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Chapter 1: Haven thriving

⚜

Morning sun hit the bed in bright stripes. The sheet had slid off Lily's hip during the night, and I was still half-asleep when her lips found my neck.

"Finally." Her voice was husky. "I've been waiting for you to wake up for an hour. Do you know how hard that was?"

She was straddling my thigh, her skin sleep-heated against mine. When I turned my head, she was grinning down at me, honey blonde hair falling around her face. Her blue eyes had that look I'd come to recognize. Restless. Ready.

"An hour?" I reached up and brushed the hair from her face. "You could have woken me."

"I tried. You sleep like the dead." She rolled her hips against my leg, and I felt how wet she already was. "I made a list in my head. All the things I want you to do to me. Torture."

Eight weeks since the rescue. Eight weeks since Lily had fully joined Haven, since she'd discovered what her body was capable of. And in that time, I'd learned something about Lily Warren.

The woman woke up ready to go, every single day.

"Then don't wait anymore," I said.

I pulled her down and kissed her. She tasted like sleep and want. Her perky breasts pressed against my chest as she melted into me, her hips already grinding.

"Now," she breathed against my mouth. "I'm done waiting."

She reached between us and found me already hard. Her fingers wrapped around my shaft, stroking once, twice, positioning me. Then she sank down with a satisfied moan.

"God, yes." Her head fell back, exposing the long line of her throat. "This is what I've been waiting for."

She started to move. Quick, urgent rolls of her hips that drove me deep with each stroke. Lily didn't do slow in the mornings. She woke up wired and she wanted to feel something.

I gripped her waist and held on for the ride. Her body knew what it needed. She braced her hands on my chest and rode me, chasing her pleasure with single-minded focus.

"You feel so good," she gasped. "Every morning I wake up wet for you. Every single morning."

She ground down and cried out, her inner walls clenching around me as the first orgasm hit. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her lips parted. She just let go. Two months and she still surprised me with how quickly she could come.

But she didn't stop. The orgasm rolled through her and she kept moving, rhythm barely faltering.

"Don't stop," she panted. "Keep going. I want another one."

I thrust up to meet her, driving deeper. She rewarded me with a sharp cry, nails digging into my chest. Her hips moved faster, grinding her clit against me on each downstroke.

"That angle. Oh god, Garrett, stay right there..."

The second orgasm hit her harder. Her whole body shook. I felt her pulse around my cock, felt the desperate clench of her release. She kept riding even as she trembled through the aftershocks.

"Your turn," she breathed. "Come for me. I want to feel it."

I pulled her down onto me as I thrust up. Deep. Relentless. Taking what she was offering. Lily moaned and let me use her, her body pliant and willing.

"Yes. Like that. Fill me up."

I came with a groan, spilling deep inside her. She squeezed around me, drawing out every pulse, a satisfied smile spreading across her face.

"Perfect way to start the day." She collapsed onto my chest, loose-limbed and satisfied. "That's what I wanted."

I held her, running my fingers through her hair, feeling our hearts slow together. Outside, Haven was waking up. Voices drifted from the lodge, the clatter of breakfast being prepared, the distant sound of someone chopping wood.

"You're going to kill me," I said.

Lily laughed against my chest. "Don't pretend you're complaining."

I wasn't.

Breakfast was chaos. The good kind.

Nine people crowded around the long table in the lodge, passing plates, reaching for seconds, arguing over the last piece of bacon. Elena had outdone herself. Eggs scrambled with vegetables from Sage's garden, fresh bread from the wood-fired oven, strips of deer jerky that Mira had smoked last week.

Haven had nearly doubled in size since the rescue, and somehow we'd found a rhythm.

The four rescued women sat together on one side of the table. Faith was quiet as always, but she smiled more now. Bree had her sketchbook beside her plate, pencil moving between bites. Jordan ate with the focused intensity of an athlete, still competitive about everything. And Carmen presided over them like the mother hen she'd always been, making sure everyone had enough.

Lily sat beside me, her thigh pressed against mine under the table. Her hand kept finding my leg, squeezing, stroking. Even now, even full of breakfast and still flushed from our morning session, she couldn't stop touching me.

"You're going to spill your coffee," I murmured.

"Worth it." She grinned and squeezed higher.

Across the table, Elena caught the exchange and smiled knowingly. Mira, seated at the head of the table, just shook her head.

"Some things never change," Mira said.

"Would you want them to?" Lily asked sweetly.

Later on, I was elbow-deep in scrap metal in the workshop when Lily appeared in the doorway.

"Hey." She leaned against the doorframe, backlit by the afternoon sun. "Whatcha doing?"

"Inventory. Checking what we have for the new water tank."

She crossed the workshop in four quick strides and pressed herself against my back, arms wrapping around my waist. Her lips found the back of my neck.

"That sounds boring."

"Lily..."

"You know what's not boring?" Her hand slid down my stomach, fingers playing at my waistband. "The way you looked this morning. The sounds you made."

"We just finished three hours ago."

"Three whole hours." She made it sound like an eternity. "I'm already thinking about it again."

I turned in her arms and kissed her. She responded immediately, pressing herself against me like she was trying to climb inside my skin.

"Tonight," I promised against her lips. "I have work to do."

"Tonight." She sighed dramatically. "Fine. But I'm holding you to that. And I want at least two rounds."

"Two?"

"Three, if you can manage it." She winked and slipped away, leaving me half-hard and shaking my head.

I was never going to finish that inventory.

I was filling the water bucket when Elena showed up beside me.

"She's going to run you ragged," Elena said with a laugh, filling her bucket at the well. Her dark eyes sparkled with amusement. "Lily, I mean. I've never seen anyone with that kind of appetite."

"I'm managing."

"Barely, from the looks of it." She laughed, warm and genuine. "Don't worry. We all appreciate the effort you're putting in."

"Happy to serve."

"Oh, I know you are." She patted my cheek affectionately. "But seriously. If you need backup, we're happy to help. Lily's discovered something she loves, and she wants to explore it. All of it. With everyone."

I pictured the last eight weeks. The way Lily had thrown herself into everything, eager to experience all of it. She'd explored with each of us in turn, learning what she liked, what made her body sing. She'd experimented and discovered pleasures she'd never imagined.

"She's making up for lost time," I said.

"Aren't we all?" Elena's expression softened. "She spent three months being told her body was something to be kept pure, kept untouched, kept for a man who wanted to possess her. Now she's free. Now she gets to choose. And she's choosing to feel good as often as possible."

"I understand."

"I know you do." She squeezed my arm. "That's why you're good for her. For all of us."

She headed back toward the lodge with her bucket. I watched her go, thinking about everything we'd built. Mira, Elena, Sage, and Lily. Three women who'd been here when I arrived, and one who'd found her way to us through hell. Four women who'd let me into their lives, their beds, their hearts.

A year ago I'd eaten cold beans alone in the dark, wondering if there was any point in going on. Now the lodge was warm and full. I still couldn't quite believe it.

Mira dropped into the chair beside me on the porch, rifle across her knees.

"We might need to find her more partners," she said without preamble, settling into the chair beside mine. Her rifle rested across her knees. Old habits.

"Lily?"

"Who else?" Mira's dark eyes tracked across the compound, ever vigilant. "She's got more energy than the four of us combined. It's going to become a challenge."

"A good challenge."

"The best kind." The corner of her mouth quirked up. "But still."

I followed her gaze to where Lily was helping Sage in the garden, laughing at something the younger woman had said. Even from here I could see the way Lily moved, the restless energy that never quite settled.

"We've been catching something on the radio," I said slowly. "Faint static over the past few weeks. Getting stronger."

Mira nodded. "Fragments of words. Nothing intelligible yet. But if it's what I think it is..."

"Other survivors."

"We need to be ready if they make clear contact." She shifted her rifle. "Could be an opportunity. Or a threat."

"Think it's worth the risk?" I asked.

"I think we need to find out." Mira stood, slinging her rifle over her shoulder. "But that's a discussion for after dinner. Tonight I want to enjoy what we have."

She walked toward the lodge, leaving me to watch the sunset paint the hills orange and gold.

I was changing my shirt when Carmen appeared in my cabin doorway.

I hadn't heard her knock. One moment I was alone, the next she was standing in the doorway, watching me with those expressive dark eyes. Her long curly hair caught the late afternoon light streaming through the window.

"That night a month ago," she said. No hesitation. "Through the window."

I knew immediately which night she meant. A month ago, after the celebration. She'd been watching through the window while the five of us were together in the lodge. I'd seen her there, silhouetted in the moonlight. I'd held her gaze and let her see.

"Carmen..."

"Don't." She stepped into the cabin and closed the door with her heel. "Don't tell me I don't have to. Don't tell me to take my time." She advanced on me, steady and sure. "Every dinner I've noticed the way you look at them. The way they glow when they come back from your cabin. I'm done being the one who just watches."

She crossed the small space between us. Up close, I could see the flush spreading across her warm brown skin, the way her chest rose and fell too quickly.

"I'm not afraid anymore, Garrett. I'm curious." Her voice dropped. "I've been curious since I watched through that window. Since I saw the way you touched them. The way they touched you. The way everyone looked so happy."

"They were."

"I want that." She reached out and placed her palm flat against my bare chest. Her hand was warm, steady despite the rapid pulse I could see beating in her throat. "I want what Lily has. That freedom. That joy."

I covered her hand with mine. "Are you sure?"

"I've never been more sure of anything." She met my eyes, something fierce burning there. "The question is whether you want me."

I looked at her. Really looked. Carmen was beautiful in a different way than the others. Where Lily was nervous energy and lean angles, Carmen was warmth and curves. Her body was soft and inviting, breasts straining against the worn fabric of her shirt, hips that flared in a way that made my hands itch to grip them.

"Come here," I said.

She stepped closer, and then she was in my arms, and then she was kissing me.

Her lips were full and soft and insistent. She kissed like she'd been thinking about it for months, like she'd rehearsed every move in her head and was finally getting to execute them. Her tongue swept against mine and she made a small sound of satisfaction.

"I've pictured this enough," she breathed against my mouth. "The real thing is better."

She pushed me backward toward the bed. Her hands were already working at my belt, confident and sure. When the backs of my knees hit the mattress, she shoved and I sat down hard.

"Now I get to find out what else I've been missing."

Carmen sank to her knees between my legs. She looked up at me as she freed my cock from my pants, wrapping her hand around the base. Her dark eyes were bright with intent.

"I've seen what you do to them," she said. "Now it's my turn."

She lowered her mouth to me.

Her lips were warm and wet and eager. She took me in slowly at first, learning my shape, her tongue swirling around the head. Then deeper, testing her limits, finding her rhythm. She watched my face the whole time, studying my reactions, adjusting based on every sound I made.

"Like this?" She pulled back to ask, hand still working my shaft.

"Just like that. God, yes."

She smiled and took me deep again. Her other hand came up to cup my balls, rolling them gently. I groaned and she responded by sucking harder, her head bobbing with increasing confidence.

"You taste good," she murmured, lips brushing against my tip. "Better than I imagined."

She went back to work with renewed enthusiasm. I tangled my fingers in her dark curls, not guiding, just touching, feeling her move. She moaned around my shaft and the vibration sent sparks up my spine.

I was close. Too close, too fast. I pulled her up before I could finish.

"My turn."

I flipped our positions, laying her back on the bed. Her eyes went wide as I knelt between her legs and pushed up her skirt. No underwear.

"I told you," she breathed, spreading her legs wider. "I came prepared."

I lowered my mouth to her.

She was hot and slick under my tongue. I licked a slow stripe up her center and she gasped, hips bucking. Her hands found my hair and gripped tight.

"Again," she demanded. "Keep doing that."

I gave her more. My tongue circled her clit, then flicked across it, then circled again. She writhed beneath me, making sounds that went straight to my cock. When I slipped two fingers inside her, she cried out.

"Oh god. Oh god, Garrett, that's..."

She was tight and wet and desperately responsive. I curled my fingers, finding the spot that made her whole body arch off the bed. My mouth kept working her clit while my fingers thrust steadily.

"I'm going to... I can't..." Her voice broke. "Please don't stop. Please, I'm so close..."

I sucked her clit into my mouth and crooked my fingers.

Carmen broke with a sharp cry. Her thighs clamped around my head, her back arched, her body clenched around my fingers in rhythmic pulses. I worked her through it, gentling as the waves subsided, until she lay gasping on the bed.

"That was..." She laughed, breathless and disbelieving. "I knew it would be like this. I knew it."

I crawled up her body, leaving a trail of kisses across her stomach, between her breasts, up her throat. She pulled me down and kissed me hard, tasting herself on my lips.

"I want to ride you," she said. "I want to be on top. I want to control this."

She sat up and pulled her shirt over her head in one smooth motion, revealing full breasts that matched her curves. Then she pushed at my chest until I rolled onto my back and straddled my hips. Her body was flushed with exertion, her dark hair wild around her face. She positioned herself above me and sank down slowly, watching my face the whole time.

"Oh." Her lips parted, her eyes went wide. "Oh, that's..."

She took me inch by inch until she was fully seated. For a moment we just stayed there, connected, breathing together.

Then she started to move.

Carmen rolled her hips experimentally, finding her rhythm. I stayed still long enough for her to figure out what she wanted. She was a fast learner. Within moments she was grinding against me with increasing urgency, her nails raking down my chest.

"This is everything," she gasped. "Everything I imagined."

Her generous breasts bounced with each movement, her hands braced on my chest for leverage. She found a rhythm that worked for her, deep grinding rolls of her hips that hit her clit on every stroke.

"Touch me," she demanded. "I want your hands on me."

I cupped her breasts, thumbs finding her nipples. She moaned and rode harder. I pinched gently and she threw her head back, pace increasing.

"I'm close again. God, I'm so close..."

The second orgasm crested and broke. She cried out, riding the wave. Her body clenched around my cock, squeezing tight. I watched her face as pleasure overtook her. Her eyes rolled back. Her mouth fell open. She lost herself completely.

When she came down, she was grinning.

"One more time," she said. "But different."

She climbed off me and shimmied the skirt down her legs, kicking it aside. Then she positioned herself on her hands and knees, looking back over her shoulder with a challenge in her eyes.

"Show me what you've got. And don't hold back."

I moved behind her. Her ass was round and inviting, her pussy glistening from her earlier releases. I lined myself up and pushed inside in one smooth stroke.

"Yes," she hissed. "That's it."

I started slow, letting her adjust to the angle. But Carmen wasn't interested in slow.

"Don't soften on me now," she demanded. "I said I can take it."

I gave her what she wanted. Deep, powerful strokes that made her whole body rock forward. She braced herself against the headboard, pushing back to meet every thrust.

"Yes. God, yes. Keep that pace."

I grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled, arching her back. She moaned in approval.

"Yes. Just like that."

The bed creaked beneath us. The sound of skin meeting skin filled the cabin. Carmen was vocal, demanding, telling me exactly what she wanted with every gasp and cry.

"Don't stop. Don't you dare stop. I'm going to..."

Her third release hit hard. She went rigid, then convulsed around me. I kept thrusting through it, riding her through the waves, until my own release hit. I buried myself deep and came, spilling inside her as she shuddered beneath me.

Carmen collapsed onto the bed, breathing hard. I pulled out slowly and lay down beside her. She immediately curled into my side, one hand resting on my chest, checking my heartbeat like it was the most natural thing in the world.

"Why did I wait so long?" she murmured against my skin. "Why did I waste two whole months being scared?"

"You weren't ready before."

"I should have been ready sooner." She lifted her head to look at me, a lazy smile spreading across her face. "But I'm ready now. And I have a lot of catching up to do."

I laughed. "You sound like Lily."

"Is that a bad thing?"

"Definitely not."

She kissed me, slow and sweet. "Good. Because I plan to be very demanding."

Dinner was already in full swing when we emerged from my cabin.

Carmen practically radiated satisfaction as she slid into her seat at the long table. The other rescued women noticed immediately.

"Something's different about you," Faith observed quietly.

"She got laid," Jordan said bluntly. Then her eyes narrowed. "Wait. Did you actually...?"

Carmen smiled serenely and reached for the bread. "A lady doesn't kiss and tell."

"Since when are you a lady?" But Jordan was grinning now. "Good for you, Reyes. About damn time."

Across the table, Elena caught my eye and smiled. Sage was practically bouncing in her seat. Even Mira looked pleased, the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth.

Lily leaned over and whispered in my ear. "Carmen looks happy. I'm glad. She deserves that."

I squeezed her thigh under the table.

Bree was sketching again, her pencil moving rapidly across the page. I caught a glimpse of the drawing. Two figures embracing, curves and angles, warmth and comfort. Abstract but unmistakable.

Faith touched Carmen's arm gently. "You look peaceful. I don't think I've ever seen you look peaceful before."

"I feel peaceful." Carmen covered Faith's hand with her own. "I feel free."

Faith's eyes flickered. She glanced toward me, held my gaze for half a second, then quickly away.

Faith was watching. Thinking. She'd move when she was ready, same as Carmen did.

The radio crackled to life just as we were finishing dessert.

Static first, then a voice. Male, distant but clear.

"Anyone out there? This is Outpost Ridge. Outpost Ridge calling any survivors. Is anyone receiving?"

Everyone went still. Nine pairs of eyes turned toward the old radio set up on the shelf near the kitchen.

Mira was on her feet first. She crossed to the radio and picked up the handset.

"Outpost Ridge, this is Haven. We read you. Over."

A burst of static. Then the voice again, clearer now, with an edge of desperate hope.

"Haven? You're real? We've been trying to make contact for days. We thought... we thought we were the only ones left."

"You're not alone." Mira's voice was steady, calm. "How many survivors at your location?"

"Four of us. Tom Hadley speaking. We've got my partner Kate, and two other men. Derek and Damon." A pause. "We're about twenty miles north of you, if our maps are right. An old ranger station."

I moved to stand beside Mira. Four survivors. Three men, one woman. I thought about what that dynamic might look like. Six months with only one woman between three men. The tension that would create.

"We've been alone a long time," Tom continued. His voice cracked slightly. "Six months, just the four of us. Things are getting... difficult."

Difficult. Six months with one couple and two lonely men. Every meal would be a powder keg.

Mira glanced at me. I nodded.

"We have nine survivors here," she said into the radio. "Secure compound, sixty miles west of Austin. If you want to meet, we can arrange neutral ground."

"Yes." The relief in Tom's voice was palpable. "God, yes. Anything. Just... just talking to someone else would be enough. Knowing we're not alone."

They arranged a meeting for the next day. A midpoint location, an abandoned gas station about ten miles between us. Tom would bring his group. We'd bring a small team. No weapons drawn, just talking.

When Mira set down the handset, the lodge erupted in excited chatter. More survivors. More people. Proof that the world was still out there.

But Lily was quiet beside me. When I turned to look at her, her jaw was set, her eyes distant. Already working through scenarios.

"Three men," she said softly. "Two of whom probably haven't been with anyone in six months."

"Lily..."

"I'm just saying." Her blue eyes met mine, bright with possibility. "If they need help with their situation, I might have some ideas."

She was already planning. Already seeing the shape of what could be.

Lily was waiting on the porch when everyone else had gone to bed.

She was staring out at the darkness, arms wrapped around her knees. The moon was bright enough to turn her honey blonde hair silver.

"You're thinking about them," I said.

"The Outpost men?" She glanced up at me. "Yeah. I am."

"Tell me."

She patted the space beside her, and I sat down. Our shoulders touched. Across the compound, Haven was quiet. Everything we'd built together, peaceful in the moonlight.

"Three men," Lily said slowly. "Derek and Damon, plus Tom. And only Kate between them. Picture it. How frustrated they must be. How tense."

"Yeah." I nodded. "I can see it."

"They need what we have here." She turned to face me, something fierce in her expression. "They need to learn that sharing isn't losing. That there's enough to go around."

"And you want to teach them?"

"I want to help them." She smiled, and it was the smile of someone who'd found their calling. "I spent three months being told my body wasn't mine. Now I get to choose what I do with it. And I choose to share. I choose to spread joy."

I considered everything Lily had learned since the rescue. The pleasure she'd found in her own body. The way she'd opened up with all of us. She'd gone from traumatized survivor to joyful lover, and she wanted to give that gift to others.

"You're insatiable," I said. "You know that?"

"You love it." She leaned over and kissed me. "Now come on. I believe you promised me at least two rounds tonight."

She pulled me up and led me toward my cabin. Behind us, the radio sat silent, waiting for morning.

Tomorrow we'd meet the Outpost group. Tomorrow we'd see what kind of people they were, what they needed, what we could build together.

But tonight, there was Lily. Tonight, there was Haven.
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Chapter 2: First contact

⚜

The gas station had been abandoned for at least a year. Weeds pushed through cracks in the concrete. The windows were dark, the pumps rusted. The canopy still stood. Shade. No-man's-land.

Mira drove. I rode shotgun with my compound bow across my knees, unstrung. Lily sat in the back, practically vibrating with anticipation.

"Remember," Mira said as we pulled into the lot just before noon, "we're here to observe. Feel them out. No commitments."

"I know." Lily leaned forward between the seats. "But I'm telling you, I already have ideas."

"Of course you do."

We parked and got out. The November sun was warm despite the season, the sky a washed-out blue. A truck was already waiting on the other side of the lot. Four figures stood beside it.

My first read hit fast. Uncomfortably clear. Like walking into the middle of an argument that had been going on for months.

Tom stood slightly forward, arms crossed, positioning himself between us and the others. His back was to the building wall - old habit, probably. Ranger instincts. Kate's fingers had gone white on his elbow. Derek had angled his body half-behind the truck's bed, using it as a shield. And Damon was already moving, drifting toward our side of the lot like he couldn't help himself.

My shoulders tightened on their own. Nobody smiled like they meant it.

Tom stepped forward first, hands raised in that universal greeting. "Tom Hadley," he said. His salt-and-pepper hair looked prematurely gray, shoulders hunched with a weight I recognized. He had a kind face, but the strain lived in the lines around his eyes.

Behind him, Kate pushed her glasses up into her hair - too much distance glare. "We weren't sure this wasn't a trap," she said, clipped and practical. Her auburn ponytail swung as she scanned our group. Freckles scattered across her shoulders where her tank top didn't cover. "Okay. And the part you're leaving out is the rules. Because there are always rules."

"We have principles," Mira said. "Respect. Consent. Everyone contributes."

Kate held Mira's gaze like she was waiting for the first lie to show. After a moment, she nodded once.

Derek's water bottle slipped from his fingers, hitting concrete with a hollow crack. He scrambled after it, dark hair falling across his face. "Sorry," he mumbled at the ground. "I just... wasn't expecting..." The words died in his throat.

Damon didn't wait for introductions. He moved straight toward Lily, that confident smile fixed too wide. "Ladies. Well damn. Haven really exists. And you brought company."

Then his jaw ticked, just for a second, like the smile cost him something. Underneath the swagger was something restless. Wired.

