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Chapter one
Hat Trick


Brooke and I slipped out the side door just as the DOS kitchen erupted in laughter, the scent of scorched crème brûlée trailing us across the marble tiles. I caught her hand and she let me lead the way, but once we hit the terrace, she took over. She always did. Her bare feet padded silent across the flagstones, a streak of red and gold in a sundress that could have made the moon jealous.

The balcony gardens were a fever dream at night, their arches laced with trailing vines, the petals of white roses glowing in the darkness, and somewhere below, the ocean chewing at the cliff like it wanted a piece of us. The air smelled like salt and jasmine and a hint of whatever perfume Brooke had swiped from Chloe’s room. I’d never been so glad for a little California wind to cool my skin.

Brooke spun to face me, blue eyes sharp as a shot of vodka in the moonlight.

She grinned. “Outlier, I was starting to think you’d lost your nerve.” She thumbed the top of her dress, teasing me with every word. “You know, there’s only three rooms left on the list. You conquer this one, and I’ll…well, I’ll tell you what the grand prize is when you earn it.”

Truly, the journey was the grand prize, especially when it came to conquering Brooke’s ridiculous body. “Three rooms in one night. That’s a hat trick,” I said, looping an arm around her waist and nudging her back into the shadow of the bougainvillea. Blossoms brushed her shoulder, but she didn’t flinch. If anything, she looked even more alive out here, framed by moon and flowers and that crooked, dare-me smile.

Brooke didn’t wait. She closed the gap, her lips landing just below my jaw, voice muffled as she breathed, “You know, I don’t think anyone’s ever gotten this far before. Your stamina’s freakish, babe.”

“Blame engineering,” I said, pinning her gently against the stone railing. It was cold, but her skin burned, arms sliding up my back, nails raking through my hair as she yanked me down for a kiss that should’ve come with a warning label.

Her mouth tasted like clementine and sin. My hands roamed freely, charting the steep curve of her ass and the rise of her hips, until the hem of her dress all but begged me to push it higher.

Brooke moaned when I did, the sound soft but desperate as she pressed her thigh between my legs.

“You’re overdressed,” she panted, only half-joking. “Fix it.”

“Demanding,” I said, but I didn’t hesitate. I got her sundress bunched up around her waist and found silk, of course. She’d gone with nothing but a tiny scrap between us, probably for the drama.

I found the edge and traced it away, and she shivered, hips rolling against my palm.

“Fuck, you’re—” I didn’t finish. Brooke was already soaking wet, already clamping her legs around mine.

Her fingers curled behind my neck as I slipped two fingers inside her. She gasped, the vibration traveling from her chest straight through me.

“Oh god, Noah—” Brooke’s head dropped to my shoulder, fiery red hair tickling my throat as I worked her with slow, deliberate circles.

“You’re gonna get us caught,” I teased, grinning as she bit down gently on my collarbone.

“I dare you to keep me quiet,” she fired back, breathless, and I felt her grind shamelessly against my hand.

The garden spun down to just us. Her slick heat, the way her body moved with zero hesitation, and the little noises she tried (and mostly failed) to stifle against my neck. The moon caught the sweat beading on her chest, highlighting every curve, every shudder.

She tightened, thighs clenching as I crooked my fingers and thumbed at her clit. Brooke let out this strangled half-laugh, half-cry of my name.

“You’re such a show-off,” she managed, voice rising with every stroke. “You want everyone to hear me coming, don’t you?”

“Like they did in room eight two nights ago? Yes. I want them to hear you scream my fucking name while you come all over my cock.”

Seconds later, she came undone, legs shaking, body bucking as I kept my hand right where she needed it, drawing every last pulse out of her. She clung to me, face buried in my neck, and I felt her body melt and then spark again beneath my grip.

Brooke didn’t wait for the crash to pass. She was already tugging at my jeans, teeth on her lip.

“Don’t you dare leave me hanging, Outlier,” she hissed, voice ragged. “Fuck me.”

I didn’t. I got my belt open and the rest of my clothes pushed down just far enough, and her hand found my cock, hot, eager, and shaking.

She lined me up and I pushed into her in one controlled thrust. Brooke’s eyes flew open, and for a split second, she looked stunned.

Then she shattered, harder, if that was possible.

Her pussy clamped down so tight I nearly lost it right then. She arched back against the stone, legs locked behind my hips, and the sound she made was all raw, unfiltered awe.

“Oh fuck—oh, fuck!” Her nails raked my arms as she came, every muscle in her body convulsing around me.

I grinned and leaned into her, burying my face in her hair as she rode it out. “Quick Draw McGraw tonight, babe?”

Brooke laughed, high-pitched and wild. “Sexy. Real sexy. I’m a goddamn one-pump chump tonight, aren’t I?”

“Maybe that’s just a record,” I said, not giving her a second to recover before I started moving. Slow at first, then building, pounding into her with the kind of rhythm that dared the whole house to listen. It was all slap and clutch and sweat, the ocean wind on my back and her body swallowing me deeper, tighter, better. Brooke loved every fucking second.

She kept coming, small aftershocks that rolled through her with every thrust.

The garden around us blurred away. It was just skin, her perfume, the taste of her mouth as our lips crashed together again. My hands gripped her ass; her hands never let go of my neck.

Brooke stopped laughing when I really let go. She went quiet, then frantic, hips jerking, body squeezing me with everything she had.

She choked out, “Don’t you fucking stop, Noah, please—just—”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her with everything I had, chasing that dizzy edge.

Her head dropped back and she stared at me, eyes shining with something hot and helpless.

“God, I need to feel you come in me,” she gasped, every syllable a full-body plea.

I slammed forward one last time and the world went white. Every muscle locked, and I felt myself pulsing hard into her, my entire body clenching with the force of it. Her pussy milked me for every drop. It was fucking relentless, a velvet vice clamping down as wave after wave rolled out of me. I could actually hear myself groan, sharp and guttural, echoing into the flower-thick night. For a moment, I knew nothing except the heat of her and the pleasure ripping clean through my spine.

I held her like I was afraid I’d collapse otherwise, arms tight around her waist, face buried in her neck. Brooke’s legs curled around me, toes digging into my thigh, squeezing me so close I could barely breathe. I could feel her heartbeat quick and wild, the whole of her body trembling in aftershocks as I spent myself inside her, every spasm drawing another ragged moan from both of us. Her fingers clawed at my back, knuckles white, and I realized she didn’t just want me; she was trying to fuse us together for good.

Our bodies stayed tangled, pulsing against each other, skin slick and flushed and vibrating with leftover sparks. I could feel the hot spill inside her, the way her walls fluttered and clenched around it, greedy and unsatisfied even as she wrung me dry. The night air cooled my back but did nothing to chill the burning knot where our hips met, where I was still buried deep, motionless and thick.

Brooke’s head lolled against my shoulder, her hair a damp halo, breath coming in little, broken whimpers that finally stretched into a long, satisfied sigh. She blinked at me through the haze, and for a second, the angle of her smile was crooked and raw, so wide it bordered on feral.

She swallowed, then drew my face to hers, kissing me soft and slow, nothing left of the earlier violence except a shared exhaustion that felt holy. Her skin buzzed under my hands, every inch alive with post-orgasmic static. I wanted to say something, anything, but all I could do was hold her, anchoring us both to the moment.

“Stay,” she breathed. “Just…don’t move. I want this for a second.”

We stood there, pressed together on a moonlit balcony, sweat drying in the wind and her smile pressed to my cheek.

I didn’t know what the grand prize was, but I was pretty sure we’d both just won it.

She finally laughed, soft and shaky, and ran her fingers through my hair.

“Babe, you are officially the king of the twelve-room challenge,” Brooke whispered. “God help us if you ever get bored.”

I smiled, still hard inside her, already planning the next location.

Ten down. Two to go. The night was far from over.

***

Far removed from where Brooke and I rushed toward room number eleven on the list, St. Celeste’s old guard schemed and plotted.

If power had a scent, it was money and old oak. That scent was thick in the air of the St. Celeste executive office, three floors above the lives they were about to upend.

The wood-paneled walls soaked up every whisper. On the far side of a mahogany desk, stacks of blueprints and patent filings sprawled like collateral damage from a smarter war. My diagrams. My raw brainwork. For a second, I almost wanted to warn the pages to run.

The first suit, all crow’s feet and cufflinks, flipped through the documents one after another, eyes moving faster than his lips.

“He’s just a student,” he muttered, like that was supposed to be a kill shot.

The other, slicker, younger, with venom in his idle pen-tapping, smirked as he leafed to the legal annotations. Black ink glistened under the desk lamp, every line a threat with the volume turned low.

They were hunting, but not for truth. Only blood.

“It’s right here,” said the penman, tapping a particularly dense contract. “The research assistant clause covers all derivative works, He never had a chance.”

The crow’s feet guy snorted. “Another prodigy, another cautionary tale. By Monday, the university’s name goes on every one of these. He gets a line in the annual report, if he’s lucky.”

I’d built a future. They were about to break it down for parts.

The two traded a look, curt, mutual, not even the courtesy of a smile.

“Clean it up. Strip his name. If he pushes back, we’ll give him a science medal or whatever they do these days,” the older one said, closing the folder with a finality that rattled the glass.

The fountain pen slid into a custom leather case. “You want to notify Legal or should I?”

“Loop them in after we get the draft to Foster. No leaks.”

“Done.”

Pages changed hands with surgical precision, the stack growing thinner as they earmarked what belonged to St. Celeste and what belonged to nobody but themselves. My name faded under redactions. My voice, gone before I even knew to shout.

The only light was the lamp: harsh, uncompromising, exposing every line and lie on the desk.

Outside, the campus kept breathing, no idea the game had already shifted.

Inside, history was being rewritten one clause at a time.

***

Brooke was the first out the door. She was always a step ahead, always making escape look glamorous. She sprinted across the flagstone and didn’t even flinch when the night air hit exposed skin. The clingy sundress lasted about four seconds before she ditched it at the water’s edge and flashed me a grin that was pure challenge.

“Last one in is a coward,” she called, already unclasping her bra and flinging it over the glass railing.

I yanked off my shirt and jeans, barely catching my breath as she dove in headfirst. By the time I swung my legs into the pool, Brooke was waiting, hair slicked to her shoulders, arms resting on the infinity lip like she owned the damn Pacific.

Moonlight sliced the water into strips of silver and navy. It was warm from the day, but cooler where it poured over the far edge and vanished into salt air.

Brooke beckoned with a crook of her finger. “Come here, Outlier. Or do I have to come get you?”

I swam the short length, the world falling away with every kick. When I reached her, she met me chest to chest. Naked skin collided, soft and sharp, familiar and always new.

She locked her thighs around my hips, pressing her pussy flush against my cock. I was already hard, more than ready, but Brooke didn’t rush it. She wanted to enjoy the tease.

Water beaded down her breasts, clinging to every freckle. Her lips grazed my ear as she murmured, “Was that as hot as I think it was? The balcony?”

“Better,” I said, not giving her time to bluff. I kissed her, wet, mouth open, hands on her ass just to feel her shiver.

She loved this: the floating, the weightlessness, every thrust amplified by the churn of the pool. She guided me inside her like we’d rehearsed, hot and slick and impossibly tight despite the water.

Brooke’s body arched. She grabbed my shoulders, using me as anchor, and slid all the way down my cock with a gasp that could have woken every sleeping rival on Sorority Row.

“Jesus, Noah. Fuck yes, baby,” she panted, nails digging in as the water sloshed around us.

I started slow, pushing her up against the infinity edge, both our bodies bouncing with the rhythm. The sensation was unreal. My every thrust met by her hips, the backdrop a blanket of stars and the muted roar of the Pacific just beyond.

We moved as one, desperate and greedy. Her hair clung to her neck, framing a deceptively angelic face that was pleasure and peace and pure, unfiltered need. I gripped her tighter, thrust harder, and she responded in kind, meeting me with every inch, moaning into my mouth even when her breath failed.

The water magnified everything: the sound when our bodies slapped together, the electric snap when Brooke’s pussy fluttered and clamped around me.

She came first, shuddering with a string of breathless cries and a burst of frantic motion. Her legs spasmed around my waist, and she pulled herself impossibly close.

She didn’t even try to hide it. Brooke never did.

“God, you’re so fucking good. Don’t stop, baby. Yes, yes, like that—”

With every wave of her orgasm, I felt myself tipping closer. My arms were shaking, her cunt milking my cock so perfectly I couldn’t hold out.

Brooke’s forehead touched mine, sweat and pool water mixing as she stared at me with those wild blue eyes.

“Noah,” she whispered, “I want to feel you. All of you…”

I let my body take over, driving into her until the rest of the world dissolved, no time, no boundaries, just the two of us tangled at the end of the earth. The pressure was seismic. I felt every nerve light up, molten and immediate, and then I lost all control. My vision went blinding white, a synesthetic detonation, and I unloaded inside her with a force I didn’t know I had left. Everything pulsed and squeezed; every drop of me claimed by the most insatiable, beautiful girl I’d ever touched.

I didn’t move, not at first. She didn’t let me. Brooke scrambled for my shoulders and locked me in place, legs cinched around my hips, forehead pressed to mine. Our heartbeats hammered in sync, fast and frantic, echoing across the water. The infinity pool should have erased every sign of us, let it all drift over the edge and into the Pacific, but in that moment, we were the only thing that mattered. Our bodies locked, fused, her pussy still clenching after every shockwave, holding onto my cock and drawing me even deeper.

I never used to believe in fate or whatever, but I swear the sky was watching just for us. The breeze wrapped around our naked skin, cooling the tripwire of nerves. My chest pressed tight to hers, both of us trembling in the afterglow, neither ready to let go.

She buried her face in my neck and shuddered, half-laughing, half-crying, as I kept her filled and gasping on my cock. The ocean crashed somewhere far below. Here, there was just the wet slip of our bodies, the way she bit down on each little moan like she was afraid to wake from a dream.

I wanted to say something, but I didn’t trust my mouth. Instead, I curled my arms under her thighs and lifted her even higher, folding her over me until there was nothing but skin.

Brooke finally looked up, blue eyes glassy and wide. Her hands mapped my back, tracing every line, as if to memorize the territory for next time.

We stayed like that for a long, greedy minute, the pool gently rocking us, mixing sweat and salt and something rarer. I felt the heat inside her, the slow aftershocks rolling down my spine, and thought I’d never felt so good or so fucking alive.

Brooke exhaled, all tension gone, lips trembling with the aftershock.

I brushed a wet curl from her cheek, the words bubbling up before I could overthink.

“I love you,” I said, voice barely above the rush of water.

Brooke’s expression softened, open, radiant, almost shy. She kissed me, slow and deep, and I felt it everywhere.

She grinned when she finally pulled back. “You’re such a sap, Mercer. I love you, too.”

We stayed locked together, the pool settling around us, hearts thundering in sync.

Somewhere below, the real world waited. But up here, on the edge of everything, we had our own kind of forever.

***

If anything, the night got darker the longer they schemed.

The older administrator, hair so perfectly parted it bordered on retro, paged through a stack of leather policy tomes. His movements were slow, methodical, like he’d done this ritual a thousand times.

He found his spot, tapped the margin, and recited in a voice meant for crowded lecture halls:

“The university owns anything developed using our resources.” His tone didn’t leave room for debate, just a grim finality that sent shivers through every page on the desk.

The younger guy slid over, arms crossed, a hint of a smile as he scanned my enrollment files, tuition invoices, and every last signature I’d scribbled for the fellowship.

“No exceptions here,” the old man continued. “He can tinker all he wants, but the minute he uses our lab, it’s ours.”

The partner nodded. “We’ll need to move quickly before he realizes what he’s created. If he files anything, even an email to Research Affairs, we’re exposed.”

“He won’t. He’s up to his eyeballs in coursework and sorority distractions. We’ll issue the directive first thing Monday.”

“Should we bring in Legal now?”

“After we finalize the claim. No misfires on this one. Only circulate copies through secure channels.”

They hovered over the contract pages, marking the critical lines. Dates, footnotes, the fine print designed for exactly this kind of smash-and-grab.

The air in the office curdled, smelled like ink, dust, and a little bit of nervous sweat.

“Will Ross object?” the younger one probed, voice lower now. “She’s protective of her prodigies.”

“She works here. She’ll back the institution when it counts. Besides, she’ll get named lead after we strip the student. It’s a win-win.”

They both regarded the folder, faces sharp in the glow of the lamp.

“Monday, then.”

“Monday.”

Fingers drummed a final warning on the tabletop. The plan was set.

And that was how they did it. Cold, calculated, not a thought wasted on the kid who’d actually built the thing.

Just paperwork, power, and the pleasure of a clean kill.

***

The sorority house after midnight was a maze, its silent halls lined with secrets. Brooke led me by the hand, giggling as she ducked through the laundry, then yanking a utility key from her bra and flashing it like a badge of office.

“You’ve really been planning this,” I whispered, letting her drag me down the dark stairwell where the noise of the world faded to nothing.

“It’s the last room on the list, babe. And I always finish what I start,” she replied, grinning.

The storage and archives room was a time capsule, dusty shelves, disintegrating boxes of Greek Week trophies, faded scrapbooks with photos of girls who probably ran congress by now. It smelled like vanilla, paper, and a hint of mildew that even the best cleaning crew couldn’t kill.

Brooke slammed the door behind us and was on me before the echo died.

She shoved me against the nearest wall of filing cabinets, arms around my neck, lips everywhere at once.

I caught her waist, hauling her up so she straddled my hips. Her dress went first, down to her elbows, baring both breasts, nipples tight and begging for attention.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” I breathed, and she flushed, blue eyes shining.

“Screw gorgeous. I want you desperate.”

She got her wish.

I lined up, hot, throbbing, desperate myself, and drove into her in one smooth thrust. Brooke’s head fell back, mouth open in a moan that would have sent half the house running if not for the soundproofing in the archives.

She wrapped her legs around me, locking in tight, and started to ride harder than she ever had before. Every slam of our bodies rattled the metal cabinet behind us. There was nothing delicate about it: just sweat, need, and the kind of hunger that made every second urgent.

It was animal, at first, noise and movement and the slick glide of her pussy taking everything I had.

She kissed me, messy and wet, tongue fighting for dominance even as tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

Brooke never backed down, but now, buried in the shadows, pressed between scrapbook history and the only guy who ever tried to really see her, she finally let go.

Her hands twisted in my hair, breath coming in ragged bursts as I hammered inside her.

She broke first. Always did.

But this time, the climax hit different. Brooke’s whole body arched, clinging to my neck as she sobbed out my name, tears streaming hot down her face. The sound, the honesty, made my own heart lurch.

But I didn’t let up. I kept moving, gentling the rhythm, letting the raw edge fade into something softer, deeper. We kissed through the pain and the pleasure; Brooke’s voice went from a scream to a whisper, from “fuck me” to “please, don’t stop.”

When I got close, she cupped my face in both hands, eyes swimming with tears. She kissed me slow, full of surrender.

“I love you, baby,” she managed, voice breaking. “I fucking love you.”

The words hit like a depth charge. I’d heard Brooke say “love you” in passing before. She’d texted it to me at the ends of nights, whispered it as a dare while we’d laughed about other girls who needed to make everything serious, but I’d never heard her say it like this. Never with the rawness that made the entire moment collapse around it, like a building detonated from within. I felt it in my knees, in the white-hot aftershock still rolling through my body, in the way she tried and failed to catch her breath against my collarbone, desperate to hold the world together for one more second.

“I love you, baby,” she whispered again, this time so soft I almost missed it. Her lips brushed my ear and her hands, sweaty, trembling, clutched at the back of my neck as if she thought I might disappear, or worse, that this feeling itself might vanish if she didn’t say the words out loud.

It undid me completely. I let myself fall with her, pouring everything left inside me into her, and for a minute, I thought the universe had decided to simply end right there in the shadowy archives with two naked, half-broken bodies locked together.

I held onto Brooke. Hard. My arms, barely working, wrapped around her waist, steadying her as the intensity of the orgasm ripped through us both. My chest heaved, heart thrashing against my ribs, but her body shuddered even harder like she was wrestling herself from the inside out. She gripped my shoulders, nails digging crescent moons into my skin, and I could feel every little aftershock in the heat of her cunt, in the sweat on her back, in the wild sobbing laughter that started to punch its way up through her lungs.

For a long, suspended moment, neither of us spoke. The only sound was her breathing and the hush of her tears as they hit my neck and trailed down between us. She was still inside the crash, raw and exposed, but she clung to me as if I was the only handhold left at the edge of the world.

I rested my forehead against hers, the both of us slick with sweat, and I brushed my thumb along her jaw, chasing away a tear I knew would only be replaced by another. When I tried to say something back, nothing came out but a half-choked gasp, because every thought I’d had about love, about holding back, about what it meant to say forever, it all felt like child’s play compared to this.

For once, words didn’t matter. I just kept her close, steadying both of us through the aftermath, and let myself believe it could really be this simple.

Brooke melted against me, legs slack, her naked chest heaving with sobs. She buried her face in my shirt, shaking as the tears kept coming.

I stroked her hair and whispered whatever words she needed to hear. When she finally looked up, mascara streaked and shining, her words went straight to the bone:

“I love you, Noah. I have for months—I just couldn’t say it, like, for real. I was so embarrassed. What if you saw the real me? Not the party girl bullshit, but the messy, too-much, never-enough girl underneath?”

She let the silence hang. I cupped her face, forced her to meet my gaze.

“I see you,” I said loud, no shame. “All of you. The messy stuff, the beautiful stuff, the shit you’re terrified to show? That’s what I want. You. Always.”

She dissolved, crying and laughing at the same time.

We hung there, bodies still joined, hearts thudding against the metal and the past.

“Now you’re stuck with me,” Brooke whispered, clinging tighter. “I’m never letting you go.”

“Good,” I replied, burying my lips in her hair, sealing it in. “And you’re stuck with me.”

She let out a deep, satisfied sigh and pulled me close, her arms tight enough that I was sure she’d never let go. Like I was something precious, like if she didn’t hold on, I’d vanish into thin air, gone with the next breath. Her face pressed against my chest, burying in as though she could merge right into me. We huddled together, unmoving, until the dust began to creep up our noses and burn, and the wild rush of adrenaline finally bled away, leaving only the echo of what we’d just survived.

In that tiny, hidden room, Brooke let me break through the last wall. I’d earned my grand prize and it was better than anything I could have imagined.

Neither of us would ever be the same.

***

Brooke’s room didn’t believe in boundaries, or neatness, for that matter. There were two pairs of shoes on the dresser, half a dozen bras slung over the desk chair, and enough perfume bottles on her nightstand to power a small civilization. None of it mattered.

The only thing that mattered was the tangle of sheets and skin in the middle of the bed.

We lay naked, every inch of us pressed together, her ass tucked against my hips and my arm draped lazy over her waist. The window was open, Pacific breeze sneaking in, ruffling the mess, chilling the sweat on our bodies. Moonlight slashed across the mattress, over the outline of our limbs, turning Brooke into something that glowed in the dark.

She was breathing heavy at first, chest rising and falling as we both tried to calm down. But after a while, her breath grew slow and deep, like she’d finally found a place to rest.

I brushed my nose against her hair, catching the ghost of salt and citrus and the memory of her moans from earlier.

She laughed sleepily, shifting closer. “You’re not gonna disappear, are you? Because I’d hunt you down.”

“Not a chance,” I said, matching her tone. “You’d just catch me and drag me back anyway.”

She smirked, eyes closed. “Bet your ass I would.”

We stayed like that, a perfect, tangled knot, until the world tried to break in.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand, a faint vibration against an old sticker that said “Chaos Is Bliss.”

I ignored it at first, but Brooke nudged my ribs with her toes.

“Check it. Maybe you won the Nobel Prize.”

