'm just — being clear about what I know."

I'd been waiting for the other shoe and it hadn't dropped. The room was the same temperature it had been thirty seconds ago. Both of them were looking at me with expressions that were different in character but similar in what they required: honesty, not performance.

"I don't know what I'm doing," I said. "I mean that specifically. I'm not — I haven't planned any of this. I arrived here two weeks ago with two bags and a contract I barely read, and the island has been considerably more generative than I anticipated." I looked at Clara. "Whatever this is with us, it matters to me. It's not provisional." I looked at Nadia. "And you're right that I've been aware of what might be changing."

A beat.

"That was honest," Nadia said. "And slightly clumsy."

"Yes," I said.

"It works," Clara said. She looked at Nadia. "Do you want to come and see the lamp room? I was going to paint the glass at midnight."

"Yes," Nadia said, and closed the laptop.

The lamp room at midnight was different. Clara had been right about that. The beam was full-strength at this hour, the prisms doing their work, and the light that came through the lamp room windows wasn't the amber of dusk but something colder and more absolute — white where it landed, the sea beyond carrying it further than the eye could track. The beam rotated and the room rotated with it: the shadows swinging, the prisms catching and releasing the light in a sequence that felt deliberate rather than mechanical.

Nadia stood at the window looking out at the bay. Her research vessel was a dark shape below, the wheelhouse light still on. She watched it with the expression she used for data — patient, receptive.

Clara had taken out a small sketchbook and was blocking shapes in graphite, not painting yet, reading the scene. She worked fast and quiet.

I stood with them both and watched the beam go around. It felt, in a way I didn't have language for, like a room I was supposed to be in. Not mine, exactly — David's name was in the logbook as often as mine was; the room predated all of us by a century. But the responsibility had been handed to me and I'd taken it, and the lamp was running, and these two people were here because the island was the kind of place that brought specific people to it for their own reasons.

Clara looked up from her sketchbook at Nadia. "What do you think?"

"I think it's strange that people built something this beautiful primarily to stop ships from dying," Nadia said.

"That's what all the best things are," Clara said.

I looked at them both in the rotating light and felt something settle. Not resolve — there were things unresolved and would remain so for some time. But settle, the way a ship settles when it's properly anchored.

"We should go back down," I said, "if we're going."

They both looked at me. The beam came around.

"Definitely," Clara said, giving me a sly wink.

What happened in the keeper's cottage wasn't planned and didn't need to be.

Clara's jacket came off in the doorway, Nadia's at the foot of the stairs, and I was the one who stopped on the landing and said "are we doing this" and they both answered simultaneously — Clara with yes and Nadia with obviously — and the obviousness of it was the right note, the exact right note, because it was true and it was adult and nobody was pretending it was anything other than what it was.

In the bedroom the lamp beam came through the window at its twelve-second interval, throwing a bar of light across the bed and then releasing it, and the room was dark and bright in its slow rhythm and nobody mentioned it because it was just the lighthouse doing its job.

Clara I knew. The way she moved, what she liked, where she wanted hands and where she wanted mouth, when she wanted faster and when she'd tell me to slow down. I knew her and she knew she was known, and there was an ease in that that was its own kind of heat.

Nadia was new. I had my hands on her for the first time and she was watching me do it with the same attention she gave to everything — present, processing, direct about what she wanted and where. She took my hand and moved it and said "there, keep going" and I kept going and felt her breath change under my ear. She was quieter than Clara when she came, a held sound more than a released one, her fingers tight on my shoulder.

Clara had her hand on Nadia's hip and was watching my face while I worked, and there was something in that — being seen, being watched by someone who knew me and chose to be here — that was different from anything I'd had before. Not better or worse than anything. Different. Its own category.

Afterward we lay in a close arrangement that was part practical and part deliberate, the lamp beam visiting the ceiling every twelve seconds, the cottage quiet except for breathing and the sound of the sea.

"I need to be back on the vessel by six," Nadia said.

"I'm up before six," I said.

"Good."

Clara was already mostly asleep, which she did quickly and without transition, the way she moved into and out of the work. I lay in the dark with the lamp going around and felt, not for the first time on this island, that something was happening that I hadn't had a word for until it was already underway.

It was Nadia who heard it first.

She'd been awake — I'd assumed she was asleep but she'd been lying quiet the way she lay when she was thinking — and she sat up slightly and said "there."

I heard it then. The hesitation. The fractional stutter in the rotation, there and gone.

"How long?" she said.

"Twelve seconds, give or take."

We waited. It came again — eleven seconds, the same hiccup, briefer than the last one.

"Note the time," she said.

I reached for the logbook on the bedside table and wrote the time and the observation. Clara slept through both of us doing this, which was a complete sentence about her relationship with the lamp.

"Frequency pattern," Nadia said. "Same as the 1987 record. It's not getting worse — it's cycling. Which means it's manageable until it isn't." She lay back down. "We need the 1987 amendment."

"Ros is still waiting for Marcus to return her call."

"Then someone should stop waiting for Marcus and find the amendment a different way." She said it as a straightforward operational observation, which it was. "There'll be a maintenance record somewhere. Paper filing, an archive. These installations are run by a statutory authority — there's a paper trail for everything." She paused. "I can help look, if you want."

"I want," I said.

She was asleep in ten minutes. I lay awake a little longer, watching the beam come and go through the window, steady and even except for those two hiccups that only the two of us had heard.

I wrote one more line in the logbook: Second observer confirms rotation hesitation. Pattern consistent with 1987 record. Archive search for maintenance documentation to be initiated.
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Chapter Three


Nadia found the 1987 records on a Wednesday morning.

She'd been working through the statutory authority's public archive for four days — an online database that was comprehensive in theory and catastrophically organised in practice, its filing logic appearing to follow a system that made sense to whoever had designed it in 1994 and to no one since. She'd approached it the way she approached everything: methodically, without complaint, building a map of where things weren't until the shape of where they were became apparent.

What she found wasn't the amended procedure Marcus had removed from the cottage binder. It was better: the original contractor report from September 1987, a three-page document filed under the installation's reference number rather than the maintenance category, which was why no one had found it by searching logically. The report described the fault in full — a fatigue crack in the drive collar's mounting bracket, causing periodic binding in the rotation mechanism. The 1987 contractor had treated the symptom with a reinforcing plate rather than replacing the bracket, noting in the recommendations section: Full bracket replacement advised at next scheduled maintenance cycle. Patch repair suitable for short-term operation only.

No record of a subsequent bracket replacement anywhere in the archive.

Nadia read the report once, then photographed every page and emailed it to me, to herself, and to Ros. Then she came over to the cottage and said "sit down" in the tone of someone delivering a diagnosis.

We were still going through the implications — which were, in summary, that the lighthouse had been operating with a known unfixed structural fault for thirty-six years, that every keeper since 1987 had been managing an undocumented risk, and that Marcus had removed the procedure document that might have told them so — when my phone rang.

The name on the screen said M. Hale.

"Don't answer it yet," Nadia said.

I looked at her.

"Text Ros first. Tell her Marcus is calling. Then answer."

I texted Ros. Marcus calling now. Her reply came in four seconds: Don't volunteer anything. Let him lead. I'll be over in ten minutes. I answered the phone.

"Mills." Marcus's voice had the same affable quality it always had, the warmth that sat slightly above the actual temperature of the conversation. "Hope I'm not interrupting. Just a quick one — I'm going to be coming out to the island on Friday for a routine inspection. Nothing to worry about, just a standard check-in. Part of the annual cycle."