Kate exhaled through her nose. "Damon."

"What? I'm just welcoming our guests."

Tom extended his hand to Mira. "Thanks for coming."

"Mira Vance." She shook it, grip firm. "This is Garrett and Lily."

Tom shook my hand next. His palm was calloused, solid. Up close, I could see the lines around his eyes.

"You're a sight for sore eyes," he said. "All of you. We were running out of reasons to believe anyone else made it."

"You're not alone," I said. "Not by a long shot."

We talked under the canopy. Surface stuff at first. How long we'd been at Haven. How they'd found the ranger station. The virus, the collapse, the long months of uncertainty.

Tom filled most of the silences. Kate cut in only to test the weak spots - sharp, specific, the kind of questions a teacher asks when she wants the real answer, not the comfortable one.

Derek stood at the edge of the group, still clutching his water bottle. His gaze flicked to Lily and ricocheted off again, like he'd been burned.

"I'm... glad you came," he said suddenly, the words forced out like they hurt. Then he looked horrified that he'd spoken and retreated further behind Tom.

And Damon kept finding excuses to stand near Lily, following her every movement like a compass needle.

"So how many at your place?" Tom asked. "You said nine?"

"Nine," Mira confirmed. "Four original members. Five who joined more recently."

"Five women and four men?"

"No." Mira's expression stayed neutral. "One man. Eight women."

Tom looked like his brain blue-screened - and I couldn't blame him. Derek's mouth opened; nothing came out. Kate's skepticism flickered - gone too fast to call it curiosity, but close.

Damon laughed. "One guy? With eight women? How's that even work?"

"We make it work," Mira said.

"It works very well," Lily added sweetly.

"Must be nice," Damon said. "Living the dream."

"Nobody's owned," I said. "We choose each other. That's the whole point."

"Sure." His tone said he didn't believe me. "Whatever you call it."

Kate's hand stayed on Tom like a claim and a shield at once. He covered her hand with his.

"Let's take a break," Tom said. "Stretch our legs. Garrett, walk with me?"

We walked around the side of the building, out of earshot. Tom leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his graying hair. His eyes tracked the treeline for a half-second before settling on me.

"You seem like a straight shooter," he said. "So here it is."

"Appreciated."

"It's bad." He stared at the horizon. "Six months, just the four of us. Kate and I are together. Derek and Damon are... not."

"Hard to miss."

"Derek's shutting down. He hasn't touched another person since before everything fell apart. Won't make eye contact. Barely speaks. I think he's forgotten how to be human."

I nodded. Derek had folded into himself at the meeting, like he was trying to disappear.

"And Damon?"

Tom's jaw tightened. "Damon won't quit. Kate can't walk across the cabin without his attention following her. He thinks he's being subtle. He's not."

"Has he done anything?"

"No. Nothing like that. He's not dangerous. Just... relentless. And obvious. And it's creating friction. With me. With Kate. With everyone."

"It's going to crack," Tom said. "Sooner or later, it turns into a fight - or it turns into us falling apart. Either way, we don't survive that."

"You've thought about this."

"Every day." He looked at me. "That's why I reached out. I figured if there were other survivors, maybe there's another way. Some solution I can't see."

I considered my words carefully. "We might have some ideas. But they're not going to be what you expect."

"At this point, I'm open to anything."

The silence hit once the station disappeared in the rearview. Tom's certainty followed me back to the truck like a bad smell: not if - when.

Lily stared out the window, chewing her thumbnail. You could see her sorting people into categories - every flinch, every averted look filed away.

"Derek first," she said finally, without looking away from the scenery. "He's the one who'll break if no one helps."

That was it. No elaborate breakdown. Just certainty - cold and settled.

Mira caught my attention in the rearview mirror. I shrugged. Whatever Lily was planning, she'd tell us when she was ready.

Dinner had the forced-normal hum of people trying not to look at the problem hanging over the table.

I gave them the short version. "Tom all but said he's counting days until someone swings first. And Kate - she talks like a rulebook because she's the only thing keeping their cabin from turning into a courtroom."

Carmen leaned forward. "The woman - Kate. Is she holding up?"

"She's managing. But it's costing her."

"She sounds like someone I'd want to meet."

Jordan snorted. "Men and their problems." But something flickered across her face - recognition, maybe. She stabbed at her food harder than necessary.

Bree had her sketchbook out, pencil moving absently across the page. Faith sat quietly, watching everyone, her expression thoughtful.

Lily barely spoke through the whole discussion. She ate mechanically, her mind clearly elsewhere. When the conversation moved on to other topics - garden plans, repairs needed on the fence - she excused herself and slipped outside.

After dinner, Elena found me on the porch.

"Long day," she said, settling into the chair beside mine.

"Long day."

"You've been on point since dawn," Elena said. "Let someone else steer for a while."

"I'm holding up."

"Mmm." Her dark eyes sparkled. "Sage and I were thinking. You deserve to be taken care of too."

"Elena..."

She stood and extended her hand. "Come with us."

The tool shed behind the garden wasn't much to look at from the outside. Weathered wood, rusty hinges, a door that stuck. But inside, Elena had clearly prepped this earlier - blankets spread across the floor, a small lantern casting warm light. Sage was already there, glasses glinting.

"There he is." She grinned. "We decided you were ours tonight."

Elena closed the door behind us. We bumped elbows with rakes and stacked pots - no room for distance, which was the point.

"This is cozy," I said.

"That's the idea." Elena's hands settled on my chest, pushing me backward until my shoulders hit the wall. "You haven't unwound once today. Now it's your turn to receive."

Sage moved closer. Her strawberry blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, freckles scattered across her cheeks. "Watching you handle everything. Being strong for everyone."

"So we're going to make you feel good." Elena's fingers worked my belt. "And you're going to let us."

Sage kissed me while Elena freed my cock. Her lips were soft and eager, her hands sliding up under my shirt. Behind her, Elena sank to her knees.

"God, I've missed this," Elena murmured. Then her mouth was on me - unhurried, sure as breathing, unmistakably hungry.

I groaned against Sage's lips. She swallowed the sound, her tongue sliding against mine. Elena worked me slowly, taking her time, cupping me while she took me deeper.

"You like watching her work?" Sage whispered. She stepped back so I could see. Elena looked up at me, dark with want, my shaft sliding between her lips.

"Yes."

"So do I." Sage knelt beside Elena. They exchanged a look - some familiar cue between them - then Sage leaned in and ran her tongue up my shaft alongside Elena's mouth.

Two tongues. Two sets of lips. They took turns, passing me back and forth, sometimes both working at once. My head fell back against the wall.

I tried to keep up with them. But in that tight shed, my brain kept shorting out into one dumb thought: I'm not in charge of tonight. Not even close.

"Easy," Elena said, pulling off with a wet sound. "Breathe. Let it build."

They stood together, stripping efficiently in the cramped space. Elena's curves were lush in the lantern light. Sage was softer, freckled everywhere, her full breasts bouncing as she pulled her shirt over her head.

"Lie back," Elena directed Sage, pointing to the blankets. "Sage - come here."

Sage grinned, tossing her glasses aside. "I like the sound of that."

She dropped onto the makeshift bed, spreading her legs wide. Elena looked at me with a smirk that was pure command.

"Get between her thighs. I want you to worship her while I use her mouth."

I crawled between Sage's legs, stripping off my jeans as I went. Before I could even start, Elena straddled Sage's face, settling into place. A human chain of pleasure.

"Ready?" Elena teased, hovering.

Sage grabbed Elena's hips and pulled her down. "Less talking."

I buried my face in Sage. She tasted sweet, slick with anticipation. As soon as my tongue hit her clit, her hips bucked. Above her chest, I heard the wet, eager sounds of Sage working Elena.

It was perfect. I licked and sucked, feeling Sage tremble beneath me. She was getting it from both ends - pleasure radiating up from my mouth and down from Elena's weight on her face.

"Yes - hold that rhythm," Elena gasped, voice fraying. "Deeper, Sage."

Sage's thighs shook against my jaw. I held her steady, sucking her clit until my own jaw ached. She moaned into Elena, muffled and desperate. I had to pull back for air.

"She's shaking. She's close."

"Stay with me." Elena ground down harder, her rhythm stuttering. "Make her come while she's - fuck - while she's tasting me."

I went back in. Sage's hips bucked wildly, almost getting away from me. Elena came first with a choked cry. Half a second later, Sage's thighs clamped around my ears so tight I saw stars. She shuddered against my tongue, arching up hard enough to nearly knock me sideways. Elena's laugh broke on a breath; Sage's nails left half-moons in her shoulders.

We stayed like that for a long moment, the air close and heavy.

"Me now," Sage panted finally, pushing Elena up gently.

Elena climbed off, breathless. She guided me onto my back and Sage straddled my hips, still flushed from her orgasm.

"I keep forgetting how easy it is to breathe when you're close," she said, sinking down onto my cock with a satisfied sigh.

She started to move, rolling her hips in slow circles that made us both groan. Elena watched for a moment, then leaned in beside us, one hand trailing down Sage's spine.

"Take what you want," Elena encouraged. "Don't hold back."

Sage obeyed, bouncing now, her full breasts swaying with each movement. I anchored her by the waist and thrust up to meet her, driving deeper. Above me, I heard them kissing - wet, reckless sounds mixing with Sage's moans.

"Don't change the pressure," Sage gasped.

I didn't move. She rode me harder, chasing another release. When she came, she cried out into Elena's mouth, her body clenching around me in rhythmic pulses.

They swapped without hesitation - a look, a touch, and suddenly Elena was easing Sage off me with surprising gentleness. Sage collapsed beside us with a breathless laugh, bumping into a stack of clay pots that rattled but didn't fall.

"Smooth," Elena teased her.

"Shut up." But Sage was grinning.

Elena straddled me, smooth and unselfconscious, sinking down with a sigh. Her curves were gorgeous from this angle - full breasts, soft stomach, wide hips that rolled against me as she found her rhythm.

"I didn't realize how much I needed this," she murmured. "Feeling you inside me while I'm still buzzing from her tongue."

Sage rallied and slid in beside us. She kissed Elena's neck, then her shoulder, then reached around to cup her breasts while Elena rode me.

"You two look perfect together," Sage breathed. "I could watch this forever."

"Don't just watch." Elena caught Sage's wrist and pressed her fingers where she wanted them. "Help."

Sage's fingers slid to Elena's clit while I thrust up from below. Elena's pace faltered, overwhelmed by the dual sensation.

"Stay right there. Both of you at once."

She went rigid, inner walls clamping down as she came. Sage kept rubbing through the aftershocks, stretching the aftermath until Elena laughed, breathless and satisfied.

When Elena finally climbed off, trembling, Sage got on hands and knees.

"Your turn to finish," she said, glancing back with a playful dare in her expression. "Think you can handle one more?"

I steadied her by the small of her back and slid in deep. She moaned, burying her face in the blankets.

Elena, breath back under her, positioned herself so her mouth could reach where Sage and I connected. Her tongue found the base of my shaft as I pulled back, then Sage's clit as I pushed forward.

"I can feel your tongue," I told Elena. "Every time."

"Good." Her voice was muffled. "Now make her scream."

I gave Sage more weight. More speed. She was crying out with each thrust now, gripping the blankets. Elena's tongue never stopped, working us both.

"Yes - that. Don't let it slip - "

She clenched around me, tight and pulsing. I held on and kept going, fucking her through the orgasm while Elena licked frantically below.

When Sage collapsed forward, I pulled out. Elena immediately took me in her mouth, cleaning Sage's taste from me before getting on all fours.

"Inside me," she said. "Finish inside me."

I was too close to argue. My hands found purchase on her thighs and I pushed in, groaning at the wet heat. Elena pushed back to meet every thrust.

"Yes. More."

Sage recovered enough to crawl over and kiss Elena, swallowing her moans. They made out while I took Elena from behind, the sight of them together pushing me over the edge.

I went over inside her, pulse after pulse, until Elena folded forward with a laugh against Sage's mouth.

We collapsed together in a sweaty pile. Somewhere outside, an owl called. The shed smelled like sweat and sex and the faint earthiness of potting soil.

"That was exactly what I needed," I said.

"We know." Elena curled against my side, her hand on my chest. "That's why we made time for it."

Sage nestled against my other side. "I can tell Lily's got plans from the way she's been all evening. Things are about to change, aren't they?"

"Maybe." I stared at the shed's low ceiling. "Maybe for the better."

We made our way back to the lodge. The fire had burned low and most of the group had gone to bed. Lily's chair at the table was pushed back, an empty mug beside her plate - she must have come back inside at some point.

Elena and Sage exchanged a glance, then slipped away toward their cabins with soft goodnights.

Mira would want a timeline and a route at first light.

Later that night, I spotted Lily.

She was on the porch of her cabin, a small lantern burning beside her. Her journal was open in her lap, pencil moving in quick, sure strokes. Rough faces took shape in the corner of the page - four of them, loose but unmistakable. She hadn't told anyone her plan yet. But she had one.

Her jaw was set. Her focus absolute. In the margins I caught a few words in her tight handwriting: Tom needs to choose it. Kate needs permission. Damon needs humility. Derek needs success he can repeat.

Below that, underlined twice: Derek first.

She didn't notice me watching. Whatever she was working through, she'd tell us when she was ready. That was Lily. She'd come to Haven broken and silent, and she'd rebuilt herself into something fierce. Something certain. I'd learned to trust the process.

I stepped back inside my cabin. The compound settled behind me, but my mind stayed north - measuring distance in miles, in people, in how close a pencil point came to tearing paper.

Twenty miles north, four people were falling asleep in a cabin full of tension. They had no idea how much lighter things were about to get.


⚜




Chapter 3: Jordan's fire

⚜

The sound of bodies hitting the mat woke me before dawn.

I pulled on pants and followed the noise. Behind the lodge, in the cleared space we used for training, two figures moved in the gray light. Mira and Jordan. They'd been at this for weeks now, but this morning felt sharper. Personal.

Jordan threw a punch. Mira deflected, grabbed her wrist, and tried to sweep her legs. Jordan jumped the sweep and countered with an elbow that Mira barely dodged.

They were both winded, shoulders rising and falling. Both grinning.

"Again," Jordan demanded.

They circled each other. Jordan was taller, had reach. Her short blonde hair was damp with sweat, her green eyes locked on Mira with predatory focus. Mira was faster, more technical. Her dark skin gleamed in the early light, muscles coiled and ready. Their styles clashed in a way that created something electric.

Jordan shot in low, going for a takedown. Mira sprawled, drove her hips back, but Jordan adjusted mid-motion and got her legs. They went down together, rolling, grappling for position. Bodies tangling, air rasping in their throats. Neither willing to yield.

Jordan ended up on top, pinning Mira's wrists to the mat. For a beat, neither moved.

"Got you," Jordan said.

"Do you?"

The air went tight and breath-held, like the whole clearing was waiting to see who blinked.

Then Jordan rolled off and stood, offering Mira a hand up. "We're not done."

"No. We're not."

Jordan stalked past me toward the cabins. She didn't acknowledge my presence, but her green eyes flickered to mine for just a second. Heat and hunger in her gaze.

Mira sat on the mat, lungs burning, sweat tracking down her temple. She watched Jordan go with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"That looked personal," I said.

"It was." She wiped sweat from her forehead. "She hits hard. Harder every day."

"That wasn't just training."

Mira's lips curved. "No. It wasn't."

Elena joined me on the porch after breakfast, a mug of coffee warming her hands.

"You saw them this morning." It wasn't a question.

"Saw what?"

"Mira and Jordan." Elena's dark eyes sparkled with amusement. "The way they're circling each other. The way they look at each other during training."

"I noticed."

"It's not just intensity." She took a sip of coffee. "Jordan's channeling something. All that competitive energy, all that frustration from before. She needs an outlet."

"And Mira?"

"Mira likes a challenge." Elena smiled over the rim of her mug. "And Jordan is definitely a challenge. All that athlete energy, that need to prove herself. It's attractive."

"You sound like you've given this some thought."

"We all have." Elena's dimples showed as she grinned. "Girl talk. You'd be surprised what we discuss when you're not around."

I wasn't sure I would be, actually.

"They're going to figure it out. Soon, I think."

I thought about the way Jordan had pinned Mira. The way neither of them had wanted to break apart. The heat that had nothing to do with exertion. "What happens when they do?"

Elena patted my cheek affectionately. "Then you get to watch. Or join. Whichever they prefer."

She wandered off toward the garden. I watched her go, my mind still turning over everything I'd seen.

The group meeting happened after lunch. Everyone crowded into the lodge. Nine of us now, more than the table was designed for. Elbows bumped. Shoulders pressed together. It felt warm.

Lily stood up before anyone else could speak.

"I want to go to the Outpost," she said. "Permanently."

Silence. Complete and sudden.

Carmen's fork stopped halfway to her mouth. Sage's pencil stilled over her notebook. Even Mira looked surprised, which almost never happened.

"Permanently?" Faith asked quietly.

"Not forever." Lily's blue eyes swept the room. "But for a while. Months, probably. They need what we have here, and I want to give it to them."

"What exactly are you proposing?" Mira asked.

Lily took a breath. She'd clearly practiced this. "The Outpost has four people. Tom and Kate are together, but Derek and Damon haven't been with anyone since before the world ended. Six months, just the four of them. Derek can barely make eye contact. Damon won't stop circling Kate like a hungry dog."

"And you think you can fix that," Jordan said flatly.

"I know I can." Lily's smile was confident. Radiant. "They need someone to show them how this works. How sharing creates more, not less. How pleasure can be joy instead of possession."

"You want to fuck their problems away," Elena said, a teasing edge in her voice.

Lily laughed. "Call it hands-on diplomacy."

The room absorbed this. I watched faces shift. Concern. Understanding. Respect. Bree's pencil had started moving again, sketching something in the margin of her notebook. Faith sat very still, her brown eyes thoughtful.

Jordan leaned back in her chair, arms crossed. Her expression was hard to read, but she was listening intently.

Carmen was the first to nod. "It makes sense. What Lily has, her gift for connection. That's exactly what they're missing."

"It's not a sacrifice," Lily continued quickly. "This isn't me giving myself up for some cause. I want this. Three new men. A new woman. New experiences." Her excitement didn't sit still in her - she looked like she might sprint off mid-sentence. "This is my dream come true."

Elena's expression softened. "You've thought about this."

"Since the moment we met them."

Mira leaned back in her chair, considering. "The tactical implications are interesting. Stronger alliance. More resources. A second settlement that thinks like we do."

"And visits," Lily added. "Lots of visits. Back and forth. This isn't goodbye. It's expansion."

I caught her eye across the table. She was waiting for my reaction specifically. I could see it in the slight tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers pressed against the tabletop.

"Can we talk?" I asked. "Just us."

She nodded.

We walked to the edge of the compound, past Sage's garden beds, to the spot where the fence met the treeline. The afternoon sun filtered through the leaves, dappling everything gold.

"You're worried," Lily said.

"A little. This is a big change."

"Change isn't bad." She turned to face me. "Garrett, I spent three months in the Sanctum being told my body belonged to someone else. That pleasure was sin. That I should be grateful for whatever scraps a man decided to give me."

Her jaw tightened. Then relaxed. She'd worked through the anger. What remained was something brighter.

"Now I know the truth. My body is mine. Pleasure is good. And I have more than enough to share." She stepped closer, took my hands. "The Outpost is broken. Not dangerous, just sad. Lonely men and a stressed woman and jealousy eating them alive. I can fix that."

"You don't owe anyone anything."

"I know." Her smile was luminous. "That's why this is perfect. I'm not doing this because I have to. I'm doing it because I want to. Because the idea of three new men to explore, a new woman to discover, makes me wet just thinking about it."

I believed her. Looking into those bright blue eyes, I saw nothing but genuine excitement. Pure want.

"I'll come back for visits," she continued. "And they'll visit here. We're building something bigger than one settlement, Garrett. A network. A community. And I get to be the one who makes it happen."

"And you think you can turn that cabin into a team."

She laughed, loud and delighted. "Exactly. Is there a better way?"

I pulled her into a hug. She melted against me, her body warm and familiar.

"I'm going to miss you," I admitted.

"Miss me?" She pulled back just enough to grin up at me. "I'm twenty miles away. You can visit whenever you want. And when you do, you'll have four new partners to explore."

"Five, counting you."

"Counting me twice, because I plan to make you regret every mile between us."

I kissed her. She kissed back hard, pressing herself against me, already getting worked up just from talking about it.

"Tonight," she breathed against my mouth. "Before I start packing. I want one more night for now."

"You'll have it."

I was heading back toward the lodge when the thud of impacts reached me - shoe on mat, shoulder on ground, sharp as punctuation in the afternoon quiet.

Late afternoon light slanted across the training area. Mira and Jordan were going at it again, but the energy had shifted. The contest had turned into a dare.

They weren't sparring anymore. They were testing.

Jordan threw a punch. Mira caught her wrist, pulled her off balance. Jordan used the momentum, swung around behind Mira, wrapped an arm around her throat. Not choking. Holding.

Their bodies pressed together. Jordan's chest against Mira's back. Neither pulling away.

"Is this what you want?" Mira asked. Her voice was low. Challenging.

Jordan didn't bother with words. She turned Mira in her arms and kissed her.

I froze at the edge of the clearing. They didn't notice me. Or maybe they did and didn't care.

The kiss was fierce, all momentum, no hesitation. Weeks of tension finally breaking. Jordan grabbed Mira's hair and pulled. Mira made a sound that was definitely not combat-related.

They broke apart, foreheads pressed together, air coming in harsh pulls.

"Finally," Jordan said. "I've wanted to do that since you first pinned me."

"I know." Mira's hands settled on Jordan's hips. "I was waiting for you to make the move."

"Why?"

"Because you needed to choose it. Not have it handed to you."

Jordan's laugh was rough. "Always teaching."

"Occupational hazard."

They found each other again - slower, deeper, like they were testing what they'd just unlocked. Mira's hands slid under Jordan's tank top. Jordan responded by shoving Mira's shirt up, palming her breasts.

I should leave. Give them privacy. But my feet wouldn't move.

Mira noticed me then. Her dark eyes met mine over Jordan's shoulder. She didn't stop what she was doing. If anything, she smiled.

"Garrett." Her voice carried across the clearing. "You planning to join, or just watch?"

Jordan twisted to look at me. Her green eyes were bright, pupils blown. Sweat darkened her short blonde hair.

"He watches," Jordan said. Possessive. Decided. "For now. I want you first."

Mira's eyebrow rose. "Demanding."

"You have no idea." Jordan kissed her again, hard enough to make Mira grunt. "Now. Before I lose my nerve."

They moved to the grass at the edge of the training area. Soft ground, sheltered by the lodge. Private enough.

I held to the shadows by the treeline - close enough to understand why neither of them had been able to let this go.