“If I did, I’m telling them to call back,” I muttered, shifting just enough to read the screen.

There it was: Subject line—Urgent progress update.

I didn’t open it. Didn’t even move. Not when Brooke rolled to face me, hair spilled across her cheeks and a look in her eyes that dared trouble to come closer.

“Whatever it is, it can wait,” she said quietly, and for the first time all night, I agreed.

I slipped my arm tighter around her, drew her leg over mine, and let myself drift.

There was a storm coming. I could feel it thrumming in the distance, hungry and cold.

But in this room, behind this locked door, it was just us. Just her heartbeat, the warmth of our bodies, and the knowledge that, at least for now, nothing outside mattered.

Sleep took us, slow and final.

If the world wanted to tear us down, it would have to wait its turn.


Chapter two
The Proposal


The ocean must have seduced the sun, because all the light that morning poured through Brooke’s window in wild, golden angles. Her curtains were barely a barrier, just sheer fragments, barely tethered, letting in sunrise and the echo of salt air from last night’s open window.

I woke naked, half on top of Brooke and half tangled in sheets that smelled like sex, sweat, and citrus. Her hair was a literal halo on the pillow. My thigh pressed up between her legs, and every patch of skin fused to mine felt like an argument against ever leaving this bed.

My brain was slower than my body, which was already registering the sticky ache between my legs and the way my cock was hard again before I’d even opened my eyes. Blame the aftermath: every nerve in me still buzzing with the memory of her moans, the velvet heat of her pussy, the way she’d sobbed out my name like it cost her something vital. Not to mention the three times we’d gone at it after we got back to her room.

Brooke was still asleep, if you could call it that; she sort of vibrated in a post-orgasmic coma, one arm slung heavy over my ribs, her mouth soft against my collarbone. The rest of her? Perfect chaos. Bruises from my hands already inked on her hips. Red marks from the stone balcony. A scrape on her knee from the archive room quickie. She looked like a girl who’d survived the world’s best disaster.

For a while, I just watched her breathe, letting the rise and fall of her chest hypnotize me. The room was a mess, shoes abandoned near the door, half a bra dangling from her ceiling fan, a trail of her lacy underwear and my boxer briefs scattered like fallen petals from the bed to the balcony. The air was thick with the stink of victory and the lingering sweetness of last night’s bodies, salt, skin, her perfume, the faint metallic spike of sex itself.

If I could have frozen time, I’d have lived in that moment forever. But my phone, facedown on the nightstand, had other plans.

It only took one glance to remember. That “urgent” subject line was still right where I left it, waiting like a land mine.

Brooke stirred, lips brushing my shoulder. For a split second I considered just ignoring reality. But nothing good ever came of that.

I grabbed the phone, thumbprint unlocking the device, and opened the message.

St. Celeste University Board of Review

Subject: URGENT REQUEST—Progress Update on BioPrint Scaffold

The text was cold even before I felt it.

Dear Mr. Mercer,

In advance of an unscheduled review of your work, the board requests a comprehensive research update on your BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold project, detailing all progress to date, supporting documents, and any preliminary data. Please prepare summary materials and submit a full-report draft by EOD Friday. Do NOT share this communication with other staff or students until further notice. This is a confidential matter.

Regards,

St. Celeste Board of Academic Integrity

What a joke. They called it a review, but every word was a weapon. The undertone was clear: they weren’t interested in mentoring me or fostering “collaborative innovation.” They were boxing me out. Getting ready to strip my name, my ideas, my future before I even got to defend myself.

My fingers clenched tighter on the phone, so hard the plastic creaked. My jaw locked up. All the heat and sparkle of waking up with Brooke vanished under a fresh wave of cold adrenaline.

In my head, three scenarios ran at once, none of them good.

Powerful, hungry men in suits, picking my work apart.

Vivian Ross, forced to choose between me and her own skin.

The part where I ended up as a footnote in some annual report, my entire life rewritten as a cautionary tale for naïve “Coastal Scholars.”

Brooke’s hand, warm and lazy, slipped down my chest. Her touch startled me back to the room.

“Earth to Outlier,” she mumbled, face buried in my shoulder. “You okay? You’re tense as hell.”

I didn’t answer, not at first. I just stared at the screen like maybe I’d misunderstood.

Brooke peeled herself off my side, sheets falling to her waist. The light hit her skin, turning every bruise, every hickey, every smudge of old mascara into proof we’d existed here, together. She stretched, catlike, and propped her chin on my shoulder, peering over at the phone.

She didn’t ask for details. Just slid both arms around my torso, dragging her entire naked body flush against my back. Her tits pressed flat to my ribs, her thighs tangled with mine. The comfort was instant and absolute. A reminder that even if the world was about to collapse, I wasn’t facing it alone.

“Board trouble?” she guessed, lips close to my ear.

I nodded, throat tight.

She snorted, pure Brooke, part disdain, part amusement. “Whatever they’re planning, they don’t know shit. You’re smarter than all of them put together.” She nipped my earlobe, the tease almost making me smile. “Besides, you’ve got an army now.”

I let out a shaky laugh. Her confidence was contagious. I could almost believe it.

Almost.

But the weight was still there. The threat wasn’t imaginary; it was sitting in my inbox, ticking like a bomb. I could already see the gears turning above my head, how they’d try to break me down by Monday, how the safest move for everyone would be to just roll over and let them have it.

Except I’d finally found something worth fighting for.

Brooke seemed to sense the direction of my thoughts. She squeezed me tighter, her breath hot and steady against the crook of my neck.

“You’re not alone this time, Noah. Promise.”

The words hit deeper than she probably intended.

I put the phone down, letting it thud to the mattress. My pulse hammered in my wrists, every nerve on high alert, but I forced myself to focus on the things that actually mattered. Brooke’s skin. Her heartbeat, a wild drum against my spine. The way her body molded to mine like she’d built herself for moments like this.

“Let them come for you,” Brooke whispered. “You’ll just come harder.”

The line cracked the tension, and I actually managed a real smile. Only Brooke could weaponize sex puns as comfort.

I twisted to face her, pulling her into my lap. Our bodies fit together instantly, like we’d never even left the bed last night. I buried my face in her hair, letting the feel and smell of her override the sour taste of panic.

She cupped my jaw, blue eyes sharp and serious, the farthest thing from the party girl who’d dared me to fuck her in every room.

“Don’t you dare freak out,” she said. “You’re the anchor of this whole fucking family. They want a war? Good. We fight dirty.”

I couldn’t help it. I kissed her. She tasted like sleepy giggles and leftover adrenaline, nothing fake about the way she opened for me.

The world was still ending in my inbox, but right here, in the aftermath of our marathon, there was a kind of peace.

Brooke slid deeper onto my lap, legs straddling my hips, her pussy flush against my cock. I was half-hard, no, definitely hard, and she noticed immediately, grinding down with a wicked smile.

“You always think better when you’re inside me,” she said, voice husky. “Might as well start the day off right.”

She reached between us, guided me in with practiced greed, and sank down in one slow, rolling movement. Her breath hitched, and for a second, she just sat there, relishing the stretch, the fullness, the pure pleasure of being filled.

I groaned, hands on her ass. The morning light carved shadows up her spine, outlining every ripple and scar from last night’s fun.

We moved together, slow and easy, no rush. She rocked against me, lazy and wet and impossibly hot. If you wanted a definition of a power couple, this was it. Two people determined to wring pleasure from even the shittiest morning.

Every thrust drew a soft gasp from her. She leaned in, forehead pressed to mine, her hands braced on my shoulders for leverage.

“You’re mine,” Brooke muttered, voice shaky with intensity. “No board, no bullshit, nothing gets to take you from me.”

I was done for. I pulled her closer, driving into her deeper, letting the world strip away until it was just sweat, the slap of skin, and the sound of her voice whispering me back to life.

Brooke climaxed first, no surprise, her body always running hot and restless, a live wire waiting for any excuse to short-circuit. I felt the tremor in her thighs before she even made a sound; then she locked onto me with both arms, pressing her chest flat to mine and biting down on my shoulder to keep from screaming. Her hips thrashed, wild and beautiful, and the convulsions of her pussy gripped me so hard it was almost a challenge, a dare: follow me, Outlier, catch up if you can.

I was right behind her, swept under by the undertow of her orgasm, my own panic dissolving in the raw pulse of need. I clamped her body to mine and lost myself in the friction, the stickiness, the impossible heat between us, pulsing deep inside her, each load thicker than the last. There was no room for fear in those moments, just the primal certainty that if we made enough noise, if we left enough marks on each other, we could drown out the creeping threat of the outside world. For a handful of wild seconds, that's exactly what we did.

She rode the aftershocks with her whole body, shaking, panting, occasionally laughing in sheer disbelief at how much space we could fill with just skin and sound. I watched her come down from the high, every muscle in her back quivering, her hair a riot across my jaw. She leaned her forehead to mine and nipped my lower lip, a silent thank you and a challenge for next time all at once.

We were a mess, sweaty, sticky, sheets plastered to our backs and thighs, but neither of us moved. Not for a long, slow minute. I stayed inside her, letting the tremble of her body sync with mine, refusing to let go even as the rush faded and the world started to seep back in. For that sliver of time, there was nothing but the two of us, the mess we'd made, and the window full of sun.

Brooke was the first to break the silence. “See?” she whispered, voice still ragged. “I told you, you’re better when you empty your head.”

I could only nod, the words stuck somewhere behind my teeth. She laughed again, softer this time, and ran her hands through my hair, mussing it even worse. I caught the faintest glint of tears in her eyes. She’d never admit it, but she was always the most herself right after she came. No act, no armor, no filter. Just Brooke, the only person who could make adrenaline feel like comfort food.

We collapsed sideways, still knotted together, my cock softening but not leaving her. She wrapped a leg over my hip and buried her head in my neck, inhaling the chemical cocktail of sweat, sex, and the perfume she always claimed was “accidentally” the same as Mia’s. We didn’t talk about the email, or the board, or anything at all. Just lay there, letting the tide of our bodies carry us until reality had no choice but to wait its damn turn.

Eventually, time started again. I felt the ache in my hips, the sting of her fingernails on my back, the ghost of her teeth on my neck. The details of the message returned, and a cold dread threatened to slip in through the cracks. But Brooke was faster; she tightened her hold on me, as if she could sense the gears grinding back to life inside my skull.

“Don’t you go anywhere,” she ordered, lips against my ear. “If I have to, I’ll tie you to this bed until you’re ready to fight.”

I laughed, but the sound was shaky. “You know, that’s not as much of a threat as you think it is.”

She grinned, a flash of white teeth and smeared mascara, then kissed me again with enough force to bruise. “Good. Because the only way we lose is if you let them get in your head. You’re not the same guy who came here last fall. They don’t get to win. Not this year.”

Her faith in me was almost reckless, and for a second, I wanted nothing more than to believe her.

We held each other, breathing hard, her pussy still fluttering around my cock, my hands refusing to let her go.

For a moment, nothing else existed. Not the board, not the deadline, not the knives being sharpened for my name. Just me, Brooke, and the possibility that sometimes, the right person is all the armor you need.

She slumped against me, catching her breath. I kissed her shoulder, still lost in the feel of her.

“Whatever happens next,” I said, “I’m not backing down.”

“Fucking good,” Brooke replied, voice nearly a purr. “Because I like you better when you’re dangerous.”

I glanced at the phone, the threat still looming.

But with Brooke’s arms locked around me, her sweat cooling on my skin, the whole world felt just a little less desperate.

Let them come for me.

I wasn’t going down alone.

***

La Playa Café was always busiest after dark, but tonight, tucked in the corner with the windows steamed up and the world reduced to the low thrum of espresso machines, it felt like a bunker. Mia, Serena, and Ren clustered around the table with me, each of them nursing a drink like it was the only thing keeping their hands busy.

I could read the tension in every gesture. Mia cradled her mug with both hands, fingers wound so tight around the ceramic I worried she’d snap it. Serena kept tapping her phone screen, not looking at the notifications, just wiping her thumbs nervously over the glass. Ren barely touched her latte. Instead she pressed herself into my side, her head on my shoulder, hair hiding her face from the rest of the room.

No one wanted to say it out loud: graduation was barreling toward us with all the subtlety of a demolition crew. By this time next week, everything would be different.

I waited, giving them space. The plan was to listen, not fix. But the dread of losing our accidental family was already clawing at my insides.

Mia was first to crack, which was a shock. I always thought she’d be the anchor, never the one swept away.

She tried to smile, but her expression buckled under the weight. “I spent all morning pretending this was just a normal week,” she said, voice soft. “But it’s not. We’re running out of time, and…I don’t want to.”

Her lip shook, and I watched her struggle to cover it. She set her mug down too quickly and some coffee splashed over the rim, leaving a ring on the table. Her hands trembled.

“I don’t want to lose everyone,” she whispered. Tears welled up, then spilled over, painting shiny streaks down her cheeks. “I really can’t imagine my life without you all.”

Mia almost never cried. Seeing her cry was like seeing rain in the desert, beautiful, but brutal.

The air in our corner thickened. Serena finally set her phone down, shoulders rigid, her usual serene mask gone. She scrubbed under her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing a line of mascara across her thumb.

“I keep telling myself it’ll be fine,” Serena said, barely above a whisper. Her fingers fidgeted with the edge of her napkin, twisting until it tore. “But the truth is, I’m terrified. This…us. It’s been the only thing that’s felt real in years. I’ve never had anything like this before, and the second I do, it’s about to be ripped away.”

The perfectionist who never lost her composure was barely holding it together now. She sniffed, knuckles white, and wiped tears again, as if anger alone could erase the ache of what was coming.

Ren didn’t speak. She leaned all her weight into me, face hidden behind a curtain of black hair. But I didn’t need words to see the wreckage. Her breathing went ragged, shoulders trembling. When I slipped my arm around her, she dug her fingers into my wrist, holding tight. Silent tears tracked down her cheek, soaking into my shirt.

If heartbreak had a sound, it was the space between their words, the way every bit of pain finally filtered up through the carefully-constructed calm.

I pulled Ren closer, letting her smaller frame vanish into my side. It surprised me how much it hurt, this idea that after everything, the fights, the sex, the healing, the weird alchemy that turned strangers into co-conspirators, someone could just flip a switch and scatter us again.

I tried to steady my breathing. My own chest felt crushed, each inhale a fight.

For a while, there was nothing but the low soundtrack of the café and the damp sound of Mia weeping softly into her napkin.

No one wanted to play leader; nobody wanted to lie and say it was all going to be fine.

The thought of not having them? Of going back to the way things were?

It was unthinkable.

I squeezed Ren’s hand, then set my coffee down. The words came out before I could overanalyze them.

“What if we didn’t split up?”

Three sets of eyes landed on me. Mia’s were red-rimmed, swollen, but alert. Serena froze mid-fidget, as if unsure whether she heard me right. Even Ren’s silent weeping slowed.

I took a breath. “I mean it. What if we all just…stayed together? Permanently?”

For a second, I thought maybe the world had stopped spinning. Even the background noise of the café faded out, as if the universe wanted to hear the answer.

Mia let out a shaky laugh that was half sob, half hope. “You’re serious?” Her voice was still raw, but something in her posture straightened, like she’d been waiting for someone to say it out loud.

“Dead serious,” I said. “We don’t need to do what everyone expects. If this works, all of us I mean, why lose it just because a calendar says so?”

Serena’s eyes went wide, blinking away fresh tears. Her hands, still trembling, dropped the shredded napkin and reached for mine.

“You really think we could make that work?” she asked, barely daring to believe it.

“I do,” I answered, feeling the honesty burn all the way down.

Ren didn’t speak. She just nodded into my shirt, trembling less, like the simple idea of belonging was enough to put her back together.

For the first time in months, I saw hope instead of dread in their faces.

It wasn't official, not yet, but the possibility glimmered.

Maybe the world didn’t have to end for us. Maybe we could just…choose different.

That, more than anything, felt like victory.

***

No sooner had the words escaped my lips than Mia was already in motion. Gone was the sobbing, red-eyed version from moments ago; she powered up her tablet like she was prepping for a NASA launch, her focus more blinding than the screen glare.

“We need at least seven bedrooms,” she said, thumbs moving so fast she could’ve moonlighted as a blackjack dealer. “Maybe eight for guests. Nobody is sharing unless they want to.”

The shift in her vibe was electric. Every bit of anxiety melted into full-on determination. If there was a spreadsheet for happiness, Mia was about to break it.

Serena’s tears dried instantly. She slid her chair closer, gaze sharpening as she scanned the listings Mia flicked past at warp speed.

“Saltwater pool, bonus points,” Serena said, voice still shaky but already half in the next chapter of our lives.

“Big kitchen for group dinners,” Ren added, whisper-quiet but smiling through the remnants of her tears.

Mia grinned, nothing cautious about it this time. “What about a home office? Or two. We’ll need one for you and one for Serena, minimum.”

“If it helps,” I said, “I don’t really need my own bedroom. Not when I have the six of you.”

Ren’s laughter popped bright as a flashbulb, and she plastered herself right up against me, not even pretending to play coy. “Damn right. Bed’s big enough for both of us, babe. Every night.”

Serena cocked an eyebrow, a slow, smug ripple of mischief crossing her face. “Get in line. If he’s bunking up, it’s with me.”

Mia’s lips curled in that gentle, clever way of hers. “You really think Chloe’s gonna let you get away with that?”

Ren snorted, little giggles tumbling out. “God, she gets so greedy sometimes. It’s like she wants him all to herself.”

The girls eyed each other, silent sparks flying, and I felt the center of gravity in the room tilt toward me. Suddenly, the idea of my own bedroom seemed completely irrelevant.

The three of them formed a debate team over the tablet. I watched, equal parts admiration and awe, as hope replaced heartbreak right in front of me. Fingers darted, voices overlapped, all of us pointing at photos and floorplans and arguing over whether ocean views trumped walk-in closets. For once, the only tension in the room was the good kind.

“We’re a family now,” Mia announced, laying it down like a verdict. “No one gets left behind. Period.”

The force of her certainty made my chest go tight, but in a way that felt nothing like dread.

I leaned in, letting their energy drag me back from the edge of the earlier darkness. Dreaming about a place for all of us, seven bedrooms, maybe eight, one kitchen table long enough to survive the next wave of midnight confessions, suddenly seemed almost attainable.

Brooke would want a rooftop for stargazing. Chloe, a giant bathtub and sun-soaked balcony. Even the idea of Dr. Ross stopping by for brunch felt less ridiculous than a few minutes ago.

The world was still spinning, but this was the first time it looked like we could actually win.

That’s how fast things can turn.

We were knee-deep in a cutthroat battle over two listings, Serena had her heart set on a modern glass palace overlooking Crescent Bay, while Mia lobbied for a Mediterranean villa with a wraparound porch, when my phone started buzzing. I almost ignored it, until I saw the name on the screen.

Dr. Vivian Ross.

She’d never called me after hours before.

The moment I clicked “Answer,” the mood crashed from fever dream to cold front.

Vivian’s voice cut through the background noise instantly.

“Noah. We need to meet tomorrow. It’s urgent.”

Her tone was low and clipped, the kind where every syllable carried consequences.

“Everything okay?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Not even close. 8am—the pier. Don’t talk to anyone else about this before then. And…be prepared. Please.”

The line went dead before I could say more.

For a second, all I could do was stare at the phone, the shadow of her words hanging over the table like another storm front. The girls fell silent; even Ren’s ever-present smile faded.

Serena’s fingers hovered motionless above the screen. “That sounded bad.”

“Really bad,” I admitted.

But Mia, stubborn as ever, squeezed my hand. “Doesn’t change anything. We’ll just fight harder.”

Ren tucked herself into my side again, whispering, “We’re not going anywhere.”

I looked at all of them, Mia, Serena, Ren. Even in the fallout, they were already closing ranks, ready to take on whatever the board, the world, or my own paranoia could throw at us.

Whatever was waiting for me tomorrow, I wasn’t facing it alone.

The promise of a future was right there, in every pointed glance and woven finger.

This was war.

We’d already chosen sides.

And I wouldn’t let them down, not now, not ever.


Chapter three
Undercover


Dawn on the pier wasn’t some cinematic slow roll of gold and pink. It was a shot of icy brine up the nose, cold slap included. Despite having Serena wrapped securely in my arms, I’d barely slept, riding the twitchy edge between panic and adrenaline. By the time I parked at the bottom of Harbor Road, my hands were still shaking from the board’s email, the words branded across my brain like someone had written them in acid. The phone in my fist felt heavier than it should have. I half-expected it to start hissing.

Walking there, salt mist clung to everything. It painted the empty boats, the battered pilings, even the cuff of my sleeve, thick enough to taste. Seabirds called from somewhere in the gloom, a couple gulls doing flybys just to remind me who owned the dawn. Underfoot, the wood was slick, a patchwork of wear marks and ancient chewing gum, the tide gurgling through the gaps below. Every few paces, a wave slapped the beams and made the whole world shiver.

She was already there. Of course she was.

Dr. Vivian Ross stood at the far end of the dock, right where the rails corroded and the ocean started to mean business. She wasn’t staring at her phone, or pacing like I assumed she would. Instead, she faced the horizon, hands gripping the wood, shoulders squared against the sea as if the world needed a little more discipline.

Except it wasn’t her usual armor.

This was a version of Dr. Ross I’d never seen. For starters, her hair. Always a fortress of pins and perfect geometry, today it was losing the war against the weather. Strands of dark, almost-black silk spilled over her ears and the nape of her neck, turning the careful bun into something wild and kinetic. Her clothes, too. Gone was the usual blazer-and-heels power combo. Instead, she wore a long, pale blue cardigan over a soft knit top and tailored pants. There was a quiet surrender in the way the sweater draped across her curves, the color making her eyes look even sharper.

I stopped a few paces away. The old habit was to wait for her to turn, to invite me closer like a professor holding court. This morning, she just…looked at me. No mask. No lecture. Just a tired, battle-ready woman who’d been up all night fighting invisible enemies.

For a while, we stood without talking. The wind whipped through the loose edges of her hair, the ends lifting in a way I never would’ve expected from the university’s top enforcer. I caught the faintest whiff of her perfume, usually some ruthless, expensive floral, but the salt in the air tamed it, made it seem more human.

“Do you know why I brought you here?” she said eventually. Her eyes tracked a pair of terns slicing through the fog, but I could feel her focus, laser tight on my every reaction.

“Because this is the only place admin can’t bug our conversation?” I tried for a joke, but it landed flat.

Her mouth curved into the ghost of a smile. "You're right. This is the only place they can't hear us." She glanced over her shoulder at the empty pier, then leaned closer. "Because what's about to happen, Noah, is bigger than one research fellowship. And they expect us to play by the rules."

She let out a breath, condensation ghosting in the cold.

“I started noticing it last week,” she said. “Unscheduled document audits. Meeting requests getting intercepted. I’ve spent my whole life reading power plays, and this one is textbook.”

She turned and met my gaze head-on. Her eyes, hazel-green, missed nothing. “They want your work. They want it badly enough to erase you if that’s what it takes.”

I offered her the phone, the email already queued up. “You’re right. They’re not even hiding it.”

She read the screen. As she did, something shifted in her posture. The careful balance of calm and intimidation suddenly sharpened, like a drawn blade. Normally, she’d keep her cards close. Today was all full disclosure.

“They’re going to ghostwrite you out of the project,” she said. “First, they box you in with process, then they claim oversight, and by the time you realize it, the patent filings have already moved through channels. It’s how every prodigy gets neutered by this place. Men, women, doesn’t matter. Especially scholarship talent. If you’re not legacy, you’re expendable.”

A little heat sparked under my collar. “I’m not planning to roll over.”

She looked at me, and the corners of her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but the closest thing I’d ever seen to pride in her eyes.

“Good.” Then: “I won’t let them steal what you built, Noah. I promise you that.”