"Friday," I said. "That's fine."

"Brilliant. Just the standard stuff — logbook review, lamp operational status, maintenance records. Should be in and out, won't take long." A beat, too short to be significant and just long enough to be. "How's the lamp been running?"

"Smoothly," I said. "All logged."

"Good, good. Anything I should know about before I get there?"

"It's all in the logbook," I said. "I'll have everything ready for you."

"Excellent." Another beat. "And you've been settling in all right? No issues?"

"No issues," I said.

"Great. See you Friday." He rang off.

I put the phone down on the table. Nadia was looking at me with an expression that was several things at once.

"He asked about the lamp," she said.

"Yes."

"He knows something."

"He knew something before he called. He removed that document years ago — he's known about the fault since at least 1991. The question is whether he knows we know." I picked up the phone again. "Ros said ten minutes."

Ros arrived in eight, in her work jacket, and sat down at the table and looked at Nadia's printed copy of the contractor report with the expression she used when she was reading a document she'd expected to exist but hadn't seen before.

"This is the original," she said.

"1987," Nadia said. "The bracket was never replaced. The patch is what's been running ever since."

Ros read the recommendations section. She set the report down and looked at the ceiling briefly. "Marcus was keeper here in 1989 and 1990. He would have known about this. When he went administrative and took over the maintenance budget—" She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't need to.

"The bracket replacement would have come out of his budget," I said.

"A proper job, yes. The contractor's estimate is in the appendix — look at page three." Nadia indicated it. "Not a small number in 1987 money. Considerably larger now."

Ros looked at page three. Her mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. "Right," she said. "Let's talk about Friday."

The coaching took an hour. Ros had dealt with Marcus in various capacities for twenty years and she knew his method: the inspection was not really an inspection. It was a reconnaissance. He was looking for something he could log as keeper error or procedure deviation — anything that would give him a documented basis to question the current keeper's competence and, in the event of a formal finding against the installation, deflect the maintenance liability question by pointing at personnel instead.

"He's done this before," I said.

"The keeper before David had a log entry that Marcus cited in a maintenance dispute — a missed radio check, one of them, logged honestly. Marcus used it to suggest a pattern of negligence. The keeper was agency staff and didn't fight it." She looked at me. "You are not agency staff."

"I barely know what my employment status is."

"I do. You're a direct appointment under the statutory authority, Category B. You have tenure protections he can't override without a formal finding from the authority itself, not just his own assessment." She paused. "Which means the logbook has to be clean. Not defensively clean — genuinely, accurately clean. He'll be looking for omissions, inconsistencies, gaps."

"The lamp flicker entries," I said.

"Are correct to log. Keeping accurate records of observed anomalies is exactly what a competent keeper does. The problem would be if you'd noticed the flicker and not logged it." She looked at Nadia. "The contractor report is your protection. If he tries to frame the flicker as new damage, the 1987 record shows it predates your appointment by three decades."

"Do I hand him the report?"

"You don't hand him anything proactively," Ros said. "You answer what he asks. You show him the logbook. You let him get to the lamp room and conduct his inspection. If he raises the flicker, you tell him it's a known issue and that you've been researching the maintenance history." She looked at me. "Then you show him the report."

Nadia was quiet for a moment. "He may not raise it at all," she said. "If he knows what the report shows, he may prefer not to open that door."

"Then we don't open it for him," Ros said. "But we have it."

Marcus arrived on the Friday ferry at eleven-thirty with a tablet under his arm and a hi-vis vest he put on at the jetty and took off again before he reached the cottage, which told me his idea of an inspection involved more performance than process. He was as affable in person as he'd been on the phone — handshake, good to see you, you've been settling in well by the sound of it — and his eyes were moving around the cottage while he said it, taking inventory.

I'd laid out the logbook on the table, open to the current week. The maintenance manual was on the shelf in its correct position. The toolkit was in the outbuilding where it was supposed to be. The lamp was operational, the radio was charged, the station identifier was on the inside cover of the logbook in large underlined letters put there by David and still, correctly, there.

"Everything looks in order," Marcus said, in the tone of a man who had expected to find something that wasn't.

"The logbook's there if you want to go through it," I said.

He went through it. I watched him read from the beginning — arrival entries, radio checks, the first maintenance cycle, the vessel contact with MV Thornwick. His expression was professionally neutral. He reached the lamp flicker entries. He read both of them. He read Nadia's co-observer note on the second one.

"Second observer," he said. "Who's the marine biologist?"

"Dr. Nadia Osei. She's doing benthic survey work from a research vessel in the bay. She's been using the historical logbooks as baseline data for her tidal analysis."

"She's been accessing the logbooks."

"I authorised it," I said. "If that requires formal sign-off I'll note it in the log."

A beat. He looked at the entry again. "The rotation hesitation," he said. "How many occurrences?"

"Two logged. Both brief. The lamp remained operational throughout. I've been monitoring the mechanism and it's running to spec on manual inspection."

"The mechanism." He set the logbook down. "You've read the maintenance manual."

"Cover to cover," I said. "Twice."

He looked at me. He was trying to find the gap, the admission, the thing that was slightly off. I looked back at him and thought about Ros's voice the previous evening: He needs to find something. If there's nothing to find, he'll leave.

"I'd like to see the lamp room," he said.

We went up. I led the way, which meant he couldn't read my face on the stairs, which was deliberate. In the lamp room he walked the perimeter, checked the motor housing, looked at the drive collar, consulted his tablet. He spent longer at the drive collar than anywhere else. His hand went near the rotation mechanism and then didn't touch it.

He checked the right-side cabinet — the radio, the charging cable, the instruction card. He checked the logbook shelf. He looked at the lamp itself for a long time, the prisms quiet in the midday light, nothing showing wrong.

"The rotation hesitation," he said again. He was still looking at the lamp. "In your assessment — new development, or something pre-existing?"

I looked at him. I thought about Nadia photographing the contractor report and emailing it to three addresses. I thought about Ros saying if he raises the flicker, tell him it's a known issue.

"Pre-existing," I said. "The 1987 maintenance records show a bracket repair that was documented as a temporary patch pending full replacement. The rotation hesitation is consistent with ongoing bracket fatigue." I paused. "I've been unable to locate the updated procedure that should be in the maintenance binder. Do you know where I could find it?"

A long silence.

Marcus turned from the lamp mechanism and looked at me. His expression had gone somewhere more careful.

"I'd need to check the archive," he said.

"Dr. Osei found the original contractor report in the statutory authority archive," I said. "She can send you the reference number if that's useful."

He looked at me for another moment, doing something behind his eyes that I couldn't fully see, and then the affability came back — slightly different in character now, the warmth thinner over something that wasn't warm.

"Good recordkeeping," he said. "That's what I like to see."

He was at the ferry by two. Ros met me at the cottage door after I watched the boat turn in the harbor mouth.

"Well?" she said.

"He left without a finding." I looked at the harbor. "He said a formal review of the installation might be coming up."

Ros made a sound that meant she had expected this. "He's going to try to do it through official channels now that he can't do it informally. A formal review means the statutory authority sends their own inspector — and that inspector will want to see the maintenance record and explain the gap." She paused. "Which is worse for Marcus, not better."

"He may not have worked that out yet."

"He'll work it out," she said. "That's when things will get interesting."

I looked at the empty stretch of water where the ferry had been, then back at the cottage with its lamp room above it and its logbooks inside and its forty-year catalogue of men doing the same daily work I was doing now.