Jordan stripped off her tank top in one motion. Her body was athletic, powerful. Strong shoulders from years of volleyball. Small breasts that suited her frame. Defined abs that flexed as she reached for Mira.

Mira undressed more deliberately. Shirt first, then pants. Her dark brown skin gleamed with sweat. The scar across her collarbone caught the light.

"God, you're beautiful," Jordan breathed.

"So are you."

They came together, skin to skin. Jordan was taller, but Mira was stronger than she looked. They grappled like they were still sparring, mouths finding necks and shoulders and lips. Hands exploring. Testing boundaries, and Mira letting her.

Jordan pushed Mira down onto her back, straddling her hips. Mira let her take control. Her hands settled on Jordan's powerful thighs as Jordan bent to kiss her.

"I've thought about this," Jordan admitted between kisses. "Every night. What you'd taste like. What you'd sound like."

"Show me what you imagined."

Jordan's mouth traced down Mira's neck. Over her collarbone. Between her breasts. Lower.

She settled between Mira's thighs and looked up, green eyes meeting dark ones.

"Tell me if I'm doing it right."

Mira's laugh was breathless. "You'll know."

Jordan lowered her mouth.

The clearing felt suddenly too quiet for how hard they were breathing. Jordan's tongue working, experimenting, finding what made Mira respond. She tried different pressures, different rhythms, paying attention to every reaction. Mira's hands tangled in Jordan's short hair, fingers tightening when Jordan found something good. Her dark thighs spread wider, hips starting to move. Subtle at first, then more urgent.

The evening air cooled around them; they didn't.

"There," Mira gasped. "Stay right on that rhythm. Don't chase it, hold it."

Jordan held it. Focused. Intense. The same concentration she brought to training, now directed at making Mira come apart.

And Mira did come apart. Her back arched off the grass. Her thighs clenched around Jordan's head. She cried out, a choked moan, her whole body shuddering.

Jordan held her through it, gentling her touch as Mira rode the aftershocks, then building again before Mira could fully come down.

"Fuck," Mira hissed. "You're all focus when you want something."

Jordan's answer was to slide two fingers inside while her tongue kept working. Mira's head fell back, exposing the line of her throat.

The second orgasm hit harder than the first. Mira's body went rigid, then convulsed. Jordan held her through it, fingers still moving, mouth still working, until Mira's tremors finally slowed.

When Mira finally pushed her away, laughing and gasping, Jordan sat back on her heels with a triumphant grin.

"Was that what you imagined?" Mira asked when she could breathe again.

"Better."

Mira reached up and pulled Jordan down on top of her. "My turn."

She flipped them in one smooth motion. Now Jordan was on her back, Mira looming over her.

"I'm going to show you what I imagined," Mira said.

She kissed Jordan deeply, letting her taste herself on Jordan's lips. Then she worked her way down. Slower than Jordan had. More deliberate.

Jordan was wound tight. Every touch made her twitch. When Mira finally settled between her legs, Jordan was already trembling.

"Please," Jordan whispered. The competitive bravado had cracked. Underneath was pure need. "Don't slow down on me. I've been wanting this for so long."

Mira gave her what she wanted.

Mira worked her with patient precision, and Jordan came apart in increments - hands tearing at the grass, back arching, every muscle visible under her skin as she strained toward release. Mira had one hand pressed flat against Jordan's stomach, feeling every tremor, adjusting her technique based on the feedback.

"Yes," Jordan gasped. "Right there. Don't you fucking stop."

Mira didn't stop. Her hands gripped Jordan's hips, holding her in place as she worked. Jordan was louder than Mira had been. More vocal. Every sensation punched out of her.

"I'm going to... fuck, I'm..."

She came with a scream. Her whole body lifted off the ground, held up by the force of the orgasm ripping through her. Mira kept her mouth in place, extending the release.

Jordan collapsed, chest heaving. Mira kissed her way back up Jordan's body, leaving small bites along her ribs.

"That's what I imagined," Mira said against Jordan's lips.

"I'm not done." Jordan's voice was rough, stripped of everything but want. "Don't let me be done. I need to feel you against me. All of you."

Mira's answering smile was pure heat. "Then take it."

They shifted positions. Legs intertwining, sliding between each other until they were locked together. Jordan pulled Mira on top of her, and they started to grind. Slow at first, learning each other's bodies, finding the angle that worked. Then faster. The rhythm building like they were sparring again, each pushing the other higher.

Their bodies were slick with sweat now. The grass beneath them was crushed flat. Every movement made wet sounds that carried across the clearing.

I gripped the bark behind me and tried not to make a sound. Two athletic bodies moving together, chasing pleasure. The wet sounds of their connection. The way they kissed and bit and scratched.

Jordan rolled them, putting herself on top. She pressed down hard, grinding her pussy against Mira's. Mira grabbed her ass and helped her move.

"That's it," Mira breathed. "Just like that. I can feel how wet you are."

"You made me this wet." Jordan's pace increased. "Thinking about you. Training with you. Wanting this."

They came together. Jordan shuddering on top, Mira arching beneath her, their cries mingling in the evening air.

They stayed tangled until their breathing finally found a rhythm again. Sweaty and satisfied.

Then Jordan looked over at me. Her green eyes found mine across the clearing.

"Tomorrow," she said. Her voice carried, clear and certain. "Same time tomorrow. Your cabin. You're mine then."

It wasn't negotiation - just a date she'd already decided I'd keep.

Mira laughed softly beneath her. "She's demanding."

"You're enjoying this," Jordan said. "Don't pretend you're not."

"I am."

They eventually got dressed and headed toward the cabins. Jordan walked differently now, still flushed, still humming with released tension. But there was something settled about her. Something satisfied.

She paused beside me as she passed.

"Don't be late," she said.

Then she was gone, striding across the compound like she owned it.

Mira stopped in front of me. She was smiling. Not her tactical smile, but something warmer.

"She's been working toward that for weeks," Mira said. "All that energy needed somewhere to go."

"And now?"

"Now she knows what she wants. And she's going to take it." Mira's smile widened. "You should prepare yourself. Jordan doesn't do anything halfway."

"I noticed."

"Good." She squeezed my shoulder. "Get some rest. You're going to need it."

She followed Jordan toward the cabins. I watched them go, my body still humming from what I'd witnessed.

Tomorrow. Jordan.

And tonight, one more night with Lily before the week of prep began.

Everything was changing. Shifting. The community we'd built was growing in ways I hadn't expected. Lily spreading our philosophy to the Outpost. Jordan breaking through whatever walls she'd built around herself. More connections. More partners. More joy.

It was a lot. More life than I'd ever expected to have again.

I headed toward my cabin. The sun was dropping behind the ridge, turning the treeline copper and the sky the color of embers. In the distance, I could hear Lily's laughter. She was probably with Elena or Sage, enjoying her evening before packing.

Across the compound, Carmen sat on the porch of her cabin with Bree. They were talking quietly, heads bent together. Carmen caught my eye and smiled. She looked different now than she had two days ago. More alive. More present.

Faith stood alone by the fence, quiet as a held breath, tracking everything and saying none of it out loud. She hadn't spoken during the meeting about Lily leaving. Whatever was happening inside her head, she kept it there for now.

It wasn't just a settlement anymore. It was momentum - people changing each other for the better.

Tomorrow was going to be intense. But tonight, I had a promise to keep.


⚜




Chapter 4: Farewell and fire

⚜

Jordan was at my cabin door before breakfast.

Lily had slipped back to her own cabin at dawn - she had packing to do and goodbyes to start. I'd barely gotten dressed when the door banged open.

She didn't knock. Just pushed it open, stepped inside, and kicked it shut behind her. Tank top, shorts, her short blonde hair still damp from washing. Those green eyes locked onto mine like I was a target she'd already decided to hit.

"You said tomorrow," she said. "It's tomorrow."

I was still processing what had happened yesterday - watching her and Mira in the training area, the way she'd looked at me after. The promise in her voice when she'd said Your cabin. You're mine then.

Now here she was. Claiming what she'd promised to take.

"Jordan - "

"Don't." She crossed the cabin in a few quick steps. "No questions. No soft landing. I've replayed that clearing a hundred times since yesterday."

Up close, I could see the flush on her cheeks, the rapid rise and fall of her chest. She wasn't nervous. She was keyed up-too much charge and nowhere to put it.

"Mira opened something," she said. "You're going to finish it."

"I can do that."

"Good." Her smile was fierce. "Because I've been holding back for months. All that training. All that competition. I need an outlet that isn't sparring." She gripped the front of my shirt. "Can you handle that?"

My mouth was faster than my brain. "Try me."

And as soon as I said it, I realized I'd just volunteered for a storm.

She shoved me down onto the mattress before I could brace myself.

"Mira was practice," she said, stripping off her tank top in one motion. Her body was all lean muscle, strong shoulders, defined abs. Her breasts were small but perfect, nipples already hard. "You're the main event."

She climbed on top of me, knees bracketing my hips, and ground down. Even through our clothes, I could feel how hot she was.

"Ready?"

"Prove it."

She worked my belt open with impatient hands. Shoved my pants down just enough to free my cock. Her shorts hit the floor a second later - she wasn't wearing anything underneath. I discovered this when she positioned herself over me and sank down in one smooth motion.

"Yes." Her head fell back, exposing the strong line of her throat. "There it is."

She started to move immediately. No warm-up. Just hard, fast rolls of her hips that drove me deep with every stroke. She set a pace like training - relentless, efficient, like she'd been storing momentum for weeks and finally got to spend it.

I grabbed her hips and held on. She rode me like she was trying to win something. Her powerful thighs flexed with each stroke, her palms flat against my chest to steady herself.

"Match me," she demanded. "Don't let me do all the work."

I thrust up to meet her and she gasped. Her pace increased, chasing the sensation. The bed creaked under the force of her movements.

"Hold your line. Don't shift depth." She was panting now. "Stay right there."

I gave her more. Drove up into her with each downstroke. Her cries got louder, more desperate. She was close already, wound tight from weeks of anticipation.

"Yes - don't - "

She seized up, her body gripping me in a sudden vice as she came. A cry tore out of her, raw and triumphant. She rode it out for long seconds, grinding through the tremors.

Then she looked down at me, pupils blown, like she'd finally found the right kind of trouble.

"Put me on my knees. Get behind me." A beat. "Now."

I grabbed her and rolled us. She ended up on her hands and knees, ass in the air, looking back at me over her shoulder with challenge in her expression.

"Let's see if you can keep that pace."

I lined up and pushed in. Deep. Hard. No hesitation.

"Yes." Her hands fisted in the sheets. "Again-right there."

I gave her everything. Relentless, match-point intensity that drove her into the mattress. She gripped the headboard with both hands and pushed back to meet every thrust.

"Don't ease up on me." Her voice was ragged. "Stay deep."

I palmed the back of her head, fingers tangling in what short hair I could grip, and pulled. She moaned in approval, her back arching.

"Yes."

The cabin filled with the wet rhythm of motion and her breath breaking into sharp, satisfied sounds. Jordan was vocal, demanding, but her words weren't generic commands - they were athlete cues. Timing. Rhythm. Control. Her athletic body was built for this, strong enough to match me stroke for stroke.

"I'm going to - " Her voice broke. "Right there. Don't you drift - "

The second orgasm hit her hard. She screamed into the pillow, her body clenching tight around me. I kept my rhythm, fucking her through it, feeling her grip and release in waves.

When she finally went boneless, I pulled out. She rolled onto her back, chest heaving, a satisfied grin spreading across her face.

"We're not done," she said.

"No?"

She sat up and pushed me toward the wall. "I want you holding me up. My legs around you. I want to feel every inch of that."

I backed up until my shoulders hit the wooden planks. Jordan followed, pressing herself against me, kissing me hard. Then she jumped.

I caught her by the thighs. She wrapped her legs around my waist and reached between us to guide me inside.

"Don't ration it." Her green eyes burned into mine. "No mercy - match me."

I drove up into her, then spun around and pushed her against the wall.

Her back hit the wood with a satisfying thud. I grabbed her ass with both hands - firm, athletic muscle that I squeezed hard as I thrust into her. She held onto my shoulders, nails digging in hard enough to leave marks. Her tits pressed against my chest, the hard points of her nipples dragging across my skin with every movement.

"Harder," she demanded. "Make me feel it."

I gave her harder. Used the wall for leverage, spreading her ass cheeks apart as I drove into her with everything I had. The new angle let me sink deeper, and she cried out in approval. She met my intensity with her own, using her powerful legs to pull me closer, her heels digging into the small of my back.

"Yes. God, yes. This is the release I needed."

I kneaded her ass as I fucked her, feeling the way her muscles tensed with each thrust. Her breasts were crushed between us, soft and full against my chest, moving with the force of our rhythm. We found a harsh cadence - her legs dragging me closer, the wall answering every thrust. She was everything she'd promised - strong, demanding, insatiable. I watched her face, watched the way pleasure cracked through her competitive mask.

"I'm close," she gasped. "Don't break pace. Make me - "

Her third orgasm crashed through her. She locked up in my arms, head thrown back, crying out as her body clenched around me in waves. I gripped her ass hard, pulling her onto me as deep as I could go. The intensity of it pushed me over the edge.

I drove into her one last time and let go, filling her as she trembled against me. Her nails raked down my back. She was laughing - triumphant - still pulsing around my cock.

We held the position until my legs stopped shaking from keeping her pinned to the wall. Then I lowered her carefully to her feet. She wobbled slightly, then steadied herself with a hand on my chest.

"That," she said, "is what I've been missing."

"Glad I could help."

"Help." She snorted. "You survived. That's more than I expected."

I didn't have a clever reply. I was still breathing my way back into language.

She gathered her clothes, pulled them on with efficient movements. At the door, she paused. "Thanks. For not treating me like I was fragile."

"You're the opposite of fragile."

"Good. Someone who actually understands." She flashed me a grin. "I'll find you later."

She was already out the door before I could answer.

That first morning set the tone for the week.

Jordan showed up every day. Sometimes twice. She had months of frustration to work through, and apparently I was her preferred method. We sparred in bed the way she sparred on the training mat - fierce, competitive, neither of us willing to give ground.

But the week wasn't just about Jordan. It was about Lily.

She spent her days saying goodbye to Haven. Not a final farewell, but a meaningful one. She sat with each woman individually, having the conversations that mattered.

I caught pieces of them as I moved around the compound. Carmen and Lily on the porch, heads bent together.

"I wish I'd met you sooner," Carmen said. "You showed me what freedom looks like."

"You always had it in you." Lily squeezed her hand. "I just gave you permission to find it."

Sage cornered Lily in the garden, notebook in hand as always.

"Take notes," Sage demanded. "Write it all down. I want the full report when you visit."

"The full report?" Lily grinned. "That could get explicit."

"Especially the parts you'd blush to say out loud."

Elena found Lily in the kitchen one afternoon. I was passing through for water and heard the exchange.

"Come back to us soon," Elena said. "And often."

"You'll get sick of me."

"Never." Elena pulled her into a hug. "This place won't be the same without you bouncing off the walls."

Even Mira, tactical and reserved, had her moment. I found them by the fence line, no rifles, no clipboard. Just the two of them and the wind. Mira said something I couldn't hear, but Lily's chin trembled anyway. When Mira pulled her into a brief, tight hug, it hit me harder than it should have.

"What did you say to her?" I asked Mira later.

"That she's braver than she knows." Mira's dark eyes were soft. "And that I'm proud of her."

The night before Lily's departure, we gathered in the lodge.

The original five of us - Mira, Elena, Sage, Lily, and me. The core of what Haven had become before the others integrated.

But we weren't alone.

The rescued women understood this was our goodbye. They didn't intrude. Instead, Carmen, Jordan, Bree, and Faith settled near the far wall, wrapped in blankets by the dying embers of a secondary fire. Close enough to witness. Far enough to give us space.

"Stay," Lily had told them earlier. "I want you here. Not to join - just to see. To understand what we've built."

So they stayed. Four women watching from the edges, honoring Lily's departure in their own way.

Elena had set up the main space. Blankets spread across the floor by the fire. Candles in mismatched holders casting warm shadows. Wine that Sage had been saving, poured into enamel cups.

Lily stood in the middle of the room, looking at all of us. Her blue eyes glistened in the firelight.

"One more night," she said. "I want to remember this. All of you. Together."

Mira moved first. She took Lily's face in her hands and kissed her gently. "We're going to miss you."

"Not as much as I'll miss this."

Elena came up behind Lily, wrapping her arms around her waist. Her touch was slow and reassuring, the way she handled everything - like she was reminding Lily she was safe here. "Then let us give you something to remember."

Sage joined them, pressing close against Lily's side. Her breath caught audibly. "We planned this," she said, voice half-teasing, half-reverent. "You don't get to argue."

"You planned?"

"Tonight is about you." Mira's tone left no room for debate. "All of us, focused on you."

They guided her down onto the blankets. Lily's shirt came over her head, then her pants slid away. The others undressed too - a rustling of fabric, quiet laughter - until all five of us were bare in the firelight.

Lily lay in the center, skin warm in the firelight.

We arranged ourselves around her. Elena on her left, Sage on her right. Mira at her head, fingers already stroking through Lily's hair. Me kneeling between her spread legs.

"I don't know where to look," Lily breathed. "All of you..."

"Don't look anywhere." Mira bent down and kissed her forehead, her hand guiding Lily's jaw with quiet authority. "Just feel."

We started slowly. Reverently. Four sets of hands on her body.

Elena traced circles on Lily's stomach, working her way up toward her breasts with unhurried patience. Her touch was gentle, soothing - the caretaker in her showing through every movement.

On the other side, Sage's approach was different. Her fingers explored with curious fascination, pausing at each reaction. "Your skin is so warm," she observed against Lily's ear. "I can feel your heartbeat through your ribs. It's speeding up."

Mira stroked Lily's hair back from her face, dropping soft kisses on her temples. Even in tenderness, there was command. "Right here," she said when Lily's eyes drifted. "Stay with us."

I ran my hands up her inner thighs. She trembled at my touch, legs spreading wider.

"You're beautiful," Elena said against her neck. Her hand found Lily's breast, cupping it gently, thumb brushing over her nipple.

"Your breathing just changed." Sage's hand found the other breast, her touch more exploratory. "Is that good? When I do this?"

"Yes," Lily managed. "All of it."

Elena's hand was steady and warm. Sage's was curious and playful. They worked together but not in mirror, drawing soft moans from Lily's throat.

I lowered my mouth to her.

She tasted familiar. Sweet and slick. I licked slowly, deliberately, taking my time. This wasn't about urgency. It was about savoring.

"Oh god." Lily's hips lifted toward my mouth. "That's..."

"There's no clock tonight," Mira said, kissing her deeply. Lily sank into the kiss, surrendering.

Above me, I could hear the sounds of mouths and hands working. Elena and Sage played with Lily's breasts, occasionally leaning across her to kiss each other. Mira claimed Lily's mouth between their exchanges, her presence anchoring everything.

I focused on my task. Long, slow strokes of my tongue. Circling her clit, then pulling away. Building her up, letting her settle, building again.

"Please." Lily was squirming now. "I need..."

"We know what you need." Elena's voice was warm with affection. Her fingers traced soothing patterns on Lily's stomach. "Let it happen."

Sage sucked Lily's nipple into her mouth. "God, you're gorgeous when you're desperate," she breathed against her skin.

I slipped two fingers inside her wet pussy while my tongue kept working. She was dripping, hot and tight around me. I curled my fingers, finding the spot that made her cry out.

"Right there. Don't stop. Please don't - "

The first wave rolled through her. I felt it around my fingers, felt her thighs press against my ears. She cried out into Mira's mouth, her body shaking.

I didn't stop. Neither did the others. We worked her through the peak, gentling our touches as she trembled, not letting the warmth fade before we coaxed it back.

"That's it," Mira encouraged. "Take what we're giving you."

"I can't... it's too much..."

"You can." Elena kissed her throat, her touch steady and grounding. "You've given us so much. Let us give back."

The pleasure built again, continuous now, one crest feeding into the next. Lily's body moved against all of us - she couldn't stop even if she wanted to. I added a third finger and increased my pace. Sage and Elena intensified their attention on her breasts. Mira held her face, murmuring quiet commands between kisses.

This time when she crested, her whole body arched off the blankets. The release tore through her with a choked cry - longer, deeper than the first. Her body clenched so tight around my fingers I couldn't move them.

We stayed close until the shaking eased. Four sets of hands anchoring her as the orgasm ripped through her.

But we weren't finished.

As Lily came down, gasping, Elena caught my eye and nodded. Sage's hand slipped lower, joining mine. Mira whispered something against Lily's ear that made her whimper.

"Not yet." Mira's mouth brushed Lily's ear. "I want you undone before he gets you."

I kept my fingers inside her, resuming the slow curl. Sage's fingers found her clit, rubbing in tight circles. Elena shifted to kiss down Lily's ribs, her mouth trailing lower until she joined me between Lily's thighs.

Two tongues now. Elena's and mine. Working her together while Sage's fingers maintained the pressure from above.

Lily's hands found Sage's hair, gripping tight. Her breathing turned ragged, then broke into something desperate.

"I can't - I'm already - it's too - "

"Yes you can." Mira's voice stayed soft, but there was no room to argue. "Let go. We've got you."

The third orgasm hit different - sharper, almost violent. Lily arched hard, a sound torn from her throat that was equal parts pleasure and overwhelm. We kept contact - anchored her - until she could breathe again, gentling our mouths as she shuddered and shook.

When she finally collapsed, she was laughing and crying at the same time.

"I love you," she gasped. "All of you. So much."

"We love you too." Elena pressed a kiss to her hip. "Now. Final position."

They helped her up. Helped her position herself over me. While they'd been working Lily, Sage had been keeping me hard with occasional touches - a stroke here, a squeeze there - so I was ready when Lily straddled my hips.

Her thighs trembled as she sank down onto me inch by inch. Her eyes never left mine. She was oversensitive, every nerve ending alive. When I was fully inside her, she stopped, just breathing.

"I'm going to miss this," she whispered.

"You'll be back."

"I know. But this, right now, all of you together..." She started to move, slow rolls of her hips. "This is what I'm going to think about at the Outpost. When I'm showing them what we have."

The others moved in. Sage behind Lily, hands on her hips, helping guide her rhythm. "You two fit perfectly," she breathed, watching where we connected. "I can see everything. It's beautiful."

Elena beside me, her fingers trailing across my chest, then up to stroke Lily's arm. Mira kneeling close, her hand on Lily's cheek, keeping her focused with just her presence.

"Come back to us often," Mira said.

"Every chance I get." Lily was moving faster now, chasing the final peak. "Promise."

"I'll hold you to that." Elena leaned in and kissed Lily's shoulder. "This family isn't complete without you."

Sage pressed her lips to Lily's spine. "Take us with you," she whispered. "Wherever you go."