There it was. Not a teacher’s assurance or a bureaucrat’s empty vow. Her words were real steel, filtered through the kind of loyalty that doesn’t come cheap.

“You care that much?” I said, surprised it even slipped out.

Vivian’s jaw flexed. She stepped in closer, voice dropping below the wind.

“More than you know. When I started at St. Celeste, I was you. Hungry, restless. And every time I got close to breaking through, the board reminded me what my place was meant to be. You changed that, for the program, for the girls, for me. I’m not going to let them erase you.”

She gripped the edge of the railing, knuckles paling. Her hair caught in the wind again, this time unresisted.

I watched her, really watched her, and for the first time, the woman underneath the legend made my pulse skip. She was stunning. Not just in the way of professors who owned every room, but in the way of someone on the edge, one mistake from either disaster or true freedom. Her body language was totally different now, shoulders softening, her stare more vulnerable than I thought possible.

She brought a hand up to the back of her head, fumbled two of the pins loose. The movement was shaky, almost shy, if you could imagine the Iron Matron of the Engineering School feeling anything but absolute certainty.

Her fingers lingered on the last pin, then, with a breath, she pulled it and let gravity do the rest.

For a moment, time slowed.

Her hair tumbled down in slow motion, an uncoiling whip of midnight that caught the gray-blue light, framing her face with a kind of reckless beauty. It fell past her jaw, down across her collarbones, the ends curling slightly in the morning damp. She shook her head and ran her fingers through it. The transformation was immediate. Vivian Ross went from power-suited legend to wild, dangerous woman in the span of a heartbeat.

She looked at me, all guard gone. “You’re not alone, Noah. Not now, not ever.”

My throat locked up. I’d never seen her like this, hair down, skin flushed from the cold, eyes burning with something raw and unfiltered. It was utterly intoxicating.

“Is this you, or am I still dreaming?” I asked, because I had to.

She laughed, the sound unpolished, almost girlish. “I suppose it’s both. I’ve been hiding behind structure so long I forgot what it was like to just…let go.”

Vivian moved in, shoulders brushing mine, her hand settling on my wrist where I clutched the phone. Her touch was light, but all the more dangerous for it.

“I’ve been digging,” she said, all business again, but the mask didn’t quite fit now. “Faculty meetings, private emails, even a few calls to old friends. The good news is, the board doesn’t have a single original thought among them. The bad news? They move fast when they’re scared.”

She angled the phone to show the timestamp on the email. “They’re planning to announce their ‘findings’ at the Friday reception. You’ll be the prize whether you like it or not.”

“I take it you have a countermove?” I asked.

Her lips curled, almost a dare. “You have no idea. But I couldn’t make it without you knowing the stakes. From here on out, we’re a team. They don’t get to rewrite history this time.”

I wanted to touch her. I didn’t know if she’d allow it, but the urge was there. A need to anchor myself to this new reality, to her.

She must’ve sensed it, because she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned on the rail, hair whipping wild, close enough that her breath cut through the ocean chill.

“I’m sorry I didn’t warn you sooner,” she said, softer. “But I was afraid they’d catch a leak and shut us down before we even got a chance.”

Her vulnerability wasn’t weakness. It was defiance, the refusal to let fear dictate her next move.

We stood like that, shoulder to shoulder, letting the rhythm of the waves work through some of the tension.

Finally, she turned to face me, expression softer than the dawn. “I’m counting on you, Noah. Not just to survive, but to show them what happens when you fight back.”

This wasn’t just faculty posturing. She was opening a door. One I didn’t realize she even had.

“I’ve never seen you like this,” I confessed.

She smiled, all teeth and mischief, like someone tasting freedom for the first time. “No one has. Not even my daughters.”

That bombshell hovered between us, charged with meaning.

Vivian stood a little straighter, let the wind tangle her hair again, and for a fleeting second, I saw the younger version of her, the one who used to believe in the rules before they got rewritten by men in suits. She didn’t look a day older than me.

“You’re not their experiment, Noah. You’re the proof that the system can be better. If I have to burn a few bridges to make it happen, so be it.”

There were a million questions I wanted to ask, but the look in her eyes told me to save them for later.

Vivian reached up, and with no hesitation at all, brushed a strand of her hair from my cheek. The contact was electric, intimate in a way that had nothing to do with university politics and everything to do with who we really were, stripped of titles.

She lingered a second longer, then turned her gaze back to the sea, her jaw hard but her hair flying free. I watched her, not sure if this was the start of a revolution or just the end of everything we’d pretended to control.

The board’s email was a poison pill, but Vivian handled it like a seasoned dealer, putting the threat face up but never breaking eye contact. After her hair-down bombshell, I figured the morning couldn’t possibly get more surreal.

I was wrong.

She pivoted from the ocean, walking slow down the planks. I matched her step for step, our boots echoing over the water. It was the first time we’d been physically close without the buffer of desks, doors, or rules. When we reached the halfway point, she tucked her hands into her cardigan, expression going from stormcloud to sunrise.

“About the reception Friday,” she said, voice pitched low. “Early evening—Foundation Hall. The board will strut you in front of donors, journalists, faculty. They want you to smile for the cameras, play the humble prodigy, maybe even cut the ribbon on your own legacy.”

She snorted, the sound pure contempt. “If they think you suspect anything, they’ll lock it down even faster. So, for the next forty-eight hours, you’re just another grateful beneficiary. Can you handle that?”

I grinned. “I’ve had years of practice faking gratitude. I’ll even wear a tie.”

Vivian flashed an approving side-glance, lips parting in a real smile. “Good. Because this only works if they don’t see you coming.”

As we walked, our shoulders brushed, sometimes on purpose, sometimes on accident, but neither of us pulled away. The mist was thinning, morning light warming the far end of the pier, catching sparks in her loose hair every time she tipped her head toward me. It was a small thing, but it felt loaded, like we were recalibrating the distance between us every few steps.

She let out a slow, deliberate breath. “You’re not the only one with a lot to lose, Noah. The girls, especially Mia and Serena, have built their entire future around what happens after graduation. And Ren…she’s never even talked about what she’d do after this year. The uncertainty was eating them alive.”

She stopped walking, turning to face me. The cardigan slipped off her shoulder; she didn’t bother to fix it.

“I know how it feels to live in fear of losing what you love,” she said, blunt and unvarnished. “So I did something about it.”

Vivian reached into her bag and pulled out a folder. It was thick, glossy, official. She set it in my palm, her fingers brushing mine. Except she didn’t let go right away; her hand lingered, warm and steady, for a count that went past “professional” and knocked right on the door of personal.

Inside was a one-year lease, already signed and notarized, with floorplans and glossy photos: a Pacific Heights townhouse, big enough for a full harem and then some. Balconied bedrooms, dual kitchens, ocean view from the master suite, even a home gym. La Playa Café was literally three blocks away.

I tried to process it, but my brain forgot how.

“You did this for us?” I asked, voice rougher than I meant.

She nodded. “Especially for them. Mia, Serena, and Ren weren’t just worried about jobs, they were terrified they’d have to scatter, lose each other…lose you. The townhouse is neutral ground, halfway between Ashbourne and St. Celeste. Discreet, high-security, no prying neighbors. You can move in as soon as you want.”

For a second, all the armor in me cracked. I looked at the folder, then her, then back again.

“Vivian, this is…I don’t even have the words.”

She finally let go of my hand, but not before squeezing my fingers. “You don’t need words. Just take care of them. The rest is my job.”

We resumed walking, slower now. Her hair swung in the breeze, wild and radiant, and her stride was looser, hips moving with a composure that belonged to someone who’d finally cut the anchor off their own ship.

She glanced over, softer this time. “You’re the nucleus, Noah. What you do next sets the tone for all of them. They look to you for leadership. I want you to start picturing what happens if you win. Not just for the project but for the family you built.”

The word hung in the air like a challenge and a benediction at once.

I tapped the folder against my thigh, still shell-shocked. “We thought we’d be stuck navigating Craigslist for a shoe-box and fighting over closet space.”

Vivian’s laugh was low and, God help me, gorgeous. “Not anymore. I know my girls, Noah. They’re not meant to settle. With you in their life, they won’t have to. You’re every bit the man I imagined for them but never dared to hope for.”

We reached the end of the pier, where the wood turned slick and birdshit painted the rails every couple feet. She stopped, looking out at the water, the wind blowing her hair across her face.

“I want you to act normal at the Foundation Hall,” she repeated. “Smile for the cameras. Make the board think they’ve already won. When the time is right…trust me.”

“Always.”

There was nothing more to say, but neither of us moved to leave.

Vivian turned, took my hand, actually took it, both palms warm and sure, and squeezed.

“We’ll face them together,” she said.

A promise, plain and perfect.

She let go, smoothed her hair behind one ear, and headed up the pier. I watched her walk away: hair down, step unhurried, moving through the sunlight like she’d shed every chain the university ever put on her.

She didn’t look back.

I stood there, folder in hand, heart pounding, not sure if I should laugh, cry, or start planning which bedroom Chloe would claim first.

The future had a new address, and for the first time, it actually felt like ours.

***

The sorority’s meeting room always felt like a tribunal waiting to happen. This morning, it was still, too still, like the moment before thunder.

Mia, Serena, and Ren were glued together on the loveseat. Even from the doorway, I could read the tension in their posture, shoulders hunched in, hands woven tight, eyes locked on the rug instead of each other. Graduation was two days away. The unspoken dread sucked all the air out of the room.

Brooke perched on the armrest, legs crossed, a study in restless power. She didn’t make eye contact, just scanned the room like a bodyguard waiting for trouble.

Rory and Chloe stood by the window, opposite sides, but their glances flickered in sync, equal parts curiosity and “please don’t let today be another disaster.”

I stepped in, folder in hand. Rather than waste time with a speech, I tossed it onto the coffee table, letting the cover photo, Pacific Heights Townhouse, sunlit and sprawling, do the talking.

Ren was the first to react, head jerking up. “No way,” she whispered, as if someone might snatch the papers away if she spoke louder.

Mia snatched the folder, flipping it open. “Wait…are you serious? This is…is this real?”

I nodded. “It’s ours, as long as we want. Bedrooms for everyone. Two, if you want a studio or office. Kitchen, view, the works. Vivian set it up for us. La Playa Café is literally around the corner.”

Serena leaned over Mia’s shoulder, scanning the floorplans. Her eyes widened, lips parting. “This—this solves every problem we had. I—I can’t believe it.”

Mia started laughing. Actual, honest-to-God laughter after two days of silent meltdown. “Brooke, look at this! Seven bedrooms, three floors, a rooftop patio! Oh my God. This solves everything!”

Brooke slid off the armrest, snatching the folder from Mia so fast it was almost rude. Her eyes blazed. “Holy shit, Outlier. This place is insane. Look! Walk-in closets, soaking tub, wet bar. Who do we have to kill to move in early?”

Chloe stole the folder next. She didn’t just look, she devoured every page, blue eyes going big as beachballs. “Babe, I am obsessed. The balconies! The private driveway! It’s so…us.”

Rory hung back, scanning me, her arms folded but her expression softer than usual. “What’s the catch?”

“Other than sharing a house with six women who could run a small country?” I deadpanned. “There isn’t one. Vivian wanted us safe, together, and able to focus. It’s a gift, no strings except keeping it in the family.”

She blinked. I could see gears spinning. But, for once, the skepticism faded to a kind of vulnerable hope I’d never seen from her before.

Ren passed the folder to Serena, who zeroed in on the map, instantly going into project management mode.

“It’s perfect,” she said, voice rising. “And it’s so close to the Innovation Lab, Noah. Ten minutes door-to-lab if traffic’s light, fifteen tops even on game days. Plus, the gym is two blocks from here and the cafe’s right there—” She tapped the page, eyes shining. “We could have breakfast together every morning.”

Mia’s hand trembled as she skimmed the lease agreement. “We don’t have to split up,” she whispered. “Not now, not after…everything.”

Brooke glanced around, read the room, and before I knew what was happening, she looped an arm around Serena’s neck and yanked her close. “Hell yes, we’re not splitting up. Group hug, now, or I start crying and nobody wants to see that.”

Like a tidal wave, all six girls converged, arms tangling, laughter cresting louder than any of the nerves that came before. They pulled me in dead center. My chest hit the press of Mia’s body, Serena’s hair tangled with my chin, Ren wedged in on my left, Chloe giggling against my shoulder, Brooke clutching my waist, and Rory, surprising us both, wrapping in from the back, her cheek pressed to the hollow of my neck.

We stood like that, messy, fused, a soft brawl of limbs and perfume and laughter, long enough to fool the universe into thinking this was normal.

“I call the room on the south corner,” Ren declared, breaking the huddle. “Best light for painting. Non-negotiable.”

“Technically, the master suite is on the third floor. I claim the tub and Noah, on nights ending in ‘y’,” Chloe shot back, grinning wickedly.

Brooke groaned, but her smile could have powered the city. “You can fight over him after I christen the rooftop. Pool party, day one, and yes, I’m already shopping for a bikini.”

Mia finally looked up, eyes wet, but she was smiling for real. “We can start moving in right away?”

“As soon as I sign the last form,” I said. “Vivian said we could take possession tonight. But if you want time to pack—”

Serena shook her head. “Packing? With this crew? We’ll be ready by sunset. Don’t be surprised if we show up out front with a U-Haul and a blender before you even finish lunch.”

Rory, who’d been quiet, loosened her grip on me just enough to meet my gaze. “Thank you, Noah. You always promised us a future, but I never actually believed it. Until now.”

She let the words hang. Nobody tried to fill the silence. For once, it wasn’t awkward; it was earned.

The next ten minutes were full chaos. Assigning rooms, arguing over who would stock the fridge, even planning which coffee shop would be our “official” hangout. For the first time since graduation loomed, nobody flinched at the word “tomorrow.”

Brooke, unable to sit still, started pacing. “We need to throw a housewarming. Like, immediately. Champagne, sushi, and no clothes after midnight.”

Chloe high-fived her. “We should do a reality show. Who wants to make Noah wear an apron and nothing else for the first breakfast?”

Ren grinned, eyes crafty. “Only if you let me document it. Nude breakfast with babe: season premiere.”

I took the ribbing in stride. Their happiness was an anesthetic against everything coming our way. The board’s power play, the looming reception, even the stress of moving, it all felt distant, disarmed by the riot of hope in this room.

Somehow, I’d landed in the center of a six-woman storm, and all I wanted was to keep them close, keep them safe. Maybe family wasn’t blood or legacy or even tradition. Maybe it was just this: messy, loud, beautiful chaos wrapped around a promise that no one was leaving, not anymore.

We left the meeting room with arms still tangled, voices overlapping, plans morphing into inside jokes. For the first time, the future wasn’t a threat, it was pure possibility.

And with these six women on my team? I figured the wind could take us anywhere.


Chapter four
Harem House


The Pacific Heights townhouse didn’t wake up quietly. It exploded.

The first rays of sunlight turned the front windows into an aquarium of gold, striping every hallway and open door with dazzling bands. The marble foyer glowed; the floating staircase threw wild shadows all over the walls. Even the unpacked moving boxes looked prettier, shot through with the kind of light you only get in the movies.

We’d made it. Seven weirdly-matched souls, officially upgraded from sorority row to the kind of place people drove by just to see how the rich lived. The sheer size of the house was enough to make you dizzy. Three floors, a rooftop terrace, ocean on three sides, and more bedrooms than I’d ever set foot in at once.

Brooke was the first through the door, of course. She high-kicked the welcome mat and sprinted straight for the kitchen, arms overhead like she’d just won a marathon. “Dibs on the biggest bedroom that isn’t primary!” she yelled, echoing through the empty house. “Also, this fridge is so big I could hide three of you in here. Outlier? Don’t test me.”

The others followed in a stampede. Mia clutched a tray of potted succulents like they were newborns. Serena carried a literal suitcase of reference books, her practice heels clicking on the tile. Chloe bounced from foot to foot, blue eyes huge as she spun in place to take it all in.

Ren drifted in last, black hair swinging, arms loaded with wood panels and charcoal pencils. She didn’t say a word, just took a deep breath, like she was smelling the paint already.

Within ten seconds, the girls scattered like birds released from a net.

Chloe squealed as she dashed up the main staircase, almost tripping over her own shoelaces. “Corner room, corner room, corner room!” she chanted, disappearing around the landing. I followed the thud of her feet, the little yips of laughter, all the way down the hallway.

She flung wide the door to a sun-soaked bedroom, then spun to face me, hands on hips. “Babe, look at this! The sunrise comes straight in. Can you even imagine sleeping in? Or, you know, not sleeping at all?” The look she shot me was pure mischief.

The room was a Chloe daydream: bay window with a built-in bench, walls painted a soft blush, and enough space for a mini dance party. She was already tossing pastel accent pillows onto the seat, trailing a thread of baby blue tulle out of a moving box. I swear, if you let her alone for five minutes, the place would wind up looking like an Instagram ad for “cozy but hot.”

Her joy was contagious. She kept spinning, arms wide, letting her hair catch the light.

“What’s your first addition?” I asked, leaning against the door.

Chloe grinned. “Easy. Fuzzy blankets everywhere. Like at least four, one for each limb if you want to get creative.” She winked, then ducked into a box, emerging with a rainbow stack of throw pillows. I watched her line them up along the window ledge, tongue sticking out a little in concentration. If perfection had a mascot, it would be her doing home décor at warp speed.

Meanwhile, down the hall, Ren had staked her claim.

She chose the smallest bedroom, but it had two entire walls of windows and a slice of sky you couldn’t buy anywhere on campus. Within five minutes, she was hauling a battered easel to the brightest spot, sneakers already tracking paint on the pristine floor.

Ren surveyed the sunlight, critical. “This angle is wild,” she said, eyes narrowed as she did math in her head. “I could work all afternoon and never lose the shadows. It’s obscene how good this is.” She started propping canvases against the far wall, each piece more intense than the last. Jagged colors, bodies in motion, and a portrait of what looked suspiciously like the back of my head. I pretended not to notice.

She didn’t fill the space with junk. One chair, one battered mug of graphite pencils, and she was home. Already in artist mode, already on a different frequency from the rest of us.

Across the landing, Serena got clinical. She swept into the next room, snapped open a tape measure, and started plotting furniture placement like she was prepping for lab inspection.

“This one,” Serena said firmly. “It’s got the built-in bookshelves, and the closet is deep enough for my entire fall wardrobe and then some.” She eyed the window treatments critically, then reached into her box for a jeweler’s loupe, no joke, and started swapping the hardware on the drawer handles. Most people would call her high-maintenance; I called it efficiency. She had a system for everything, down to the way she stacked her blazers by color.

She parked her stack of textbooks on the window ledge, then pointed to the chair in the corner. “If you need me, I’ll be reading for the next six years. Unless you have a better idea, stud?” She tossed that last word like bait.

“Never interrupt a genius at work,” I shot back.

“Smart man.”

Serena flashed a smile, then turned her attention back to the endless alphabetizing.

Midway through the hall, Rory took the next-door approach. No fistfights, just a careful assessment of the view. She opened the door, crossed her arms, and stared at the ocean like she was daring it to blink first.

“Elegant,” she said, almost to herself. “Classic lines, unobstructed view, enough closet space to survive a nuclear winter. I like it.”

She didn’t unpack right away. Instead, she moved to the French doors, stepped onto the private balcony, and just…stared. It was all blue and silver and possibility. If anyone could make beachside glamour look like a boardroom, it was her.

I joined her for a second, just to watch the sun arc over the horizon. Rory didn’t say much, but her hand found mine, squeezing once before letting go.

“You know this is crazy, right?” she said, voice low. “Six women, one man, and a house with soundproofing so good it ought to be illegal.”

“I thrive under pressure.”

She grinned, sharp and perfect. “I’m counting on it, Outlier.”

Meanwhile, Mia’s room was National Geographic with a side of Martha Stewart.

She popped the cork on a box of plants, succulents, ferns, one spiky cactus with a pink bow and a “do not touch” tag. Within minutes, the entire windowsill was a mini jungle, every surface covered with a different breed of green.

She stacked fluffy throws on the bed, hung a string of fairy lights, and arranged her yoga mat by the sunniest spot on the floor.

“This is perfect,” Mia said, surveying her work. “It’s like a sanctuary. Quiet, warm, safe…” She eyed me with a look that suggested I better keep it that way.

“Need help assembling the reading chair?” I asked, nodding at the box in the corner.

She smiled, soft. “Just keep me company, and I’ll have it done in five.”

She did, too, breezing through the assembly with the same calm that had gotten us through every drama on sorority row.

Downstairs, I could hear the open warfare as Brooke hustled to outpace everyone else.

She found the biggest bedroom short of the primary, and declared it her “command center.” Within seconds, she’d dumped her duffel on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and flung open the window to air out the perfume bomb she’d set off on arrival.

“Someone tell Chloe I’m not above using the water gun on her this time,” Brooke called, voice ricocheting off the marble. “Also, dibs on the hot tub and the first shower. Anyone disagrees, challenge me at sunrise.”

She made a big show of lining up her makeup and perfume bottles on the vanity, then sprawled on the bed, texting what was probably the start of a group meme war.

Every room got its owner.

I wandered, clipboard in hand (kidding—just two boxes and a duffel), watching as the girls settled into their new worlds.

It didn’t take long for the chaos to transition into comfort. By ten a.m., the floors were a patchwork of moving blankets and sweaters, someone had already installed a disco ball in the upstairs rec room (thanks Brooke), and the kitchen was hosting an impromptu mimosa fest.

I ducked back to the corner room, the one that already smelled like Chloe and hope and a dozen shades of pastel.

She didn’t notice me at first. She was struggling with a set of linens, fluffing pillows, trying to make the sunlight hit the blanket in just the right way.

I set my box down and just watched her for a second, heart flipping over itself.

She caught me staring.

“Oh my god, are you judging my pillow game right now?” Chloe asked, mock horror on her face.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “It’s award-worthy.”

She stared at the heap, then back at me. The act crumbled in one blink. Suddenly she looked twelve kinds of vulnerable, the kind of open you never show unless you already trust the other person with your life.

She stepped closer, voice so quiet I almost missed the quiver. “You’re really bringing your stuff in here? With me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Where else would I be?”

She blinked, and for a second, the bright blue of her eyes went glassy. “You—” Her voice caught, and she laughed, embarrassed. “This is so lame, Noah. I can’t help it. I just…I’ve never been first. Not really.”

She wiped at her eyes, but the tears won anyway. They pooled, then spilled down her cheek, shining in the sunlight.

I set the box on the floor, closed the gap, and just pulled her in.

She shook, breath hitching, but she let go, arms around my neck and face buried in my shoulder. She sobbed, but it was pure happiness, the kind that comes out when you’ve spent years holding your breath. I kept her there, hands on her back, ignoring the outside world until she calmed.

“It’s you,” I whispered, lips to her temple. “You’re the love of my life, Chloe. You always have been.”

She looked up, cheeks wet and radiant, and fumbled through a smile. “You mean that?”

“Every word.”

She squeezed tighter, and the second she trusted her voice, she let out a little hiccup laugh.

“I love you so, so much. Someday, I want to build a family together,” Chloe said, barely above a whisper. “This isn’t the end, baby. It’s just the beginning.”

I kissed her, soft and slow, letting the whole world fade out except for her heartbeat, her warmth, and the way she clung to me like anchor and life raft all at once.

We stood like that for maybe a minute, maybe an hour. No one interrupted, no one knocked. Just the low, golden wash of morning and our bodies tangled in the center of it.

She sniffled, wiped her nose on my shirt (not that I cared), and looked at me again. This time there was no sadness, just hope.

“You think the others will mind?” she asked, voice small.

“Not a chance. Besides, I think they’re a little busy winning the domestic Olympics right now.”