Nadia had found the contractor report. Ros had walked me through exactly how to hold the line. Clara — I thought of Clara, who'd had nothing to do with any of this and had been painting the seaward face this morning as she did every morning, doing her own work in the way she always did — Clara had been here when the flicker first became a shared observation rather than a private one. She'd been in the lamp room.

They'd all been there, in some form, for all of it.

I went inside and wrote the inspection in the logbook. Every word factual, every word chosen. Inspector departed 1347. No finding recorded. Verbal indication of possible formal review to follow. Maintenance documentation discussion: 1987 contractor report located (see archive ref. forwarded by Dr. Osei). Updated procedure location remains unknown.

I signed it, dated it, and closed the book.
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Chapter Four


The island had a different quality after the inspection.

Not quieter, exactly — the August weather had turned briefly unsettled, a two-day blow that kept the ferry in harbor and gave the island a charged, contained feeling, everyone closer to home than usual. But there was something underneath the weather too. Marcus leaving without a finding had not resolved anything. If Ros was right — and she usually was — the formal review would come, and when it did the bracket fault would need to be the statutory authority's problem to fix rather than a liability question anyone could point back at the keeper. We'd held the line. Holding the line was not the same as winning.

Nadia had been working flat-out since the inspection, building the evidential record — timestamps, cross-referenced log entries, the contractor report with its unanswered recommendation. Her vessel was moving soon; her colleague had a schedule that didn't bend. She was methodical and efficient about the work and equally methodical about everything else, and in the evenings she came to the cottage and we were easy together in the specific way of people who've chosen each other with their eyes open and haven't been surprised by the result.

Clara had four days left.

She hadn't said it that way — she wasn't a person who counted down. But August was ending and she had a classroom to get back to, a mainland life that had been on hold for two weeks in the way she held it every year, deliberately, with intention. She was finishing paintings. I'd seen her from the lamp room in the early mornings, working the seaward face in the flat light before the sun came round, and again in the evenings when the light was doing what she'd come to catch. She was closing out the summer's work with the same focused care she'd brought to opening it.

On Tuesday I knocked on her door and asked if she wanted to spend the day.

She had six finished canvases leaning against the wall of her cottage when I arrived, turned outward for me to look at. She stood to one side with her coffee and didn't direct my attention or offer explanations, which I understood after a moment to be the correct way to look at paintings — she wasn't asking for commentary, she was letting me see.

The dusk lamp room was the one from the first evening — the amber I'd noticed before I'd known anything about what caused it, the prisms holding light that by rights should have moved on. She'd deepened it in the weeks since; there was a version on an earlier canvas that was technically accomplished and a version here that was actually true, the difference between rendering something correctly and understanding it. I stood in front of the true version for a long time.

"This is the one you were working on that first day," I said.

"The fifth version." She came to stand beside me. "The first four were wrong in different ways. The fifth one I understood what I was trying to do."

"What were you trying to do?"

She looked at it. "The light doesn't go anywhere," she said. "It stays in the glass. That's what the lighthouse does — it holds the light long enough to make it useful. I kept painting it like it was moving and it isn't. It's held." She tilted her head slightly. "Once I understood that, it was straightforward."

I looked at the seaward face next — three versions, the progression visible. The early ones were technically fine and somehow exterior to their subject. The last one had a quality I didn't have a critical vocabulary for: something about the angle, the way the lighthouse aimed itself outward over nothing, the tower not as an object to be looked at but as something in the act of doing what it was built to do.

"That one's for you," she said, nodding at the smallest of the three seaward-face paintings. "If you want it."

It was the dusk version, the tower in warm late light, the sea beyond it going darker. The lamp room glass caught the same amber as the first painting. She'd found the same held light from a different angle.

"I want it," I said.

She set it aside from the others without ceremony and then kissed me.

I'd suggested showing her the lamp room properly, and by properly I meant: as keeper, not as visitor. I'd been in it enough times now that the stairwell had stopped feeling narrow and the iron door no longer required putting a shoulder into. I knew which step had the worn edge, where the handrail went cold even on warm days, the exact point in the climb where the lamp mechanism sound first became audible — a low, patient hum on the operating cycle, different from the descent at dawn.

Clara climbed the stairs the way she did everything physical: unhurried and completely at ease, no performance of effort. She'd been up before, but when we came into the lamp room she looked at it the way she looked at all things she'd looked at many times before — freshly, as if the accumulated context made it more visible rather than less.

"Tell me how it works," she said.

So I told her. The dioptric lens and the prism rings. The motor-driven rotation and the clockwork backup. The drive collar, the bracket fatigue, the 1987 report and what it meant. The maintenance cycle I now ran from memory, the fourteen steps I'd done enough times that my hands knew them before the manual got there. The logbook entries going back to 1953, the keepers before me, David's careful handwriting and his annotation style and the note he'd left for the person who came after him.

She listened the way she'd listened to everything since that first evening — with real attention, not polite attention. She asked two questions. They were both good questions.

When I finished she stood at the window looking out at the seaward face below us — the face she'd been painting all summer — and I stood beside her and we looked at the same thing from above for the first time.

"You know it now," she said.

"Yes."

"How does that feel?"

I thought about it. "Like belonging to something," I said. "Not a place — something more like a responsibility. I'm responsible for a light that ships use. Ships I'll never see, going to places I've never been, and the fact that this lamp is on and running is the difference between them finding the hazard or not." I looked at the beam as it made its circuit over the water. "I arrived here thinking I was hiding. Turns out the job doesn't let you hide. It faces outward."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "That's the seaward face."

"Yes," I said.

She looked at me and there was something in it that had moved further than anything I had a word for — not love exactly, because love implied claims and she'd been clear about claims from the beginning, but something adjacent that had its own weight. She put her hand on my arm and I put mine over hers and we stood like that for a while with the beam going around and the August sun on the water and her leaving on Thursday and neither of us saying anything about it.

We ate lunch at the cottage — bread and the last of Ros's pickled things, which had been appearing on my counter at irregular intervals like a form of communication that didn't require words. Clara sat in the chair she'd sat in the first morning she'd come back, the day of the maintenance manual, and I sat across from her and we talked about her teaching — what the autumn term would hold, the year group she was taking on, a student she'd been watching for two years who was starting to find something in the work.

She talked about it with the same quality she brought to the painting: direct and specific and without false modesty. She was good at her job. The job mattered to her. The island was part of what made the job sustainable — two weeks that were entirely her own, the reset that sent her back to the mainland with something renewed.

"This summer was different," she said.

"I know."

"I'm not sure what to do with that." She said it honestly, not as a complaint. "I came here alone and that's — it's still what I did. But it's different. You're here now."

"What does that mean for next August?"

She looked at me steadily. "I don't know yet." A pause. "I know I'll be back. That hasn't changed." Another pause. "Whether it's the same thing or a different thing — I need the winter to know."

"That's fair," I said.

"You're not going to ask me to stay."

"No."

"Good." She said it quietly, and I heard the cost in it for her too — it wasn't only mine to carry. "Good."

The afternoon was long and warm and we didn't leave the cottage.

What happened between us that afternoon was different from the first time in the way she'd said things would be different: less velocity, more weight. She undressed slowly and let me look, which she hadn't done in the same way before — not shyness, just the difference between discovering and being known. I knew her now. I knew the stretch of her back, the hollow of her throat, the specific catch in her breathing that meant she was where she wanted to be and going deeper.

She pulled me down onto the bed and we lay for a while just close, my mouth at her temple and her hand tracing something along my shoulder that wasn't quite a pattern and wasn't quite random, and then we started moving together in the unhurried way of people with nowhere to be.