Lily's rhythm faltered. Too much sensation, too much emotion. I could feel her tightening around me, one final wave building despite her exhaustion.

"Let go," I told her. "One more time. Take me with you."

She did. She came with a cry that was equal parts release and farewell. Her body clenched around me in waves, and the sensation pulled me over the edge. I buried myself deep and filled her, giving her everything.

"So you don't forget me," I managed, "while you're out there changing the world."

Lily collapsed onto my chest, still trembling. The others pressed close, forming a pile of warm bodies around us. Someone pulled a blanket over the tangle of limbs.

Near the far wall, I caught a glimpse of the rescued women still watching. Carmen had tears on her cheeks. Bree's hands were moving - sketching something on a pad she'd brought. Jordan sat very still, expression unreadable. Faith's eyes were closed, but she wasn't sleeping. She was listening. Feeling. Taking something in.

"I could never forget you," Lily murmured against my chest. "Any of you."

We stayed like that for a long time. Not sleeping, just holding each other. Savoring the connection before distance stretched it thin.

"I'll miss this," Lily said eventually. "But I'll be back. Often. And you'll visit me."

"The moment they're ready to meet us," Mira promised.

"It won't take long." Lily's confidence was already returning. "Give me a month. They'll be a different group by then."

"I believe you." I kissed the top of her head.

Eventually we drifted into sleep. Five people tangled together, holding onto the last night before everything changed.

Dawn came too soon.

We moved through the morning in a quiet daze. Lily packed her final bag. Mira loaded supplies into the truck. I ran a last check on the route we'd planned - twenty miles to the Outpost, one night there to help Lily settle in, then Mira and I would head back.

Everyone who wasn't traveling gathered at the gate to see her off.

Elena hugged her first, wrapping her in a fierce embrace. "Eat, sleep, and call us on the radio if you need anything," she said, her nurse instincts kicking in even now. "Don't let yourself get run down up there."

Sage was next, pressing a small notebook into Lily's hands. "For your observations," she said with a watery smile. "I expect detailed notes. Scientific ones."

Carmen stepped forward and pulled Lily into her arms. "Go change the world."

"I'll do my best."

Jordan nodded with respect. "Break some hearts."

Lily grinned. "Only the ones that need breaking."

Bree was next. She pressed something into Lily's hand - a folded sketch. "Draw me pictures," she said softly. "Even if they're not very good. Everyone's an artist. You just use a different medium."

Faith was last. The youngest of the rescued women, the quietest. She didn't hug Lily. Just reached out and touched her hand, a brief contact that meant more than words.

"Thank you," Faith said softly. "For showing us what joy looks like."

Lily blinked hard, smiling anyway. "You'll find your own joy. When you're ready."

Then it was time. Mira was already in the driver's seat. I stood by the passenger door, waiting.

Lily climbed into the back, waving through the window as we pulled away. The figures at the gate got smaller. Disappeared around a bend.

We drove in comfortable silence for a while. The November landscape rolled past, brown and gold, the hills familiar now after months of learning this land.

Lily couldn't sit still in the back seat.

"Three new men," she said finally. "A new woman. Can you imagine?"

I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. Anticipation sharpened her whole face. She looked like someone about to start the best adventure of her life.

"I can't imagine anyone else doing this," I admitted.

Mira huffed a laugh from the driver's seat. "She's uniquely qualified."

"Damn right I am." Lily leaned forward between the seats, grinning. "That's because no one else is this horny."

We all laughed. The tension broke. Whatever sadness had lingered from the morning goodbyes faded in the face of Lily's infectious enthusiasm.

Twenty miles ahead, four people were waiting. They had no idea their lives were about to change.

We did. And watching Lily lean forward in the back seat, already planning her first move, I couldn't help but smile.


⚜




Chapter 5: First night at outpost

⚜

The Outpost looked different than how I'd imagined it.

Smaller. More vulnerable. A ranger cabin perched on a ridge, the fire lookout tower looming behind it - too tall and too exposed. Storage shed. Small garden. Good sight lines, but nothing like Haven's walls.

Tom was waiting on the porch when we pulled up. Kate stood beside him, arms crossed. Derek hovered near the corner of the cabin, half-hidden. Damon leaned against the railing, legs crossed at the ankle, tracking our truck's approach with undisguised interest.

Lily was out the door before Mira finished parking.

"We're here!" She practically bounced toward the cabin, her bag slung over one shoulder. "Miss me?"

Tom tried to smile. It came out tight. Relief, sure - but also that look you get after you light a fuse and realize you didn't check how long it was.

"Welcome to the Outpost," he said. "Such as it is."

I grabbed Lily's other bag from the truck bed and followed. Mira hung back, doing what Mira always did - scanning the perimeter, cataloging exits, filing away anything that might matter later.

Up close, the dynamics hit harder. Kate held herself too still. Derek kept retreating into corners. Damon wouldn't stop tracking Lily's movement.

"You're really staying?" Derek's voice cracked on the question. He still wouldn't meet anyone's eyes. "I mean. Staying here. With us."

"That's the plan." Lily's smile was warm but had an edge I recognized. She was calculating before her feet hit the ground. "Someone has to shake things up around here."

"We could use some shaking." Damon's grin was too wide. "Place has been dead boring."

Kate's expression flickered. Tom's hand found her shoulder.

"Let's get you settled," Tom said. "There's an empty room in the back. Used to be storage, but we cleared it out." He glanced at Kate. "We wanted you to have some privacy."

The room was small but clean. A cot, a chair, a window that looked out toward the treeline. Someone had put wildflowers in a jar on the windowsill. Kate's touch, probably.

Lily dropped her bags and turned to survey the space. Her eyes were bright, mentally rearranging the furniture.

"It's perfect."

"It's a closet," I said.

"It's mine." She threw herself onto the cot, testing the springs. "My closet. My project. My three new men and a curious woman."

I leaned against the doorframe. "You've already picked an order, haven't you?"

"I've been turning them over in my head since the gas station." She sat up, her tone sharpening. "Derek first. Did you see him out there? He's going to implode if someone doesn't help him."

"He could barely look at you."

"Exactly." She stood and crossed to me, her hands finding my chest. "He's forgotten what it feels like to be wanted. To be touched. Six months alone in his head, watching Tom and Kate have something he can't have." She shook her head. "That kind of loneliness eats you alive."

"And you think one night will fix that?"

"One night will prove to him it's possible." Her smile returned, confident and warm. "After that, we build."

Mira appeared in the hallway behind me. "Tom's got questions. About Haven. About how we do things."

"I'll handle that." Lily squeezed past me, all energy and purpose. "You two settle in. Tonight, I get started."

She was out the door before I could respond.

Dinner was awkward in a new way.

Seven of us around a table meant for four. Tom had dug out extra chairs. The food was simple - canned stew, bread Kate had baked, some vegetables from their modest garden. The stew could've been anything; everyone ate like it was a task with their attention elsewhere.

The cabin's habits showed themselves in small ways. Tom served the portions, but Kate corrected them without seeming to notice she was doing it - a spoonful more for Derek, a silent shake of her head when Damon reached for seconds too quickly. The two single men watched her like the table was a courtroom and she was handing down sentences.

Mira ate efficiently, her gaze drifting to the windows every few bites. Old habits die hard. She didn't contribute much to the conversation, but she was taking everything in.

Derek sat hunched at the far end, picking at his food. Damon talked too much, filling silences with commentary nobody asked for. His attention kept sliding to Lily in a pattern he probably thought was subtle.

Tom was the anchor. He asked questions about Haven, about our setup, about how nine people managed to live together without killing each other. When Lily explained our philosophy - open, consensual, everyone choosing each other - his eyebrows rose.

"And that holds? Day after day?" He sounded like he wanted to believe it but couldn't quite get there. "Nobody gets jealous? Nobody fights?"

"People talk," Lily said. "That's the key. You say what you want. You say what you don't want. Everyone listens."

"Sounds simple when you put it that way."

"It is simple." She reached across the table and touched his hand. Nothing sexual. Just contact. "The hard part is believing you deserve to want things."

Tom's eyes went to Kate. She was watching too, her expression unreadable.

Derek's spoon clattered against his bowl. Everyone looked.

"Sorry." His face was crimson. He pushed back so fast his chair complained, muttered something that might've been an apology, and was gone before anyone could decide whether to follow.

Kate's glare stopped Damon from making a joke about it.

"I'll go." Lily was on her feet before anyone else could move. "Give me a few minutes."

I found them an hour later.

They were on the porch, sitting side by side on the steps. Lily was talking quietly, her head tilted toward Derek. He was actually looking at her now. Not flinching away. Just... looking.

I caught the tail end of their conversation.

" - not broken," Lily was saying. "You're just lonely. There's a difference."

"Doesn't feel different." His voice was raw. "Feels like I forgot how to be a person."

"You didn't forget. You just need someone to remind you." She touched his arm. He flinched, then settled. "And I'm not leaving you stuck in that lonely head of yours."

"Why would you..." He trailed off, the question too big to finish.

"Because I want to." Simple. Direct. True. "Because you deserve to feel good. Because I'm here on purpose."

She caught my eye and smiled.

Later that night, Lily found me in the storage shed where Mira and I were bunking. Tom had insisted Lily have the privacy of the back room, which left us with cots among the garden tools.

"Derek's coming to my room," she said. "In about an hour."

Mira looked up from the cot where she'd been cleaning her rifle. "Moving fast."

"Fast," Lily agreed. "But not reckless." She turned to me. "I want you there."

"With Derek?"

"To watch." Her blue eyes were intent. "I want you as a steady presence. Someone normalizing it."

My stomach dipped. Of course she wanted an audience. Of course she did. I opened my mouth, closed it again, and nodded like this was normal. Then I caught myself - this was Lily's world now, and I was just along for the ride.

"You sure he'll be okay with that?"

"I'll ask him. But I think it'll help." She stepped closer, lowering her voice. "He's terrified of doing something wrong. Having you there - someone who's done this, who knows what it looks like when it works - that might actually calm him down."

I thought about Derek's trembling hands. The way he couldn't hold eye contact. The six months of isolation eating him from the inside.

"If he says yes," I said, "I'll be there."

Lily kissed my cheek. "He will."

Derek's hand shook when he knocked on Lily's door.

I sat in the chair by the window like Lily asked. Close enough that Derek couldn't forget I was there. Far enough that I wasn't hovering. My hands stayed on my knees. My pulse didn't.

"Come in," she called.

The door creaked open. Derek stood in the frame. He'd seemed calmer on the porch, but now that it was real, the nerves had returned. His dark hair fell across his forehead. He opened the door like it weighed a hundred pounds.

"Is this... you're sure you want this?" His eyes darted to me, then back to Lily. "Both of you here?"

"Garrett's going to watch," Lily said. "Is that okay with you? I think it might help - having someone here who knows what good looks like."

Derek swallowed hard. His gaze flicked to me again, then back to Lily. For a long moment he didn't speak.

"Yes," he said finally. "Okay. I want that."

Lily patted the bed beside her. "Tonight is about you and me. He's just here so you can see this is normal. Good. Nothing to be ashamed of."

Derek's feet carried him forward despite the fear on his face. He sat on the edge of the bed, perched like he might need to run.

"I haven't..." He stopped. Started again. "It's been so long. I don't even know if I remember how to - "

"Hey." Lily took his face in her hands. Made him look at her. "There's no test here. We're just going to feel good together."

"What if I'm bad at it?"

"Then we keep going until you're good at it." Her thumbs stroked his cheeks. "Derek. I've been thinking about this since we met. About you specifically. About helping you remember what it feels like to be wanted."

"Why me? Damon's the one who - "

"Damon knows he's attractive. He just needs someone to share." She leaned closer. "You need something different. You need to believe you're worth wanting."

She kissed him.

His whole body went rigid. Then, slowly, he melted. His hands came up to grip her arms like she might disappear if he let go.

When she pulled back, his eyes were wet.

"God," he breathed. "I didn't realize how much I'd missed that."

"Then let me remind you."

She guided him down onto the bed. Her fingers worked at his buttons, undressing him with patient efficiency. He was lean, pale from months of staying indoors. His chest rose and fell too fast.

"Breathe," she said. "You don't have to perform. Just stay with me."

She stripped off her own shirt. He stared at her bare breasts like he couldn't believe he was allowed to look.

"You can touch me." She took his hand and placed it on her chest. "I want you to."

His fingers trembled against her skin. He cupped her breast gently, reverently, like he was afraid she'd vanish.

"You won't break me." She laughed softly. "Harder is okay."

He squeezed. She made a pleased sound and his confidence flickered to life. He squeezed again, finding her nipple with his thumb.

"There you go." She shimmied out of her shorts. She'd planned for speed - nothing underneath. "Now. Let's see you."

His pants came off. He was already hard, which didn't surprise me. What surprised me was how ashamed he looked about it.

"Sorry," he mumbled. "I'm already - "

"Don't apologize for wanting me." Lily wrapped her hand around his cock and stroked slowly. "This is good. This means your body works. This means you're alive."

She worked him with patient attention, her grip firm but unhurried. Her thumb swept over the head on each upstroke, spreading the wetness that had already started to bead there. Derek's breath came in short, desperate bursts.

"That's it." She cupped his balls with her free hand, rolling them gently. "Just feel this. Don't think about anything else."

His hips jerked involuntarily when she squeezed his sac, a low groan escaping his throat. She kept both hands working - one stroking his shaft in a steady rhythm, the other massaging his balls with light pressure.

"Lily, I can't - " His voice broke. "I'm going to - "

"Then let go."

He gasped and came hard, his cock pulsing in her grip. Thick ropes of cum spurted across her chest, painting her breasts in long white streaks. His whole body shuddered as she milked every last drop from him, his release pooling in the valley between her tits.

"Fuck." His face crumpled. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I couldn't hold it - "

"That happens." Her voice stayed calm, unbothered. She glanced down at the mess on her chest with something like satisfaction. "It doesn't mean anything's ruined. Now we slow down - together."

"First one?"

She kissed him again, wiping her hand on the sheets. "Breathe. Look at me. We're fine."

From my chair, I shifted my weight and tried to stay quiet. Lily's calm was doing exactly what she'd intended - the panic slowly drained from Derek's face.

While he recovered, she taught him how to touch her. Guided his fingers between her legs and showed him what she liked.

"Here." She placed his hand on her inner thigh. "Gentle. Feel that slickness? That's what wanting feels like."

His brow furrowed with concentration, his trembling fingers finding a rhythm. "It's... warm."

"Keep it steady - don't overthink it." She arched into his touch. "When you get a reaction, trust it and commit."

He made a small sound of understanding, his other hand gripping her hip like an anchor.

"Now lower. Find that little bud - same spot, just with your fingers first."

He paused, uncertainty flickering across his face. "What if I'm terrible at this?"

"Then we'll keep going until you're not." Lily's laugh was soft and genuine. "That's literally why I'm here."

His fingers circled tentatively. She made a pleased sound that seemed to surprise him.

"Yes. Just like that."

"Is this better?" He adjusted his angle, more confident now.

"You've got it." Her hips lifted slightly. "Don't improvise yet. Finish what you started."

Something shifted in his face. Not confidence exactly - more like the first crack in the wall he'd built around himself. His shoulders dropped. His breathing steadied. He'd been starving for this - direction, permission, proof he could get it right.

When she was wet and breathing harder, she gently stopped his hand.

"Now I want your mouth."

Derek's eyes went wide. "My...?"

"Your tongue." She guided his head lower. "I'm going to teach you how to make a woman come with your mouth. It's a skill worth having."

He positioned himself between her thighs, looking up at her uncertainly. I shifted in my chair, my body responding to the sight despite myself. Lily spread her legs wider, giving him access.

"Start slow," she said. "Just explore. Get used to the taste."

He lowered his mouth to her.

His first strokes were hesitant, testing. Lily made encouraging sounds.

"Good. Now find my clit - that's the spot you were touching before."

Derek's tongue circled tentatively. Lily's breath caught.

"Slower. Use your tongue like you're tasting something expensive."

He started with just the tip of his tongue. She made a pleased sound, and his whole posture changed - relief flooding through him.

"Yes. Right there."

"Like that?" He adjusted his angle, more confident now.

"Yes - hold that exact pressure. Pay attention to how my breath changes - that's your feedback. When I react, don't chase it. Stay with it."

He followed her instructions with focused intensity. When she gasped, he didn't freeze this time - he held the rhythm.

"What does it feel like?" he asked between strokes. "When I'm doing it right?"

"Like a slow build. Like pressure that keeps growing." Her voice was getting breathless. "You're doing it right. Trust me."

His technique improved minute by minute. He experimented. Adjusted. By the time she was close, he was completely focused, determined to get her there.

"Don't stop." Her back arched. "Don't wander - lock in."

She came with a cry, her thighs pressing against his ears. Derek kept his mouth in place through the aftershocks, learning what the end looked like, what it felt like against his tongue.

When she finally released him, he looked up with something new in his eyes - not awe, but certainty. Like someone had finally handed him the right map.

"That was..." He was hard again, his earlier shame forgotten. "Can I do that again?"

"Absolutely." Lily's laugh was breathless and delighted. "But first - I want you inside me."

She pushed him onto his back and straddled his hips. Took his cock and positioned it at her entrance.

"Pay attention," she said. "This is what it looks like when I enjoy myself."

She sank down slowly. Derek inhaled sharply, stunned by the sensation.

His hands found her hips and gripped tight.

"Oh god." His words dissolved into a breath. "That's... you're so..."

"Shh." She started to move, slow rolls of her hips. "Just feel."

He held on longer now - long enough for Lily to set a rhythm, long enough for him to see what together could look like. She rode him with her eyes half-closed, making sounds that filled the small room. He watched her like she was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.

When he came, he pulled her down and held her against his chest. His whole body shook.

"Thank you," he whispered. "I forgot what it felt like. To be wanted."

"You ARE wanted." She kissed his forehead. "And we're doing this again tomorrow."

From my chair by the window, I watched Derek's shoulders drop. He exhaled like he'd been holding it for months. When Lily leaned in to kiss him again, he didn't flinch - he leaned back into her.

The tension wasn't gone. You don't fix six months of isolation in one night. But it had loosened - enough for him to breathe.

Over Derek's shoulder, Lily gave me the smallest nod. Confirmation, not celebration. This was step one.

The next morning, Derek moved differently.

He met the room instead of shrinking from it - looked up first, spoke without rehearsing it. The real tell was passing the sugar to Damon without being asked, casual, like he belonged at the table. Not a total transformation, but everyone saw.

"Sleep well?" Kate asked, her tone carefully neutral.

"Best I've slept in months." Derek actually held her gaze when he answered. "Maybe years."

Damon's fork stopped halfway to his mouth. His eyes went from Derek to Lily to Derek again.

"Wait." The realization hit. "You and her? Last night? You actually - "

"Damon." Tom's voice carried a warning.

"No, I just - " Damon looked genuinely shaken. "I've been trying to get her attention since they got here and he just - "

"He didn't try to get me." Lily's voice was pleasant but firm. "He accepted what I offered. There's a difference."

"I'm right here, you know." Derek's voice was stronger than I'd ever heard it. "And yeah. We did. And it was amazing."

The table went quiet. Something in the room rearranged itself.

Kate was studying Lily with new interest. Tom sat back in his chair, watching Derek like he was recalculating something - hope cracking through his skepticism. Damon's confidence had cracked too, showing something raw underneath.

"Nobody here has to audition for scraps," Lily said into the silence. "We can do this without competing."

She caught Damon's eye. "You're next. If you want to be."

His swagger returned immediately. "Hell yes I want to be."

"Tonight." She looked at Kate. "And you and I should talk. Whenever you're ready."

Kate's cheeks flushed. She didn't say no.

Mira was loading the truck when I found her.

"We should head out," she said. "Long drive back. I want to reach Haven before dark."

I looked toward the cabin. Lily was on the porch, talking to Tom and Kate. Already working on the next piece of her plan.

Mira slammed the tailgate shut. "She fits this place the way she fits Haven. Like the missing piece was waiting."

Lily saw us and came jogging over.

"Leaving already?"

"Got to get back." I pulled her into a hug. "You good here?"

"More than good." Her eyes sparkled. "I've got my work cut out for me."

She pulled me toward the side of the cabin, out of sight of the porch.

"That's how it's going to work," she said. "One at a time. Building trust. Damon tonight. Kate in a few days. Tom last - he needs to see the others happy first."

"You've got a whole strategy."

"Of course I do." She grinned. "This is my lane, Garrett. Let me work."

Her hands were already at my belt.

"Lily - "

"Celebration sex." She backed me against a tree. "I want something to hold onto while I'm building this place into what it should be."

Her hand wrapped around my cock, stroking me until I was fully hard. I stopped protesting.

"There we go." She shimmied her shorts down - she'd made it easy again, nothing underneath. "Sit down. Back against the tree."

I slid down until I was sitting in the grass, my back braced against the trunk. She straddled my lap immediately, positioning herself over me.

"I want to ride you first," she breathed. "I want to feel every inch before you go."

She sank down onto me with a satisfied moan. Her hands gripped my shoulders as she began grinding, working her hips in lazy figure-eights that pulled me deeper.

"God, I needed this." Her head fell back. "One more time before you leave."

I gripped her hips and helped her find a rhythm. She rode me with her usual urgency, chasing her pleasure with single-minded focus. The morning sun was warm on my face. Her body was wet and tight around me.

"Yes." She was moving faster now. "Don't change a thing."

She came quick and loud, not caring who might hear. Her body clenched around me in waves. But she didn't stop - just kept rolling her hips, working toward another one.

"I need more," she gasped. "I need it harder. Turn me around. Put me against the tree."

I lifted her off me and spun her around. She braced her hands against the bark, arching her back, offering herself. I pushed her forward until her breasts flattened against the rough trunk.

"Yes." She spread her legs wider. "Make me feel it all day."

I drove into her from behind. My hand cracked against her ass, leaving a pink handprint. She cried out - pleasure, not protest.

"Again." She pushed back against me. "Harder."

I gave her harder. Slapped her ass with each thrust, the sharp sounds mixing with her moans. She was pressed tight against the tree, nowhere to go, taking everything I gave her. My free hand gripped her hip for leverage as I railed into her.

"Don't stop - fuck - right there - "

She came again, her whole body shaking against the bark. I followed a minute later, burying myself deep as I emptied inside her.

We stayed like that, catching our breath. Her cheek against the tree. My chest against her back.

"Come back soon," she said. "And bring the others. I want them to see what we're building here."

"I will."

She turned in my arms and kissed me, deep and slow. Then pulled her clothes back together like nothing had happened.

"Now go. Before I change my mind about letting you leave."

The drive back to Haven was quiet.

Mira handled the wheel while I watched the landscape roll past. My mind kept drifting back to the Outpost. To Derek's transformation. To the spark of curiosity in Kate's eyes.

"You saw it," Mira said eventually.