Chloe giggled, eyes finally dry. I never wanted to see her cry again unless it was pure joy.

I kissed her again, this time deeper, letting the connection punch right through any doubts.

She tasted like hope and home.

Before things could get any mushier, the alarm sounded. Brooke’s voice, volcanic and smug, drilled through every wall in the new house.

“Mandatory tour, nerds! Get your asses out here or I’m coming in with a GoPro and zero shame!”

Chloe pulled back, grinning. “That’s our cue. You think Brooke would actually record us?”

“She already has. It’s probably live-streaming.”

We laughed, still tangled, as we followed the sound of Brooke yelling down the hall. Her voice echoed off marble, glass, and whatever dignity we had left.

Chloe took my hand as we left her room. Our room. I glanced over my shoulder, just for a second, and caught the sunlight painting the bed, the pillows, the corners of the blankets.

There in the bright light and open boxes, I saw a future worth fighting for.

Let the tour commence.

***

The kitchen, if you could even call it that, looked more like the set of a reality show than any place I’d ever lived. There was a twelve-foot island, two fridges, and ceilings so high you could launch bottle rockets without hitting the sprinklers. Boxes littered every surface, half of them already torn open for “essential supplies”, basically coffee pods, snack packs, and three bottles of champagne standing like trophies in the center of the island.

Brooke spotted the champagne first. She didn't wait for an audience. Popping the cork was basically an Olympic event for her. She gave it a twist and a shake, then aimed over her shoulder.

A tiny, stunned moment. Then—pop! The cork ricocheted off a cabinet, narrowly missing Serena, who caught it cool as ever and grinned like she’d expected nothing less.

“Jesus, warn a girl!” Serena laughed, tossing the cork to Mia, who caught it with one hand, no sweat.

“Consider it a christening,” Brooke declared, waving the bottle like an old movie star. “Nothing says ‘welcome home’ like a little gunfire and unlimited carbs.”

Mia, who was already at the sink prepping glasses (“real glass, not Solo cups—this is an upgrade, ladies”), arched an eyebrow. “Nobody’s bleeding, so I’ll call it a win.” With grace that could probably balance a tray in a hurricane, she poured six perfect flutes, then set them out in an even row.

Chloe wriggled in next to me, arm looping loosely through mine, her head barely reaching my chin. “I should not be trusted with open liquids on Day One,” she confessed. “I’m like ninety percent sure I’ll spill it all over Brooke’s shoes.”

“Noted,” I said. “But if anything, it’ll be a design improvement.”

Ren slid in on my other side, eyes fixed on the rising bubbles. “Who was the genius who thought three bottles would be enough? There are seven of us. Can you even do math?”

Brooke pointed. “Outlier does the math. I do the magic.” She filled her own flute too full, letting the foam spill onto her bare wrist. She licked it off without even blinking.

We gathered, all of us, at the island. Seven glasses, a couple mismatched mugs for the sober crew, and a crash of morning sun through the glass doors.

Mia lifted her glass. “To friends who are family. And to not killing each other before the first rent payment is due.”

Chloe hooted, “Preach!”

The girls clinked flutes, the glass ringing off the marble like bells. The first sips went down easy, everyone pretending they weren’t already tipsy on hope.

That’s when it happened. The softening. The moment where celebration got real.

Serena started it. She set her glass down and leveled a look at me, then the group. “Okay, real question. How are any of us supposed to work with this much chaos? I’m heading into grad school this summer. If I get derailed by round-the-clock pool parties, don’t be shocked if I start sleeping in the gym just to catch up.”

Brooke snickered. “No such thing as too many pool parties. You just need a better planner.”

Serena gave her a look, then deadpanned, “If I catch you in my room with a Super Soaker, you’re a dead woman.”

Ren finished her champagne in a gulp, then shrugged. “Everyone jokes, but for real? I need some actual quiet if I’m gonna finish my next commission. I love you guys, but if you see a sign on my door that says ‘Do Not Disturb—Art Emergency,’ please, for the love of God, respect the sign.”

Chloe made a zipping motion and flashed a salute. “We can totally respect artistic boundaries. As long as you respect my right to play Taylor Swift at full volume during closet clean-outs.”

Brooke jumped back in, her hair still wet from the earlier shower race. “Speaking of boundaries, and I mean this literally, we’re gonna need a bathroom schedule. Unless y’all want to see me naked way more than you already do.”

Rory, perched at the edge of the stool, finally chimed in, eyes glancing out toward the street. “Does anyone else worry the neighbors will figure out what’s going on here? This isn’t the old sorority. There’s real adults with real jobs out there. We’re not exactly subtle.”

Brooke shot her a wicked grin. “What, you don’t want to be the hottest scandal on La Playa Avenue?”

“If it comes with a security detail and a PR consultant, I’m in,” Rory shot back, but she didn’t look totally convinced.

Mia, who had been refilling glasses and picking up empty bottles without fuss, finally found her voice. “I just wanted a garden. Somewhere to grow real stuff, herbs, strawberries, something that needs sun and water and, like, isn’t plastic. You think the landlord would mind me digging up a patch out back?”

Chloe leaned in, beaming brighter than the pendant lights above the island. “Yes to everything. Also, I want us to last. Like, for real. No drama, no running away. I know it sounds dumb, but this is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

She let the words hang, then sipped her champagne with both hands, blue eyes shining a little more than usual.

Brooke raised her glass one more time. “To the weirdest, wildest, sexiest family anyone ever cobbled together. Let’s not fuck it up.”

We toasted again; even Serena managed a smile. For a moment, the world felt small enough to manage.

I set my glass down and looked at them; one loud, gorgeous engine of hope and ambition, already plotting color schemes and dinner parties and where to stuff the overflow of shoes. They were loud and honest and completely unstoppable. I didn’t even bother saying anything, because everything I wanted to say was right there, fizzing in the air above the last round of toasts.

It didn’t take long for the energy to crest. Within ten minutes, Chloe and Brooke were tangled up in a mock wrestling match over the last sliver of coffee cake, Mia was plotting a plant heist on the patio, and Ren was already texting herself ideas for a sunrise mural on the hallway wall.

Serena quietly slipped back to her room with a stack of files, muttering about “intellectual survival,” while Rory lingered at the edge of the kitchen, arms crossed, nerves flickering just below the surface.

I caught her eye. “Hey. You remember we have to be at the St. Celeste event tonight, right?”

She groaned, but there was a spark in her smile. “Can’t we just say we’re sick? I’d rather organize Ren’s paint supplies by color than go stand there for three hours listening to old men talk about endowments.”

Brooke cackled. “That’s what she said.”

Rory shook her head, grinning despite herself. “You’re all drunk.”

But she was already turning, already thinking about what she’d wear, how she’d walk into that boardroom with her head high.

The party wound down. The laughter faded, replaced by the low hum of the ocean and the sounds of girls launching into the business of really living.

Sometimes, family wasn’t what you expected. Sometimes, it was better.

***

If you ever want to see how the rich eat their own, find a university reception.

Foundation Hall was drenched in so much candlelight and glass it looked like a movie set. Ornate ceilings, chandeliers fat with crystal, tables groaning with silver trays and enough shrimp cocktail to feed an army. The noise was pure money. Laughter you heard with your teeth, women in dresses that cost more than my car, and a background hum of ambition waiting to pounce.

I thought I’d feel out of place, but with Rory on my arm, I walked in like I owned the place.

She absolutely owned it. Her dress hit somewhere between “billionaire’s yacht party” and “please ruin me in the coat room.” Deep blue silk, just tight enough to make the deans lose their train of thought, her hair pinned up to show off the line of her neck, and heels that could’ve doubled as weapons. The moment we hit the entrance, conversation paused and every set of eyes tracked her as if she ran the board.

She seemed to love the attention. I caught her smirk, a flicker of old pride, old power, but it wasn’t armor anymore. She was soft at my touch, so aware of my hand on her waist she leaned into it every few steps.

“Stop staring,” she whispered as we crossed to the bar.

“Impossible,” I whispered back. “You could destabilize governments in that dress.”

She didn’t fight the compliment. Just blushed, then stood taller.

We mingled. The usual suspects: professors, donors, bored Trustees’ wives trading stories about their nightmare kids. I nodded, smiled, kept my mouth shut. The goal tonight was to blend in, not topple the empire. Still, I knew from the second we walked in, the chess pieces were already in motion.

Dr. Harrington made his move at the refreshment table. He was taller than I remembered, hair slicked back, voice tuned for the kind of backroom deal that never made it onto university letterhead. His handshake was a fraction too tight; his smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Mr. Mercer,” he said, tongue heavy on the title, “I’m glad you could join us. Your work has certainly sparked conversation around campus.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m honored the Board is following the project so closely.” I let my tone go soft, deferential, not a hint of threat.

Rory hung back, eyes locked on the action. I could feel her stare even as I set down my glass.

The board chair took a sip from his own drink, watching me over the rim. “Genius is a funny thing, isn’t it? We like to imagine it’s unique, but in practice, most innovation is the sum of many hands. Collaboration, oversight, institutional guidance. Wouldn’t you agree?”

I nodded, not giving him anything. “It’s true. Every page of my protocol is covered in the fingerprints of people smarter than me. I couldn’t have lifted this off the ground without the resources you’ve provided. I suppose that’s the deal.”

He blinked. Didn’t expect me to play the humble prodigy.

“Still, you understand the importance of credit. Intellectual property is a delicate thing. One misstep, and all those accolades…vanish.” The smile got colder. “I would hate to see a promising young man get caught in the crossfire of administrative priorities, especially when he’s so valued by this university.”

I shrugged. “I just want the work to matter. Whoever puts their name on it, if it helps someone in the real world, I’ll feel pretty fortunate.”

He waited, just long enough for the tension to simmer. “That’s a mature approach. I trust you’ll keep us in the loop regarding all correspondence and documentation moving forward. The Board likes to be proactive.”

“Very proactive,” I said, keeping my face blank. “Would you recommend a particular contact on your team? I have a few technical questions about the patent office. Things like timelines, disclosures, best way to get through the bottleneck. I’d hate for my inexperience to slow down the process.”

The question caught him off guard. For a millisecond, his mouth twitched, the gears grinding, trying to figure out if I was genuinely naïve or carefully playing dumb.

His answer was syrupy, almost indulgent. “You’re in excellent hands with Dr. Ross. But I’ll send my Chief of Staff your way, just in case. We know these things can be…difficult to navigate for those new to the field.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the support.” I raised my glass, all smiles.

Dr. Harrington’s eyes narrowed for a beat, but he smiled back, then vanished into the crowd, already plotting his next move.

I caught a reflection in one of the mirrored columns: Rory, arms crossed, face lit with this look I’d never seen before. Not jealousy, not hunger, not pure old-school pride. It was something deeper, almost electric: “That’s my man, and I dare you to try him.”

I crossed to her, but she grabbed my wrist before I could even get a joke out.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “I don’t think you even realize what you just did. You played him so hard.”

I shrugged, but my pulse was racing. “He wanted a show. I was only following the script.”

She shook her head, jaw clenched, like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to throttle me or drag me into the broom closet. “You were terrifying. In a good way.”

We did the rest of the rounds: polite conversation, faculty introductions, a few staged photos for the press. The whole time, I could feel Rory watching me. Every toss of her hair, every time she shifted in her heels or touched my hand, it was like she was marking me out, staking her claim in ways only I would notice.

By the time we got back to the car, her entire vibe had changed.

The second the doors closed, the air snapped. Dark, close, full of static. Rory didn’t look at me; she just stared out the windshield for a second, chest rising and falling in slow, deliberate breaths.

At the first red light, her hand landed on my thigh. Warm, soft, fingers tracing the seam of my suit.

She didn’t look over. Just kept her eyes on the road, voice ragged and low.

“Take me to bed.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice.

We peeled out, the city lights blurring past, already hungry for what came next.

***

We didn’t even make it halfway down the hall before Rory pulled me in for a kiss that left my thoughts scattered behind us like dropped coat buttons. She didn’t bother with pretense. The second the door to her room snapped shut, it was just hunger and hands and the sound of silk sliding over skin.

Her new bedroom looked like the kind of place an heiress would seduce a spy. Windows open to the ocean, deep blue accents everywhere, even the bedding crisp and perfect. For a second, Rory just shivered in the frame, fingers trembling as she set her clutch on the dresser.

The dress? Gone in one move. She reached behind her neck and let the entire thing pool to her ankles, kicking it aside. Underneath, she wore nothing but navy lace, and the set barely counted as underwear. She looked like a sin you’d swear was good for you.

She stalked toward me, eyes blazing. “If you let that man go through with his awful scheme, I’ll kill him myself.” The words came out harsh, but her hands were already gentling, working my tie loose, peeling my shirt off, mapping the lines of my chest with nails and then lips.

I got my hands on her hips and squeezed, drawing her in, matching her heat stride for stride.

She smirked, letting herself melt into me, lips at my ear. “You have no idea how bad I need you right now.”

We tumbled onto the bed with her on top, straddling my hips in nothing but those dark blue panties. The sight did damage; I was already hard, already pressing up through my boxer briefs, and she noticed.

Rory slid down my body in a blur of hair and heat, pausing only to nip the ridge of my abs. She yanked my pants off, buttons popping, belt clattering to the floor, and then dropped to her knees beside the bed.

She didn’t waste time savoring, not tonight. She gripped my cock at the base, spit pooling on her tongue before she took me deep, nearly gagging herself on the first go. Eyes locked on mine: raw, unfiltered need. The next stroke went even deeper, her lips tight, cheeks hollowed, hand pumping in tandem with her throat.

Every time her mouth sank down, I lost a little more control. She knew exactly how to work me, slow at first, then faster, then stopping just long enough to let the threat of orgasm hang in the balance. She made a show of swirling her tongue around the head, lips slick, then taking all of me in again, choking just a little, eyes watering with the violence of it.

“Let me see you lose it for me,” Rory whispered, voice hoarse, before she dropped her mouth around my cock again.

She kept me teetering on the edge until my fists balled in the sheets and my entire body shook. Seconds before I would have unloaded down her throat, she pulled back, grinning, wiping her mouth with a wicked flick of her wrist.

She slid up to straddle my lap, soaking wet, panties dark with want. “Not yet,” she repeated, smile slipping into something almost shy.

Rory reached behind her back, her movements unhurried, and unhooked her bra with a subtle, practiced motion that seemed to cast off hesitation as much as fabric. Her breasts came free: high, perfectly rounded, the flawless skin flushed with a warm glow. Swollen dark pink areolas crowned her curves, nipples rigid with need, drawing my eyes like a magnet.

She caught my gaze and a slow, teasing smirk curved her lips. I could tell she relished my attention, the way I drank in every detail. With a quick twist of her fingers, she somehow loosed her glossy hair, letting it spill in lustrous chocolate-silk waves down her shoulders and over her bare skin. “You like what you see, baby?”

My mouth went dry. “God, Ror. You have no idea.”

Need overrode hesitation. I reached up, hands cupping her breasts, savoring the fullness and warmth of her skin. My fingers pressed in, thumbs circling and teasing her nipples, feeling her soft flesh yield and spill between my spread fingers. Hips shifting, I pressed against her, cock grinding against the damp satin stretched tight across her slit. The friction was electric, and I could feel the pre-cum smearing between us, slickening her panties.

She arched away just enough to slip free of her underwear, tossing the scrap of fabric aside. My breath caught at the sight of her, bare and glistening, arousal shimmering on the soft folds of her pussy.

The ache in my cock grew almost unbearable as Rory grinned down at me, lowering herself to slide her slick center along my rigid length. A tremor went through her, a soft whimper, a look of pure feeling as her eyes met mine and held. “Baby, I love you so much.”

She reached between us, lined me up, and slid down onto my cock in one long, slow movement. Her pussy enveloped me like liquid silk, impossibly tight, scorching hot, and so slick I nearly lost consciousness. Every ridge and texture of her inner walls gripped and pulsed around me, sending electric currents from my spine to my fingertips as she took me to the hilt with a soft gasp against my neck.

She started riding me, pace lazy at first, rocking her hips in slow, languid figure-eights, letting my cock stretch her, fill her, push her to dizzy heights. She leaned back, palms flat on my chest, and moved like she wanted to break me.

Every time I thrust up to meet her, her pussy clenched tighter, milking me, daring me to last. The slap of skin, the tangle of sweat-slicked limbs, the perfume of sex and expensive soap. All of it collapsed to a single point where her body took over mine.

She sped up, desperation breaking through the usual surface calm. Her breath came out in broken gasps, curses peppered with my name.

“That’s it, Noah, fuck—just like that, oh my god—nobody’s ever made me feel like this.”

Her hands clawed at my shoulders, nails raking lines down my back. She surrounded me: wild hair in my face, tongue in my mouth, legs locking around my waist.

I felt her come, hard, pussy convulsing in tight, fast waves that nearly bucked me off the bed. She rode the aftershocks with everything she had, hips grinding, mouth open in a soundless scream.

When the orgasm faded, she didn’t stop. She went softer, needier, letting her body melt into mine. She curled forward, resting her forehead against mine, her eyes bright with tears, neither sad nor embarrassed, just cracked wide open.

She moved on me, slow and deep, the pressure building again, more emotional this time. Every thrust felt like a confession.

We circled each other in that spiral, teetering at the edge, bodies trembling. When Rory cried out, the sound splintered in the air, a gasp torn open, her voice cracking as she fought for breath. Then she simply stopped, perched perfectly atop me, her body quaking with the aftershocks of her second orgasm, her eyes glossy and electric. A single tear rolled down, catching the light as it trembled on her cheek; her chin shivered, raw and unguarded.

I managed to sit up, just enough to haul her into my arms, keeping myself deep inside her as if letting go would break the spell. My thumb swept away the tear, gentle against her flushed skin, and I stroked her chin. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

A choked laugh tumbled out of her; the tears kept coming. Rory shook her head, overwhelmed, words spilling out in a ragged rush. “I’m just happy.” She collapsed against me, arms tight around my neck, lips finding mine in a trembling, impossibly soft kiss.

I grinned and cupped her ass, burying my face in the crook of her neck, breathing her in. “Me too, Rory. I’m glad our story has a happy ending.”

She guided my face upright, hands framing me, and locked her gaze on mine. There was an intensity there, a fierce, open longing that pinned me in place. She kissed me again, tender, slower this time, and when she spoke, her words came straight from the center of her soul, naked and blinding.

“I’ve loved you since we were eight years old. I never stopped. Not for a single second of a single day. Even when I hurt you, even when I thought I hated you, every man after, I just wanted them to be you.”

The words detonated inside me. I grabbed her hips, pulled her flat to my chest, and fucked up into her with everything left inside me. The pleasure built so fast it was almost scary.

“You’re everything I ever wanted, Rory,” I admitted, voice ripped raw from the inside. “I’m only me because of you.”

She kissed me, hard, nothing pretty or poised, just raw, aching possession, and the taste of her tears was salt on my tongue. She ground her hips down, driving me impossibly deeper, and the world snapped out of existence. There was only the furnace heat of her body, the wild tangle of her hair clinging to our sweat-slicked skin, and the sound of our gasping breaths, desperate and animal.

I felt the orgasm build in both of us at once: the shudder that started in her thighs, ran up her stomach, and seized her whole frame in a violent, beautiful chain reaction. Her pussy clamped down around my cock, squeezing like she wanted to brand me inside her forever. That’s when I lost every last bit of control. The rush of it was ferocious. I came so hard I thought my vision would white out, the first pulse shooting through me in a spear of heat, then another, and another, each one wrung out by the spasms of her cunt milking me to the hilt.

The pleasure was a total body wipeout. My spine arched, arms locked around her waist, dragging her flush against me so I could unload everything I had. Time fractured. My hips bucked up to meet her with each surge, pushing past the threshold of pleasure into something that bordered on pain. I didn’t care if I left nail marks, didn’t care if I was loud enough for the neighbors to hear; all I wanted was to fill her until she couldn’t take any more, until every inch of her remembered who put her back together.

She was right there with me, collapsed over my chest, hair in her mouth, sobbing out a string of broken, wordless sounds as the aftershocks kept hitting her. I felt her come again, smaller but sharper, like her body refused to let go. My cock twitched inside her, still hard, still leaking, and the mess of it smeared down my shaft and onto the sheets.

We stayed like that, neither willing to break the seal, both clutching at each other because if we let go, we might shatter. The silence that followed was so heavy it felt holy. I counted the beats of her heart, the slow ebb of my own, the way her arms refused to loosen from my back.

She started laughing, this shaky, delirious giggle that sounded like relief and surrender. I kissed the side of her face, catching another warm tear on my lips, and all I could think was that if this was what it felt like to be destroyed and rebuilt, I wanted to do it for the rest of my life.

We collapsed together in a mess of tangled sheets and sweat, neither of us able to speak for a long minute.

Rory was the first to move. She curled against my side, hair wild, cheek pressed to my chest.

“I meant it,” she whispered. “I want you forever, Noah. Even if we share, even if it looks crazy from the outside. You’re home for me.”

I stroked her back, trying to calm the echo of my own pulse.

“We’re making a new home,” I said. “One we could never have built alone.”

She nodded, and for a while we just lay there, talking in lazy, drifting circles about our first dance at homecoming, the summer we snuck out to catch shooting stars, the letters she wrote me.

“So much wasted time,” she whispered. “But maybe that’s what makes this worth it.”

I didn’t argue. I just held her and let her words fill the empty space between us.

Eventually, we drifted off, her thigh thrown over mine, both of us wrung out but more alive than ever.

***

Across town, Dr. Harrington sat in his office, the only light a sickly glow from the city skyline.

He picked up the phone, no hesitation in his hand.

“We need to accelerate the timeline,” he said into the receiver. “The patent needs to be filed as soon as possible. I don’t care who does it. Just make sure Mercer never sees it coming.”

A pause.

“Good.”

He ended the call with a sharp click and turned to the folder open on his desk.

He tapped the cover once, like sealing a tomb.

The game was on.


Chapter five
MVP


The world woke up slow and perfect.

The Pacific Heights townhouse glowed from the inside out, every window banded with yellow-white sunlight, the kitchen bathed in a warm haze that made the marble look like it belonged in a museum. The place was finally quiet, no high heels on tile, no Brooke’s war cries, not even the echo of late-night laughter. Just the subtle sound of pencil scratching across paper, and the hiss of eggs hitting hot oil.

That, and the steady rhythm of Ren’s breathing as she sketched me from across the breakfast table.

I poured coffee into a pair of ceramic mugs, the kind you buy in sets of twelve and still lose half by semester’s end. The smell helped finish the job that sunlight started, shaking off the last fog of sleep as I plated a mess of eggs, toast, and strawberries. I snuck a look at Ren while I worked. She sat cross-legged on the high stool, art pad balanced on one knee, deep brown eyes pinned to the page. Her hair, a waterfall of black silk, spilled down both sides of her face, but every few lines she’d tuck a stray strand behind her ear, brush graphite dust from her knuckle, and go right back to work.

You could mistake her for being lost in her own world, but Ren never missed a thing. Even when she didn’t look up, I could feel her seeing me, not just my face, but the way my hands moved, the way I leaned on the counter or fidgeted with the jam jar between sentences.

She never told you to pose. She simply watched, picked the right moment, and caught it with savage accuracy.

“You know, this is starting to feel like an interview,” I said, sliding her coffee within reach. “You’ve barely blinked for the last twenty minutes.”

Ren smirked, not breaking stride. “Sit still and I won’t have to erase you.”

There it was: the soft sarcasm, quick and dry, not showy like Brooke’s but lethal if you were paying attention. I liked that about her. Ren didn’t fill the air with noise; she made each word count.

I set her plate down. One slice of rye toast, edge-toasted eggs, four peeled strawberries in a row. She’d never asked for it that way, but I’d watched her enough times to know she liked her breakfast precise. She rewarded me with a tiny nod, eyes crinkling in approval before she attacked the next line on her sketch.