I took my time with her. I knew what she liked and I gave her all of it, slowly — my mouth at her throat and collarbone and working down while she made the sounds that weren't directed at me but weren't private either, just present, just hers. When I came back up she said "I've been thinking about this for days" in a tone that made it clear she'd been thinking about it precisely and I felt that in my chest and everywhere else simultaneously.

She guided me in and we moved together in a long slow rhythm, her legs wrapped around me, her face tipped up, her eyes open and watching mine in the way she had that first morning in the lamp room — present, direct, not performing anything. When she came it was with her forehead against mine and both of us breathing the same air and my name said once, quietly, like something confirmed.

Afterward she lay with her head on my chest and I looked at the ceiling and felt something I'd felt before on this island — the particular quality of the present when it's good enough that the future is irrelevant.

"Thursday," she said.

"Thursday," I said.

Neither of us said anything else.

Thursday morning she had two bags, her canvases wrapped in cardboard and brown tape, the easel broken down under her arm. I walked her to the jetty without taking anything from her — she carried her own things, always — and the ferry was already tied up at the harbor with its usual manifest of water and flat-pack.

We said goodbye the way we'd been with each other all summer: without excess. She held my face in both hands for a moment and looked at me in the way she looked at the lighthouse — reading it, confirming something — and then she went up the gangway.

I walked back up to the lighthouse and climbed the ninety-one steps to the lamp room. I stood at the seaward window and watched the ferry back out and turn and make its unhurried way toward the mainland.

The small watercolour was on the table downstairs. The seaward face at dusk, the lighthouse aimed at nothing, the held light in the lamp room glass.

She hadn't said she'd come back.

She hadn't said she wouldn't.

I watched the ferry until it was gone. The lamp beam turned beside me, doing its job, facing outward over the water in the direction she'd gone.
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Chapter One


The squall came in from the northeast on Saturday night.

I'd been watching it build since the afternoon — a darkness on the horizon that wasn't cloud cover but was denser than open sky, moving in the particular way of weather that had made up its mind. By seven the wind had come up and by nine the harbor was throwing spray over the jetty wall. I did the evening lamp check early and logged the conditions: Wind NE 30-35kts, gusting higher. Visibility deteriorating. Lamp operational. Monitoring.

I'd been checking the rotation every thirty minutes since the second flicker, five days ago now. Nothing had recurred. Nadia's interval analysis had put the next occurrence in a window of sixty to eighty hours from the last one, and we were at the edge of that window, and there was a North Sea squall building outside my window with ships on the water.

I went to bed at eleven and didn't sleep.

At twelve forty-seven the lamp went out.

Not a flicker. Not a hesitation. The beam simply stopped, the way a held breath stops — completely, without transition — and the bedroom ceiling went dark and I was out of bed before I'd fully processed the change.

I pulled on clothes in the dark and took the lamp-room key from the hook and went up the stairs.

The lamp room was wrong in a way that was hard to look at directly.

It was dark in there. The windows showed the squall in full voice — rain horizontal, the sea invisible below the white noise of it — and the lamp mechanism was still, the prisms inert, the enormous lens doing nothing. The motor housing was silent. I put my hand on it and felt nothing, no vibration, no warmth.

I opened the right-side cabinet and picked up the radio. The coastguard was already active on channel sixteen — weather traffic, a vessel checking in from thirty miles north. The sector was not empty.

I put the radio down and opened the maintenance manual at the emergency procedures section.

The section on total lamp failure ran to four pages. I'd read it twice before and read it again now with my headtorch in the dark lamp room while the wind made the windows flex. Step one: check motor power supply. I checked it — the circuit breaker had tripped. I reset it. Nothing. Step two: check motor housing connections. I checked them — all secure. Step three: attempt manual motor restart. I attempted it. Nothing. The motor was dead. The 1987 bracket fault had finally progressed past the point where the motor could compensate for it; whatever the bind in the rotation mechanism had done, it had done it to the motor this time.

Step four was a page I'd read and set aside.

Step 4 — Manual Override Operation: In the event of total motor failure during operational hours, the manual override lever (location: drive collar, port side) may be used to maintain lamp rotation by hand. This procedure requires sustained physical effort and should not be attempted alone where avoidable. NOTE: See updated procedures — M.H., 1991.

The updated procedures didn't exist.

I looked at the lever. The iron handle, hinged and pinned, the one the manual warned against and Nadia had pointed to the first morning she'd come up here and which a previous keeper had used once, imperfectly, with consequences.

Outside: a North Sea squall and ships on the water.

I unpinned the lever.

What the manual called sustained physical effort was accurate in the way that technical writing is sometimes honest by understatement. The override lever engaged a direct mechanical link to the rotation collar — no motor assist, no automation, just the weight and resistance of the lens mechanism translated directly into my arms. The lens assembly weighed several hundred kilograms and the gear reduction in the system meant the lever required a controlled, continuous effort to keep it moving at the correct rotation speed.

Twelve seconds per revolution. I counted.

I turned the lever. The lens moved. The beam went out through the squall windows in its arc and came back and went out again, and I turned the lever and counted, and the wind threw itself at the glass with the sustained indifference of weather that does not care what it interrupts.

I turned it for forty minutes.

At some point in the twentieth minute my shoulders decided they had opinions about the arrangement and I overrode the opinions because there was nothing else to do. At thirty minutes my grip had become a mechanical fact rather than a muscular one, the kind of sustained effort that stops feeling like effort because the body stops negotiating. I counted revolutions because counting kept the rhythm and the rhythm was the job.

At forty-two minutes the motor housing made a sound.

I stopped counting. The sound happened again — a low click, then a vibration, then the motor came back online like something surfacing, found the drive collar, found the rotation, and took over from my hands.

I let go of the lever and stood in the dark lamp room with my arms hanging at my sides and the beam going around and the squall still fully in progress outside.

Then the radio in the right-side cabinet said: "Humber Coastguard, this is MV Storndale, MV Storndale, near-miss report, sector seven, coordinates follow —"

I picked up the handset.

What followed was twenty minutes of radio procedure I hadn't been trained for, interspersed with Humber Coastguard patching in a duty officer who asked questions in the neutral tone of someone who wrote everything down. The MV Storndale had been running northeast through the sector when the navigation light went dark; they'd altered course on instinct and logged the position and were now filing a formal report. The duty officer asked how long the light had been out. I checked my watch against the time I'd woken up and said forty-two minutes. He asked what had caused the failure. I said motor failure during a squall, suspected mechanical fault in the rotation mechanism, I'd maintained the beam manually using the override lever until the motor recovered. He asked my name, my appointment status, my installation reference. I gave all three.

"A formal incident investigation will be opened," he said. "You'll receive notification in the next twenty-four hours. You'll be required to give a statement. Maintain your logs in full."

"Understood," I said.

The radio went quiet. The squall was already easing, the way North Sea weather eases — abruptly, as if it had achieved its purpose and was done. By three in the morning it was blowing only twenty knots and the stars were beginning to show in patches to the west.

I sat down on the iron floor of the lamp room with my back against the mechanism housing and wrote in the logbook. Everything: times, motor failure, manual override operation, rotation maintained, motor recovery, Storndale near-miss report, coastguard contact, duty officer name, investigation notification. I wrote it in the same careful handwriting I used when I wanted things to be readable and I left nothing out and I did not soften anything or add anything that wasn't factual.

The lamp went around. My arms ached from shoulder to wrist.