"Yeah. She already is."

We pulled through Haven's gates just as the sun was setting. The compound was warm with evening activity. Smoke from the lodge chimney. Voices from the garden where Sage was still working.

Elena met us at the truck, eyes full of questions. "How is she? How did it go?"

"Better than I expected." I pulled her into a hug. "She's exactly where she needs to be."

Later, I found something on my pillow. A folded piece of paper.

I opened it to find one of Bree's drawings. Two figures entwined, rendered in soft pencil strokes. The lines were intimate without being explicit. Beautiful in an unexpected way.

At the bottom, in careful handwriting: For when you miss her.

I set the drawing on my windowsill and lay back on my bed. Tonight would be Damon. Then Kate. Then Tom, once he'd seen enough to believe.

And here at Haven, new currents were finding channels. Bree leaving me artwork. Faith's quiet observations. The community expanding in ways I hadn't expected.

I fell asleep with Bree's drawing on the sill. Twenty miles wasn't far - but it was far enough for a new life to start taking shape.


⚜




Chapter 6: The artist's eye

⚜

After the sketch Bree had left on my pillow - the one that made me miss Lily every time I looked at it - a whole stack showed up under my door three days later.

No signature. No note this time. Just drawings.

The first pages were everyday life. Haven scenes. The lodge at dusk. Sage's garden. Elena hauling water from the well. Bree's hand was unmistakable - confident strokes that made even stillness feel alive.

Then the lines started lingering on bodies.

Bodies intertwined. Curves and angles. Two women kissing, hands tangled in hair. A man's back muscles defined in careful shading, arched over a woman beneath him.

The fourth one made me stop.

It was me and Sage. Mid-act. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her head thrown back, my hands gripping her hips. The freckles across her shoulders were precise. Her glasses sat on the nightstand. The angle was from above, like Bree had imagined herself floating over us.

She'd been imagining us longer than I realized. Not physically present. But in her mind, she'd been here for weeks.

I flipped to the next one. A group scene. Bodies I couldn't quite identify, all soft edges and suggestion. It was a mess of limbs and heat - and somehow she'd made it look right. My stomach tightened. Bree hadn't just been doodling. She'd been imagining.

"She's been working on those for a month."

Sage's voice caught me off guard. She stood in the doorway of my cabin, arms crossed, a knowing smile on her face.

"You've seen them?"

"She shows me everything." Sage crossed the room and sat on the edge of my bed. "She processes through art. Always has. When she can't name something, she draws it until it has edges."

I looked at the sketch in my hands. The intimacy of it. The care.

"And now?"

"Now she wants to understand from the inside." Sage's hazel eyes met mine through her cracked glasses. "She's been working up the nerve to ask you something."

"Ask me what?"

"She wants to watch." Sage said it simply, like it was the most natural thing in the world. "Watch us. Live. While we're together. So she can draw it."

I set the papers down carefully. "And then?"

Sage's smile widened. "And then she wants to know how it feels."

I found Bree in the garden that afternoon.

She was sketching Sage's tomato plants, her pencil moving in sure, unhesitating lines. Her long dark hair was loose around her shoulders, catching the late-autumn sun. When she heard my footsteps, she looked up.

"Hi." She spoke quietly. "I was wondering when you'd find the drawings."

"They're beautiful."

"They're incomplete." She closed her sketchbook and stood, her focus sharpening. "I've been drawing how people move when they want each other. But I've only ever seen pieces."

She stepped closer. Up close, I could see the nervousness underneath her calm exterior. Her fingers tightened on the sketchbook's spine.

"Glimpses through windows. Overheard sounds." She paused. "I saw one full scene - that night in the lodge, when you said goodbye to Lily - but from the sidelines. As an observer, not a participant."

I remembered. The four rescued women near the far wall. Bree's hands moving in the firelight.

"I want to draw you and Sage," she said. "Live. While you..."

She blushed but didn't look away.

"While you fuck."

The word sounded deliberate, like she'd practiced saying it.

"After I draw it, I want to feel what I've been drawing."

I thought about the drawings. The careful attention to every curve and shadow. The way she'd captured something real without ever having experienced it.

"You've thought about this."

"For weeks." Her chin lifted slightly. "I've been studying everyone since we got here. The way Carmen walked back from your cabin. Jordan with Mira. How people look afterward, like they've been let in on a secret."

"And you want to be let in."

"Show me what that secret is." Her hands steadied when she said it.

Sage's cabin had the best afternoon light.

We'd chosen it deliberately. The window faced west, catching the November sun at its warmest angle. It painted the small space in amber.

Bree sat in the corner with her sketchbook, positioned so she could see the bed clearly. Her pencil moved across the page, sketching the scene before anything had started.

"Should we just..." I gestured awkwardly at the bed.

"Don't act for me - but I might ask you to hold positions." Bree's voice was steady despite the flush on her cheeks. "Just be together. I'll capture what I see."

Sage laughed and pulled me toward her. "You heard the artist. No performing."

She kissed me, and immediately it felt normal. Familiar. Her lips were soft and eager, her hands sliding under my shirt. We'd done this dozens of times. The only difference was the scratch of graphite from the corner.

Sage pulled my shirt over my head and tossed it aside. Her fingers traced the planes of my chest, down over my stomach.

"Stay - don't shift your shoulders." Bree's voice cut through, focused but already breathless. "Light cuts across them. Keep that angle."

We froze. Sage's hands on my chest. My breath caught somewhere in my throat. I was taking orders from the girl who barely spoke at dinner. Sage was smiling like she'd planned it.

Her pencil scratched fast - then paused. Her sketchbook slid lower in her lap. Her free hand moved to her thigh, fingers pressing against the fabric of her pants.

Sage reached for her own shirt. She pulled it over her head slowly, deliberately, her full breasts bouncing free as the fabric cleared them. Her strawberry blonde hair tumbled loose. Freckles dusted her shoulders and the soft curves of her chest.

"God." Bree's voice was barely a whisper now. "You're beautiful."

"So are you," Sage said. "When you're ready."

We moved to the bed. Sage shimmied out of her pants and lay back, her cracked, taped glasses set on the nightstand. Without them, her eyes looked bigger, softer. I stripped and positioned myself over her.

"Missionary first." Bree's certainty wavered slightly. "I want to see your faces."

I pushed in slow. Sage's eyes fluttered. Her mouth opened on a breath. She pulled me closer, legs wrapping around my waist.

Bree froze mid-stroke. She stared at Sage's expression, her focus breaking.

I let her set the pace, feeling her warmth. She reached up and touched my face.

"This is the strangest foreplay I've ever had," she murmured.

"Is it bad strange?"

"No." Her smile was warm. "Just new."

We started moving. Sage's hips met mine, finding a rhythm. The bed creaked beneath us. From the corner, I heard Bree go still.

Her pencil moved slower now. Less precise. Her free hand had drifted higher on her thigh, pressing between her legs through the fabric.

Sage's legs tightened around my waist. I drove deeper, finding the angle that made her gasp. Her nails raked down my back.

"Harder." Sage said it to me, not Bree. "I'm close."

I gave her harder. The bed frame protested. Sage's breath hitched in that pattern I knew - three quick pulls that signaled she was almost there.

Bree's sketchbook slipped to the floor. Both hands were in her lap now. She wasn't drawing anymore. She was just staring, breathing hard, her hand moving between her legs.

I focused on Sage. Her body tightened around me. She came with a soft, familiar exhale, pulsing in waves I knew by heart. She settled against me, breathing evening out.

From the corner - Bree's sharp inhale. The sound of someone who'd been touching herself without realizing it.

Sage shifted us smoothly, rolling until she straddled my hips. She sank down with a satisfied moan, her full breasts bouncing as she found her rhythm.

Bree had gone silent. One hand pressed against her stomach. The other gripped the chair arm hard enough to turn her knuckles white. She was past speaking. Her eyes tracked the curve of Sage's spine, the roll of her hips.

Sage's pace increased. She braced her hands on my chest, grinding down with each stroke. I could feel her building again.

"Right there - keep that pressure - " Sage's voice broke.

She tensed, then released in a long sigh. She rode the peak with her eyes half-closed, hips grinding through it until she stilled, trembling.

In the corner, Bree made a small sound - half sob, half gasp.

Then she was on her feet. Her body moved before her mind could catch up.

"I can't stay on the outside of this." Her voice shook as she reached for us. "I'm done watching."

Sage caught her hand. "Tell me yes."

"Yes." Bree's voice was steady. "I want this."

She crossed the room in quick steps, her hands working at her shirt. She stripped fast - shirt, pants, simple cotton underwear joining the pile. Her body was delicate. Small breasts, narrow hips. Her eyes kept darting - measuring, composing - like she couldn't stop arranging the room in her head even now.

"Show me," she said. "Both of you."

Sage recovered first.

She sat up and reached for Bree, pulling her onto the bed between us. Their lips met, tentative at first, then deeper. Bree made a sound against Sage's mouth - surprise and pleasure mingled together.

"You're shaking," Sage observed, pulling back.

"Good shaking." Bree's dark eyes were bright. "Keep going."

Sage kissed down her neck, over her collarbone, finding the small mound of her breast. Bree gasped when Sage's lips closed around her nipple.

"That's..." She couldn't finish the sentence. Her hands tangled in Sage's hair.

My attention snagged on them. Sage was all warmth and invitation, her touches designed to teach as much as please. Bree was wound tight - watching herself feel.

"Look at me - stay here with us." Sage's voice was soft but clear. "Don't perform. Just be honest."

Bree obeyed, spreading herself across the bed. Her long dark hair fanned out on the pillow. She looked up at us, suddenly vulnerable.

"I've imagined this," she said. "A thousand times."

"Is reality matching up?"

"Better." Her voice caught as Sage kissed down her stomach. "So much better."

Sage settled between Bree's thighs. She glanced at me with a patient smile, then lowered her mouth.

Bree's reaction was immediate. Her whole body arched off the bed. Her hands flew to Sage's head, gripping her strawberry hair.

"Oh god. That's - that feels like - "

Sage hummed against her, the vibration making Bree cry out. I watched from beside them, stroking myself slowly, not wanting to interrupt but desperately wanting to participate.

"Come here." Bree's hand found my arm. "Stay close while she does this."

I moved closer. She wrapped her delicate fingers around my cock, stroking with the same careful attention she gave to her drawings.

"I've been wanting to touch you," she admitted. "Ever since I started drawing you. I wanted to know what you felt like."

"And?"

"Warm." She stroked again, more confident now. "Hard. Alive."

Between her legs, Sage was working with patient instruction. Bree's hips had started to move, her whole body responding.

"Say it in your own words," Sage murmured against her. "Don't just take it. Ask for it."

"It's building - fast. I can't think straight - "

"Then let it mix."

Sage did something with her tongue that made Bree's whole body lock - every muscle rigid. The sound that came out of her wasn't quite a moan. It was more like a gasp of discovery.

Her grip on my cock went almost painful. Her back arched. When she finally broke, it was a full-body shudder.

"It's bigger than words," Bree gasped when she could speak. "I can't - there's no language for it."

Sage kissed her way up Bree's body and pressed their lips together. Bree tasted herself and moaned.

"Now." Bree's eyes found mine, blown wide. "Put me in the picture. I want the part I can't draw from memory."

"Are you sure? We can take our time - "

"I've been taking my time for months." Her smile was dazed but certain. "I know exactly what I want."

Bree's hands found my shoulders and pushed me back onto the mattress. She climbed onto my hips without asking, her small body straddling mine. Her dark eyes were locked on my face, wide and unblinking. Not directing anymore - just needing to see everything as it happened.

She reached down and positioned me at her entrance. Sank down slowly with a soft gasp that seemed to surprise even her. She was tight. Her body stretched inch by careful inch around me.

"Fuck." The word came out breathless. Her thighs trembled. She stopped halfway, overwhelmed.

Sage moved close beside us, her hand gentle on Bree's back. "Breathe. We can take our time."

"I don't want to stop." Bree's voice was small but steady. She took a shuddering breath and pushed down another inch. "I just needed a second."

Her body finally relaxed around me, taking me fully. She stayed still, eyes closed, just feeling the fullness.

"Don't move," she said. "Let me adjust."

I held still. Watched her face. The way she was processing every sensation.

"What does it look like?" she asked. "From where you are?"

"Like you're solving a puzzle." The words came without thinking. "Like you finally found the missing piece."

Her smile bloomed. She started to move.

The first few strokes were experimental. She tested angles, rhythms, finding what worked for her body. Sage leaned in and kissed her shoulder.

"That's it," Sage murmured. "Find what feels good."

Bree found it. Her rhythm steadied, then increased. She braced herself against my chest and rode with growing confidence, her small breasts moving with each stroke.

"Now I get it," she gasped. "Why everyone looks the way they do after."

She was getting close. I could feel it in the way her rhythm grew erratic, her whole body winding tighter.

"Don't change it - I'll lose it." Her voice was half-plea, half-demand.

Her pace increased, almost frantic now. Sage reached between us and found her clit, rubbing in tight circles.

"Yes - both of you - "

Her orgasm wasn't a wave. It was surrender. She didn't cry out. She just stopped breathing for a second, then let out a long, shuddering exhale and went completely still. No thrashing. No noise. Just her body finally letting go of everything she'd been holding.

"That's what I've been trying to draw," she whispered against my chest. "Not the act. The moment you stop watching and just... give in."

I grabbed her hips and thrust up into her, chasing my own release. Two more strokes and I came, spilling inside her. She held still, feeling every pulse, cataloging the sensation with the same attention she gave everything.

We lay tangled together, the three of us, as the light shifted toward evening. The dried herbs on the rack filled the air with something earthy and warm.

"I want this exact aftermath." Bree's voice was lazy, satisfied. "Give me one minute."

Sage laughed. "Always working."

"This is research." But Bree was smiling. "Very thorough research."

She extracted herself carefully and padded across the room to retrieve her sketchbook. Nude, unselfconscious, she sat in the corner and began to draw.

She started sketching without another word, her eyes moving between us and the page.

Sage curled against my side. Bree's hand moved in swift, decisive lines across the page. Whatever nervousness she'd had was gone. She looked settled. Complete.

"How do you feel?" I asked.

"Like I finally stepped inside the frame," she said.

"Will you join us again?"

Her smile was answer enough.

We drifted back to our cabins as the afternoon faded. Sage kissed us both goodbye at her door. Bree headed to her porch with her sketchbook, already lost in whatever she was capturing next.

The radio crackled to life that evening.

I was alone in the lodge, everyone else scattered to their evening routines. Lily's voice came through clear despite the distance.

"Haven, this is Outpost. How's everyone doing over there?"

I grabbed the handset. "Lily. Good to hear you. How are things?"

"Progressing." I could hear the satisfaction in her voice. "Damon calmed down. Finally listened. Derek's doing great - you should see him now, Garrett. He actually laughs."

"And Kate?"

A pause. Something meaningful in it.

"Kate is curious about me." Lily's voice dropped slightly. "We've been talking. About how things work between women. She's been asking questions I don't think she's ever asked anyone."

"Is she going to..."

"Not yet. But soon." Another pause. "Garrett, you should come back. I think Tom needs to see a man participating. Not just hear about it."

"He's still holding back?"

"He watches Kate with these eyes. Like he wants her to be happy but can't figure out how to let go of the fear." Static crackled. "You could help with that. Show him what it looks like when a man shares willingly."

I thought about the logistics. Twenty miles. A day's travel each way.

"I'll talk to Mira. Maybe in a few days."

"Perfect." Her voice brightened. "Oh, and tell Bree I got her sketch. The one she folded into my bag. It's hanging in my room now. Makes me feel less alone."

"She'll be happy to hear that."

"Happy is exactly how I want everyone to feel." Lily's laugh crackled through the speaker. "That's the whole point, right? Outpost out."

The radio went silent. I sat in the quiet lodge, thinking about the connections tightening between us. Lily building something new at the Outpost. Bree finally crossing over from observer to participant. The web of connection growing wider.

I found Bree on her cabin porch as darkness settled over Haven.

She was wrapped in a blanket, her sketchbook balanced on her knees, drawing by the last light of dusk. The afternoon's flush had faded. She met my eyes first now, instead of dropping them.

"I've already filled three pages," she said without looking up. "You and Sage. Me with both of you. Sage's face when she comes."

"You work fast."

"I had good material." She finally met my eyes, smiling. "Thank you. For letting me observe first. For understanding that I needed to see before I could feel."

"Everyone has their own pace."

"Carmen was ready immediately. Jordan needed to fight her way to it. I needed to draw it first." She set down her pencil. "Faith is the only one left now."

I thought about Faith. The quiet one. Still watching from the edges, processing everything in her own private way.

"She'll move when she's ready," I said.

"She's closer than you think." Bree's gaze drifted to something over my shoulder. "Faith has been taking all of us in - quietly, like she's deciding what she believes."

I turned.

Faith stood in the doorway of her cabin, partially hidden by shadow. Her wide brown eyes were fixed on us, something shifting in her expression. When she realized I'd seen her, she didn't retreat.

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then she nodded once - acknowledgment of something I didn't quite understand - and stepped back inside.

"See?" Bree's voice was soft. "Closer than you think."

I looked at the closed door. Thought about Faith's quiet observations. Her touch on Lily's hand the morning of departure. Her eyes closed during the farewell, not looking but listening. Feeling.

Something was building in her. I could sense it now.

When she was ready, she'd come to me. And I'd be waiting.

For now, there was this. Haven settling into evening. Bree with her drawings. The radio silent but full of possibility.

Tomorrow I'd talk to Mira about returning to the Outpost. About helping Tom find his way past fear into something better.

But tonight, I had everything I needed right here.


⚜




Chapter 7: The final barriers

⚜

Isensed the change before the engine cut.

The ridge and tower were unchanged, but the place no longer felt wound tight. Mira had stayed back to run Haven. Someone had to keep things moving while I made this supply run.

But the real reason I was here had nothing to do with canned goods.

Lily was on the porch before I killed the engine. She bounded down the steps and yanked my door open, pulling me into a kiss that tasted like breakfast and anticipation.

"You're here." She breathed the words against my mouth. "Good. Kate's ready. But Tom's still stuck in his own head."

"That's what I came for."

She pulled back, blue eyes bright with mischief. "I know. I've been working this since our last radio call."

Her focus snapped into place - less flirtation than logistics, like she was already arranging people into the version of themselves she knew they could be.

Kate met us in the main room.

The defensive stance I remembered was gone. She sat on the worn couch with her legs tucked under her, looking completely at ease. Her auburn hair fell loose around her shoulders, freed from that severe ponytail, and the clipped skepticism in her eyes had softened into something inviting.

"Garrett." She smiled when she saw me. An actual smile. "Lily said you were coming back."

"Supplies." I lifted the bag I'd brought - medical kit, ammunition, the small stuff that didn't fit the main load I'd unloaded when I arrived. "And reinforcements."

"Reinforcements." Kate laughed. It was a sound I hadn't heard from her before. Light. Unguarded. "That's one word for it."

Lily dropped onto the couch beside her, close enough that their thighs touched. Kate didn't flinch. If anything, she leaned in.

"Show him," Lily said.

Kate's cheeks flushed, but she was still smiling. "We've been... practicing."

She turned and kissed Lily. Not a quick peck. A real kiss, slow and confident, her hand finding Lily's jaw. When they broke apart, Kate's eyes held steady - clear, unguarded.

"Lily's been teaching me things," Kate said. "Things I didn't know I wanted."

"She's a fast learner." Lily stroked Kate's hair. "And she tastes amazing."

She looked like someone who'd finally put down a weight she didn't know she was carrying.

"Where's Tom?" I asked.

Kate's expression flickered. "Outside. Chopping wood that doesn't need chopping."

"He's wrestling with it," Lily explained. "He watches us together and he likes it. But he can't figure out how to stop treating it like something that's being done to him."

"I've tried to tell him." Kate's voice didn't rise - didn't need to. "Lily has tried. But he won't believe it until it happens in front of him. I want Tom to see that it's okay. That wanting more doesn't mean wanting him less."

"Tom's not buying the theory," Lily said to me. "He needs to watch a man he respects actually do it. That's you."

I thought about Tom. The exhausted ranger who'd reached out on the radio, desperate for any solution. The protective way he'd positioned himself at that first meeting. The hope cracking through his skepticism when Derek started laughing again.

"Where are Derek and Damon?"

"Garden." Kate waved toward the window. "They've been getting along better since... well. Since everything changed."

I found Tom behind the cabin.

He was splitting logs that had already been split, the axe rising and falling in a rhythm that spoke more to anxiety than productivity. Sweat darkened his salt-and-pepper hair. When he saw me approach, he buried the axe in the stump and wiped his forehead.

"Garrett." He sounded tired. "Lily said you were coming."

"She mentioned you might need to talk."

Tom laughed, but there was no humor in it. "That obvious?"

"A little."

We stood in silence for a moment. The air still carried leftover warmth, even with winter waiting in the wings. In the distance, I could hear Derek and Damon arguing about something garden-related. Normal sounds. Healthy sounds.

"They're transformed," Tom said finally. "Derek and Damon. It's like she flipped a switch in them. Derek actually talks now. Damon isn't constantly circling Kate like a vulture."

"That's good."

"It is." He picked up a piece of kindling and turned it in his hands. "And Kate is happy. Happier than I've seen her in months. Since before everything fell apart."

"But?"

Tom's jaw tightened. "But she's happy with Lily. In ways I can't give her. They do things together and Kate comes out glowing and I'm just standing there like an idiot, wondering what I'm supposed to feel."

"What do you feel?"

"All of it at once." He threw the kindling down. "Jealous. Relieved. Turned on. Terrified. Kate touches Lily and part of me wants to break something. Another part wants to watch forever. And another part..." He trailed off.

"Wants to join?"

He didn't answer - but he didn't argue, either.

"Tom." I stepped closer. "I felt the same way. When I first joined Haven. Watching Mira with Elena, watching Sage with all of them. It feels like you don't know where to stand."

"Does it stop feeling that way?"

"Yes." I meant it. "It stopped for me the first time I saw the after. The way everyone looked lighter. Like nobody lost anything. Like we'd just made room for more."

"How do you know that?"

"Because I've lived it. Seven women back at Haven before Lily came here. I've watched them together. Been with them together. And every time, I come out of it knowing exactly where I fit."

Tom stared at the woodpile. He wouldn't meet my eyes - kept checking the treeline like it was safer than looking inward.

"I don't know if I can do that."

"You don't have to decide right now. But tonight, Lily has something in mind. If you're willing to try."

"Naturally." Tom's mouth twitched. "She's been working this since we met."

"Will you trust her?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he nodded.

"I'll try."

We spent the afternoon unloading the rest of the supplies - the Outpost kept what they needed, and I loaded their trade goods into the truck bed for Haven. Canned vegetables from their garden, tools they'd scavenged, some ammunition they had surplus.