I tucked into my own toast and let Ren’s portrait session continue. For a while, there was nothing but the sound of her pencil, the aroma of coffee, and the sunlight making a mockery out of every shadow in the room.

She worked in phases: fast outlines, then slow, careful shading, then a sudden burst where her wrist blurred and the rough sketch turned three-dimensional. It was mesmerizing to watch. Every now and then I caught her glancing up from beneath the curtain of hair, scanning my jaw, my shoulders, the way my arm flexed as I reached for the butter. Each time, she locked in on something I didn’t even know I was doing.

“You always focus this hard?” I asked, unable to bite back my curiosity.

Ren shrugged. “If you want to see people, you actually have to look.” Her lips curled. “Not just the surface. The small stuff.”

I laughed. “You make it sound like a science experiment.”

She set her pencil down for a split second, surveying her work. “Sometimes it is. Each face is a different equation. You change the light, the mood, everything shifts.” Her gaze flickered back to me. “You’re harder. You never sit the same way twice.”

That caught me off guard. I’d never thought of myself as anything other than predictable.

“I could say the same about you,” I said. “One day you’re everywhere, painting at dawn, then you’re gone for hours, sketching in the garden, not a sound.” I pointed at her mug. “But you always finish your coffee before it goes cold.”

Ren smiled without showing her teeth. There was something magnetic about the way she did that. It made you feel like you’d won a rare prize just by earning the expression.

We let the silence breathe. This was the antithesis of a sorority breakfast: no war for attention, no performative flirting, just the low glow of two people who could share space without needing to fill it.

She ate with her left hand, drawing in short bursts with her right. The toast disappeared in three bites, the strawberries vanishing one by one as she lined them on the edge of her sketchpad. I almost didn’t want to break the rhythm, but there was too much energy trapped under the calm.

I decided to test the water.

“Give me a preview. How bad did you mess up my nose?”

Ren cocked an eyebrow, spun the pad around.

My first reaction was shock. She’d drawn me in profile, hips forward in the chair, one hand braced on the table, the other swirling coffee in slow circles. The resemblance was uncanny. She’d even caught the way light sliced under my brow, the way my lips curved when I was plotting a joke. But it wasn’t just technical. The whole thing felt alive, as if the next move was already building between us.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. “Is that…really how you see me?”

She didn’t flinch. “Sometimes. Depends on the morning.”

A rush of something like pride, or maybe just the thrill of being observed this closely, burned low in my chest. “If you’re not already submitting these to a gallery, you’re wasting your time.”

She shrugged. “I do it for me. And for…” Ren’s gaze slipped away, suddenly sheepish. “…the people I care about.”

It was easy to forget, sometimes, that she could be shy. You saw the girl with the killer body, the sarcasm, the art talent, and you missed how hard she was fighting not to let the world knock her off balance.

I let the compliment hang in the air, giving her space to own it. She rewarded me by tucking another strand behind her ear. A nervous tic, or maybe a shield.

“Breakfast passes muster,” she said, rerouting the conversation before I could press. “You finally learned how not to burn the eggs.”

“Hard to mess it up when you’re staring at me like that,” I said, savoring the moment.

She snorted, a little louder than usual. “You mean judging you from afar? It’s my superpower.”

I liked this version of her, a little open, a little playful, but still unwilling to give it all away. The others in the house had their own brightness, their own drama; Ren was the quiet riptide beneath, and you only noticed the current when you let yourself get swept.

We finished the meal, plates cleaned, coffee cooling in the mugs. I watched her pencil blur through the final details, a few quick strokes to capture the tension in my jaw and the way my hands curled around the spoon.

When she signed her initials at the bottom, she did it with a flourish, as if putting a period on the morning.

I couldn’t resist.

“Let’s take tonight off,” I said, pushing my mug aside. “No labs, no deadlines, no sorority schedules. Just you and me somewhere no one’s watching.”

Ren paused, pencil mid-air. For a second, I wondered if I’d startled her.

She blinked, eyes wide, then looked away, back at the drawing and then the window. The sunlight caught the edge of her cheekbone, highlighting the tension there.

“You want to go out?” she asked, the words soft but loaded.

“Yeah. Why not?” I let my voice drop, coaxing her to meet my gaze. “You’re always playing backup at home. Let’s make it just about us.”

There was a beat of hesitation. Ren’s fingers curled around her pad, knuckles pale, as if she was bracing for a punchline.

But there was no punchline. I meant every word.

Slowly, she let out a breath, the corner of her mouth twitching upward. “Okay. I’m in. As long as we don’t end up at a karaoke bar.”

“No promises,” I deadpanned.

She rolled her eyes, but the smile was real now, wide enough to show a row of perfect white teeth.

“Alright, Noah. Take the quiet girl on your weird date. But I’m not dressing up unless you give me fair warning.”

“You’ll look stunning no matter what.”

Her face went a shade pinker, but she didn’t argue.

We cleaned up together, plates stacking in the sink, movements tuned to each other’s rhythm without even trying. Ren rinsed; I loaded the dishwasher. She wiped down the counter, careful around the scattered art supplies. Our arms brushed, elbows bumped, but there was no awkwardness, just the low voltage of two people who understood the value of space, and the promise of what might fill it.

Once the kitchen was back to museum-level tidy, Ren lingered by the window, sketch pad hugged to her chest.

She looked at me, expression softer now, and let the silence say what she couldn’t.

In that minute, I realized this was her version of intimacy. Not the loud confessions or the bold claims, but the steady, deliberate way she let you in, inch by inch.

I wanted to make this night memorable for her.

More than that, I wanted her to see herself the way I did.

“Six o’clock,” I said, giving her a mock salute. “Dress code is whatever lets you breathe easy.”

She flashed a sideways grin. “See you at six, then.”

Ren padded down the hall, ass impossible to resist, hair bouncing, bare feet silent on the hardwood.

I watched her go, heart thudding a little faster than it should.

In a house full of stars, the quiet ones always kept you guessing.

And right now, there was no mystery I wanted to solve more.

***

The place I found for our date was so perfectly off-the-radar, I had to double-check the address twice driving up. From the street, it looked like a leftover from Old Pacific Heights, whitewashed wood, faded awning, a single string of patio lights barely visible from the road. But inside, it was warmth and shadow, every table a little island ringed by the glow of candles and the hush of ocean just beyond the thick glass windows.

Ren hesitated at the entrance, eyes wide as she took it in. This wasn’t the staged glam of sorority row, or the loud-and-proud personalities of the house; this was a secret built for two, and from the jump, I could tell it fit her like a second skin.

We got a booth by the windows, the ocean so close you could taste the salt in every breath. The server handed us menus and vanished before small talk could even begin.

Ren slid into the velvet seat, all curve and intent, her black hair swinging down to frame her face. She’d dressed light but elegant. A pale green wrap dress, soft at the collarbone, cinched at the waist, slicing just enough high on the thigh to make you guess. Her legs were bare, crossed tight under the table so the hemline threatened to expose even more if she leaned forward.

I didn’t bother hiding my stare.

She caught it and gave me a wry, silent smile, the kind that said “I see you, Outlier. And I don’t mind.”

We picked at antipasto, poured wine as the sun bled out behind the horizon. It felt like we existed at the edge of the world, no roommates, no texting, no deadlines. Just us, orbiting each other at whatever pace we wanted.

Ren did what she always did. She watched. Me, the room, the flicker of the candle as it warped the shadows on her hands. Sometimes, she’d trace absentminded patterns on the tablecloth, lost in the motion, totally unaware of how magnetic it looked from my side.

We kept the conversation light, at first. I told her about my first year at Ashbourne, how the dorms always smelled like burnt coffee and testosterone. She countered with stories from her old art program, nights in the studio when time didn’t matter, the smell of turpentine, her first piece accepted into a gallery.

There was zero pressure to impress. We sipped, leaned closer, sometimes tuning out the other diners altogether.

The food arrived, a mess of grilled fish, garlic bread, citrus salad so fresh it made every other meal that week seem like a bad joke. I let her have the first forkful, and she chewed slow, savoring it, eyes fluttering shut just long enough to make me want to cross the damn table for a kiss.

The wine hit both of us by the second glass. I felt my tension drop away, replaced with a lazy, hungry happiness that buzzed every time Ren looked up from her plate. God, she was so fucking beautiful it hurt.

After a while, the space between us went soft with possibility.

It was Ren who finally broke the silence.

“You ever notice,” she said, tracing another invisible pattern onto the tablecloth, “how easy it is to disappear in a group?” Her voice was low, barely audible over the surf hitting the seawall.

I frowned, genuinely confused. “You disappear?”

She nodded, still swirling her finger. “Sometimes I feel…overshadowed by the others. They’re all so vibrant and demanding of attention.” She kept her eyes pinned to the linen, as if the words might shatter if she risked looking up. “I know it sounds dumb. But in a house full of big personalities and extraordinary women, being the quiet one is like…wearing camouflage.”

That hit me harder than I expected.

“Ren,” I started, but she went on, the confessional momentum too strong to stop.

“It’s not that I want to be the loudest. I just…” She trailed off, then started again. “Part of me worries nobody actually sees me. Not the real me. I blend in. Even with you. Especially with you.”

Any words I’d rehearsed for date-night smoothness died right there. She’d surprised me. Knocked the breath out of my chest with her honesty.

“Hey,” I said, reaching across. I caught her hand, blunt and real, fingers stained from last night’s graphite. She tensed, just for a second, then let me lace our hands together.

“You see things in me that no one else even notices,” I told her, voice raw because it was true. “You don’t just look, you perceive. Every time I talk to you, you know exactly what I’m not saying.” I squeezed, let the pressure hold. “You’re the only one who’s ever caught me thinking, even when I’m trying not to. I’d be lost without that. And, for the record, you’re impossible not to notice.”

Ren’s face went soft. Her lips parted, but whatever reply she had got stuck behind the emotion.

We hung there, candlelight flickering off the wine bottle, both of us staring at the point where our hands connected.

Eventually, she squeezed back.

“Thanks,” she said, voice barely a whisper. “I needed to hear that.”

We finished the meal at our own speed, each turning the outside world down until it was just the rush of shared story. She relaxed. I poured the last splash of wine, and we sat tangled in the afterglow of the food, the honesty, the sense that for once, nobody was pretending.

When it was time to go, Ren rose first, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders and tucking her purse under one arm. She looked lighter, her skin glowing in the blue wash of the exit light. I held the door, and for a second, she paused in the frame, silhouette outlined by streetlamp and the sound of the ocean a hundred yards away.

Then she slipped past me, walking slowly, as if she wanted the night to last.

We crossed to the beach, the sand cold and fine between our toes. Shoes dangling from my hand, I walked beside her, matching the slow, deliberate pace Ren always used when she was thinking hard.

The moon hung fat and gold over the water, turning the incoming waves into a scroll of shifting silver. Ren said nothing for a long time. She just watched her feet touch the water, then the sand, back and forth, deliberate, like she was calibrating herself for the next big move.

When she finally spoke, the words caught me off guard.

“I think I fell for you the very first night,” she said. The wind snatched some of her words, but I heard every one. “When you walked into the sorority dinner hall. All awkward, pretending you weren’t watching everyone, analyzing every detail.”

She stopped, toes at the edge of a small tide pool, and turned to face me.

“I knew right then. But there was so much electricity flying between you and the others, I was afraid if I said something, it would mess up the way we all fit together.”

Her voice was so honest it actually made my heart hurt.

“I didn’t want to disrupt the family we were building, even if it meant pretending for a while that I was fine just watching from the side.”

I reached for her without thinking, hands sliding into her hair, tilting her face up so she had to look at me.

“You’re not on the sidelines,” I said, blunt and direct. “Never were. You’re the glue.”

Ren blinked, and I saw she was fighting tears. Nothing dramatic, just a soft shine in her eyes that made me feel like the luckiest bastard alive.

She pressed her forehead to mine. We stood there, wave spray stinging our ankles, lost in the hush of the world.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I always have. I just never thought I deserved to be in the middle.”

I kissed her hard, pouring every bit of truth I had into the night air.

“You do. You always did. I love you too, Ren.”

We stood there, tangled and trembling, until the wind threatened to chill the confession right off our skin.

Ren pulled in close, burrowing into my chest, and I wrapped both arms tight around her.

The ocean crashed behind us, nothing else existing but the warmth we made out of fragments and stubborn hope.

When she finally looked up, her mouth quivered in a smile.

“Okay, Noah,” she said. “Now what?”

I grinned.

“Maybe we start by going home.”

She nodded, then caught my hand and didn’t let go the whole walk back.

If the world wanted to break us, it’d have to find us first.

***

The walk home from the restaurant was a slow burn.

Ren’s fingers never left mine, not even once crossing the avenue or climbing the townhouse steps. There was a different rhythm to her now, every step deliberate, like she was trying to memorize the texture of the night. Neither of us spoke. We didn’t have to. You could slice the tension with a palette knife.

Inside, the house was silent, every corridor lit by the thinnest sliver of moon coming through the west-facing glass. Most nights, there’d be ambient chaos: girls in towels, late-night kitchen raids, at least one argument about whose shoes were blocking the stairs. Tonight? Nothing. Just the dull hush of midnight and the creak of floorboards underfoot.

Ren led me as far as the living room before turning back. Her face was half in shadow, lips parted, like she’d just realized we both wanted more, way more, than soft confessions and romantic beach walks.

She looked ready to dart away, but I caught her wrist and reeled her in.

She crashed against my chest, just like that. We froze, then laughed at the same time: the nerves, the absurdity, the absolute inevitability of it all.

I cupped her jaw and kissed her, pouring every stray heartbeat from the night straight into her mouth.

She stiffened, surprised, but then her arms wound tight around my neck and she let go. The taste of her, red wine and ocean wind, a trace of citrus from the mousse she’d nibbled, lit up every nerve I had.

Our lips locked and fought, tongues tasting, teasing, then deepening until her whole body started to melt against mine. Her hands were everywhere, tugging at my shirt, running through my hair, pulling me closer like she thought if she didn’t, I’d disappear.

I wanted to devour her.

Ren broke the kiss, panting, eyes wide with something close to awe. “You’re different tonight,” she whispered.

“I was in love with you before, but tonight…I can’t get enough of you,” I shot back.

She grinned, soft and shy, then started undoing the buttons on my shirt.

Her hands shook a little, but she got the job done. I helped, peeling myself free, never once looking away from her face.

When the shirt dropped, she pressed her palms against my chest, mapping the skin, nails raking gentle arcs from collarbone down.

I’d never seen her like this. So unguarded, hungry, like every filter she’d ever worn was in pieces on the living room floor.

She bit her lip, then reached for her own wrap dress. The belt gave way with a hush, fabric spilling open to reveal the fantasy beneath: Ren, half-naked, no bra, legendary breasts swaying as she let the dress slide off her shoulders.

I sucked in a breath. Her tits were god-tier. Big, full, round, impossibly perfect, the nipples deep rose and stiff. Her hips flared wide, thighs sculpted but soft where it counted, her whole body moving with that subtle dancer’s grace that made her every curve a work of art.

She kicked aside the dress, now clad only in tiny black panties that left nothing to the imagination.

I was hard instantly.

If I’d been standing, I might have knocked the air out of myself. She noticed. Her smirk returned, this time, sly and a little powerful.

I let my eyes roam every inch of her: the light catching high cheekbones, the graceful neck, the breasts that bounced with every breath she took.

“Fuck, Ren. You’re dangerous.”

She looked down, suddenly bashful. “You mean it?”

I grabbed her hand and placed it over the tent in my pants. “Does this look like I’m joking?”

She laughed, then melted again, her lips finding mine.

We kept kissing, deeper, more frantic, our bodies slotting together until something had to give.

Ren was the first to act. She dropped to her knees, kneeling on the plush rug, her artist’s hands making quick work of my belt and zipper.

She looked up at me, eyes huge, vulnerable and wild. “I need you to understand what you mean to me,” she whispered.

Then she freed my cock, stroking it with both hands, as if she was sculpting pure desire.

Her touch was practiced, obsessive, strokes alternating between feather-light and tight enough to drive me insane. She teased the head, swirling her tongue, then licked the shaft from base to tip, never breaking eye contact.

When she took me in her mouth, I actually staggered. The wet heat, the precision, the relentless speed as she bobbed up and down. She was a machine, a goddess, an absolute addiction. Her cheeks hollowed, her lips a velvet vise, saliva mixing with pre-cum as she dove deeper.

Ren moaned, sending shockwaves through the length of my cock. She pumped the base with one hand, fast, deliberate, while her mouth worked in perfect rhythm. The visuals alone nearly sent me over: jet-black hair tumbling over her bare shoulders, tits jiggling every time she sucked me down.

I wanted the world to last forever in that moment.

She kept going, switching up the pace, deep, choking thrusts, then shallow flicks with her tongue, then back again. She was painting a fucking masterpiece, and the canvas was my self-control.

My vision started to grey out. I grabbed the back of her head, not to force, but to anchor, to keep from flying clear off the planet.

“Ren—fuck—I’m so close,” I managed.

She didn’t slow. If anything, her mouth went harder, more insistent, until my hips jerked and I exploded.

The orgasm was nuclear. Wave after wave, my cock shot thick, desperate pulses down her throat. She swallowed every bit, milking the last drops as her hand kept working, making sure nothing went to waste.

It was pure, savage ecstasy.

Ren let me go with a pop and grinned, licking her lips. There was a streak of triumph across her face, an artist satisfied with her work.

But I wasn’t done.

I needed more, needed her, needed to make her feel as wrecked and claimed as I did.

I yanked her up and kissed her, tasting myself on her tongue, then scooped her into my arms, bridal-style, and marched toward her room.

She squealed, laughing, legs kicking as we stumbled up the stairs.

We left clothing behind like breadcrumbs: her panties snagged on the banister, my pants discarded in the hall, a trail of evidence mapping our delirium.

Her bedroom was an art gallery bound by moonlight. Canvases and sketches lined every inch; the bed was unmade, pale sheets tangled, the whole place perfumed by paint and skin and something bright I couldn’t label.

I tossed her onto the mattress and crawled over her before she could catch her breath.

She pulled me in, her legs already split, thighs hugging my hips.

The heat between us was volcanic, no room for hesitation anymore.

I nuzzled her breasts, sucking one nipple, then the other, until her back arched and she gasped. Her hands raked my hair, keeping me pinned to her chest.

The sensation of her tits, so full, so soft, nipples so fucking stiff, drove me mad. I devoured them, trading lips and tongue and little bites, marking her as mine.

Ren whimpered, hips grinding up to meet my cock, smearing her arousal over my shaft.

“Please, baby—just do it. I need you inside me,” she whispered. The words hit with the force of a sledgehammer.

I didn’t bother teasing either of us.

I lined up, pressed blunt against the slick entrance of her pussy, and pushed forward.

The first slide, hot, tight, all gripping velvet, nearly cost me my mind. Ren cried out, hips jerking up to take me deeper. Inch by inch, I sank in, bottoming out until our bodies were flush.

Her pussy milked me, sucking, pulsing, so fucking wet I thought I’d drown in her.

We started out desperate, rough, Ren clutching my shoulders, her thighs locked around my waist. Every thrust drew a wild moan; she clung to me like I was the last lifeline in a storm.

We fucked like the world was ending and we were intent on leaving nothing beautiful behind. The bedframe rattled against the wall, no, it shook, an earthquake made of our slamming bodies. Ren’s hair, black as wet paint, snared itself in my fingers as I gripped the back of her skull and drove her mouth to meet mine again and again, devouring sounds she’d never admit to making. She wrapped her thighs around my waist, locking me in, her heels digging into my ass, urging every thrust to go harder, deeper, until all that existed was the relentless slap of skin and the slow-cooked crescendo of sweat and heat and breathless swearing.

With every pump, my cock slipped in and out of that impossible vise. Her pussy was greedy, liquid silk that squeezed and tugged at me, spasming tighter whenever I slowed to savor the drag. But savor wasn’t in the cards. A need had taken over her, a raw, wild thing, and she wanted to be filled up, used, maybe even ruined. She clawed at my back, raked my sides, bit my lip until I tasted copper. She bit the pillow and screamed my name so loud the ocean itself might have swallowed the echo.

She came first. Hard. Her whole body went rigid, shuddering under me like a live wire, then slammed into me, pelvis to pelvis, as if she could fuse our bones together. Her pussy convulsed around my cock, spasming through the longest, most violent orgasm I’d ever felt. She sobbed my name again, voice raw, almost angry with need, and for a second I thought she’d twist my head off my shoulders if I tried to pull out.

I kept fucking her. Now she was hypersensitive. A single stroke set off an aftershock, her body jackknifing every time I bottomed out. She clawed at my chest, then my shoulders, then locked both arms around my neck as if she could keep herself from falling apart.

I was close. So close it hurt. But I didn’t want to lose the feeling of her, the way her tits bounced against me with every thrust, the way her breath hitched every time our hips smashed together. I wanted to memorize the pressure, the taste, the sound.

But it was her, Ren, face flushed, hair a wild mess, tears streaking the corners of her eyes from coming so hard, whispering “please, fuck me, don’t stop, don’t stop,” that broke me. I pistoned into her, frantic, desperate, and when the orgasm hit, it was nuclear. My whole body tensed, every muscle sluicing with heat. I pulsed deep inside her, jets of cum emptying in long, urgent bursts. Ren gasped at the sensation, the warmth, the fullness. She clung to me tighter, milking every last drop with her fluttering cunt.

I collapsed into her, arms like dead weight, chest heaving against her tits. She didn’t let me go. I pressed my forehead to hers, just breathing, our shared heat fogging up the little space between us. For a minute there was nothing but the sound of us, fucked-out, spent, triumphant.

She giggled, delirious, and ran her hands over my back, tracing the angry scratches she’d left. “I think I broke you,” she murmured, voice dreamy.

I rolled us over so she was sprawled on top, her head pillowed by my chest. She looked down at me, hair dangling in a curtain, then started to laugh, a wild, unfiltered sound that made my heart light.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” she said, voice hoarse.

I grinned up at her. “I can.”

She playfully nibbled my lower lip, then slithered down, licking her lips, collecting the sweat and sex and salt from my skin. Her mouth planted lazy, possessive kisses down my chest, over my abs, down to my navel.

She lingered there, tracing the line of my hip with her tongue, and I realized she wasn’t even close to satisfied. The hunger had shifted: not desperate now, but exploratory, hungry for something deeper, some next level of intimacy.

Ren propped herself up on one elbow, looking into my eyes. “Noah, can I ask you something?”

I nodded, still catching my breath.

She hesitated, actually hesitated, the flush creeping from her cheeks down to her chest. “Did you used to think about me? Before?”

The question, so out of place and so sincere, caught me off guard. I cupped her jaw, sweeping a thumb across her lips.

“Every fucking night,” I said because it was true. Ren was a goddess and any man with eyes could see that in an instant. “Especially when I knew I shouldn’t.”

She melted. The exhale was visible, her entire body relaxing into mine, and she pressed her face to my neck, breathing me in.

She pulled herself up to straddle me, hands bracing on my chest. Her pussy was still soaked, still clutching the outline of my cock nestled in her slit. She slid along my stomach, teasing herself, then rocked back against my thigh, moaning at the friction. Even with the afterglow, electricity sparked everywhere she touched me. I hardened again, instantly, cock rising against my belly.

Ren watched it happen. She grinned, all teeth, and grabbed my new erection with both hands, squeezing the shaft. “God, I love how fast you recover,” she whispered, voice reverent.

She ground down on me, slick and hot, smearing my cum where we joined. The sensation, her pussy lips sliding over my cock, sticky and wet and eager, nearly made me blow a second time. I barely kept it together.