Nadia was at the cottage door at seven.

She'd heard the radio traffic on the marine band — her vessel had been monitoring through the squall, standard procedure, and the Storndale report had come through clearly. She came in without knocking and looked at me at the kitchen table with the logbook open in front of me and coffee I'd made and not yet drunk.

"The override lever," she said.

"It worked."

She sat down. She looked at the logbook, not reading it, just looking at the fact of it. "How long?"

"Forty-two minutes."

A pause. "You did that alone."

"There wasn't anyone else up at twelve forty-seven."

"No." She was quiet for a moment. "The investigation will want to know if the fault was pre-existing and documented. The 1987 report establishes that it was. The absence of the updated procedure establishes that the documentation was removed." She looked at me. "Marcus cannot claim you caused this."

"He's going to try."

"He's going to try," she agreed. "But the paper trail is on your side now. The question is who presents it."

Ros arrived twenty minutes later, also without knocking, also having heard. She came in, looked at me, looked at Nadia, and said: "I'm ringing the solicitor."

"Ros—"

"Helen Davies, she does maritime employment law, she's been on the mainland for twenty years and she knows what statutory authority procedures look like from the inside." She was already at the counter with her phone. "This is not the moment to be without someone who speaks that language."

I didn't argue. I drank the cold coffee and listened to Ros leave a message for Helen Davies that was concise, accurate, and made clear that the matter was urgent without sounding panicked, because Ros did not sound panicked at the best of times and definitely not at the worst.

When she hung up she looked at me. "How are your arms?"

"Functional," I said.

"Good. You'll need to write the formal statement yourself — Helen can advise on what to include, but it has to be in your words. Everything you logged, everything you did, in order." She sat down across from me. "Don't speculate, don't editorialize. What happened, when, what you did, what the result was."

"That's what's in the logbook."

"Then the statement is already written. You're just copying it into a form someone else can act on."

Nadia had opened her laptop and was pulling up the evidential record she'd been building — the spreadsheet, the contractor report, the cross-referenced flicker entries. "I'll prepare a summary document," she said. "The historical record in one place, clearly annotated. The investigation will need to see the pattern going back to 1987 to understand that this wasn't random failure and wasn't keeper error." She looked at me. "Is that useful?"

"Yes," I said. "That's exactly useful."

I looked at the two of them at my kitchen table doing the things they were each specifically equipped to do — Ros with her knowledge of the island and the institutional actors who moved around it, Nadia with her methodical evidence and her capacity to turn raw data into an argument — and I felt something that wasn't quite gratitude and wasn't quite relief and was more fundamental than either. I was not alone in this. I had not been alone in it since the first week.

The lamp was running. I'd kept it running. The investigation would come and Ros had a solicitor and Nadia had the records and the logbook was clean.

At nine in the morning, with the solicitor's callback expected and the coastguard notification still pending, I went back up to the lamp room and stood at the seaward window.

The squall was completely gone. The sea was the grey-green it always was after a blow, the surface still rough but the weather done with it. A vessel was moving south on the horizon — ordinary traffic, nothing to do with last night.

I thought about the question Ros had not yet asked directly and Clara had not been here to see and Nadia had not raised but which I could feel sitting underneath all of it: whether I'd stay. Whether this was the moment I found the exit. The ferry ran Tuesday and Friday. I could write a letter of resignation and hand it to Marcus and be in Guildford by the weekend, back in a rented room, one more person who'd spent a summer on the island and then left.

The lever was retracted and pinned in the drive collar where it lived. My arms still ached. The lamp was running.

I was a lighthouse keeper. I'd kept the light on in a North Sea squall, alone, for forty-two minutes. I'd logged it and answered the radio and given the duty officer everything he needed.

I was not going anywhere.
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Chapter Two


The investigation moved faster than I'd expected and slower than I wanted.

Nadia had the evidence summary ready within twenty-four hours of the incident — twelve pages, clearly structured, the 1987 contractor report as an appendix, the cross-referenced flicker entries with timestamps, the interval analysis, and a plain-language conclusion that required no legal training to follow: the rotation mechanism had a documented bracket fault from 1987, the recommended repair had never been carried out, and the lamp failure on Saturday night was the foreseeable consequence of thirty-six years of deferred maintenance. She sent it to Helen Davies the same morning she sent it to me.

Helen Davies turned out to be someone who communicated by short, precise emails that arrived at unexpected hours and conveyed a great deal in few words. Her first email to me said: Received your materials. Good documentation. Do not contact Marcus Hale or the statutory authority directly. All communication through me. I'll be in touch. Her second, two days later: Investigation formal hearing scheduled for Wednesday. I'll attend by video. You'll give your statement in writing. Use the logbook verbatim. Don't improve it.

I didn't improve it.

The hearing was on a Wednesday morning in a windowless room on the mainland that I was not in — Helen Davies attended by video, the coastguard investigator attended in person, a representative of the statutory authority attended in what Helen later described as a state of visible discomfort. I was at the cottage with the logbook open and my phone face-up on the table, waiting.

Nadia was at the kitchen table. Not working — she'd finished the logbook transcription and her benthic survey data collection was complete, her colleague already underway with the processing work on the vessel. She was there because she'd been there every morning for two weeks and it would have been strange to be anywhere else.

At eleven-forty Helen Davies rang.

"Finding came through," she said. "Root cause identified as deferred maintenance on the drive collar mounting bracket, pre-existing fault documented from 1987, recommended repair not carried out. No operator error finding. Your tenure is confirmed." A brief pause. "Marcus Hale's office has been notified that the statutory authority is opening a maintenance backlog review and that a costs order is being considered in relation to the near-miss incident."

"What does a costs order mean?"

"It means Marcus is going to be paying for the bracket replacement and probably several other outstanding maintenance items out of a budget he would very much prefer to spend elsewhere." Another pause, slightly warmer this time. "He'll cooperate now. They always do at this point."

I thanked her and said I'd sort out her invoice and she said Ros had already taken care of it, which was news to me, and then she rang off.

Nadia was watching me across the table.

"Cleared," I said.

She nodded once, with the contained satisfaction she'd had when the contractor report had surfaced from the archive — a prediction confirmed, a system working as it was supposed to work when the right people applied pressure to the right points. "Good," she said. "The bracket replacement will need to happen before the next heavy weather season."

"The statutory authority is sending a contractor team," I said. "Three weeks."

"I'll send them the summary document. They should have the full history before they start." She closed her laptop. "I'll write to Marcus and cc the authority."

"You don't have to do that."

"I know." She looked at me. "I want it in the record that an independent researcher contributed to identifying the fault. It protects your logbook entries from being reframed later." She said it practically, as she said everything. "Marcus will be cooperative now but cooperative people have long memories."

I thought about Marcus's affable manner and his evasive eyes and the way he'd moved toward the ferry before I'd finished my first question. "Yes," I said. "They do."

Marcus rang at three that afternoon.

It was the most extraordinary phone call of my professional life, which was saying something. He was warm, he was apologetic without quite admitting to anything specific, and he asked three times whether there was anything I needed that he could arrange. The third time I said yes and went to the logbook and read from the list I'd been building since my second week: the bracket replacement, the updated emergency procedures for the override lever, a replacement for the 1987 amendment binder section, confirmation of my radio authorization for the historical log access I'd granted Nadia, and a current copy of my employment terms which I had apparently never been given.

A silence.

"I'll have all of that with you within the week," Marcus said.

"I'd appreciate it," I said.