Evening settled over the Outpost.

Lily had softened the room - low light, familiar space in Tom and Kate's bedroom, no one forced into the role of outsider. She'd chosen their space deliberately. Derek and Damon had been sent to wait in the hallway with a bottle of wine.

Tom sat in a chair by the wall. Kate was on the bed with Lily, both of them still dressed but barely.

"Watch if you need to. Join if you want to." Lily's voice was simple, direct. "Just don't lie to yourself about what you feel."

"And if I want to join?"

"Then you join. When you're ready."

Kate reached out and touched Tom's hand. "I want you here."

He nodded. Sat back. His hands gripped the arms of the chair.

Lily turned to me. "Come here."

I crossed to the bed. Lily pulled me down beside them, positioning me so Tom had a clear view. Then she kissed me. Deep and familiar, her tongue sliding against mine.

Kate watched with wide eyes. Interest and nerves in equal measure.

"Your turn," Lily said. She guided Kate toward me. "He's gentle. I'm right here."

Kate's lips met mine. Tentative at first, then warming. She tasted different than Lily. Sharper. Her hand came up to rest on my chest, feeling my heartbeat.

"Good," Lily murmured. She was pressed against Kate's back now, hands sliding around to cup her breasts through her shirt. "See? Nothing scary here."

Kate made a small sound against my mouth. Lily was working her nipples through the fabric, and I could feel Kate's breathing change.

"Let's get these off," Lily said.

Clothes came away in stages. Kate's shirt. Lily's top. My pants. Kate's jeans and underwear. Soon we were tangled together on the bed, skin against skin, hands exploring.

Kate's body was athletic-curvy, exactly as I'd noticed at our first meeting. Freckles scattered across her shoulders and the tops of her full breasts. She shivered when I traced them with my fingers.

"He likes what he sees," Lily whispered in Kate's ear, loud enough for me to hear. "Don't look away from his face."

"Do you?" Kate asked me. Her voice was steadier than I expected.

"Very much."

Lily positioned herself behind Kate, hands roaming freely. She kissed Kate's neck while I kissed her mouth. Kate was caught between us, out of her depth - but safe in it.

"Take this in," Lily told Tom. Then she reached down between Kate's legs.

Kate gasped. Her hips jerked. Lily's fingers moved in slow circles, and Kate's eyes fluttered closed.

"She's so wet," Lily said. "She's been thinking about this since you said you were coming."

"I have," Kate admitted. Her voice was breathy now. "I've been carrying it around for days."

"What did you imagine?"

"This." Kate's back arched as Lily's fingers moved faster. "Being between you. Having both of you touch me."

I bent and took one of her nipples in my mouth. Kate cried out. Her hand found my hair and pulled me closer.

"Good - keep that," Lily encouraged. "Let yourself feel it."

We worked her together. Lily's fingers between her legs. My mouth on her breasts. Kate writhed between us, climbing toward release.

"I'm going to..." Kate's voice broke. "Oh god, I'm so close..."

"Come for us," Lily said. "Let Tom see how beautiful you are when you let go."

Kate shattered. Her body locked up, back arching hard, a cry tearing from her throat. Lily held her through it, fingers never stopping, drawing out the waves until Kate collapsed against me, gasping.

"Beautiful," Lily murmured. And it still was not the point she was aiming for.

From the chair, I heard Tom's sharp intake of breath. He was gripping the armrests hard enough to turn his knuckles white. But he hadn't looked away. If anything, he was leaning forward.

"Your turn to give," Lily told Kate. "Show Tom what you've learned."

Kate was still flushed from her orgasm, but she moved with new confidence. She pushed me onto my back and straddled my thighs.

"I've been practicing on Lily," she said. Her hand wrapped around my cock, stroking slowly. "She says I'm getting better."

"You're a natural," Lily said. She was beside us now, one hand idly playing with herself. "Show him."

Kate lowered her mouth to me.

She wasn't experienced. That was obvious from the first tentative lick along my shaft. But she was eager, and she tested, adjusted, and then committed - like she was grading herself in real time. Her tongue traced the underside from base to tip, exploring the terrain before she wrapped her lips around the head.

"That's it," Lily encouraged. "Take your time. Learn what makes him react."

Kate took me deeper, her mouth warm and wet. When I groaned, she locked in on what worked. When I tensed, she backed off. She bobbed her head in a steady rhythm, growing more confident with each stroke.

"Use your hand too," Lily suggested. "Twist as you stroke."

Kate adjusted, her fist wrapping around the base of my shaft while her mouth worked the top half. My hips lifted involuntarily.

"Good girl." Lily moved closer, watching intently. "Now try taking him deeper. Relax your throat."

Kate pulled back, took a breath, and then pushed down. I felt the head of my cock hit the back of her throat. She gagged slightly, pulled off, and tried again. This time she went slower, breathing through her nose, forcing herself to relax.

"That's it," Lily murmured. "Don't fight it. Let him slide in."

Kate pushed further. Her throat opened around me, and suddenly I was deeper than before. She held there for a moment, eyes watering, then pulled back with a gasp.

"Fuck." Kate wiped her mouth, grinning. "That's harder than it looks."

"You're doing amazing." Lily stroked Kate's hair. "Try again. He loved that."

She did. This time she managed to take almost all of me, her nose nearly touching my pelvis before she had to pull back. The sensation was incredible - tight, wet heat surrounding me completely.

"Jesus," I breathed. "Kate..."

"I want to try something else." Kate released my cock and looked at Lily. "You mentioned his balls. That he likes..."

"Show him," Lily said. "He'll definitely react."

Kate cupped my balls gently, testing their weight. Then she lowered her head and ran her tongue across them. The sensation made my whole body tense.

"Like that?" Kate asked.

"Exactly like that."

She grew bolder, taking one ball into her mouth and sucking gently while her hand stroked my shaft. The combination was maddening. She switched to the other, her tongue swirling, learning what made me groan.

"See how quickly you're learning?" Lily murmured. She'd moved closer, fingers trailing between her own thighs. "Watch his stomach muscles tensing. That means he's getting close."

Kate pulled back and wrapped her mouth around my cock again, taking me deep. Her hand still cupped my balls, rolling them gently as she bobbed her head. She alternated - sucking me, then dropping to lick and mouth my balls, then back again. Each transition drove me higher.

"Good." Lily's voice was thick with arousal. "He's getting close. Can you taste it?"

Kate pulled off with a wet sound, her lips swollen and glistening. "I want more."

"You'll get more." Lily guided Kate onto her hands and knees facing the chair where Tom sat. "But first, let's give Tom a better view."

She positioned Kate on her back. Then Lily crawled up towards her, hands on either side of her thighs for balance.

Her tongue found Kate immediately.

Kate moaned, her head dropping between her shoulders. Lily worked her with the same patient skill she'd used on Derek. Tom watched with naked hunger on his face.

"Garrett," Lily said between licks, "I want you behind me. Take me while I do this."

I moved into position. Lily raised her ass high, her legs slightly spread, presenting herself. I knelt behind her and gripped her hips, taking a moment to appreciate the view - her wet pussy glistening, her back arched, her face already buried between Kate's thighs.

I pushed inside in one slow, deep stroke.

Lily groaned against Kate's pussy. The vibration made Kate cry out, her fingers tangling in Lily's hair. I held myself there, buried to the hilt, feeling Lily clench around me.

"Fuck," I breathed. "You feel incredible."

I pulled back and drove in again, harder this time. The impact sent Lily forward, her mouth pressing deeper against Kate. I started to move, finding a punishing rhythm that made the whole bed shake.

My hand cracked against Lily's ass. The sharp sound filled the room.

"Yes," Lily gasped, pulling her mouth away just long enough to moan. "Again."

I spanked her harder, leaving a pink handprint on her right cheek. She cried out and pushed back against me, taking me deeper. I gripped her hip with one hand and brought the other down on her left cheek, evening out the marks.

"Oh fuck," Kate gasped. "Lily, that's... I can feel you moaning against me every time he hits you..."

"She's taking me while she eats you," I said, my voice rough. "Can you feel it?"

"Yes." Kate's voice was desperate. "Don't stop. Either of you."

I fucked Lily harder, driving into her with deep, powerful strokes that pushed her face against Kate's pussy with each thrust. My hand came down on her ass again and again, the slaps mixing with the wet sounds of me pounding into her. Lily's skin was turning pink under my palm, and she was moaning constantly now, the vibrations making Kate writhe.

"Hold that angle," Kate begged. "Don't change a thing."

I grabbed Lily's hips with both hands and pulled her back onto me as I thrust forward, burying myself as deep as I could go. She cried out, her whole body shaking. I held her there for a moment, grinding into her, then pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in.

"Harder," Lily gasped against Kate's flesh. "Fuck me harder."

I gave her what she wanted. Brutal, deep strokes that had her screaming into Kate's pussy. She responded by working Kate more intensely, her tongue desperate and messy. A chain of pleasure connecting all three of us, each thrust sending ripples through the whole arrangement.

Kate came again, crying out as her arms gave way. She collapsed onto the mattress, shaking, her thighs clamping around Lily's head. But Lily wasn't done.

"Garrett." Lily pulled me out of her and looked back at me. "I want you to taste her now. Let Tom see you make his woman come with your tongue."

Kate's head lifted. "Really?"

"Remember this, Tom - this is what 'okay' looks like," Lily said.

I settled between Kate's thighs. She was glistening, still trembling from her last orgasm. I looked at her face, checking.

"Yes," she breathed. "Please."

I lowered my mouth to her.

Kate's taste was different from Lily's - sharper, more complex. I found her clit with my tongue and started with slow, deliberate strokes. Behind me, I heard Lily moving, positioning herself near Kate's head.

"Just like that," Lily murmured, stroking Kate's hair. "Let him learn you."

Kate's hips started to move, chasing my tongue. I read her reactions - when her breath hitched, I stayed with whatever I'd just done. When she moaned, I did it again.

"He's good at this," Kate gasped. "Fuck, he's really good at this."

"He's had practice." Lily kissed her forehead. "Look at Tom while Garrett eats your pussy."

Kate's eyes found her partner. He was still in the chair, but his hand had moved to his groin, pressing against the obvious bulge there.

"Tom." Kate's voice cracked as I found the spot that made her shake. "Are you seeing this?"

"I see it." His voice was hoarse.

"Do you like it?"

"Yes."

"Then why - " I did something with my tongue that made her lose the sentence. "Oh god, right there, yes - "

I locked in. Lily leaned down and kissed Kate deeply while I worked her toward the edge. Kate was caught between us - my mouth on her pussy, Lily's lips on hers. When she came, she broke the kiss to cry out, her whole body arching off the mattress.

"Good girl," Lily murmured. "You taste yourself on my tongue?"

"Yes." Kate was shaking, tears at the corners of her eyes. "That was... I've never..."

Lily's gaze found Tom. "Are you really going to just watch while another man makes your woman feel like that?"

He stood.

Unsteady at first - then deliberate, like deciding was the hard part and moving was the relief. He crossed to the bed with purpose in his eyes.

Kate reached for him immediately. She pulled him down and kissed him hard, weeks of tension pouring out in that single contact. When she pulled back, her eyes were wet.

"I love you," she said. "That hasn't changed. That won't change."

"I know." His voice cracked. "I know it now."

Lily had pulled away from me. She was watching them with a satisfied smile.

"Kate," Lily said. "On your hands and knees. Tom behind you."

Kate positioned herself. Tom moved behind her, his cock already hard. He hesitated at her entrance.

"It's okay," Kate said. "I want this. I want you to feel how wet they made me."

Tom pushed inside. They both moaned. He started to move, slow and reverent at first, then faster as Kate urged him on.

"Garrett." Lily tugged me toward her. "Don't leave me empty."

She got on all fours beside Kate. I entered her from behind while Tom took Kate. Two parallel rhythms building toward something bigger.

The connection built, synchronizing without words. Tom inside Kate. Me inside Lily. Both women moaning, both reaching back to grip whoever was closest.

"This is exactly what I wanted," Kate gasped. "All of us together."

A floorboard creaked in the hall. I expected Lily to call out - she'd been running everything tonight. But it was Tom who spoke.

"Derek. Damon." His voice was rough but certain. "Get in here."

The door opened immediately. Both men had clearly been waiting.

Derek hovered in the doorway, eyes fixed on Kate's face for permission. He looked like he couldn't quite believe he'd earned the invitation.

Damon exhaled a shaky laugh - relief and hunger mixed together. His confidence returned sharpened as he looked at Lily, ready for orders.

Lily caught my eye and smiled. Tom had done it himself.

"Whatever you need," Derek said, stepping forward.

"You don't have to ask twice." Damon was already moving.

Six people on one bed.

Derek approached Kate's head while Damon moved to Lily's. The women were still on all fours - Tom behind Kate, me behind Lily - and the men positioned themselves in front.

"Open up," Damon said to Lily, his confidence returning as he guided his cock toward her lips.

Lily smiled and took him in her mouth without hesitation. Beside her, Kate looked up at Derek with eyes full of want.

"I've been thinking about this," she admitted, then parted her lips.

Derek slid inside her mouth with a groan. His hand found her hair, gentle, almost reverent.

Both women were filled now - pussy and mouth at once. Tom and I matched rhythms from behind while Derek and Damon found their own pace in front.

"Oh god," Derek breathed, watching Kate's lips stretch around him. "I didn't know she would..."

"She's generous," Lily managed around Damon's cock, pulling off just long enough to speak. "When she's being filled from both ends."

The sounds alone could have undone me - wet, rhythmic, desperate. Kate moaned around Derek, the vibrations making him shudder. Lily sucked Damon with her signature enthusiasm, never breaking her rhythm even as I drove into her harder.

"This is exactly what I wanted," Kate gasped when she pulled off Derek for air. "Every hole full."

Tom's hands tightened on her hips. He thrust deeper, making her cry out before Derek guided her mouth back onto him.

I gripped Lily's waist and gave her everything I had. She pushed back against me while working Damon with her tongue, orchestrating her own pleasure from both directions.

"Let's switch it up." Lily commanded after several minutes, pulling off Damon with a wet pop.

We shifted. Tom moved to Kate's head while I took her pussy. Derek positioned himself behind Lily while Damon knelt in front of her face.

Tom grabbed Kate's hair and tilted her head back. "Open up for me."

She opened her mouth and he pushed in deep, holding her face steady as he started fucking her throat. Her eyes watered but she moaned around him, loving it.

I gripped Kate's hips and drove into her hard. My hands found her breasts, squeezing them as I pounded her pussy. She arched into my touch, her cries muffled by Tom's cock.

Across from us, Derek was slamming into Lily from behind while Damon held her face and thrust into her mouth. She took it all - Derek's rough strokes, Damon's hands tangled in her hair as he used her throat.

"Take it," Damon growled, his hips snapping forward. "God, your mouth is perfect."

Derek grabbed Lily's tits as he fucked her, kneading them roughly. She pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts while gagging around Damon.

The room filled with the sounds of bodies slapping together. Wet, choking gasps. Desperate moans.

Kate's pussy clenched around me as her orgasm hit. She screamed around Tom's cock, her whole body shaking. I kept fucking her through it, watching her legs shake uncontrollably.

Lily came seconds later - a guttural moan vibrating through Damon's cock as Derek pounded her over the edge. Her body convulsed between them, impaled from both ends.

"I'm close," Tom groaned, his grip tightening in Kate's hair.

"Same," I managed, my balls tightening.

Derek and Damon were both panting, their faces twisted with impending release.

We came together - all four of us at once. Tom buried himself in Kate's throat and held there, groaning as he emptied himself. I slammed deep into her pussy and exploded, filling her completely.

Derek drove into Lily one final time and came with a shout, his cock pulsing inside her. Damon held her face against his pelvis as he spilled down her throat, his whole body shuddering.

For a long moment, no one moved. Eight bodies frozen in release. Then Tom pulled out of Kate's mouth, and she gasped for air, tears streaming down her face, smiling.

"That was everything," she breathed.

Tom pulled her into a kiss. "I love you."

"I love you too." He laughed, breathless and light. "More than ever."

Lily collapsed beside them, pulling me down with her. Derek and Damon sprawled at the foot of the bed. Six people, tangled together. Something in Tom's face had finally settled.

"Welcome to the family," Lily said.

The next morning, I called Haven on the radio.

The connection crackled to life. I expected Elena or Sage. Instead, Faith's quiet voice came through.

"Garrett. I need to talk to you."

"Faith?" I straightened, surprised. She rarely used the radio. "Is everything okay?"

"Everything is fine. More than fine." A pause. Static. Then: "I've been watching everyone. Since Carmen. Since Jordan. Since Bree."

I waited, sensing something building in her silence.

"I've decided what I want," Faith said. Her voice was steady. Determined. "When you come back, I want you. All of you."

My chest tightened. This was what we'd been waiting for. Faith, the last of the rescued women, finally ready to take that step.

"Are you sure?"

"I've been sure for days. Maybe weeks." Another pause. "I've been thinking about this every night. I touched myself imagining it. Now I want the real thing."

The conviction in her voice surprised me. I'd expected hesitation. Uncertainty. Instead, she sounded decided. Certain. Hungry.

"I'm ready," she said. "Don't keep me waiting."

The radio went silent.

I found Lily on the porch, watching the sunrise. The Outpost spread out below us, peaceful in the early light.

"Faith called," I said.

Lily's smile was knowing. "I wondered when she'd make her move. Bree said she was close."

"She sounded certain."

"Good. Faith doesn't do anything halfway once she decides." Lily took my hand. "You should head back today. Don't make her wait."

"What about here?"

"Here is handled." She gestured at the cabin behind us. "Tom and Kate finally chose it. Derek and Damon are part of the family now. The Outpost is exactly what it needed to be."

I looked at her. This woman who'd come to us broken and silent, who'd rebuilt herself into something radiant and generous. Who'd taken her own joy and spread it like wildfire.

"You did this," I said. "All of it."

"I helped." She leaned against my shoulder. "But they did the hard work. I just showed them it was possible."

"Will you come back to Haven? For the celebration?"

"The solstice?" Her eyes lit up. "I wouldn't miss it. All thirteen of us, together. It's going to be incredible."

We sat in comfortable silence, watching the sun climb higher. Below us, I could hear voices from inside the cabin. Tom and Kate laughing - real laughter, the kind that starts in your stomach. Derek making breakfast, humming tunelessly. Damon complaining about the coffee, but with a teasing edge now, not that bitter bite from before.

The cabin sounded like a place that had finally learned how to breathe.

"Go," Lily said. "Faith is waiting."

I kissed her goodbye and headed for the truck.

Haven's gates were open when I pulled through.

Haven met me with hammer taps, laughter, and the clean clatter of people who knew exactly what to do next.

Mira and Elena reached the truck together. "How'd it go?" Mira asked, while Elena's grin already suggested she knew the answer.

"It finally clicked. Tom chose it himself." I started unloading trade goods - vegetables, scavenged tools. "Kate's transformed. Lily's got the place running like clockwork."

"The alliance is holding," Mira said. Elena laughed. "Better than holding, sounds like."

Sage appeared with her notebook, Carmen close behind wiping flour from her hands. "Details?" Sage asked.

"Solstice," I said, setting down the last crate. "Everyone's coming together. All thirteen of us. You'll get your details then."

Jordan pushed off from the fence where she'd been watching. "I want to see if Damon is as competitive as I heard."

"He'll give you a run for your money."

She grinned - that fierce, hungry expression I'd come to know. The others leaned in, curious rather than bristling. Whatever this was, it wasn't jealousy anymore.

I scanned the compound. "Where's Faith?"

The women exchanged glances. Knowing smiles.

"She's been waiting for you," Elena said. "In your cabin. Since this morning."

My pulse quickened.

"Go." Mira gave me a push toward the cabin row. "Don't keep her waiting any longer."

I headed across the compound. In the distance, I could see my cabin door. Closed. But I knew who was behind it.

Faith was waiting. The solstice celebration was coming. And I was beginning to understand just how big our community had become.


⚜




Chapter 8: Faith decides

⚜

My cabin door was closed, but I could see candlelight flickering through the gap at the bottom.

She'd been waiting since morning, Elena said. Hours of sitting with whatever decision she'd made. Faith had drawn the curtains and lit the candles herself - setting the scene she wanted.

I pushed the door open.

Faith stood by the window, her back to me. Her brown hair was loose around her shoulders instead of its usual braid. She wore a simple dress I hadn't seen before - something soft and flowing.

"You came back." Her voice was steady. No tremor.

"You asked me to."

She turned.

The quiet, watchful Faith I'd known for months was still there - but underneath was something new. A hunger she wasn't trying to hide anymore.

"I kept noticing what happens after," she said. "The way laughter comes easier, the way shoulders drop. Like someone finally gets to live in their own skin."

She crossed the room toward me. Small, deliberate steps. Her wide brown eyes never left mine.

"They come back softer. Calmer. Like a door finally opened and nobody slammed it shut again."

"Faith - "

"I want that." She stopped in front of me, close enough that I could smell something floral on her skin. "I haven't been able to sleep without circling back to it - again and again. Lying in my cabin, imagining what it would feel like. Touching myself and pretending it was your hands."

My breath caught. She held my gaze and waited for me to catch up.

"The Prophet told us pleasure was sin," she continued. Her voice dropped lower. "That our bodies belonged to God and then to whatever man claimed us. That wanting was weakness."

"The Prophet was a monster."

"I know." Her smile was fierce. "I figured that out months ago. God made our bodies to feel good. The Prophet just wanted to control what he couldn't own."

She reached up and touched my chest. Her fingers spread across my shirt, feeling my heartbeat.

"I've been curious about you specifically," she said. "The way you move. Your hands. The sounds you make when you're with them."

"You've been listening?"

"I've been listening to myself. To what I keep returning to." Her cheeks flushed, but she didn't look away. "Is that wrong?"

"No." My voice came out rougher than I intended. "That's not wrong."

"Good." She took my hand and placed it on her waist. "Then teach me what everyone else already knows."

She led me to the bed.

She didn't flinch. She met my eyes like she'd already decided how this would go, setting the pace with her hands - unhurried, unmistakably in charge.

"Let me be the one who starts this," she said. "Let me choose every part of it."

"Then choose."

She reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion. Nothing underneath. She stood before me completely bare, her modest curves illuminated by candlelight.

She was petite. Small breasts with pink nipples. Narrow waist. A gentle swell of hips. Between her thighs, a neat triangle of brown hair. She watched my face while I looked at her, cataloging my reaction.

"Look at me." She said it like a command. "Stay with me - right here. I want to see what I do to you."

I couldn't have looked away if I'd tried. "You're beautiful, Faith."

Her smile bloomed. She stepped forward and reached for my shirt.

"Now I want to see you."

She undressed me with methodical curiosity. My shirt first, her small hands tracing the planes of my chest, exploring the texture of my skin. Then my belt, my pants. When she pulled down my boxers and my cock sprang free, already half-hard from watching her, she made a small sound of interest.