Ren leaned forward, hair falling around us like a shroud, and kissed me, slow and deep. When she pulled back, her eyes were glassy, vulnerable in a way I’d never seen.

“You know,” she said, “I always thought I was the quiet one. But with you, I feel…fucking reckless.”

I grabbed her hips, holding her steady, and looked up with all the sincerity I had. “Let’s be reckless, then.”

She laughed, short, sweet, honest, and, without warning, rose up and positioned my cock at her pussy. She guided the head in, inch by inch, impaling herself until she was flush against my hips.

We both groaned at the same time.

She started to ride me, slow at first, savoring the length, the stretch, the friction. But soon she picked up speed, slamming down on me, tits bouncing, sweat making her skin shine in the moonlight. I reached up and took a breast in each hand, squeezing, kneading, thumb circling the fat, perfect nipples.

She threw her head back, moaning so loud I thought she might wake the whole house. Her body was a temple, and she was tearing it down, brick by brick, to offer up the ruins.

She set the rhythm, and I matched it, bucking up into her, watching my cock disappear into the plush heaven of her cunt, again and again and again.

We were animals, fucking, rutting, desperate not just for orgasm but for something that might last once the sweat dried and the sheets cooled.

I reached for her clit and found it already swollen, slick with her own arousal. I circled it with my thumb. Instantly, she convulsed, thighs trembling. She grabbed my hand, locking it in place, and ground down, chasing the high.

Her pussy clenched, milking me, and I was barely holding on. “Ren, fuck, I’m gonna come again—”

“Do it,” she hissed, eyes burning. “Come in me. I need it. Need all of you.”

Her orgasm hit first, strong as the first one but deeper, more shattering. She collapsed onto my chest, gasping, hips never stopping as she milked my cock for everything I could give her. I exploded inside her, the second orgasm almost painful in its intensity, and for a second I was sure I’d blacked out.

She slumped against me, every muscle jelly, both of us slicked with sweat and cum and the last dregs of self-control.

I held her for a long time, stroking her hair, her back, the curve of her ass. Her breath slowed, became regular, and I thought she might be asleep when she mumbled, “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

I kissed her temple. “Back at you.”

We held each other, letting the silence rebuild itself around our ruined bodies.

Amazingly, we weren’t done. She had channeled her inner Serena and seemed ready to go all night.

After a pause, just long enough to breathe, Ren rolled me onto my back and straddled me. Her tits bounced as she impaled herself on my cock, grinding slow and deep, squeezing with every inch.

We went again, slower this time, exploring each other like we had all night.

Her hands mapped my chest, my arms; my fingers dug into her ass, guiding her up and down.

We kissed, lips bruised, tongues sliding slow and lazy, savoring the afterglow.

Ren set the pace, long, rolling thrusts, panting as her clit rubbed against my pubic bone, each grind drawing her closer. She looked down, hair wild around her face, breasts heaving, and for the first time ever, I saw her break completely.

The orgasm rolled through her in a tidal wave. She gushed over my cock, soaking us both, hips bucking as she tried to ride every ounce of pleasure into infinity.

I joined her, coming again as her pussy wrung me dry, every spasm drawing more cum into her greedy heat.

Time stopped. For a while, we barely moved, just held each other, the haze of sex and sweat and tears keeping the world at bay.

Eventually, exhaustion set in. We slipped under the covers, panting, sticky, spent.

She curled against my chest, the kind of closeness that made you forget there was ever an outside world.

Ren whispered, voice hoarse from hours of moaning.

“I never thought I’d find anything like this. That anyone would want me, need me, like you do.”

I stroked her hair, lips at her temple.

“You’re the harem’s secret MVP,” I teased. “Always clutch in the last seconds.”

She laughed, snorting into my chest. “Guess I’m built for overtime.”

We held each other, letting the laughter fade into something softer, something almost sacred.

Without thinking, I said the thing I never let out, not even with Chloe or Rory:

“I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost you, Ren.” The words tumbled out, raw and ugly. “Seriously. The thought makes me…sick.”

She went quiet, clinging tighter.

After a minute, she whispered, “You’re not losing anyone, baby. Not tonight. Not ever. I love you, and I’m happy right here in your arms.”

We let the darkness close in. The only sound was the soft thud of our hearts, beating wild in sync. I sank into her warmth, refusing to let go, not even for sleep.

But as the world faded, a cold blue light flickered across the pillow.

It was my phone. Another email from the Board, subject line in all caps: IMMEDIATE ACTION REQUIRED.

I stared at it, the threat hovering above us like a storm cloud.

This was the war.

But in my arms, Ren was real, and ready, and the only proof I needed that the world couldn’t break us without getting through her first.

She burrowed closer, and in the calm between battles, I let myself believe, even for one night, that love was enough.

Let them come.

We were ready.


Chapter six
Chloe Comfort


Pacific Heights looked like something out of a dream.

Chloe and I sat shoulder to shoulder on the upper balcony, feet tangled on the lounger, a bottle of wine between us. Sunset drenched everything in gold, slicking her bare arms and legs until she practically shimmered. Below, the ocean stretched flat and empty, orange sunlight ricocheting across the water. Out past the rooftops, the curve of the bay twinkled with the first hints of city light, pinpricks of promise blinking on one by one.

I could have stared at her for hours. Scratch that. I did stare, drinking in every detail. Chloe wore one of those tiny sundresses that laughed at the concept of modesty. Lemon-yellow, hitched high on her thighs, the top snug enough to threaten a wardrobe malfunction if she so much as blinked. Her hair was a spill of gold over her shoulders, the tips catching the breeze and sending sunlight flying in every direction.

She dangled her empty glass between two fingers, blue eyes reflecting the whole sky. She was calm. Not the perform-for-crowds Chloe, but the version she only let out around me: soft, happy, a little tipsy from the wine and maybe a little drunk on having me all to herself.

I watched the planes drift far over the water, the pulse and stutter of their lights faint against the darkening sky.

Chloe leaned into me, bare knee braced against my hip. “If I die right now, I’ll haunt this balcony forever,” she announced. “Promise you’ll leave my ghost some Pinot Grigio.”

“You’re more of a tequila girl when you’re haunting,” I said.

She giggled and nudged my thigh with hers. “I’d want you to have fun with it. Scare the new tenants, rearrange the pillows at three in the morning. Maybe make out with each other so I don’t have to be jealous.”

She faked a pout so exaggerated I almost choked on my own laugh.

“You’d haunt me just to watch me get laid?” I said.

“Absolutely. You seriously think I’d miss a second of you naked?” Chloe set down her glass and knotted both hands in my t-shirt, tugging me closer. Her voice dropped to a hush. “You’re like the sun, baby. I want to watch you light up every room you walk into.”

The compliment landed with a thud in my chest. I kissed her, soft, tasting the wine on her tongue, letting the world narrow down to just the press of her body and the salt from her damp hair.

We broke apart. Chloe curled up against my side, content. A little sigh escaped her lips, the kind of pretty noise girls make in movies, only it was raw and real and all mine.

I let myself relax, just for a second. No board. No deadlines. No wolves at the door.

Just this, her skin warm against mine, the city waiting for us to invent the future.

It didn’t last.

A soft footstep sounded on the tile behind us. I froze, pulse jittering. Chloe didn’t move, but I watched her posture go taut, like muscle memory. There was something different in the air, not threat, not warning. More like a sudden, impossible shift you felt in your bones.

Vivian Ross stepped onto the balcony.

And nothing, not a single thing, about her was the way I remembered.

She looked like a woman who’d just walked out of a magazine shoot having set the place on fire.

Her hair, always corralled in some severe bun or power twist, now tumbled loose around her shoulders. It was jet black with streaks of blue that caught the dying sun and threw it back like a prism. She wore a soft lilac blouse, the neckline cut low enough to prove she’d picked it for tonight, not a lecture, not a disciplinary hearing, but this. Her skirt looked painted on, hip-hugging, with a sharp slit that showed off a flash of muscular calf as she moved, heels clicking like the prelude to war. And on her face? Not the careful, controlled mask, but a real, devastating smile that made her look ten years younger.

Hell, she could have passed for Chloe’s older sister, not her mother. If there was ever a personification of “fuck you, I make the rules now,” it was Vivian on that balcony.

In her left hand, she carried a folder. The minute I saw the St. Celeste seal, my mood nosedived.

Vivian surveyed us, eyes missing nothing, but she didn’t draw attention to the way Chloe clung to me or how my hand curled around her bare thigh. She set the folder on the iron railing, propped both hands beside it, and looked directly at me.

Her gaze crackled. If she’d shown even a sliver of this confidence in faculty meetings, half the men on the board would have run for the hills.

But in that moment, she was all business.

“It arrived at my house half an hour ago,” Vivian said. “Hand-delivered, so you’d have as little warning as possible.”

I took the folder. The top sheet was heavy, official, the kind that had “legal” pulsing from every line.

I read the first paragraph. I should have been ready, but the words hit like a sledgehammer.

Effective immediately, the university is placing your “intellectual property contribution” under review. Questions of authorship and protocol violation have triggered an Emergency Board Evaluation, with all project access restricted until further notice. Pending review, no presentations, publications, or outside communication is permitted.

The rest was legalese, but the intent was clear: They were going to erase me. Not just my name, my work, my future. The whole fucking thing. They were stealing my life’s work for themselves.

I felt the heat crawl up my throat. Adrenaline stabbed at my arms. I wanted to punch a hole through the glass door.

“They’re moving to steal it.” My voice was flat, but inside, I was shaking with rage. “They waited until the last minute, then ambushed us. Fuck! This is exactly what we were afraid of.”

Chloe read over my shoulder. Her hand found mine, squeezing so hard her knuckles went white.

Vivian stayed calm. Unbelievably, impossibly calm. She let the storm rage inside me, but didn’t so much as flinch, just waited for the explosion to burn out.

I started pacing, the folder crumpled in my grip.

“This is textbook gaslighting,” I spat, barely able to get the words out. “They’ll nail me on some invented process error, claim group discovery, and then bury my name in the press release. I’d be lucky if I even got a footnote in their patent. Jesus, how do we fight that?”

Vivian watched me pace. There was a sly, almost wicked confidence in the way she tracked my every move. Like she was the only one in the room who knew the punchline.

“They’ve made their move,” she said, voice low and unhurried, “and now I’ll make mine.”

That stopped me dead.

She stepped closer, laying a hand on my arm, not possessive, not even motherly, just an anchor, something real to keep me upright. “Don’t spiral,” she said. “This is exactly what they want. They’re banking on you detonating, suing, or walking away so they can paint the narrative any way they please.”

I forced myself to wheel back and face her.

“There’s only one way to win,” Vivian said, her grip tightening. “You let me fight for you. I’ve been working on this for weeks. I have every email, every shady memo, every ‘off-the-books’ directive they sent. The moment they tried this, they tipped their hand. Our lawyer is already prepping paperwork for a federal injunction.”

Inside, I went from frantic to frozen. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hug her or just keep swinging until the world made sense again.

Chloe hadn’t moved. She sat on the lounger, knees pulled tight, jaw set in a way I’d never seen. There was a cold, burning clarity in her eyes. For once, she didn’t make a sound. Just watched, absorbing everything.

Vivian turned to me. “You cannot, under any circumstances, contact the university or the press. Until legal makes first contact, you’re just the model citizen. Let them think you’re scared, outgunned, on your back foot. It’s all theater, and the next act is ours.”

I stared at the folder, willing it to catch on fire.

She saw the question in my eyes. “You’re not alone, Noah. I won’t let them destroy what you built. Not now, not ever.”

The conviction in her words shook me. For a second, my voice failed. I wanted to believe that loyalty still counted for something in a world built on leverage and secret boardrooms.

I exhaled, the anger filtering out, leaving exhaustion and the slow rise of gratitude in its wake.

Chloe broke the silence. “What can we do?”

Vivian’s smile returned, sharper this time. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. Stay deliberate, stay unified, and show them you’re more than the sum of your parts.” She aimed this last bit like a missile directly at Chloe. “And keep him from shattering when the pressure’s highest.”

If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed how much passed between them in that heartbeat. Vivian’s eyes were glassy-bright, and there was something like pride, also a naked, silent plea there in the way she locked onto her youngest daughter.

Chloe nodded once, slow, and I could tell she understood: this wasn’t just about paperwork or patents; it was about protecting the core of what we’d built. Family.

Vivian turned back to me, hair shining in the last beam of sunlight. “The board expects to win this by morning. I expect to have the injunction on their desk by midnight. I’ll text you when it’s done. In the meantime, no fighting, no drama. Let their arrogance work for us.”

She squeezed my arm again, her fingers surprisingly strong. “I’m proud of you, Noah. More than you know.”

A lump caught in my throat. The words I wanted to say were too raw to risk.

She let go, straightened her skirt, and, just like that, the mask came back on. Not the old mask, but something richer, grander. Vivian Ross in full command, hair down, face radiant, striding off the balcony like she’d just won a war nobody else even knew had started.

She paused at the door, glanced over her shoulder, and met Chloe’s eyes one more time.

The connection was pure voltage, a passing of the torch, or maybe a dare: Don’t let him down. Keep him whole.

Then she vanished inside, heels tapping a staccato victory march as she disappeared down the hall.

I stood there, balancing on the edge between terror and relief, the ocean roaring pink and silver below us, the entire future swinging on whether Vivian’s plan actually worked.

Beside me, Chloe was quiet. She slipped her hand into mine, squeezing, her thumb tracing over the pulse in my wrist.

For a while, neither of us moved.

The world out there wanted to rip us apart, atom by atom, but up here, in the dying gold of sunset, I clung to the one thing that made sense: Chloe, skin warm against mine, her heartbeat steady, her blue eyes full of unspoken promises.

I didn’t know if we’d win. But after what I’d just witnessed, I was damned sure we’d go down swinging together.

***

The instant the door clicked shut behind Vivian, I barely held my shit together.

I stared at the folder again, hoping I’d somehow misread it. But the words didn’t change. The Board wasn’t bluffing. They were coming for everything. Every hour in the lab, every email, every line of code and data I’d bled for. Gone, if they got their way.

The peaceful balcony moment? Dead and buried.

I started pacing, prowling the balcony like a caged animal. The sky was full night now, city lights glaring up, bright and cold. I pounded my palm on the iron railing so hard the metal stung, but it didn’t even scratch the itch under my skin. My head wouldn’t stop spinning. Every worst-case scenario flickered by, each more fucked-up than the last.

“They’ll freeze access at the patent office,” I muttered, running the math in my head. “Leak the protocol, claim I plagiarized, reassign my department email, maybe even fabricate a funding violation. God, it’s so easy to erase someone when you control the narrative. They could spin this a hundred ways and I’d never see daylight again. Jesus, Jesus, what if Viv gets steamrolled too?”

I slammed my fist again, teeth clenched. The old scars on my knuckles throbbed, a reminder that sometimes breaking things was the only way to feel real.

Chloe sat and watched. She didn’t say a word, and for a minute, I forgot she was even there.

But when I ran out of balcony to pace, she moved.

Chloe stood, still barefoot, dress clinging to her curves, and crossed to me. She didn’t try to argue, didn’t talk me down. Just slipped her fingers through mine, the touch gentle but absolute, and tugged.

I let her pull me inside, the glass door almost weightless in her hand. She led the way down the hall, past the dark kitchen, past our collection of unpacked boxes, all the way to our bedroom. Her hips swayed, hypnotic, every stride more confident than the next.

The world faded at the threshold. In here, the air was still and sweet, the only light coming from the city outside. Chloe shut the door, locked it so the world had to stay out.

For a second, she just looked at me. Not with pity, but hunger and something close to worship.

Then she went to work.

She snapped her fingers, and the bedside lamps snicked on. Soft gold flooded the whole room. She grabbed a pack of candles from her stash in the top drawer, the ones she saved for “emergencies,” which apparently included emotional meltdowns. A dozen little flames sprang up along the windowsill and chest of drawers, each one painting the walls with shadows.

She picked up her phone, swiped a playlist, and let the music drift in: some lazy, bass-heavy pop, nothing but hush and heartbeat.

Next, she crossed to the picture window, drew the heavy curtains closed, and twirled back to face me. Now the world outside was gone. Just us and the slow flicker of candlelight.

My mind was still at war with itself. I started listing aloud, the fear refusing to be caged.

“If the Board gets this through, I lose the patent. No journal will touch my name. Even if Viv gets the injunction, they’ll smear me through leaks. The next step is gutting my funding or, fuck, what if they pull my degree retroactively? I don’t have a backup plan. I—”

Chloe put her finger to my lips.

“No more,” she whispered.

She approached, step by step, and began to unbutton my shirt.

With every click of a button, the panic drained away, replaced by something steadier, warmth, gravity, the certainty that at least here, with her, there was no way I’d ever get erased.

She undid my cuffs, folded the fabric off my shoulders, and let it slide to the carpet. Fingertips smoothed over my chest, tracing every scar, every muscle, every shaky breath. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of my jeans and slowly worked them down, not rushing, just peeling away the last layers of armor.

Her gaze never left mine.

She took my hand again and pulled me to the edge of the bed.

“Sit,” Chloe said.

I sat.

She stepped between my knees, her own dress riding up, and for a moment she just stood there, fingers in my hair, brushing my jaw, stroking away the leftover tremor. Then she leaned in and kissed me, light, teasing, the wine still on her lips, always tasting like summer.

The next part felt like a spell.

She shimmied out of her dress in one move, straps slipping down her shoulders. The fabric dropped to her ankles, leaving her in a lacy butter-yellow bra and nothing else. Her tits looked unreal in the soft light, bouncing as she moved, the swells of tan skin crowned by the deep curve of her cleavage. I stared. Anyone would have. My little brother was right. She was the single most beautiful woman on the planet, and it wasn’t even close.

She smiled, that Chloe-smile that could crack concrete. “You’re home now, babe. Just us.”

She reached behind her, popped the clasp, and let the bra fall away. Her breasts were perfect. Round, high, big and full, swinging as she crawled onto my lap. Her nipples were thick and flushed, the color of fresh strawberries, begging for my mouth.

I groaned, wrapping both hands around her bare hips. The need was still there, but it wasn’t panic anymore. It was pure want, sharpened by everything she’d just done.

Chloe guided my face to her tits, and I took one in my mouth, sucking, kissing, worshipping her. She gasped, riding the sensation, fingers tangled in my hair.

While I sucked her nipple, she reached between us and stroked my cock through my boxers. I was rock hard, the ache so intense it almost hurt.

She wriggled down, off my lap, and tugged my underwear off, freeing my shaft. It sprang up, swollen and weeping, the head purple with need. Chloe stroked the length, slow, savoring the weight of it in her hand.

She didn’t go for the quick finish.

She just crawled back up, straddled my hips, and pressed her slick, bare pussy against my cock, grinding up and down the length, so my shaft slid between the puffy lips and smeared itself with her arousal.

I leaned back, eyes fluttering closed. Her body in my lap, tits in my face, pussy flooding my cock. This was all it took to put the board, the threat, every fucking fear on mute.

Chloe cradled my face in both hands, kissing me deeper, tongues tangling, soft sighs rising up as the pleasure took over.

Between kisses, she whispered it, over and over.

“They can’t take away who you are. They can’t touch what we’ve built.”

Her hips kept rocking, the rhythm lazy and perfect. She aligned my cock with her entrance and, holding my gaze, sank down, inch by inch, until I was buried to the hilt inside her.

The first drag was heaven: so hot, so wet, it stole my voice. Chloe sighed, settling on me, letting her ass rest on my thighs, her whole body vibrating as I filled her completely.

She started to move.

Slow at first, each bounce long and deep, tits swaying, her hands braced on my chest. She rolled her hips, squeezing me inside her, milking every inch, every pulse of my cock.

There was nothing else. No threat, no noise, no possibility of defeat.

Just Chloe, fucking me with all the focus in the world, her pussy gripping my cock like it had been designed for this and only this. I was the only man she had ever made love to, so maybe it was.

We moved together, not racing, just drawing out every sensation.

Chloe leaned in, lips dragging along my jaw, her voice a velvet whisper:

“You are more than a project. You’re my future. My forever. You’re my always, Noah. I love you more than anything they could ever take away.”

If I hadn’t been holding her, I might have lost myself right then.

She kept up the pace, drawing my cock out to the tip, then slamming down again, taking me to the root. Her pussy was slick and greedy, clenching with every downward slide. My hands roamed everywhere, her ass, her back, the bounce of her breasts as she rode me.

Every time I touched her nipples, she gasped, pussy spasming tighter around me. The sight of her tits bouncing, the shudder in her voice, those did more to fix my brain than a year of therapy ever could.

She dug her nails into my shoulders, anchoring herself, chasing her own pleasure as much as mine. The pace quickened, her body turning frantic, sweat breaking out along her collarbones, hair sticking to her slick skin.

“Don’t ever let go,” she moaned, hips slamming onto me, “don’t you dare.”

I went harder, meeting her thrust for thrust, cock pistoning inside her, the slap of our bodies echoing over the music and the candlelight.

She came first, as always. Her body locked up, thighs shivering, pussy clamping down on my shaft in rolling waves of velvet heat. She gasped my name, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes, nails raking my chest as she rode out the quake.

I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. By then, every last piece of me was hers and there was nothing left to hold back.

I locked both hands around that impossible, perfect ass, the way I imagined doing since the first time I met Chloe Ross before I even knew what her voice sounded like or that she’d ever want me back. I gripped her so hard it left red marks, maybe bruises, but Chloe wanted it that way. She always liked proof afterwards. “Reminders,” she called them.

I thrust up into her, not gentle, hips slamming into her over and over, each impact making her tits bounce and her breath hitch. The messy, obscene sound of our bodies colliding filled the room, louder than the lazy playlist she’d started. My cock pistoned, deep and desperate, and every time I bottomed out, Chloe’s pussy milked me even tighter, her inner muscles gripping like she was scared I’d leave.

She rode me perfectly, taking every savage stroke, her face locked in pure, animal pleasure. Her hair was wild, sticking to her cheeks and forehead, her mouth wet and half-open, eyes glassy with the kind of need that didn’t care about anything but now. She was everywhere, sweat and heat and scent, driving out every trace of fear from a minute ago and replacing it with the clarity of her body, her voice, her absolute presence.

I could feel her clench every time I pulsed inside her. Her hands were in my hair, on my back, fingers digging for leverage. She was whispering my name with every bounce, but she didn’t want slow anymore, she wanted to be filled, ruined, left so sore in the morning she’d need to lie about the reason to her sisters.

It was always this way with Chloe: what started as comfort always ended in chaos, the two of us tangled and desperate, bodies chasing something neither of us could name. Maybe it was love. Maybe it was annihilation. Maybe those weren’t even different things.

I leaned back a little, angling my hips, and she let out a cry so raw it could’ve shattered glass. Her whole body started to tremble, the muscles in her thighs locking up, her pussy convulsing around me with every stroke, and I knew she was going to come again, harder than before.

She clamped down, the inside of her so wet and slippery I almost lost it before I was ready. I watched her face as she came, eyes rolling back, mouth open in a silent scream. Her nails raked down my chest, sharp enough to draw blood, and the pain just made the pleasure brighter. She collapsed forward, her tits pressing to my face, and I buried my mouth in the soft flesh, biting down just enough to make her gasp.

I kept fucking her through the aftershocks, unrelenting, cock throbbing, every nerve ending lit up and screaming for release. Chloe didn’t ask for a break or beg me to stop, she just held on, riding every wave, letting me use her the way I needed.

The feeling built, slow and then all at once, a tidal wave I couldn’t outrun. I knew I was babbling her name, telling her how good she felt, how much I loved her, how there was nothing in the world but this. Her, me, the sweat and the heat and the darkness and the candlelight. Chloe knew I was close. She grinned, a wild, wicked thing, and squeezed down hard with her inner walls, milking every last drop of control out of me.