After I rang off I sat with the logbook open to the list page for a moment. Then I added one more item at the bottom: Ask Ros what else needs doing. She'd know. She always knew.

Nadia's vessel was leaving Friday.

Her colleague had the processing schedule set, the next survey site identified, the window before autumn weather narrow enough that delays weren't possible. Nadia had been on this island for three weeks; she'd done what she came to do and then considerably more, and now the work was calling her back and she was the kind of person who answered that call.

She told me Thursday evening, sitting at the kitchen table in the same chair she'd sat in every day for two weeks, with the logbooks back on their shelf in the correct order and her laptop closed for the first time since I'd known her.

"Spring," she said. "Same survey window. I'll need the new season's logbook entries for the tidal analysis, and I want to see the contractor team's work on the bracket." She looked at me. "Also other reasons."

"Other reasons," I said.

"I think you know what the other reasons are."

"I'd like to hear you say them."

She looked at me with the direct attention she gave to everything. "I want to come back to you," she said. "Specifically. That's the other reason."

There was no ambiguity in it. There never was with Nadia — she said what she meant with a precision that some people would have found unromantic and I found the opposite of unromantic, the opposite being the exact truth.

"Spring," I said.

"Spring," she said.

We ate dinner at the cottage and the conversation ran long the way it had when it was good — moving between the work and the island and the people on it, Nadia's account of the strangest things she'd found on the seabed in this sector (a complete bathtub, provenance unknown; a cargo of ceramic insulators from what must have been an interwar shipwreck, still neatly stacked), my account of what the logbooks from the 1960s suggested about the character of the keeper who'd written them, a man I'd never meet and had nonetheless come to know the way you know someone from their handwriting and their attention.

The lamp cycled on at dusk. Neither of us went up — the mechanism was running, the bracket hold-fix still adequate now that the motor had recovered, and the contractor team was three weeks out. I'd checked it at five and logged it clean.

When the plates were cleared she looked at me across the table and said, "I'd like to stay tonight," with the same directness she'd used for everything else, and I said yes in the same spirit.

What Nadia brought to bed was what she brought everywhere: complete attention, no performance, a thorough and practical interest in what was working and what could work better. She undressed with the same unselfconscious efficiency she used for everything else and came to the bed and put her hands on me with the focus of someone who had been thinking about this and arrived prepared.

"I've been thinking about this," she said, confirming it.

"For how long?"

"Since approximately the third day I came to work on the logbooks." She pressed her mouth to my collarbone. "You have a very calming presence when you're reading. I found it distracting."

"That seems contradictory."

"Many true things are." She moved her mouth to my throat. "Stop talking."

I stopped talking.

She was deliberate in a way that was different from the night of the lamp room, when everything had been new and the three of them and the circumstances had given it a particular charge. Tonight it was quieter — just the two of them, the lamp going around outside, the last night before she left — and she took her time with the deliberateness of someone who intended to leave nothing out.

She worked her way down my body with the patient attention she gave to data: thorough, interested, adjusting based on what she found. When she took me in her mouth I put a hand in her hair and she made a low sound of acknowledgment and kept going until I said her name with some urgency and she came back up with a look that was professionally satisfied.

She straddled me and took me in slowly, watching my face as she did it the way she always watched things she wanted to understand fully. She set a rhythm that was hers — measured, building, her hands on my chest for leverage — and I kept my hands on her hips and let her run it because she knew what she was doing and there was no world in which I was going to interrupt her.

She was close before I was, her breathing coming apart and her hips working faster than the rhythm she'd set, and I brought one hand between us and she said "yes, there" with the same precision she'd always used and I kept going and she came with a sustained, quiet intensity — head back, jaw tight, her whole body held in it and then released.

I followed her a few minutes later with my face against her shoulder and her hand in my hair and the lamp throwing its interval of light across the ceiling.

We lay afterward in the particular silence of the island at night — no traffic, no voices, just the water and the beam's rotation and the occasional sound of wind in the gorse on the headland.

"I'll think about this in October," she said. "When I'm on the vessel and it's grey and the survey data is tedious."

"What will you think?"

"That the spring survey has additional motivation." She paused. "That's not nothing, for October."

"It's not nothing," I agreed.

She was asleep by midnight. I lay awake for a while longer, not anxiously — there was nothing left to be anxious about tonight, the investigation resolved and the lamp running and the contractor team coming — but with the particular wakefulness of a night that deserved attention.

The lamp had been going around every twelve seconds for longer than I'd been alive, tended by men whose names were in the logbooks on the shelf downstairs, who had stood at the seaward window and looked out at the same water and felt the same weight of the same responsibility. David had done it, and the man before David, and the man before him, going back to whoever had first taken the job and learned what it meant.

I'd taken the job running away from something. I'd found something else instead.

The island wasn't somewhere I'd ended up. It was somewhere I'd chosen — or it had chosen me, which might be the same thing.

The lamp went around. Nadia breathed beside me. Somewhere on the south side of the island, Ros's kitchen light was probably still on.

I went to sleep.
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Chapter Three


The island emptied the way a tide goes out — not all at once, but steadily, the level dropping until one morning you looked at the harbor and there were no unfamiliar cars on the quay and the windsock was doing its work for an audience of gulls.

The last holiday cottage emptied in the second week of September. Ros let her final tenants off the island on the Tuesday ferry and spent the afternoon in the third hut stripping beds and stacking linen with the efficiency of someone closing accounts for the season. I helped her carry the linen bags to the storage building. She thanked me in the way she thanked people who'd done useful things — briefly, specifically, as if gratitude was a form of accurate reporting.

"That's it until next June," she said, locking the storage building.

"Does it feel different?" I said. "The island, when they're gone."

She thought about it honestly, which she did with most questions. "It feels like itself," she said. "The summer is an overlay. This is what's underneath."

I understood that in September in a way I couldn't have in August.

The contractor team arrived on a Tuesday in mid-September: two men from the mainland, methodical and experienced, who looked at the lighthouse with the eyes of people who'd seen a hundred of them and this one was not exceptional. They were polite, professional, and largely uninterested in conversation, which suited the work. They had the bracket replacement done in two days — the old mounting hardware removed and bagged as documentation for the investigation record, the new bracket fitted to spec, the motor tested through a full operational cycle while I watched and logged.

On the second afternoon the younger of the two, coming back from the base of the lighthouse with a survey torch, stopped and looked at me with an expression of mild professional interest.

"There's a hatch down there," he said. "Floor level, in the service corridor. Sealed — looks like it's been sealed a long time. It's not on any of our drawings."

"What's under it?"

"Couldn't tell you. Didn't open it — not in the scope of work. But you might want to flag it." He wrote something in his own notebook. "I'll note it in our report."

I went down after they'd packed up for the day and found it: a square iron hatch set into the stone floor of the service corridor at the base of the tower, flush with the ground, sealed with what appeared to be a welded bead that had oxidised to a dark red-brown. It was about a meter on each side. No handle, no markings, nothing in the laminated emergency cards that referenced it. The logbooks didn't mention it in any entry I could find.

I photographed it and added a note to the logbook. I didn't open it. I wasn't sure I was supposed to and I'd learned to be careful about assumptions on that front.

The contractor team left on the Thursday ferry with their tools and their report and the bagged hardware. The bracket was replaced. The lamp was running cleanly — smoother than it had run since my arrival, the rotation even and unhesitating, the motor drawing less current against the properly fitted mechanism. I ran the full maintenance cycle that evening and every step landed correctly, in sequence, from memory.

I didn't need the manual.