"I've pictured this in fragments," she said. Her fingers wrapped around my shaft experimentally. "Your hands, your breath, the moment I stop being afraid."

"Faith..."

"Shh." She stroked me slowly, watching my reaction. "Don't rush me. Let me learn you - piece by piece."

She sank to her knees.

Her first touch was tentative - a soft kiss against the head. Then her tongue darted out, tasting me. She made a thoughtful sound.

"Not what I pictured," she murmured. "More real than anything I let myself hope."

She took me into her mouth. Slow and careful at first, learning my shape. Her tongue swirled around the head, then traced down the underside. She pulled back and tried again, taking me deeper this time.

"Tell me what feels good." Her eyes found mine. "I want to learn you, not a technique."

"That. What you just did with your tongue."

She repeated it. I groaned, and her eyes lit up with satisfaction.

She grew bolder. Her hand wrapped around the base while her mouth worked the top half. She experimented with pressure, with rhythm, paying attention to every sound I made.

"Don't spare me - tell me the truth," she said, pulling off to ask, her hand still stroking.

"It's working. Don't change a thing."

Her smile widened as she slid her lips down my shaft. Her free hand found my balls, cradling them with surprising tenderness - learning what worked through instinct alone. The dual sensation made my hips jerk involuntarily.

"You liked that." Not a question. An observation. She did it again.

The sensation was incredible. She was inexperienced but eager to learn, and that combination made everything more intense. Every touch carried intention. Every adjustment was noted and remembered.

I was getting close too fast. I reached down and gently pulled her up.

"Not yet - stay here with me," I said. "Let me return the favor."

Her eyes went wide. "You want to..."

"Lie back. Let me show you."

She lay back on the bed, her brown hair fanning across the pillow. Her legs were pressed together, a last moment of modesty.

"You can spread them," I said gently. "I want to see all of you."

She took a breath and let her knees fall apart.

I knelt between her thighs and took a moment to appreciate the view. Pink and glistening. Already wet from everything we'd been doing.

"You're brave," I told her. "And I love watching you watch me."

"That's not what I was taught."

"What you were taught was wrong."

I lowered my mouth to her.

Her whole body jerked at the first touch of my tongue. A sharp gasp escaped her lips.

"Oh." The word was surprised. Overwhelmed. "That's..."

I licked slowly up her center, tasting her arousal. Sweet and clean. She trembled beneath me.

"More," she breathed. "I want more of that."

I gave her more. Long, slow strokes that explored every fold. When I found her clit and circled it with my tongue, she cried out.

"There. Right there. Please don't stop."

I focused on that spot, alternating between gentle circles and direct pressure. Her hips started to move, lifting to meet my mouth. Her hands found my hair and gripped tight.

The sounds she made were beautiful. Small gasps and sighs that built into something more desperate as her body learned what pleasure really felt like. This was what they'd stolen from her - years of discovering her own body, her own desires.

"I didn't know," she gasped. "I didn't know it could feel like this."

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue kept working. She was tight and wet, her inner walls gripping me immediately.

"Oh god." Her back arched off the bed. "That's... I can't..."

"Let go," I murmured against her. "Just feel it."

She came with a cry that seemed to surprise even her. Her thighs clamped around my head, her body shaking with the force of it. I kept my mouth in place, working her through the waves, until she finally went limp against the sheets.

"Now I understand the change," she breathed. Her eyes were wet. Not sad - overwhelmed. "It's not just sex - it's relief."

I kissed my way up her body. Over her stomach. Between her small breasts. Up her throat. When I reached her lips, she grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me deeply, discovering her own taste on my tongue.

"I want you inside me," she said against my mouth. "All of you."

"Are you sure?"

"This is my yes."

She pushed me onto my back and straddled my hips.

"Let me be on top," she said. "I'm setting the pace. And I want your eyes on me while I take you."

I was so hard it almost hurt. She reached down and positioned me at her entrance, then slowly, deliberately, began to lower herself.

Her breath caught as the head pushed inside. Then she smiled like she'd just proven something to herself.

"Take your time."

"I don't want to take my time." But she went slow anyway, letting her body adjust. Her breath came in short, sharp pulls. "I want to feel the difference - the moment fear turns into pleasure."

She sank lower. Lower. Until finally she was fully seated, her pelvis pressed against mine.

"Oh god." Her voice was barely a whisper. "You're so deep."

She stayed still for a moment, just breathing. Adjusting. Her inner walls gripped me tight, and I could feel her pulse around my shaft. I watched emotions flicker across her face - surprise, pleasure, something that looked like wonder. The candlelight caught the wetness at the corners of her eyes. Not pain. Just the intensity of finally having something she'd denied herself for so long.

Then she started to move.

Her first movements were tentative. Small rolls of her hips, testing what felt good. When she found an angle that made her gasp, she repeated it.

"Yes," she breathed. "Stay there. Don't move."

She braced her hands on my chest and rode me with growing confidence. Her small breasts swayed with each movement. Her eyes were half-closed, focused entirely on sensation.

I reached up and cupped her breasts. My thumbs found her nipples and rolled them gently.

"Oh." Her rhythm faltered. "That's... keep doing that."

I pinched lightly and she moaned, her pace increasing. She was grinding down on each stroke now, rubbing her clit against me while I filled her.

"I'm going to..." Her voice broke. "I think I'm going to..."

"Then let it happen. I want to feel you come around me."

She came with a sound that was half sob, half laugh. Pure joy and surprise mixed together. Her body clenched around my cock in rhythmic waves, and she threw her head back, surrendering completely.

"So this is why they come back different!" She was laughing now, breathless and radiant, smiling through the aftershocks.

She collapsed against my chest, still trembling. I held her there, feeling her heartbeat slowly steady against mine.

"Change positions," she said after a moment. "I want to try something."

"Whatever you want."

She lifted off me slowly, my cock sliding out wet and glistening. Then she turned around, presenting me with her back, and positioned herself over me again.

"Does that look good?" she asked, glancing over her shoulder with a wicked smile. "I want you to watch yourself go inside me."

She reached between her legs and gripped my shaft, guiding me back to her entrance. The angle was different now - my cock angled forward, pressed harder against her front wall. When she sank down in one smooth motion, the position made me feel even harder than before, like every inch of me was straining against her tight heat.

"Oh fuck." Her voice caught as I filled her again from this new angle. "You feel... god, you feel so much harder like this."

I felt myself throbbing inside her, my cock pulsing with each heartbeat. She must have felt it too, because she gasped and squeezed her inner walls around me.

"I can feel you throbbing." Her voice was breathy with wonder. "Every pulse."

The view was obscene. Her pussy stretched tight around my cock, pink lips gripping me as she started to bounce. I could see everything - the way her wetness coated my shaft, the way she clenched around me each time she rose up.

She reached one hand behind her, fingers searching until they found my balls. She cupped them gently, stroking the sensitive skin while she rode me.

"Is this good?" she asked, rolling them in her palm.

"Fuck - yes - " My hips jerked involuntarily at the dual sensation.

I gripped her hips and started to help, bouncing her on my cock while her fingers continued their exploration. The wet sounds of our fucking filled the cabin. She moaned each time I pulled her down, impaling her deep, her hand never stopping its gentle massage.

"Yes - harder - bounce me harder - "

I gave her what she wanted. Lifted her almost completely off my cock, then pulled her back down, watching her pussy swallow me to the root. Her ass jiggled with each impact. Her moans grew louder, more desperate. Her fingers squeezed my balls in time with each thrust.

"I can see everything," I groaned. "Your pussy gripping me. So fucking tight."

"Good." She was bouncing on her own now, using her thighs, riding me with increasing urgency. "Watch me take you. Watch me take every inch."

Her pussy lips dragged along my shaft, clinging to me like they didn't want to let go. Each time she dropped down, I could see my cock disappear inside her, buried to the balls. The forward angle meant I was hitting new spots inside her, and she whimpered with each deep stroke. The sight and sensation were driving me close to the edge.

"I'm going to come soon," I warned her.

She stopped bouncing. Lifted off me completely, leaving my cock jutting up, slick with her arousal.

Then she spun around and dropped her head into my lap.

"What - "

Her mouth engulfed me before I could finish the question. She took me deep in one motion, my entire cock sliding into her throat. I felt her lips press against my balls, her nose buried in my pelvis. She held me there, my cock lodged deep in her throat, and I could feel her swallowing around me.

"Holy fuck - Faith - "

She didn't pull back. She stayed there, my entire length buried in her throat, her tongue working against the underside of my shaft. Her throat muscles rippled around me, massaging my cock, and I couldn't hold back anymore.

I came straight down her throat. My cock pulsed and throbbed as I emptied myself into her, and she swallowed every drop without pulling back, keeping me buried deep while I filled her. Her throat worked around me, milking every last pulse.

Only when I was completely spent did she finally slide back, letting my softening cock slip from her lips. She looked up at me with tears streaming from the effort, mascara smudged, lips swollen and glistening.

"Learned that from watching Carmen," she said hoarsely, wiping her chin. "Wanted to surprise you."

I stared at her in stunned silence. This was not the shy, hesitant woman from an hour ago.

"Wow." My voice was wrecked. "That was..."

"I know." She grinned, crawling up to lay beside me. "I told you I'm making up for lost time."

We lay tangled together, breathing hard, connected in every way.

"I want to do that again," Faith said. "All of it. Again and again."

I laughed, still dazed. "Give me a few minutes."

"And then I want to try even more positions." She was already planning, mapping possibilities with fierce determination. "I'm not done discovering. I'm going to make up for all the years I wasted being afraid."

"You weren't wasting anything. You were getting ready."

She considered this. Then she smiled - something unguarded, like a wall had finally come down.

"Maybe you're right." She kissed me softly. "But I'm done getting ready. I'm ready now."

We dressed slowly, reluctantly - her simple dress, my rumpled clothes. Faith smoothed her hair back and looked at me with a smile that didn't ask permission.

We emerged from the cabin as the afternoon faded into evening.

Faith moved differently. She'd always walked with quiet grace, trying not to take up space. Now she moved like someone who'd discovered she had every right to be exactly where she was.

Carmen and Jordan were already on the lodge porch. Not surprised. Not worried. Just there.

Carmen reached Faith first, pulling her into a fierce hug.

"You're safe with us now." Carmen's voice was thick with emotion. "You took your time, but you belong here."

"I had to be sure." Faith hugged her back. "I had to know it was my choice."

"And now?"

"Now I know." Faith pulled back, smiling. "It's exactly what I wanted."

Jordan leaned against the porch railing, arms crossed. Her expression was softer than usual.

"Better late than never," Jordan said.

"That's what I was thinking."

"You look like you're done apologizing for taking up space." Jordan's mouth quirked.

Bree appeared from inside the lodge, sketchbook already in hand. Her dark eyes swept over Faith, taking in every detail.

"Your face is glowing," Bree observed. "I need to draw that. Don't change your expression."

Faith laughed. "Bree..."

"I'm serious. That exact look. Stay right there."

Bree's pencil was already moving across the page. Faith held still, still smiling, while Bree captured whatever she saw.

Voices drew the others in - Elena's warmth, Sage already taking notes, Mira's quiet approval from the fence line. Faith stood in the center of it, not shrinking, letting herself be seen. Seven women, all connected through trust and choice and shared pleasure.

All four rescued women were here now. Carmen, Jordan, Bree, Faith. She didn't shrink anymore - she took up her place like it had always been hers.

"That was the last distance between us," Sage said softly. "Everyone's home."

The radio crackled to life that evening.

We were all in the lodge - eight of us gathered around the fire, talking and laughing. Faith sat between Carmen and Jordan, still a little overwhelmed by all the attention but clearly happy.

Lily's voice cut through the static.

"Outpost calling Haven. Miss us yet?"

I grabbed the handset. "Lily. Good timing."

"I have a sixth sense for these things." I could hear her grin through the speaker. "How's the family?"

"Growing." I looked at Faith, who was watching the radio with interest. "Faith joined us today."

A squeal came through the speaker, loud enough to make everyone jump.

"Finally! I knew she was close! I told you, didn't I tell you?" Lily was practically vibrating with excitement even from twenty miles away. "How was it? No wait, don't answer that. I want to hear it in person."

"It was perfect," Faith said, loud enough for the radio to pick up.

"Faith! Is that you? Welcome to the club! Welcome to the family! Welcome to - "

"Lily." Tom's voice in the background, amused. "You're going to break the radio."

"Shush. This is important." Lily cleared her throat. "Okay. Now that everyone's finally on board, I have a proposal."

"We're listening."

"Winter solstice is coming. Longest night of the year. I want both settlements together for it. Everyone. The biggest celebration since the world ended."

Murmurs of interest rippled through the lodge. Sage was already reaching for her notebook.

"Where?" Mira asked, ever practical.

"We'll figure that out. Somewhere between the two settlements. Somewhere we can all fit." A pause. "Thirteen people, Garrett. Think about what that means."

I did think about it. Everyone we'd gathered. Everyone who'd found their way to joy through connection and trust. Thirteen survivors who'd built something new out of the ashes of the old world.

"All thirteen of us," Lily continued. "Together. In every way. You know what I'm saying."

Elena laughed. Jordan's eyes went bright with interest. Carmen squeezed Faith's hand.

"The biggest party since the world ended," Lily said. "Are you in?"

I looked around the lodge. Eight faces, all watching me. All nodding.

"We're in."

"Perfect!" Another squeal. "Start planning! Two weeks until solstice! Outpost out!"

The radio went silent.

The lodge erupted in excited conversation. Sage was already making lists. Elena was talking about food. Mira was calculating travel logistics. Jordan and Carmen were discussing what they wanted to try with the Outpost men.

Faith sat in the middle of it all, her eyes wide, taking it in.

"Thirteen people," she said quietly. "That's a lot."

"It's exactly right," I told her.

She thought about this. Then that unguarded expression returned - open and certain.

"I spent nineteen years being told I wasn't allowed to want anything," she said. "Now I get to want everything. At once. With everyone."

"Is that overwhelming?"

"Yes." Her smile widened into something that looked like a vow. "And I wouldn't have it any other way."

Carmen hugged her from one side. Jordan bumped her shoulder from the other. Bree's pencil scratched across paper, capturing the moment.

Haven at night. Eight people who'd found each other. The solstice waiting ahead, with five more people ready to join them.

I watched my family plan their celebration, and I let myself feel something I'd almost forgotten existed.

Hope. Real, uncomplicated hope.

The world had ended. But we were just getting started.


⚜




Chapter 9: The solstice celebration

⚜

The lodge sat in a meadow halfway between Haven and the Outpost.

Mira had scouted it days ago - an abandoned hunting lodge, solid stone walls and a fireplace big enough to heat the whole common room. Multiple bedrooms branched off a central hallway. Perfect for what we had planned.

The Outpost truck was already there when we pulled up. Five figures stood in the morning light, watching us approach.

Lily didn't wait for us to finish parking - she sprinted across the meadow from where she'd been standing with the others.

"You're here!" She tackled me the moment I stepped out, her body slamming into mine, her mouth finding my lips. "I've been counting miles like they were hours."

The others piled out behind me. Seven others from Haven, spilling into the meadow. Mira's eyes swept the treeline on reflex while Elena was already inventorying what we'd need. Sage had her notebook open, pen poised like this was a field study. Carmen and Jordan sized up the Outpost men. Bree clutched her sketchbook, finding angles before her feet hit the grass. Faith stayed close to the group, watching without shrinking - like she'd decided she belonged.

Tom crossed the distance with his hand extended. "Good to see you again."

"You too." I clasped his hand, then pulled him into a brief hug. "How's the Outpost?"

"Better than I could've imagined." The strain had left his shoulders. "Thanks to Lily."

Kate appeared beside him, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders. She hugged Elena like they'd known each other for years instead of meeting just once before.

"I've heard so much about you," Kate said. "Lily talks about Haven constantly."

"She talks about you too." Elena's dimples showed. "All good things."

Derek hovered at the edge of the group, nervous energy still visible in the way he shifted his weight. But when Jordan approached him with her fierce grin, he smiled back and held her gaze.

Damon made a beeline for Carmen. His swagger was intact, but there was something softer underneath now - less desperation, more genuine interest.

"You must be Carmen." He extended his hand. "I've been looking forward to meeting you."

"Have you?" Carmen's smile was warm. "And why is that?"

"Lily said you like to take charge. I like a woman who knows what she wants."

Carmen laughed. "Then we'll get along fine."

The introductions continued. Tom and Mira fell into tactical conversation immediately - though the discussion kept circling back to standing closer, finding excuses for contact. Kate and Sage discovered a shared love of organization, their heads bent together over Sage's notebook, laughing at something only they found funny. Faith moved through the common room arranging candles with ritual precision, placing each one like it mattered.

And Lily moved through all of it like a conductor, touching shoulders, making connections, drawing people together with her irresistible energy.

"I figured it out," she said, catching my eye. "This is what I'm good at. I make people happy."

We spent the afternoon preparing.

Tom and Derek hauled firewood while Mira "helped" - though her tactical discussion with Tom kept turning into something that looked more like flirtation than strategy. Jordan found excuses to work alongside Derek with the heavier logs, her competitive edge softening into something playful when he matched her pace.

Elena and Kate organized the food - venison, vegetables, bread, wine that Sage had been saving for months. Sage and Kate bent over a shared list, their heads close together, occasionally laughing.

Carmen and Bree decorated with dried flowers and blankets, turning the stone-and-wood shell into something intimate.

Damon tried to help with everything, clearly wanting to impress. Lily kept redirecting him with gentle amusement.

By the time the sun started to set, the lodge had transformed. The fireplace roared with heat. Candles flickered on every surface. The floor disappeared under blankets and pillows, turning the common room into a low, sprawling refuge. Wine circulated. Laughter echoed off the stone walls.

The room felt too full in the best way - voices overlapping, boots thudding, someone laughing hard enough to make the windows rattle.

I stood near the fire, watching them all. The easy touches. The comfortable proximity. At some point, it stopped feeling like "us" and "them." It just felt like family - everywhere I looked.

"To everyone we've lost," I said, raising my cup.

Twelve voices echoed back: "And everything we've found."

We drank. The fire crackled. Outside, winter waited. Inside, we didn't.

Lily set down her cup and stood.

"We didn't come all this way just to talk."

She hooked her fingers under the hem and peeled the dress up and off in a single tug. Nothing underneath. Her slender body picked up warm gold and moving shadow as she stepped forward, her small breasts perfect, her skin flushed with anticipation.

"Who's joining me?"

Clothes came off around the room.

It didn't happen all at once. It rippled. A laugh. A zipper. A dress hitting the floor. My pulse jumping every time I looked up. Tom's hands paused at Kate's buttons like a question; she answered by leaning into him. Faith took one breath too many, then lifted her dress and let it drop like a vow. Damon barely got his shirt off before he was already looking for where to put his hands.

Thirteen naked bodies in the firelight. The air hummed with anticipation and desire.

I pulled Mira and Elena close, Sage joining us a moment later.

The four of us settled into a corner of the blanket-strewn floor, familiar bodies pressed together. Elena's soft curves against my side. Mira's athletic frame on my other side. Sage kneeling in front of me - she'd decided to keep her glasses on tonight. "I want to see everything," she'd said earlier.

"This feels right," Elena murmured, her hand sliding down my stomach. "All of us here. Everyone we love."

I could see the Outpost core finding their own rhythm across the room. Tom lay back on a pile of cushions. Kate straddled his hips, lowering herself onto him with a low groan of relief. Lily pressed close against Kate's back, hands roaming, mouth at her neck.

Carmen had claimed Derek, guiding him down onto the blankets with warm authority, her patience drawing him out of his shell. Jordan circled Damon like a predator, making him wait, enjoying his eagerness.

Faith and Bree sat together at the edge, not quite ready to dive in, but their eyes were hungry. Bree had her sketchbook out, capturing something quick before setting it aside.

"Focus here," Sage said, drawing my attention back.

She kissed me while Elena's hand wrapped around my cock, stroking slowly. Mira's mouth found my neck, teeth grazing skin.

"We've done this before," Mira said against my throat. "But never with an audience."

"Does that change things?"

Her answer was to bite down. I groaned, and Elena laughed.

"Some things don't change." Elena pushed me onto my back and swung her leg over my hips. "I want to ride you. While they watch."

She sank down onto me with a satisfied, breathy sound, her pussy slick and welcoming.

"There he is." Her voice was husky. "I've been carrying this image around all week."

She started to move, those generous hips rolling with purpose. Her full breasts swayed with each stroke. Sage moved behind her, hands sliding around to cup those breasts, thumbs finding Elena's nipples. Mira kissed Sage above Elena's shoulder, their mouths meeting while Elena rode me.

"You make it look unfair," Sage breathed when she broke the kiss. "I'm not letting you keep that to yourselves."

Mira positioned herself beside my head and lifted her thigh over my face.

"Don't just watch," she said. "Make yourself useful."

I buried my tongue in her.

Mira tasted like salt and arousal. I licked long strokes up her center while Elena rode me, sensation layering on sensation. Above me, I heard Mira and Sage kissing again, heard Elena's moans building toward her first peak.

"Don't you dare stop now." Elena's nails dug into my chest. "God, I'm close - "

She came hard, breath tearing loose as her body clamped around me in waves. I kept my tongue working on Mira, feeling her thighs tighten around my ears as she got closer.

"Lock in," Mira gasped. "Yes - stay brutal with it."

Sage's hand found Elena's clit, rubbing while she came down. Elena shuddered, oversensitive, but didn't stop moving.

"I want another one," she breathed. "And I want Sage to taste you while I take you."

They switched positions with practiced ease. Elena climbed off and lay beside me while Sage straddled my hips. Above me, Mira ground down on my face, chasing her release.

Sage sank onto my cock with a quiet moan. She moved differently. Slower. Greedier. Like she was taking her time on purpose.

"I can feel Elena on you," Sage said. "I can taste her when I touch where we connect."

She reached down and brought her fingers to her lips, tasting the mix of our fluids. Her eyes fluttered closed in pleasure.

A shout cut through the room - Damon's voice, ragged - and I didn't have to look to know Jordan had stopped making him wait.

I smiled against Mira's pussy and sucked her clit into my mouth. She broke with a sharp cry, her whole body shuddering. I worked her through it, gentling as she came down.

Sage kissed me once, tasting Mira on my lips. Then she slid off my cock and went looking for new configurations, drawn toward where Kate and Lily were tangled together.

Mira rolled off my face and stretched beside me, satisfied for now. Elena curled against my other side, her hand tracing idle patterns on my chest.

It was happening - boundaries dissolving.

The room had erupted into motion - a blur of bodies and heat.