And then it hit.

The world snapped white. My entire body seized up, every muscle pulling tight, and I shot inside her, cock pulsing and jerking in endless waves. The first blast of cum was so strong it made her cry out, and the next, and the next. I kept pumping, kept unloading, every spasm pouring more of myself into her until I could feel it spilling out, leaking around the base of my shaft and soaking the sheets.

It was beyond pleasure. It was obliteration. I’d never come harder in my life. I was nothing but sensation, pure and ragged, the only thing holding me to reality the grip I had on Chloe’s body and the sound of her voice in my ear, telling me I was hers.

The orgasm lasted forever, or maybe just a few seconds, but when it ended, I was shaking, heart pounding so hard I thought it might explode. My vision blurred. Chloe slumped against me, her whole body limp, panting like she’d just run a marathon and won.

I stayed buried in her, not wanting to leave the heat, the wetness, the afterglow. I never wanted to leave her at all.

We clung together, trembling, breathless. Sweat dripped down both of us. I could feel the mess leaking out around my cock, soaking her thighs and the sheets below.

Chloe didn’t let me go. She buried her face in my neck and whispered, “You are my whole world, baby. Never forget that.”

And, for once, I didn’t.

We stayed tangled, fucking slow, tiny aftershocks running through us both, until finally, spent, we collapsed sideways, never breaking the seal between us.

There, in that candlelit haven, the rest of the universe was just static.

She’d rebuilt me from the ground up. And this time, nothing could break me again.

***

We stayed wrapped together in the dark, our skin still sticky from the afterglow. Chloe always insisted on keeping me inside her long after we finished even after she fell asleep. She told me it made her feel connected to me.

Chloe’s heartbeat thudded against my ribs, steady at first, then slowing as the last aftershocks of orgasm gave way to a lazier, heavier kind of bliss. Her hair, wild and damp, spilled over my chest in tangled gold. I stroked her back, feeling every vertebra, every line of sweat, her ass pressed tight against my hip.

Candles guttered along the desk and windowsill, flickering shadows over the mess we’d made of the sheets. Beyond the glass, the city glittered. Pacific Heights was all blue and silver and midnight gold, like someone had scattered a million tiny stars over the cliffside.

It would have been perfect if I hadn’t felt utterly, deeply unworthy.

I kept my hand in Chloe’s hair, twirling the strands, clutching them tighter than I meant to.

Chloe nuzzled my chest, lips brushing over my skin, her legs tangling with mine as if she could hold me together through sheer will.

Her eyes found mine in the darkness, quiet, sure, so full of hope I wanted to cry.

I cracked first. The words slipped out, rougher and realer than I ever planned.

“What if this is all an illusion?” I whispered, voice shaking. “What if I let you down? Or Viv, or Brooke, or any of you? What if they take everything and I’m left…nothing?”

The confession landed hard. I felt her flinch, just a little. Chloe’s hand slid up my chest, palm splaying over my frantic heartbeat.

She stared at me, not blinking, not running.

“You want to know the truth?” she said.

I nodded. I was helpless to do anything else.

Her touch traced a lazy spiral above my left nipple, the heat of her body fusing us together. She never looked away.

“You gave us something nobody could ever take away,” Chloe said, her voice a soft thread in the dark. “You didn’t just give us love or sex or a house. You made us a family. You made me believe I was enough. You made all of us see what we could be if we stopped caring about the world’s stupid rules.”

She paused, and I heard the faint, impossible edge of emotion hitching her breath.

“You’re our anchor, Noah. You’re what makes this real. Even if tomorrow sucks, even if the board burns your work to ash, you’ll still be you. And you’ll still be ours.”

Tears welled in her eyes, glassy in the flicker of candlelight. She didn’t bother to hide it. The emotion shivered through her body, every inch shivering against me.

I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even move, except to wrap my arms around her and hold her so tight the world fell away. I kissed her forehead, her cheeks, the damp trail below her lashes.

We stayed that way, huddled together, until the candles burned low and the city outside faded from fireworks to lullaby.

It was Chloe who broke the silence, voice still trembling with feeling.

“Promise me you’ll never give up on us.”

“I’d die before I let anyone break this,” I said.

She smiled. The tears didn’t stop. Her body shook with it, like the gravity of what we’d survived was finally settling in.

I stared at her, the delicate, perfect curve of her jaw, the freckles hidden until the light found them, the wild, stubborn hope that refused to die no matter how many times the world tried to crush it.

I didn’t think. I just said it, straight from the guts.

“I want to marry you, Chloe. Not just in promises, but for real. Every way that matters. I want you, forever.”

She covered her mouth, a laugh-sob bursting loose, the sound pure sunlight.

“Oh, baby… I’ve been yours since the day we met,” Chloe said.

She climbed into my lap, my cock still buried inside her. She coiled her legs around my waist, pressing every inch of her body to mine. The shivers rippled down her arms, her spine, even her thighs, like the emotion was too much to hold.

“You really mean it?” she said, voice just a breath.

“With everything I am.”

Chloe’s eyes glowed, shot through with tears and raw, bright love. She kissed me, soft at first, then hard, the kind of kiss that goes straight through your memories and into the future. Her lips tasted like hope, need, and the wild promise that tomorrow would belong to us if we just kept fighting for it.

Our bodies wrapped tighter, hips moving out of instinct, but this wasn’t desperation. It was sealing the vow with skin and heat and something the outside world could never touch.

The city lights watched us from the window, silent witnesses to the next forever.

We made love again, slower this time, moving together in perfect trust, both of us trembling from head to toe.

When the last candle guttered out, I curled her into my chest, fingers in her hair, the warmth of her breath on my neck.

No more doubts.

No more fear.

Just the certainty that whatever came next, we’d face it as more than lovers.

As family.

As everything.


Chapter seven
Sunrise


Ilet the silence hang, waiting for Chloe’s breath to even out. It was barely five a.m., the world blanketed in hush. The whole house felt like it was holding its breath, waiting for the next big reveal. I lay beside her and counted the seconds until I was sure she’d dropped back into REM sleep. Only then did I untangle myself from Chloe’s limbs and slide out of bed.

My first mission was stealth: don’t wake the sleeping goddess, and definitely don’t let her see what I was up to. I grabbed the pile of supplies I’d stashed inside the utility room, fairy lights, two dozen white roses, a battered utility knife, and the little wooden altar I’d stained with three coats until my fingers smelled like sawdust and varnish. The box with the altar was heavier than expected. A couple times I nearly dropped it on my naked foot.

Old habits die hard. Every ten steps, I reached for my pocket to check if the velvet pouch was still there. It was. Two simple silver bands, tucked away since yesterday, the biggest purchase I’d ever made that wasn’t for a research grant or pizza. I had five more rings just like these two, each waiting for the right moment, but I had always planned Chloe first.

My heart thudded, ridiculous, as if I was about to pitch a billion-dollar idea to a panel of angry venture capitalists.

The house was dark and deliciously silent, except for the faint echo of ocean outside and the creak of the floating staircase as I climbed. By the time I hit the third floor, adrenaline had burned away any last trace of sleep.

Rooftop access was at the far end of the hall, past Brooke’s “command center” (no movement, she’d probably be dead to the world for another three hours). I took it slow, not risking a single heavy step. The last thing I needed was six curious women poking their heads out and ruining the plan before sunrise.

On the terrace, the first edge of sky was barely washed grey, but I could already see the ocean stretching out, endless and waiting, all possibility. The air was maybe sixty-five Fahrenheit, damp with marine breeze, but it didn’t even register. I kicked into setup mode.

The first order of business was the lights.

I laid the string of fairy lights along the main railing, looping it from post to post, then back again for double density. Each bulb was the size of a marble, the wire thin and almost invisible, so the whole thing looked like a ring of stars suspended over glass. Once plugged into the portable battery, it flared to life: warm gold on blue, an accident of chemistry I wished I could bottle for later.

The roses came next.

I borrowed a trick from Chloe’s Instagram feed. Using the utility knife, I chopped a hundred stems to two-inch lengths. Then I started lining the wood deck in geometric bursts, circles, lines, a little trail leading from the door straight to the altar. I tucked blooms between the fairy lights, made little scatterings along the banister, and arranged six clusters, one for each woman in the harem, anchoring them at the corners of the platform. There was a logic to it, a pattern that felt like the inside of my own head: symmetry, purpose, and just enough chaos to keep things pretty.

Finally, the altar.

It wasn’t fancy, but it was mine. I’d built it Saturday morning, fingers dusty, measuring and re-measuring until the joints lined up perfect. Just a simple wood slab, dark stain, squared edges, and a raised groove at the top to hold two rings. I hauled it to the edge of the terrace, turned it so sunrise would be dead center, then fussed with the angle for what felt like an hour. (It was four minutes, but perfectionist is as perfectionist does.)

I checked the velvet pouch again. Still there.

I stepped back to admire the scene. Lights, roses, altar, and the whole Pacific as backdrop. A little wild, very extra, but if there was ever a moment to go all in, this was it. The nervousness hit in a wave. What if it looked stupid? What if Chloe laughed? What if she hated stuff like this and just wanted coffee and pancakes and not declarations at sunrise?

I shook off the panic. The risk was the point.

I killed the battery on my phone taking a dozen test photos, then deleted all of them because they didn’t do it justice. The real magic was in the air itself: breeze in the roses, hint of salt, the faint static of morning about to break open.

I checked the time. Twenty minutes to sunrise.

I headed back down, careful as a burglar in my own house.

Chloe was still curled in the same spot I’d left her, hair spilled over the pillow in lush, golden waves. Her back was bare, skin glimmering like sun-washed marble. She looked so peaceful it hurt.

For a second, I just stood there, memorizing this future I almost never believed I’d get.

The temptation to scrap the plan and crawl back into her arms was strong.

But she deserved the world.

I knelt by the bed, leaned in, and brushed her cheek with the back of my hand. She stirred, lashes fluttering. I pressed my lips to her temple, then along her jaw, trailing slow kisses until her breath went from sleep to dream to real.

She blinked into wakefulness, blue eyes matte and a little unfocused, but the second she saw me, she smiled. The smile was everything: sleepy, trusting, like I was the only force in the universe that made sense at this hour.

“Morning, babe,” she mumbled, voice wrecked with sleep.

“Shhh. I’ve got a surprise.”

She squinted. “Are you kidnapping me? Because if you are, my ransom starts at four mimosas.”

I laughed, nerves surfacing as a smirk. “No ransom. Just trust.”

I produced the silk blindfold. Pale blue, soft as sin, still smelling faintly of the perfume Chloe always used on her lingerie drawer. She eyed it like she was one second away from either making fun of me or melting on the spot.

“What’s this?” she asked, voice going sly.

“A leap of faith.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, the blankets slipping to her waist and nearly destroying my focus. Even half-asleep, her tits looked like they’d just woken up for a Vogue shoot.

She stretched, then sat up, letting the sheet pool around her hips. “I’m so fucking curious right now. You know I’m terrible at surprises.”

“I know. That’s why this is worth it.”

“Babe, I’m naked,” she said, glancing down at her bare breasts before looking back up, her eyes bright with mischief. “Do I need to get dressed for this surprise?”

The question got a laugh out of me. “Probably a good idea. I picked out a sundress for you. It’s my favorite.”

She was already smiling, already sure. “The blue one?”

“You know me too well.”

She pulled on the sundress, no bra, no underwear, then spun to face me, radiating anticipation. “Okay, baby. What’s next?”

I let the silence stretch before holding up the blindfold.

Chloe bit her lip, debating, then grinned and nodded. “Alright, boss. I trust you.”

She slid off the bed, hair wild around her shoulders, and presented herself, hands behind her back, chin up like a cartoon heroine about to be swept away.

“Do your worst,” she said.

I tied the blindfold around her eyes. She giggled at the feather-light touch, and when I whispered “ready?” in her ear, she just hummed, leaning back against my chest.

I took her hands in mine, thumbs stroking the backs of her knuckles.

“Follow my lead.”

I walked her out of the bedroom, careful to keep the carpet soft under her bare feet. She didn’t stumble. Not once. Every step was a trust fall, and every time I squeezed her hand, she squeezed back, electric with anticipation.

We took the stairs slow. I held her so close she could probably feel every tiny jitter of my pulse. At least three times, she tried to guess what I was up to.

“If there’s a mariachi band up here, I’m dumping tequila on your head.”

“Noted.”

“If you splurged on a kitten, I get naming rights.”

“No kittens. Promise.”

Outside on the terrace, the world had flipped from slate-blue to rose-gold. The fairy lights glowed, chasing the last traces of night off the edge of the world. The roses caught the new sun, petals throwing tiny shadows across the deck.

At the threshold, I paused.

Chloe inhaled, scenting the air. Instantly, her entire body went still.

“I smell roses,” she whispered, almost reverent. “Is this for—”

But I didn’t answer. Not yet.

I kept both hands on her waist, steadying her at the brink of everything.

The sun was seconds away from breaking over the ocean.

My heart hammered.

Chloe’s lips trembled with the smile she was fighting to control.

I took a breath, both of us barely daring to move, afraid a single word would shatter the magic.

This was the moment I’d built for her. For us.

We waited on the edge, together, between what was and what could be, every sense tuned to the promise of morning.

Next stop: the world’s most reckless, beautiful sunrise.

***

I eased Chloe forward, careful with every step. She was barefoot and trusting, the silk blindfold making her seem about twelve times more innocent and about a million times more desirable. The morning air wrapped around us, cool with a hint of salt, the hush so deep you could hear every tiny clutch of breath.

The instant I stopped her at the center of the terrace, she cocked her head and inhaled again. “It smells incredible,” Chloe whispered. “Like…flowers and the beach and you.”

I smiled. “Ready?”

“Always.”

I untied the blindfold and let the silk slip free.

Chloe’s eyes fluttered as if she was scared to open them, like the light might be too much or the dream might vanish. But when her lashes lifted, the effect was atomic.

She gasped, loud, raw, hands flying to her mouth as the rose petals, fairy lights, and altar came into focus. For a beat, she didn’t breathe.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Baby… you did all this for me?”

Her eyes welled instantly, tears glimmering but not falling just yet.

I steadied her with a hand at her waist. “For us.”

The sunrise was just cresting, spilling gold over the railing, setting every petal and bulb on fire. The whole world looked like it had been designed just for this one, impossible moment.

Chloe blinked, tears slipping down her cheeks now, no filter, total meltdown.

“Babe, it’s… it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she managed, voice shivering on the edge of laughter and sobs. “You did this in, like, an hour? How the hell—”

I grinned. “I had help from insomnia and a really sharp utility knife.”

She laughed, then immediately started crying harder, like her emotions couldn’t pick a lane.

I guided her to the altar, walking slow so she could take everything in. Her bare feet brushed over rose petals with every step. She stopped in front of the altar, blinking up at me with this look of hunger and hope and total disbelief.

She wiped her tears with her knuckle, a half-sob escaping. “What is this?”

“It’s a promise,” I said, voice going thick. “And it’s long overdue.”

I took both of her hands in mine. She stared at our fingers, trembling, the first hint of sunrise painting her hair as if the morning had elected her queen.

I took a shaky breath, letting the words tumble out.

“I’m in love with six women,” I said, not even bothering to pretend otherwise. “And I can’t legally marry all of you. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t my first love, my heart. You’re the reason I even know how to say any of this, Chloe.”

She burst into fresh tears, clutching my hands tighter.

“I’m not good with vows,” I admitted, the nerves making my voice break. “But I needed you to know, I choose you first, every time. I always have. I always will. No matter how crazy our life gets, no matter how many beautiful, brilliant women invent ways to distract me, you’re still the one I’d build my future around.”

Chloe let out a breathless, watery laugh. “Even when I’m a hot mess and crying all over your romance novel moment?”

“That’s when I love you most. Unfiltered.”

She lost it, sobbing with a hand over her mouth, shoulders shaking as the sun caught the tears on her cheeks. She stared at me with so much adoration it almost hurt to see.

She found her voice, but just barely.

“I don’t know words for this,” Chloe said, dashing away tears with both hands, even though they kept coming. “But you’re my always, Noah. You’re the only man who’s ever seen me, not just the fun, perfect, fake version, but me. I don’t care if I have to share you forever, as long as I get this. You. Before the sun, the ocean, and whatever gods might be watching.”

She let the vows hang; for a second, the world felt like it was holding its breath.

I reached into my pocket for the velvet pouch. My hands shook so bad I almost dropped it.

Chloe’s eyes went wide. “Wait—what are you—”

I popped the pouch open, revealing the rings. Just simple silver bands, brushed matte, sized perfect for our fingers. Nothing fancy. No diamonds or engravings. Just two circles built to catch light and never let it go.

“These aren’t wedding rings,” I whispered, nerves finally turning to adrenaline. “Not yet. But I wanted you to have something that proved we’re not just accidentally doing this. They’re promise rings. You and me, before anything else tries to break us. You are my everything Chloe, and I won’t walk another day through life without you at my side.”

Chloe covered her mouth, shaking with tears. “You’re going to ruin my mascara before breakfast.”

“You look beautiful,” I said, voice croaking.

We both fumbled with the rings, hands trembling, barely managing to get them out of the pouch.

I slid Chloe’s onto her finger first, the metal cool against her tan skin, the fit so exact it felt preordained. The second the silver touched her hand, she shivered and squeezed her eyes shut, sobbing breathless for a beat.

She grabbed the other band, her fingers slippery with tears, and pushed it onto my hand. She actually had to stop mid-slide to catch her breath, then finished the job with the tiniest shake of her chin.

The rings caught the sun, flashing bright, proof we’d actually done it.

Chloe stared at our hands, both of us matching, both of us claimed.

Neither of us spoke for a few seconds. Not because there wasn’t more to say. Just because it felt holy.

She looked up, glassy blue eyes locking onto mine with a kind of fierce devotion.

“Seal it, babe,” Chloe whispered. “Please.”

I kissed her.

It wasn’t a polite, stage-managed wedding kiss. It was desperate and deep and perfect, a collapse into the center of everything we’d risked. Her lips were slick and salty from tears; she opened for me without hesitation, letting the whole world blur into heat and hunger.

Chloe climbed into my arms, pressing every inch of her body to mine. The kiss escalated, fierce and tender all at once, hands locking around my neck, her hips grinding into my lap like the universe owed us this moment.

The world spun, fairy lights above, roses underfoot, the ocean roaring approval below.

The promise wasn’t words anymore. It was skin, and hunger, and the metal gleaming on our fingers.

Chloe broke the kiss just long enough to pant, “Nobody’s ever loved me like this, Noah. Nobody. Not even close. I’m yours forever.”

“Forever,” I echoed, voice shaking.

I cradled her face in both hands and kissed her again, softer this time, letting the vows sink beneath the surface.

The sun broke fully over the horizon, spilling daylight across the terrace.

The silver rings blazed in the light.

We stayed locked together, lips and hands and history, until the rest of the world found a way to catch up.

This wasn’t just a ceremony.

It was the start of everything that mattered.

For a long moment, the only sound was our breathing: Chloe gasping for air, her body shaking, me barely steady enough to hold her upright. The sun crept higher, igniting the fairy lights and roses so everything sparkled the way my head felt.

Chloe never took her eyes off the ring, twisting her hand in the morning, letting the band flash silver and then shadow.

“Married,” she whispered, then laughed. “Not officially. But baby, that was better than a thousand churches.”

I dropped my forehead to hers. “No priest could keep up with us.”

She grinned, wild and wet-eyed, then captured my mouth in a kiss that was pure promise. The taste of her, salt and sweetness, made my knees go weak.

There was nothing else to do but collapse together.

I pulled her down into the blankets I’d stashed behind the altar. They were thick and soft, a patchwork of borrowed throws and my old hoodie, all layered so the hard deck wouldn’t bruise her. The second her knees hit fabric, Chloe lost all hesitation.

She pressed against me, chest to chest, naked need radiating off her skin like fever. Her hands found my hair, then my jaw. “I’ve dreamed of this,” she whispered, mouth trembling. “You and me and the world finally ours.”

“Yours,” I corrected. “Start to finish.”

Whatever hesitation she had evaporated. Chloe straddled my lap, sundress bunched around her hips, bare beneath as always. Her skin was golden in the sun, the shadow between her legs already glistening, proof she’d been wet for me since the minute our eyes met.

She pawed at my shirt, dragging it up and over my head with no concern for the buttons. I helped, tossing it aside, and she was on me instantly, fingers raking down my chest, nails biting in, then softening at the line of my ribs.

I grabbed her ass, lifted her just enough to align us, cock bobbing hard against her slick, open lips.

She lowered herself onto me in one slow, perfect motion.

The heat of her body nearly ended me then and there. Her pussy was pure velvet, swallowing my cock inch by inch, each slide tighter than the last, wetness running down my shaft to puddle on my balls.

Chloe locked eyes with me as she bottomed out, both of us shuddering at the connection.

“God, you feel so fucking perfect,” I said, voice already shaking.

She started to move, rolling her hips in slow, deep figure-eights, milking every inch, pussy fluttering around me as if she could pull me apart molecule by molecule.

Even after nine months together and all the nights we’d held each other, this felt new. Every sense was sharper, nerves set to max, every drag of her skin over mine sending fresh bursts of need through both of us.

She rode me slow at first, savoring, her tits bouncing with each gentle drop. I cupped them, squeezing her perfect breasts, worshipping the weight and heat. She arched her back, presenting herself, nipples flushed and stiff, begging for my mouth.

I leaned in, taking one nipple between my lips, sucking hard enough to make her moan. Her hands dropped to my hair, holding me there, her breast filling my mouth while her pussy milked my cock.

The whisper that followed nearly broke me.

“I love you,” Chloe breathed. “Always. Forever. Even when the world says I shouldn’t.”

I groaned against her skin. “You’re my everything, Chloe. My reason.”

She picked up the pace, bouncing harder, driving me deeper. The collision of bodies was a drumbeat; skin slapping, hearts pounding, the air filling with the scent of sex and roses and ocean.

The breeze caught her hair, flinging gold streaks across her face. She looked wild, elemental, more alive than anyone had a right to be.

I let her ride, let her use me, let her chase the lightning building in her body. Every time I bottomed out, she gasped, shuddered, lost a little control.

Her orgasm built slow, then hit all at once.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck—Noah—” she gasped, voice breaking.

Her pussy clamped down, muscles convulsing in rolling waves. She screamed my name, arms locked around my shoulders, using me as her anchor.

I didn’t slow down. I met every bounce with a thrust from below, hammering her so deep she could barely breathe. I could feel my cock swelling, the ring on my finger catching light as I squeezed her ass and pulled her flush.

We came together.

The world went white, pure, endless sensation. My cock exploded inside her, thick jets of cum flooding her desperate heat, each pulse magnified by the vise of her orgasm. Chloe’s cunt rippled and quaked, drawing every drop from me, her body shaking with aftershocks so raw she couldn’t stop moaning.

The pleasure was endless, a tidal wave that left both of us spent and breathless.

Chloe collapsed against my chest, still impaled on my cock, both of us trembling with the afterglow.

Sun washed over us, warming our skins even as the ocean wind cooled the sweat on our bodies.

For a while, we didn’t move. Just kissed, slow, lingering, all gratitude and worship.

“Tell me you’ll never leave,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

“Never,” I whispered back.

She rolled to her side, tugging the blankets so we could nestle together. My cock slipped out, making a mess between her thighs, but she didn’t care. She buried her face in my neck, arms locked around me like she was afraid I’d vanish.

The rings gleamed on our hands, a promise made flesh.

We lay there, tangled in each other, the golden light of morning making everything look shot through with hope.

I traced her face, jaw, cheek, the line of her brows. Chloe watched me, eyes glassy with devotion.