October came in grey and purposeful, the light going earlier each day, the sea taking on the pewter color it wore for the serious months. The island contracted further — not smaller, but more itself, the way Ros had said, the summer overlay gone and the underlying thing visible.

My days had a shape I recognised as mine now. Up at the lamp cycle, morning inspection, radio check at eight. Maintenance according to the cycle, logbook entries accurate and complete. The afternoons: reading, walking the headland, sometimes sitting in the lamp room in the late light for no operational reason, just because it was there and it was good to be in it. Evenings at Ros's on Thursdays, which had never officially stopped being Thursdays but had relaxed into something less scheduled — sometimes Thursday, sometimes a different night, sometimes both of us simply ending up at the same table because the island was small and we were both in it and there was no reason not to be.

I called Nadia on a Sunday evening in October, nothing urgent — she rang back an hour later from somewhere cold, her voice carrying the ambient noise of a research vessel at anchor, and we talked for forty minutes about the autumn survey results and the contractor report and what the spring bracket replacement had probably done for the long-range tidal data accuracy. At the end she said "four months" in the tone of someone who had done the arithmetic and found it acceptable.

"Four months," I said.

Clara's watercolour was on the wall above the kitchen table: the seaward face at dusk, the tower aimed outward, the held light in the glass. I looked at it most mornings with my coffee. It was the right place for it.

I rang my ex-wife on a Wednesday afternoon in the third week of October.

I'd been thinking about doing it for several weeks — not with dread, which surprised me, but with the particular quality of a task that had been left undone long enough to become noticeable. Not reconnection. Not recrimination or revisitation. The marriage had failed and we'd both known it was failing for longer than we'd acknowledged, and the divorce had been civil in the way of two people who respected each other enough not to perform a bitterness they didn't fully feel.

What I wanted to do was close it properly.

She answered on the third ring. Her voice was the same, which was obvious but still a thing I registered.

We talked for eleven minutes. I told her I was a lighthouse keeper on a North Sea island, which produced a silence that contained exactly the response it deserved. She told me she'd moved to a different flat, a better one, and that the kitchen table had ended up with her sister. I said that was fine, and it was. We didn't discuss the years we'd spent at it.

Before I rang off I said: "I think I needed to tell you I'm all right. I'm actually all right."

Another silence, shorter. "Good," she said. "I'm glad."

She sounded like she meant it. I thought she probably did.

I hung up and sat for a moment with the phone on the table and the lamp going around outside and the October light making something particular of the cottage walls, and I felt the thing I'd called her to feel: a door closing. Not slamming, not locked — just closed, properly, with both hands on it, the way you close something you've finished with.

Then I made dinner and ate it and went to do the evening lamp check, and the lamp was running clean.

Ros came over on the Thursday with a pot of something that had been slow-cooking all day, the smell of it arriving in the cottage before she did. She put it on the range, found the bowls without asking, and sat down at the kitchen table in her habitual chair while I poured wine.

"You rang her," she said.

I looked at her. "Nadia told you?"

"No." She took the glass I handed her. "You look like you did something you'd been putting off. I guessed."

I sat down across from her. "It was fine," I said. "It was right."

"Good." She looked at the watercolour above the table. "Clara's, that one?"

"The seaward face. She gave it to me the day before she left."

Ros looked at it for a moment with the expression she used for things she'd already made her peace with. "She paints the true version, not the beautiful one," she said. "That's actually quite difficult to do."

"She explained that to me once."

"She would." Ros drank her wine. "She'll be back in August."

"I know."

"I know you know. I'm saying it because it's true." She looked at me directly. "You understand what this is, between us."

"I think so."

"Tell me."

I thought about how to say it accurately, the way she asked me to say things. "Something real that belongs to the island and to you specifically and to this particular version of the year. Not seasonal, because you're here all year and so am I now. But grounded in place. Domestic, in the right sense of that word."

She was quiet for a moment. "Yes," she said. "That's it."

She topped up my glass without asking whether I wanted more, which was its own kind of answer about what we were.

After dinner she stayed, and the evening moved in the way their evenings moved in October — without the summer's urgency, with more room in it, the long slow dark outside and the lamp going around and neither of them checking the time.

In bed she was different from July, which she was different from in every way that mattered. The heat was the same — she had not changed about that, she was not a person who changed about the things she wanted — but the sureness of it was different. July had been two adults choosing each other clearly and finding it worked. October was two people who already knew it worked, who had months of Thursdays and shared dinners and small domestic exchanges behind them, and that accumulated knowledge was in the way she touched me now — not tentative, never tentative with Ros, but settled.

She lay back and pulled me over her and said "come here" in the tone she used for everything she'd already decided, and I came, and she was warm and solid and already moving to meet me before I'd finished finding the right position, her hands efficient and purposeful on my back.

I knew her now. I knew the exact pressure she liked at the hollow of her throat and the way she went still and intent when I hit the right angle, the particular quality of her breathing when she was close and the sound she made — exhaled, decisive — when she came. I knew how to take my time without making an occasion of it. She'd taught me that without meaning to, simply by being herself and letting me learn her, and I used what I knew and she received it as she received everything: with full attention and no performance.

She came with my hand between us and her hips worked up hard against mine, a long sustained thing, nothing wasted, and then she let out a breath and relaxed into the mattress and said "good" in a tone that settled every remaining question about the evening.

Afterward she lay with her head on her own pillow looking at the window, comfortable in the silence the way she was comfortable in most things.

"The hatch in the base of the tower," she said.

I turned my head. "You know about it?"

"The contractor mentioned it when he came to return a tool he'd left in the storage building." She looked at the ceiling. "I've been on this island my whole life. My grandfather was stationed here for eighteen months." She paused. "I've never been in that service corridor. It's not part of the visitor areas and David didn't mention it." Another pause. "I want to know what's under it."

"So do I," I said.

"Whoever sealed it sealed it a long time ago," she said. "Before the current maintenance regime, before Marcus, before most of the logbooks I've seen." She was quiet for a moment. "Before my grandfather left, probably."

I lay in the dark thinking about the sealed hatch and the oxidised weld and the WWII naval history of the island and the men who'd been stationed here during the war, and about all the things the lighthouse had been responsible for keeping that didn't appear in any current filing system.

"After the formal review clears," I said. "We could open it."

"Yes," Ros said. "We could."
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Chapter Four


The first of October was a Tuesday, which meant the ferry came.

I was already in the lamp room when it appeared in the harbor — I could see the harbor mouth from the western window, and on clear mornings the ferry was visible for ten minutes before it docked, a small shape growing gradually purposeful. I watched it tie up while I worked through the maintenance cycle. Step one. Step two. The drive collar, the motor housing, the new bracket sitting clean and solid in its proper position, no fatigue crack, no binding, the rotation mechanism moving the way the manual said it should move and had not moved for thirty-six years before the contractors came.

I had not opened the manual.

This was the fourth time I'd run the full cycle without it. The third time I'd noticed I wasn't using it; this time I hadn't needed to notice. The fourteen steps were simply what I did in the lamp room on maintenance days, in order, from my hands' knowledge rather than from a page. I checked the logbook entry from the previous cycle, confirmed the motor readings, signed the current entry, and went back to the window.

The ferry was already unloading. A delivery of supplies for the harbor store, a package for Ros, the post bag. I'd go down in an hour.

The island in October had a quality that was hard to describe to anyone who hadn't been in it: a kind of completion, as if the summer had been a question the autumn was now answering. The gorse was thinner, the light lower and more specific, the sea a deeper color that varied less between weather and fine days. There were no holiday cars on the quay and no painters in the grass by the lighthouse. The windsock at the jetty was doing its quiet work for no one in particular.