Everywhere I looked, the night kept rearranging itself - Carmen guiding Derek with patient warmth, his tentative touches growing bolder under her encouragement. The sharp crack of palm on skin from the corner where Mira had found Jordan again. Wet sounds piling up - skin on skin, desperate breathing, the creak of blankets under shifting weight.

Tom and Kate and Lily had found their formation near the fire. Lily was on all fours, her small body trembling with anticipation as Tom fucked her from behind. His hands gripped her hips, pulling her back onto his cock with each thrust.

"Harder," Lily gasped. "I can take it."

Tom's palm cracked against her ass, leaving a pink handprint on her pale skin. Lily cried out, pushing back against him.

"That's what you wanted?" He spanked her again, the sound sharp in the warm air.

"Yes-fuck, yes-"

Kate knelt beside them, a small bottle of oil in her hand. She drizzled it between Lily's cheeks, then pressed one slick finger against her tight hole.

"Relax for me," Kate murmured.

Her finger slid inside, and Lily's moan stretched long and desperate. Tom reached forward and found her nipples, pinching hard while he kept thrusting.

"Oh god-" Lily's voice broke. "Both of you-don't stop-"

Kate worked her finger in slow circles, stretching gently. Then she added a second, scissoring them apart while Lily writhed between them.

"You're doing so well," Kate praised. "Taking it perfectly."

Tom's hand came down on her ass again, the impact making her clench around Kate's fingers. He twisted her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, not gentle anymore.

"More," Lily begged. "I want more."

Kate pressed a third finger against her entrance, working it in slowly. Lily went rigid, overwhelmed by sensation-Tom's cock filling her pussy, Kate's three fingers stretching her ass, Tom's rough hands on her tender nipples.

"That's it," Kate whispered. "Now you're ready for anything."

Someone laughed near the fireplace. Someone else came with a shout. Heat radiated from thirteen bodies learning each other's edges all at once.

I let it wash over me. The chaos. The joy. The sheer, impossible abundance of it.

Faith and Bree threaded through the bodies and reached me together.

"We want you," Bree said. "Both of us."

"Together," Faith added. "I want to share this with someone who understands."

She meant Bree. The last two of the rescued women to cross over. The observers who'd finally become participants.

"Come here."

They knelt on either side of me. Bree kissed me first, her mouth tentative but eager. Then Faith, her kiss bolder than before, confident from experience.

Their hands found each other across my chest. Then found me.

Bree's fingers wrapped around my shaft while Faith cupped my balls. They worked together, learning my reactions, adjusting based on every sound I made.

"He's still wet from Sage," Bree observed. "I can feel it."

"I want to taste that." Faith lowered her head.

Her tongue traced up my length. Bree joined her a moment later, both mouths working me at once.

"God." The word came out strangled. "That's incredible."

They took turns. Faith sucking the head while Bree licked the shaft. Then switching. They kissed around my cock, their lips meeting with me between them.

"I want to try something," Faith said. "Something I've been wanting since that night in your cabin."

She lay back on the blankets, her dark hair fanning out around her head. Then she did something I didn't expect - she lifted her legs straight up and kept going, folding herself nearly in half until her ankles were beside her ears.

"I didn't know you could do that," I breathed.

"Nineteen years of nothing but reading and stretching." Her smile was wicked. "I'm more flexible than I look."

Her pussy was completely exposed, tilted up toward me at the perfect angle. I positioned myself between her thighs and pressed inside.

"Oh fuck - " Faith's eyes went wide. "That's so deep. You're so deep."

She was right. The angle let me sink all the way in, deeper than any position we'd tried before. I could feel myself bottoming out inside her, pressing against her limits.

Bree knelt beside us, her eyes dark with want. Her hands found Faith's small breasts, fingers closing around her nipples. She pinched them hard, twisting slightly, and Faith cried out.

"Yes - like that - "

I started to thrust, slow and deep. Each stroke pushed me to the hilt inside her. Bree kept working her nipples, alternating between gentle rolls and sharp pinches that made Faith's breath catch.

"Touch her," I told Bree. "Her clit. Help me make her come."

Bree's hand slid down Faith's stomach, over the smooth skin of her mound, until her fingers found the swollen bud of her clit. She rubbed in tight circles, matching the rhythm of my thrusts.

"Oh god - " Faith's voice cracked. "Both of you - I can't - "

I drove into her harder, watching her body shake with each impact. Bree pinched one nipple while her other hand worked Faith's clit in relentless circles. Faith was trapped between us, overwhelmed by sensation from every direction.

"Let go," Bree whispered. "We've got you."

Faith came with a scream that echoed off the lodge walls. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves, her whole body shaking as the orgasm tore through her. Her legs trembled against my shoulders but held their position, her flexibility keeping her open and exposed while she fell apart.

Before Faith could recover, Bree moved. She grabbed both of Faith's wrists and pinned them above her head, pressing them into the blankets. At the same time, she pushed Faith's ankles down beside her ears, keeping her folded and completely helpless.

"Don't stop," Faith begged, her eyes wild. "Please - I need more - "

I drove back into her, harder than before. With her hands pinned and her legs trapped, she couldn't move, couldn't do anything but take it. Each thrust pushed me impossibly deep, and Faith's cries turned ragged.

"Harder," she gasped. "Use me. I want to feel you tomorrow."

I gave her what she asked for. Brutal, deep strokes that made the blankets bunch beneath us. Bree held her down, watching with dark fascination as Faith writhed in her grip.

"You like being held down," Bree murmured. "Don't you?"

"Yes - god yes - " Faith's voice broke. "I need it."

I fucked her until her second orgasm hit, even more intense than the first. She screamed into the chaos of the room, her body convulsing, her pussy milking my cock in desperate pulses. Bree kept her pinned through all of it, not letting up until Faith finally went limp.

"Stop - I can't - " Faith gasped, laughing and crying at the same time. "Oh my god."

Bree released her wrists and let her legs fall. Faith lay there panting, her small breasts heaving, her thighs slick with arousal.

"I think I see stars," she breathed.

Bree looked up with slick fingers, grinning. "My turn?"

Bree rode me while Faith recovered.

Her delicate body was surprisingly demanding. She ground down on each stroke, chasing her pleasure with single-minded focus. Faith sat beside us, stroking Bree's back, occasionally leaning in to kiss her.

When Bree finished with a shudder, silent and surrendered, I noticed Faith's attention drifting. Across the room, Derek sat alone for a moment, catching his breath after Carmen had moved on. Faith watched him with something soft in her expression.

"Go," I said quietly. "He looks like he could use someone gentle."

Faith smiled, kissed my cheek, and crossed the room toward Derek.

Around us, partners kept trading places without anyone needing to ask twice. Carmen had found Damon now, and his eyes kept drifting toward her even as he recovered. Mira had Jordan across her lap on one of the couches, her hand cracking against Jordan's ass while her other hand worked between her legs. Jordan screamed - pleasure, not pain - and came with her whole body shaking.

Near the fire, Damon had Elena bent over an armchair. He was inside her ass, working her with slow, deep strokes.

"Fuck, you're good at this," Elena moaned.

"Lily taught me to focus on my partner." He reached around to play with her clit. "Is this what you wanted?"

"Yes. God, yes. Keep that pressure."

Carmen knelt beside them, kissing Elena while Damon fucked her. When I noticed Damon's eyes drifting to Carmen's curves, Carmen caught his gaze and held it.

"Eyes stay on Elena," Carmen said, her tone leaving no room for argument. "She's the one who needs you right now."

Damon swallowed and refocused. Carmen smiled and went back to kissing Elena.

Sage and Bree pulled me to a pile of blankets away from the main chaos.

"We want to share you," Sage said. "Together."

Both women knelt in front of me, their faces level with my cock.

Sage set the pace with her mouth, then pulled back just enough for Bree to steal the trick - less lesson, more invitation. Bree kept adjusting by sight - tilting her chin, changing angle, chasing expression - like she was sketching with her mouth and learning the lines by feel.

Something shifted in me. Watching Bree's determination, her willingness to surrender - I wanted more.

I grabbed a handful of Bree's dark hair and took control.

She made a surprised sound as I held her head in place, my hips moving now instead of hers. Slow at first, then faster.

"Breathe through it," Sage murmured. "Let yourself go."

Bree's eyes streamed but she didn't resist. If anything, she leaned into it, her hands gripping my thighs for balance.

Sage moved behind me, reaching around to cup my balls. She worked them gently while Bree took my cock deep.

"She loves it," Sage whispered in my ear. "Look at her. She's wanted to surrender like this."

Bree moaned around my shaft, confirming it.

I pulled out before I could finish, my cock slick with her saliva. Bree gasped for air, her lips swollen and glistening, looking up at me with something like gratitude.

"That was exactly what I wanted to draw," she breathed. "Now I know how it feels."

The fire had burned down to coals. Nobody bothered to feed it - our heat was enough.

I stopped measuring the night in orgasms and started measuring it in the way people reached for each other without needing to ask again - because the yeses had already been said. A hand on a hip. A kiss on a shoulder. The casual intimacy of bodies that had learned to trust.

Near the fire, Faith and Derek had found each other. They lay together on a blanket, wrapped in something tender. Slow, gentle missionary, his body moving over hers with care rather than urgency. Both of them smiling. Both of them connected in a way that went beyond the physical.

"I'm glad my first orgy includes someone sweet like you," Faith said, loud enough for me to hear.

Derek's answer was to kiss her forehead, then her lips, then keep moving inside her with that patient gentleness that was exactly what she needed.

Jordan eventually shouldered her way back to me, eyes bright with challenge. She pushed me down and rode me with aggressive intensity, competing with herself to come faster, harder. When she finally broke, she laughed - wild and triumphant.

"Not bad," she panted. "For a guy who's been going all night."

"I aim to please."

"Keep up next time. I want to feel it tomorrow."

Carmen took me gently afterward, savoring every stroke. She brushed hair off my forehead, and then her smile turned hungry.

"You're not done, carino. Not if I've got anything to say about it."

Her warm curves felt like coming home. She whispered encouragement while she rode me, her dark eyes soft with affection.

"You've made something beautiful here," she said. "All these people. All this joy."

"I didn't do this alone."

"No. But you're part of the glue." She kissed me softly. "You make it easy for people to step closer."

Kate sought me out near midnight, curious and eager. Her first time seeking me out on her own - not orchestrated by Lily, just Kate deciding what she wanted. She was hesitant at first, then increasingly bold as she learned what she liked.

"It really is different," she said afterward, curled against my side. "Not better or worse. Just different."

"That's the whole point."

"I think I finally get it now."

Elena came when I was flagging, muscles cramping, throat dry. She didn't demand anything - just held me, let me rest against her soft body, handed me water and reminded me that pleasure could also be stillness.

"You're doing wonderful," she murmured. "And you look like you can't believe any of this is real."

"I can't." My voice was rough. "I keep waiting to wake up."

"Don't. Stay here with us."

At some point my brain stopped keeping count. All I knew was: hands on me, mouths on me, my name in different voices - and the disbelieving thought that this was my life now.

And through it all, Lily moved like a force of nature. Everywhere at once. Coaching Derek through his confidence. Showing Damon how to read Kate's responses. Helping Faith discover she liked being watched. Pulling Jordan and Mira into a wrestling match that turned into fucking that turned into laughter.

Lily didn't just join the room - she rewired it. And watching her thrive made everything worth it.

Near the end, Lily found me by the dying fire.

The room had settled into smaller configurations. Some people resting. Others going for one last round. The candles had burned low, casting everything in soft amber light.

"I need something," Lily said. "Something I've wanted since this started."

"Name it."

"You. And Tom." Her blue eyes met mine, intense and wanting. "Both of you. At once."

I'd known this was coming. The finale she'd been building toward all night.

"Are you sure?"

"I've been thinking about this for weeks. Having both my anchors inside me at the same time."

Tom appeared beside us. He'd clearly been waiting for this too.

"Kate knows," he said. "She encouraged it. She's been getting you ready all night."

"Of course she has." Lily grinned. "Kate knows I've been wanting this since you finally joined us."

We found a quiet corner. Blankets piled high. Tom lay back first, his cock hard and ready. Lily climbed on top of him and sank down with a familiar moan.

"There." She rolled her hips, adjusting. "Now I want you behind me."

I knelt behind her. Her ass was round and inviting, slick from hours of play. I pressed two fingers against her tight hole and felt her push back eagerly - Kate's earlier preparation had done its work. She was already loose, already wanting.

"I'm ready," she said. "Kate's been helping me all night. I can take it."

I positioned myself at her entrance and pushed.

Her body stretched and gave, tight resistance that had Lily gasping between us. Through the thin wall separating us, I could feel Tom's cock - strange and intimate, being inside the same woman at once. When I was fully seated, all three of us went still. Just breathing. Feeling the connection.

Lily trembled, completely full, completely ours.

"Oh god." Her voice was wrecked. "This is everything I imagined. Both of you. Filling me completely."

We started to move. Not a rhythm we found - a rhythm we built. Lily's hips rolled first, demanding. Tom answered with deep, steady strokes. I fit into the space between, filling what was left.

"Yes." Her head fell forward. "Stay deep. Both of you."

The friction intensified. Lily's whimpers turned to cries. We weren't three people anymore. We were one shared pulse.

"Harder," she demanded. "I can take harder."

So we changed the pace - deeper, steadier, and mercilessly in sync. The sounds of our bodies meeting filled the room - wet, rhythmic, relentless. Lily came almost immediately, her body clenching around both of us, but we didn't stop. We kept fucking her through it, pushing her toward another peak.

"This is what we built!" she laughed through the pleasure. "This is what we fucking built!"

Around us, I was vaguely aware of the others watching. Kate with tears in her eyes. Mira with her hand between her legs. Elena and Carmen holding each other. Jordan actually quiet for once, awed.

Bree was sketching frantically, her pencil flying across the page.

Faith watched with wonder from the blankets nearby where she'd been resting with Derek.

Damon stood alone now, no longer a rival to anyone - just part of the family they'd joined.

Tom came first with a groan, burying himself deep in Lily's pussy. I followed moments later, filling her ass, the sensation of our shared release pushing Lily over one final edge.

She screamed - pure joy, pure completion - and collapsed between us.

We held her there, both still inside her, connected in every way.

"Happy solstice," she breathed. "Happy new world."

Dawn crept through the windows.

I woke with someone's hair in my mouth and warmth pressed against me from every side - proof we'd made a nest out of bodies and refused to apologize for it.

Lily was still between Tom and me, her body curled into mine, her hand reaching back to touch Tom's hip. Kate lay pressed against Tom's other side, content.

Mira and Jordan had fallen asleep mid-argument about defensive positions, their bodies braided together despite the competition.

Elena had Carmen in her arms, both of them looking peaceful.

Sage had her notebook out beside her, a few last observations scribbled before sleep took her. Bree's sketchbook and pencils littered the blankets around her.

Faith was curled against Derek, her head on his chest, both of them smiling even in sleep. The two shyest people in both settlements had found exactly what they needed in each other.

Thirteen people. Two settlements. One family.

The longest night of the year had given way to morning.

Lily stirred against me.

"What are you thinking about?" she murmured.

"How far we've come."

"And how far we're going to go." She smiled, her blue eyes catching the first light. "This is just the beginning, you know. Other settlements. Other survivors. We're going to spread this everywhere."

"That sounds like a lot of work."

"That sounds like exactly what I was made for." She kissed me softly. "Joy isn't meant to be hoarded. It's meant to be shared."

I looked around at our family. At everything we'd built from the ashes.

The dawn turned the meadow gray and cold - but inside the lodge, our warmth held.
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Sorority Harem
Available on Amazon
Marcus Cole built a two-billion-dollar venture fund from nothing. At forty-four, divorced and successful, he returns to his alma mater to finish his degree—six credits shy of graduation after dropping out twenty-two years ago. When a hazing prank goes wrong at the sorority house next door, Marcus intervenes. The grateful president invites him to their mentor dinner. By the end of the night, her social chair has followed him home. Within days, the president makes her own move. Then the shy pledge he rescued. Then the skeptical pre-med student. They know about each other. They're not jealous. They're sharing. Marcus discovers what happens when four driven young women decide they want the same experienced man—and choose collaboration over competition.


The College Harem
Available on Amazon
Ethan arrives at college expecting the typical freshman experience—awkward icebreakers, communal bathrooms, and late-night study sessions. Instead, he finds himself on a co-ed floor where three girls seem unusually interested in the shy pre-med student. Maya initiates during a late-night study session in his room. Sienna teases him in the communal shower. Harper surprises him with quiet intensity. They're not competing—they're collaborating. Over two weeks, Ethan goes from overwhelmed virgin to the center of a dorm room harem where his hallmates have decided he's theirs to share.


The Flatshare Harem
Available on Amazon
Three months post-breakup and desperate for housing, Jake signs a lease for a room he can actually afford. His new roommates seem normal enough—until Lexi drops to her knees in the kitchen at 2 a.m., Brooke pulls back the shower curtain, and Riley closes his bedroom door with a look that says she's been waiting. They're not competing for him—they're sharing him. From breakfast interruptions to evening group sessions, Jake discovers what it means to be the center of a harem where three beautiful women have decided he's theirs and pleasure is the shared currency.


Farm Girl Harem
Available on Amazon
Burned out from corporate life, Alex takes a summer farmhand job in rural Vermont. The farm is run by two best friends in their twenties and their experienced mentor, all starved for male attention after years of isolation. Within days, the youngest visits his barn apartment. By week's end, her business partner makes her own proposition. Their mentor shows the younger women how it's really done. Alex discovers what it means to be shared by three women with insatiable appetites and no jealousy.


Island Yoga Retreat Harem
Available on Amazon
Tyler books a private island off Belize to recover from a messy breakup. When he arrives, three women are already there—a yoga instructor and two students who've sworn off sex for their discipline retreat. Both parties are stranded together for ten days with no way to contact the outside world. In the tropical heat, vows dissolve one by one. The corporate lawyer cracks first. The playful social media manager rationalizes every boundary. Even the composed instructor can't resist forever. By the end of the retreat, Tyler discovers what happens when three women who swore off men decide he's worth breaking their promises.


Free Use Maid
Available on Amazon
Welcome to the Sky Villa, where service means surrender. Hired as a maid in the glittering penthouse of Las Vegas's Pinnacle resort, I quickly learned my duties went far beyond cleaning—my body became an amenity for Marcus, his elegant wife Eliza, and their powerful guests. Each encounter, from the first lingering touch during my uniform fitting to being shared at high-stakes parties, stripped away my inhibitions and awakened a hunger I never expected. In this world of luxury and pleasure, I discovered just how much I craved being the Free Use Maid.


The Free Use Nurse
Available on Amazon
Desperate for a fresh start after her divorce, Grace finds the perfect nursing job in Pine Creek—with a salary too good to be true. The reason? The female staff serve the doctors in ways that transcend medicine. As Grace surrenders to commanding Dr. Blackwood's "free use policy," she discovers pleasures she never knew existed. But when their arrangement faces exposure, how far will she go to protect the life she never knew she needed?


The Free Use Wife
Available on Amazon
Four top executives. One willing wife. When Josie's husband offers her to his executives to save their failing company, she discovers an unexpected truth—she craves being shared. What begins as sacrifice becomes addiction as she's passed between powerful men, but success comes at a price. Caught between marriage vows and darkening desires, Josie must decide how far she'll go to satisfy her newfound hunger for being freely used.


Free Use Town
Available on Amazon
After losing her job in Seattle, twenty-two-year-old Daisy accepts a mail carrier position in the remote mountain town of Haven Valley, Montana, where her revealing uniform and the community's Federal Free Use Act mean her duties extend far beyond delivering packages. As she transforms from shy outsider to the town's most sought-after service provider, each delivery becomes an opportunity to discover desires she never knew existed—until innocent newcomer Harper joins her route and Daisy must guide another woman through the same awakening that changed her life forever. Note that this novella has a very high heat rating and is lighter on plot than my other works!


Free Use Office
Available on Amazon
Desperate for work, 26-year-old Olivia Bennett accepts a marketing role at Apex Dynamics with an extraordinary salary and vague terms about "team support" and "availability." In this glass San Francisco high-rise, she quickly discovers her duties extend far beyond campaigns—she becomes an amenity, freely available to the driven men who keep the company winning. From focus rooms to boardroom deals, Olivia surrenders to her new role until her ex Daniel arrives as a senior developer and witnesses her transformation. When a hostile takeover threatens everything, Olivia must prove that pleasure drives performance and decide whether the life that set her free includes her past.


Free Use Wedding
Available on Amazon
One tropical island wedding, endless possibilities for pleasure. Bridesmaid Cora discovers Azure Resort’s free use policy, where guests are always available for pleasure. As she surrenders to the island’s sensual freedom, her boundaries dissolve and her desires awaken—especially when her ex-boyfriend witnesses her transformation. By the end of the celebration, Cora must decide whether to return home changed or stay and help others embrace the same liberation.


Free Use Flatshare
Available on Amazon
In the heart of Brooklyn, Emma Knox finds a housing solution with a single condition: be available to her flatmates on demand. Three professional men—dominant and irresistible—transform her from career-focused to willing participant with just the signal of her bracelet. As urgent desires and jealousy collide, Emma discovers her primal nature while balancing between being shared and being claimed.


Free Use Island
Available on Amazon
When anthropology student Maya is abandoned on a remote island for six weeks, she discovers the tribe's sacred tradition of women freely surrendering to men's desires—a primal custom that awakens an intensity within her she never knew existed, leaving her torn between returning to civilization or embracing a new life of uninhibited pleasure that feels more like home than anything she's ever known.


Free Use Ski Season
Available on Amazon
I came for the snow, but stayed for the heat. When a blizzard traps me at Evergreen Lodge, I discover the staff's secret tradition - "sharing the warmth" means women are available to all men. Despite my shock, my body responds with undeniable desire. Soon I'm wearing the red consent armband, learning the lodge's rules in every shadowy corner. Each encounter strips away my inhibitions until I crave being shared. Snowed in and marked, can I handle the heat that now consumes me?


First Time at the Swingers Resort
Available on Amazon
One weekend can shatter inhibitions and ignite desires you never knew existed. Riley and David thought they were escaping their routine life for a simple getaway, but an invitation from adventurous friends leads them to Elysium—an exclusive resort where clothing is optional, and every sexual fantasy is on the menu.


Free Use Swingers Spa
Available on Amazon
Frustrated with dating, Alice craves deeper connections. When her friend suggests "The Free Use Swingers Spa," Alice discovers a world where inhibitions vanish and desire rules. Plunged into intense sensuality, will she embrace this uninhibited pleasure? Follow Alice's journey of self-discovery in a place where conventional boundaries no longer exist.


Free Use Hotel
Available on Amazon
I needed a job, and the Seraphina Hotel offered good money and a unique "atmosphere" - but I soon discover this Mediterranean island resort operates on a different kind of service where staff are expected to be... available. Can I handle the constant attention and free use culture, or will I tap out before my initiation is complete?
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