I walked down to the harbor at half nine, nodded to Mick at the harbor store who had stopped finding my presence surprising in August and had stopped commenting on it in September, and collected the post bag from the ferryman.

Three letters: the statutory authority's confirmation of the maintenance contractor report, filed and closed. An amendment binder from Marcus's office — the updated override procedures, finally, a thin document that I would read today and add to the correct shelf. And a postcard.

The front was a watercolor print — not one of Clara's, a commercial thing — of a generically pleasant British coastline that could have been anywhere. I turned it over.

Her handwriting was small and even, the hand of someone who'd spent years writing comments in margins.

The August light was particularly good this year. Same again?

Below that, a date. Third week of August, next year.

I stood at the harbor wall and looked at the postcard for a moment. The date was specific — not a vague August, not sometime next summer, but a week, pinned to the calendar with the same intention she brought to everything. She was telling me what to expect without asking anything in return for it. That was exactly Clara.

I put the postcard in my jacket pocket and walked back up to the lighthouse.

The email from Nadia came in the early afternoon.

The subject line was the title of a paper — a long, technical title involving benthic communities and historical baseline data in the North Sea — and the body of the email was three sentences: Published this morning. Open access, link below. See page 2.

I opened the link on my laptop at the kitchen table. The paper was dense and methodical and I understood about a third of it, which was the third that dealt with the historical logbook data and the lighthouse installation and what seventy years of consistent keeper records had contributed to the confidence intervals in the current survey results. The writing was Nadia's — precise, interested, the kind of scientific prose that is actually enjoyable if you know the person behind it.

Page 2 was the acknowledgements section.

The authors thank the Maritime and Coastguard Agency, the statutory authority for navigational installations in the sector, and the following individuals for their contributions to this research: Dr. Patricia Chen (tidal modeling, University of Hull); James Osei (vessel operations, MV Osei-Bonsu); and John Mills, Keeper, for access to historical logbooks and for his consistent and accurate recordkeeping, without which this analysis would not have been possible.

I read it twice.

John Mills, Keeper.

Not John Mills, recent divorcee at a loose end. Not John Mills, former project manager with a gym bag purchased in a supermarket. Keeper. The word sitting in a published academic paper alongside people who had spent years acquiring the credentials Nadia had listed next to their names, and not out of place there, because the thing I'd done — kept accurate records, every day, in order, with attention — was the thing that had made the research possible.

I sat with that for a while. Then I put the postcard next to the laptop where I could see both of them, and I made tea, and I went back to work.

The afternoon was mine. I spent it the way I'd been spending October afternoons: a walk to the headland, the WWII bunker on the way, the island's compact geography feeling larger now that I knew every path. The sealed hatch was in my mind the way it had been in Ros's when she'd raised it, the previous week — a thing that wanted to be opened, waiting for the right moment, which was not yet. The formal maintenance review was still working through its final documentation. When it was done, and when we were sure no further official eyes would be looking at the base of the tower with claims they needed to make, we'd open it.

Whatever was down there had been sealed for decades and could wait a few more weeks.

The headland was extraordinary in October. The sea ran dark and serious in three directions, no pleasure craft, no research vessels at anchor, just the working water doing what it did. I stood at the edge of the cliff for a long time and thought about nothing in particular in the way that had become possible on this island in a way it hadn't been anywhere else.

On the way back I passed the spot where Clara had been sitting when I'd first come around the corner of the lighthouse with my mug of tea. The grass was shorter now, pressed down by the autumn, the easel-sized patch of flattened ground still faintly visible. I stopped and looked at the lighthouse from the same angle she'd been looking at it that first afternoon.

It was a good view. She'd been right to keep coming back to it.

Ros arrived at six-thirty with a cast-iron pot and the manner of someone doing something ordinary.

"I made too much," she said, setting it on the range.

"You always make exactly the right amount," I said.

She looked at me with the compressed amusement she used when I said something accurate that she'd rather not confirm. "Get the bowls."

I got the bowls. She found the bread without asking where it was, because she'd known where it was for months. We ate at the kitchen table with Clara's watercolour above us and the lamp cycling on outside and Ros telling me about the conversation she'd had with her insurance company about the Nissen huts, which was the kind of island-life administrative drama that would have been invisible to me in August and was now perfectly comprehensible.

I showed her the postcard. She read it and set it back on the table with the expression she used for things she'd already made her peace with.

"Next August," she said.

"Next August."

"And Nadia in spring."

"April, she said. Possibly March if the survey window opens early."

Ros picked up her wine. "That's a reasonable calendar."

There was something in the way she said it — matter-of-fact, no edge in it — that was worth sitting with. She'd known about Clara from the first week, had known about Nadia from shortly after, had never treated either as a problem or a complication or a thing that diminished what existed between us on this island in all the months when no ferries brought anyone new. The arrangement was not secret and had never been fragile. It was three distinct things that fit alongside each other the way the island's different aspects fit alongside each other: the harbor and the headland and the lighthouse, all themselves, all part of the same place.

"I've been thinking about the hatch," Ros said.

"So have I."

"My grandfather's service records are in a box in the storage building. I've been meaning to look through them properly for twenty years." She turned her glass on the table. "When we open the hatch, I want to have read them first."

"That makes sense."

"The island has a history that goes underneath the history anyone talks about," she said. "I've always known that. I just haven't — pushed on it." She looked at the lamp going around outside. "Having someone here who's interested in pushing on things with me changes the calculation."

I thought about what it had taken to get here. The divorce, the Wednesday night application, the two bags and the contract I hadn't read. The manuals on the shelf and the toolkit behind the unlabeled key and the first morning Clara had turned around in the grass with paint on her arm. The lamp failing in a squall and the weight of the override lever and the forty-two minutes of counting. The logbooks going back to 1953 and the man whose handwriting got progressively smaller and whose attention never did.

The cottage was warm. The lamp was running. Ros was at the table. The watercolour was on the wall and the postcard was beside the laptop and Nadia's paper was published on a server somewhere with my name in it.

"I'm interested," I said.

Ros nodded once. That was enough.

She went home at ten, taking the pot with her, the walk across the island in the dark a matter of four minutes that she'd been doing her whole life. I stood in the doorway and watched her torch bobbing away down the path the way I'd stood in the doorway in August watching Clara walk over the rise with her easel, except that now the path was familiar and the dark was specific and the person walking it was coming back tomorrow.

I went upstairs and did the evening check from the lamp room window: rotation smooth, beam running, no hesitation, the new bracket doing the job the original should have done in 1987. The sea was dark and specific in three directions. Somewhere out there the shipping lanes were doing their ordinary work — cargo vessels and tankers and ferries moving their loads between the places that needed them, using the charts and the beacons and the lights that men had been tending on islands like this one for longer than I could easily imagine.

The lamp went around.

I went back downstairs and made a last entry in the logbook. 1st October. Full maintenance cycle completed, no manual. Lamp operational, rotation normal. Motor readings within spec. Bracket performing to standard. Weather clear.

I turned off the kitchen light and went to bed, and through the window the lamp went on doing its job, the beam sweeping out over the dark water every twelve seconds, the way it had every night of every year since the lighthouse was built, the way it would go on doing long after whoever was currently listed in the logbook had handed the keys to whoever came next.

It was a good lamp. It was a good island. I had good women around me.

I was a lighthouse keeper.
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