After a while, her breath slowed. She curled tight to my chest, falling asleep with a smile on her lips and her hair wild across both our faces.

I held her, refusing to let go.

Above us, the fairy lights still flickered, a constellation built just for two.

The roses perfumed the air, even as the wind threatened to scatter them.

The sun kept rising, warming our skin, making the rings on our fingers blaze brighter with every hour.

We slept, dreamless and safe, sealed by vows stronger than any law.

The world could burn.

Up here, in our secret heaven, nothing could touch us.

***

But across town, Dr. Vivian Ross was busy making sure the rest of the world couldn’t touch us, either.

At seven a.m., her office at St. Celeste already looked like ground zero for a hostile takeover. Papers everywhere, legal pads full of her deadly sharp handwriting, drafts of affidavits, highlighted journal printouts. Her laptop ran three monitors, each loaded with a different kind of threat: patent forms, faculty bylaws, and a spreadsheet probably designed to give a finance major nightmares.

The air was thick with caffeine and focus. Three coffee cups, one lipstick-stained, two empty, would have told me she’d been here all night.

And Vivian herself? Not the icy, controlled professor from last year. This was a woman in the middle of transformation. Her hair was loose, pouring over her shoulders in inky waves, streaks of blue catching the fluorescent lights like war paint. Instead of the usual power suit, she wore a soft lilac blouse under a cashmere wrap, sleeves rolled to bare her wrists, and a pencil skirt that somehow looked more dangerous than formal.

She was on a call, voice cool and surgical:

“No. We need the filing at the federal courthouse by ten. Yes, I’ve reviewed the chain. Better triple-check the signatures before the board tries to backdate.”

A pause as she listened. Then, a thin smile:

“Trust me, Jeff. I want their fingerprints on every page.”

She hung up, thumb drumming on the desk in a silent countdown.

That’s when her phone buzzed: EMERGENCY BOARD MEETING—FOUNDATION HALL—NO ADVISORS ALLOWED

Her lips twitched. Not fear. More like satisfaction.

“So that’s how they want to play it,” Vivian murmured. Her eyes went sharp, old stone and stars.

She crossed the office, heels clicking soft on the tile, and paused in front of a framed painting. A muted seascape, something sentimental, I would have guessed, because who else would hang this here?

She swung it aside to reveal the real masterpiece: a wall safe, flush with stainless and a digital keypad.

Vivian entered the code, wrists steady, movements precise. The door shuddered open. Inside was a thick file, labeled in block print: CONTINGENCY.

She pulled it free, weighty enough to double as a weapon. She set it in the dead center of her desk, then flipped it open. The contents were a war chest of secrets:

- High-res printouts of board emails with time stamps circled in red.

- At least six memos that started “OFF-RECORD” but ended with signatures.

- Two thumb drives, each labeled with legal case numbers instead of names.

- A stack of audio transcripts in dark blue folders, private conversations, committee meetings, probably more than a few threats.

- Full copies of the original patent protocol, with detailed side-by-side comparisons to the “doctored” version the board tried to push through the system.

- And, cherry on top, a batch of certified letters, all ready to serve with a single text.

Vivian spread them out, categorizing like a chess master arranging the endgame. She checked the patent filings on her laptop, then cross-referenced them against the timestamps in the board’s own emails. Every move documented, every false trail accounted for.

She made one more call, this time to her legal team.

“Confirm the filings,” Vivian said. “And get the hard copy to Judge Ellerbee’s clerk by noon. If the board stonewalls, we’ll force a public records request. Yes, I’ll handle the press statement. Tell Harrington’s secretary I’ll see them in Foundation Hall at one.”

She ended the call, exhaled, and allowed herself a fleeting moment of silence.

For a few seconds, Vivian just watched the papers, evidence fanned out like a fortress around her.

She looked, honestly, like she’d never been more alive.

The wolves could circle all they wanted. She’d already built the fire.

With a smirk, she started labeling folders, organizing the battle in the order she’d unleash it.

The sun was up now, light slashing through her window, scattering rainbows off the crystal paperweight the board had given her last Christmas. Vivian eyed it, then flicked a finger, sending it spinning.

“They think they’re several moves ahead,” she whispered, stacking the last of the evidence in perfect order, “when they don’t even know what game we’re playing.”

She closed the CONTINGENCY file with a snap, locked it back in the safe, and texted her attorney: ALL SET—SEE YOU AT THE WAR.

Vivian planted both hands on the desk, head bowed for a beat, then straightened, hair wild, eyes brighter than ever.

She was ready.

And out in the world, anyone who thought otherwise was about to get burned.

***

The first thing I registered was sunlight, bright, hot, and golden. The second was the weight of Chloe pressed against me, her hair a tangle of summer all down my chest, her breath warm on my neck.

We’d drifted off after making love, wrapped in borrowed blankets and the aftermath of something that felt bigger than either of us. Now, as the day sailed past ten, we lay on the rooftop, the sky cloudless, the world humming quietly beneath our perch.

Chloe woke with a sigh, eyelids fluttering, the blue of her eyes more dazzling than the ocean spread out below us. She stared at me, no hesitation, no fear, just that full-strength adoration that always made me wonder what I’d done to deserve her.

Her fingers found mine, lacing tight. The silver bands we’d given each other caught the light, matching, a secret only we knew.

“Still married?” she murmured, teasing.

“Even more than before,” I whispered back.

We lay there, tangled together, watching the world go by. I traced her jaw with a finger, then the tip of her nose, committing every freckle to memory.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, voice small and soft.

“That someday, this is going to be normal. Waking up together, no drama, just sun and you and a million ordinary moments.”

Chloe smiled, the kind that made her whole face go soft. “I could live with that.”

We stayed that way, swapping wishes and dumb jokes, fingers still intertwined, until the heat of the sun became almost too much.

When she dozed off again, cheek on my chest, I stared at the sky and let hope take over.

Down below, Pacific Heights buzzed with life, but up here, the whole universe was simple: one girl, one promise, and a future I wasn’t about to let anyone steal.

***

Across town, Dr. Vivian Ross was putting the final nails in the Board’s coffin.

Her desk had gone from apocalypse to perfect order. Every page in the CONTINGENCY file was labeled, color-coded, and stacked in attack sequence. She scanned the spreadsheets, checked her patent filings one last time, and then dialed her lawyer, running down the checklist in a voice so calm it was almost chilling.

“Yes, the transcripts are certified. Yes, the timeline’s airtight. We file before noon, serve the board at one, and drop the press statement after they try to stonewall.”

She ended the call, snapped the phone shut, and gazed at the fortress of evidence she’d built.

With precise, deliberate hands, Vivian locked the file, slid it back into the safe, and reset the code. She wiped imaginary dust off the top, then smoothed her hair—long, wild, and loose, just the way she liked it now.

A slow, wicked smile crept across her face.

She settled behind her desk, queen at the center of the chessboard, and waited for the first idiot to make a move.

***

On the rooftop, Chloe rolled over and blinked into the light.

She nuzzled in, pressing her body close as she brushed a feather-soft kiss across the tip of my chin. I felt her breath and the brush of her lips, a barely-there caress that sent a ripple through me even before she spoke.

“Babe? I need to talk to you about something.”

Her voice hinted at trouble, tension coiling under her soft tone like a wire wound tight. Instantly, my guard spiked, a warning in my bloodstream, primed for bad news. “Chloe, what’s wrong?”

She twisted the slender silver band circling her finger, skin glimmering in its reflected light. A fleeting, uncertain smile played on her lips. “I love you more than life, you know that, and this ring? I love it too, every bit as much.”

A knot began forming low in my gut. “Why am I suddenly worried?”

Chloe shook her head, golden hair catching the light. “No, no, not that. You and me—we’re sturdy. We’re unbreakable.” She dropped her gaze, brow furrowing as she gathered her thoughts, piecing together something delicate and difficult. “You remember the other night? The Bachelor finale—the final rose ceremony?”

“Yeah,” I said, replaying the memory. “He picked the blonde girl, right?”

“Alex. Right.” Chloe inhaled, searching my eyes. “But think about the other girls, the ones who didn’t get a rose. Did you see their faces?”

Shattered. Those girls were gutted, you could see it in the set of their mouths and the tears slicking their cheeks. I caught her meaning in an instant. “You’re worried about the others not getting bands?”

Chloe nodded, her fingertips ghosting over her ring. “I know exactly how I’d feel if you showed up wearing a wedding band for Ren or Serena or anyone but me. Leaving me out.”

The thought of hurting Chloe sent a chill through me. “Baby, I would never do that. I love you.”

She rose onto her toes and found my lips, kissing me with a slow tenderness that curled heat through my veins. “I know you do, baby. That’s why this matters so much.” She lingered, her forehead touching mine. “But you love Rory, Serena, Mia, Brooke, Ren. Do you love them enough to give them bands too? And if you don’t, what are you really saying about where they stand? I’m not asking for an answer. Just…think about it. In the meantime, I don’t want to wear these rings in front of the others. Not until you’ve figured it out.”

“Of course I love them, Chloe. You don’t need to worry about the other girls. They’re getting bands too, but I wanted you to be first.”

Chloe’s smile surfaced with a rush of affection, and she leaned in for another kiss, a deeper one, full of heat and tongue and the kind of passion that always left me reeling. When she pulled back, her eyes were warm and certain. “Which is why I’m so hopelessly, absolutely crazy for you. Promise that' you’ll make their moment just as special as ours? They all love you just as deeply as I do and every other girl is just as hooked.”

The weight of her words pressed down on me, settling into my bones, unmoving. I’d considered all of it, the other women in the house, my feelings for them curling around the edges of my thoughts, every bit as deep and impossible to uproot. “Their moment will be just as perfect as yours. I promise.” The words tumbled out, soft but sure, because I meant it.

The answer seemed to satisfy Chloe and she settled against me with a contented sigh. Her hand found mine, our fingers locking together. Our rings caught the light, twin flashes of silver, proof of our bond.

She eased back, eyes meeting mine, focus sharp as a blade. “You and Serena leave for Florida on Wednesday?”

I nodded. “Afternoon flight, right after we celebrate their graduation.”

“And Mia? You’re taking her to wine country when you’re back?”

“You didn’t tell her, did you?”

Chloe shook her head, giving me a wry half smile. “Of course not, babe. Just let me know when it’s safe to wear my ring around the other girls. After that, I’m never taking it off.”


Chapter eight
Serena 2.0


The moment Mia, Ren, and Serena tossed their caps into the air, graduation split our crew’s familiar rhythm like a clap of thunder, a jolt that left the townhouse echoing with laughter and the chaos of luggage zippers. We celebrated with the usual abandon, every hour dissolved into the next, while somewhere upstairs, Serena flitted through her bedroom, packing for Florida with the single-mindedness of a woman starved for sun and freedom. The countdown for this weeklong escape had possessed her since January, and now every brush of fabric over suitcase lining was a promise about to be delivered.

We left the rest of our circle behind, the ache of parting tugging at us even as excitement surged beneath our skin. Together, Serena and I threaded through the airport, found our gate, boarded the flight. Beside us were Rachel and Anna, Serena’s friends, sisters by way of DOS, ready for anything with eyes alight and voices that carried. The cross-country haul felt like a single exhale, anticipation flickering between us as the plane punched through clouds.

Florida, when we reached it, was a different kind of world: humid, bright, alive with the scent of salt. Our car rental gleamed like a fresh start. We tore down roads toward Panama City Beach, wind in our faces and Serena's restlessness vibrating through the seat. The rented beach house waited for us, a sun-drenched promise nestled against the coast, ready to swallow us whole. There, Rachel and Anna would share the space with us, along with their boyfriends, Zach and Eric. A week carved out of real life, just for us.

Serena hadn't stopped talking about this trip for a month straight, every conversation a ripple of anticipation. Now, tickets punched, luggage in the trunk, we tumbled forward into the adventure, the shoreline calling us on.

The trip down to Panama City from the airport felt like a victory parade with more backseat bickering and less actual confetti. I drove, as usual. Serena called shotgun, legs propped on the dash, sunglasses perched low on her nose. Rachel and Anna took up the rear with their boyfriends, the car packed so tight you’d think we were smuggling a full lacrosse team instead of just Zach, Eric, and enough swimwear for a month.

The whole way, Serena clung to my arm, playing with my fingers or toying with the hem of my t-shirt, and if I didn’t know her better, I’d have thought she wanted the others to see. She kept glancing at me, each look a dare, like she was waiting for permission to break all the rules at once.

The house appeared at the end of a palm-lined drive, three stories of glass and sun-bleached wood facing the ocean, the kind of place you booked if you wanted Instagram to lose its mind. The front door opened straight into a blinding wall of daylight. Living room, kitchen, and balcony all fused together, with ceilings so high you could probably play volleyball indoors. Every window screamed ocean view. The salt air hit you the second you stepped inside.

We hit the door with bags, armfuls of towels, and a shrieked debate about room assignments before I’d even put down the keys. Rachel dug in first, racing Anna for the top floor suite. Zach and Eric pretended not to care, but their fake-casual jog up the stairs said otherwise.

Serena and I peeled off, claiming a room on the second floor that opened straight onto a wide, shaded balcony. The place was all pale wood, crisp white sheets, and sea glass accents lit up by the blue outside. If romance novels did beach houses, this would be the cover.

Serena dropped her bag in the entryway and did a slow spin, hair catching the light. She shot me a look, pure goddess mode, hungry and full of intent.

“We fucking won the lottery,” she declared, surveying the view like she owned it.

I grinned. “You’re even hotter than the house. I thought Rachel was going to shiv Anna over the master suite.”

She pounced, dragging me in for a quick, deep kiss. There was nothing shy about it; she bit my lip and pulled away with a smirk, like she wanted to lay claim before the paint had even dried.

Down the hall, Rachel’s cackle signaled her victory, master balcony, king bed, and probably enough closet space to run a Versace pop-up. Anna trailed her, resigned but laughing, with Eric playfully yanking her into their room. Even Zach managed a decent-natured groan, making a big show of how little he cared, which fooled exactly no one.

Unpacking was chaos, the air alive with the sound of luggage slamming, doors opening, and the faint pulse of surf through the open windows. Serena insisted on organizing our closet, tossing swim trunks and lingerie into piles with zero logic but maximum velocity. Every so often, she’d stop, press herself to my back, and whisper some absolutely filthy promise about what she’d do to me once the sun set.

The energy in the house was unfiltered. Summer vacation, sex on the tip of every tongue, nobody worrying about grades or deadlines. Just pure, uncut freedom.

Within an hour, the fridge overflowed with guac, beer, and more fruit than anyone would ever admit to eating. The balcony table was instantly buried in shot glasses and fashion magazines. Rachel and Anna tried on outfits like it was a sport, parading through the living room in crop tops and microdresses, soliciting votes from their peanut gallery of men.

Serena, though? She didn’t just play to the crowd. She played to me.

Every hand on my arm, every brush of her body against mine, was intentional. If she wanted to make Zach’s head spin, (who was so obviously into her I wondered what Rachel thought) mission accomplished. The first time she plopped herself in my lap in front of everyone, tipping her mouth to my ear for a slow, lazy kiss, I caught Rachel’s jaw hanging like she’d just watched live porn. Anna turned beet red, then stifled a nervous laugh. Even Eric grinned, raising a brow at Zach, who just stared straight ahead, face like granite.

We rallied for dinner, but nobody bothered with home-cooked. Instead, we hit the strip, bare feet in sandals, girls in dresses that barely made it past their hips, and the air vibrating with the sound of a hundred rival parties. The bar Serena picked glowed so bright you could see it from the next zip code: neon pink and lime green, windows flung open to blast surf music out into the world.

Inside, every wall pulsed with colored light. College kids everywhere, all sweat, sunburn, and cheap cologne. The bartenders wore less than some of the girls, shots flowed like water, and the dance floor looked made for bad decisions.

Serena stuck to me like a second skin. She laced our fingers together, her nails tracing lazy circles on the back of my hand. When we grabbed drinks, she pressed herself along my side and kissed me, slow and unhurried, the kind of kiss that made time slow down and the crowd blur.

By the second drink, she was in my lap at a patio table, braid down her back, thighs bare and smooth, lips wet from the cherry vodka she’d swiped from my glass. She didn’t care who watched; in fact, she seemed to relish it. Every time I thought she might dial it back, she went harder, nipping at my neck, catching my fingers and sucking on them for the briefest second before flashing her perfect little smile.

There was no hesitation. Instead, I welcomed it, letting myself fall into the gravity of Serena Bennett. If a goddess like her wanted to fling herself at me, who was I to deny her? I took the invitation, hungry and willing, surrendering to the momentum as much as the want itself. Serena was relentless, all fire and focus, and I matched her intensity beat for beat, refusing to resist. This wasn’t a battle, it was a perfect collision, and I leaned in, letting the heat of her presence crash over me without restraint.

Rachel kept shooting side-eye, her phone out to document any hint of scandal. Anna, perched carefully on Eric’s knee, just watched with wide eyes, unsure if she should intervene or cheer us on.

Zach? That dude looked like he wanted to demolish the table with his teeth.

Serena noticed. I could feel her glance flick off his clenched jaw, then back to me, a little wicked thrill behind the cool confidence. It was a show, but it was also real: her hands on my thigh, her lips grazing my ear, the occasional whispered filth that would make even Chloe blush.

By the time the group moved closer to the dance floor, the lines had blurred. Serena and I were a package deal, inseparable. We danced, bodies pressed so close you couldn’t wedge a lie between us. She ground against my cock, arms looped around my neck, daring me to pull her in and claim her with the whole world watching.

I did. The kiss was volcanic, my hands cupping her ass, her hips working slow circles against my lap. The crowd didn’t matter. The music didn’t matter. It was just Serena and me, fusing time and space to our own rhythm.

When we finally stumbled away, breathless, Rachel and Anna stared like we’d just rewritten the rules of gravity. Even Eric looked impressed.

Zach, though, had gone silent, his glass empty, his stare fixed somewhere past the door.

I led Serena to a side patio, slipping us out of the roar of the main crowd. The air out here was thick with salt and citrus, the neon lights softer, the music a thrum in the bones instead of a scream in the ears.

She leaned against the railing, dress riding up, legs gleaming in the colored glow. For a second, I watched her just breathe, profile sharp, eyes turned to the waves.

“Not that I’m complaining,” I said, wrapping my arms around her waist from behind, “but since when are you the queen of PDA? That’s normally Chloe’s thing.”

She smiled, but there was a twitch in her jaw, a tell.

She spun to face me, locking her arms around my neck, pinning me with her gaze.

“You want the truth?”

“Always.”

Serena’s voice dropped, softer than I’d heard it all night. Her posture was pure confidence, shoulders back, tits out, chin lifted, but her eyes shimmered with something almost shy.

“I spent years pretending I was above it all,” she said. “The perfect girl. The smart one. The one who never wanted too much, or loved too hard, or made a scene.” She held my face, fingers tracing my cheek. “But today, walking across that stage, I realized I’m done hiding. I want you. All of you, as much as I can get. And I want the world to see it. Chloe’s right, and I’m stealing a page from her book. From now on, the world will learn that you belong to me.”

The words hit with the force of a thunderclap.

Serena went on, voice breaking around the honesty.

“I’m sick of acting like my feelings belong in a box. You make me feel reckless. Alive. You make me want to tell every single person here that you’re mine. I love you, Noah. I love you so much, I want to scream it at the top of my lungs.”

She gripped my shirt, knuckles white.

“I know it’s not who I used to be. Hell, it’s not who you thought I was, either. But I want it all. A life with you, without compromise. No more mask. No more secrets.”

I stared at her, the perfect curve of her jaw, the tears she was fighting to keep inside.

Out on the deck, the night was just for us. Private. Sacred.

“Okay, baby. I’m all in, and just so you hear me say the words out loud, I’m madly in love with you too.”

Her grin lit up her face, and she yanked me close, erasing any space between us. The next second, her mouth crashed onto mine, her kiss hard and deep, a clear claim staked as boldly as her words. She tasted like promise and challenge, her hands tangling behind my neck, holding me there. Every line of her body pressed against me, nothing left unsaid. I was hers, plain and simple. She knew it, and now the world would too.

She melted into the kiss, body trembling, need sparking between us like a live wire.

When we broke apart, Serena rested her forehead against mine. “I love you, Noah. I want everyone to see.”

I ran my hand along her leg, squeezing her thigh.

“Let them watch,” I said. “As long as I get you, I’ll play the villain in anybody’s script.”

She laughed, a sound caught between relief and joy. “You’re not the villain, baby. You’re the happy ending I never thought I’d get.”

I held her there, wrapped in the blue and pink light.

Inside, the bar kept spinning, life moved on, but for that moment it was just us. Two people sick of hiding, finally ready to see what happened when you risked everything.

Serena took my hand, squeezed once, and grinned. “Ready to go home and show the rest of them what real love looks like?”

I let her lead. For once, it felt right to follow.

And as we walked back through the bar, every eye in the place found us, locked together, unstoppable, future written in bold neon and nothing left to lose.

Whatever tomorrow brought, it was going to know our names.

And I was ready for it.

***

We barely got the bedroom door shut before Serena tackled me onto the bed, raw appetite burning in her eyes. She stripped off her dress with one practiced flick, tits bouncing as the fabric pooled around her ankles. For a split second, she just grinned, animal and beautiful, then pounced.

The window was wide open. The roll of ocean waves filled the room, lazy at first, then pulsing faster as the tide came in. Serena dragged me to the edge of the mattress and dropped to her knees, yanking my shorts and boxers down in one hungry rip.

My cock sprang to life, thick and swollen, and the sight of her, gold hair everywhere, face flushed, lips parted in need, almost ended me then and there.

She licked from the base of my shaft to the tip, tongue tracing the ridge, then plunged my cock into her mouth, moaning as she took me deep. I braced a hand against the wall, every nerve ending lit. Serena devoured me, alternating between sweet torment and wild, desperate shoves. She wanted me to know exactly who I belonged to.

“God, you taste like sex and adrenaline, baby,” she gasped, between sucks. “You always manage to get even bigger and harder for me, don’t you?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she pumped my cock with both hands, saliva slicking the length, before swallowing me to the back of her throat. She choked herself on the last few inches, eyes watering, jaw working, as the room filled with the obscene music of her wet, greedy mouth.

When I finally lost control, hips bucking, she pulled off and smiled, still stroking me. “Not yet, baby,” she teased. “I want you to feel you explode inside me.”

She crawled up, straddled my lap, and used two fingers to line my cock up with her bare, dripping pussy. The slide inside was pure heat, no resistance, just velvet and vice, her walls squeezing me in a slow-motion chokehold.

Serena rode me like she never wanted it to end, hips grinding in wild, tangled circles, tits bouncing with every slam. The headboard rattled against the wall. She tossed her hair back, moaning my name so loud that I was pretty sure the next zip code could hear.

I grabbed her ass, digging my hands into the flesh, thrusting up to meet every bounce. The sound of skin on skin, the soak of her wetness as she rode me, the shift from slow grind to frantic hammering, I gave myself to the rhythm, lost in the chaos of her.

She leaned forward, big round breasts swinging, sweat dripping down her temple, and kissed me, hard, teeth and tongue and everything she’d ever wanted to say. I matched her, desperate, pulling her down, never letting her off my cock for a single second.

Her pussy started to convulse, rippling in tight, greedy waves. She cried out, nails digging bloody half-moons into my shoulders as she came. The clench nearly finished me, but I held on, wanting to memorize every quiver of her body.

She didn’t break stride. If anything, she chased the next orgasm harder, grinding on my cock, milking every inch. Her eyes locked on mine, wild and shiny.

“Fill me,” she demanded, voice ragged. “I want to feel you inside me all night.”

That was the only invitation I’d ever need.

I grabbed Serena by the hips and drove up into her, raw and reckless, any pretense of control obliterated by the way her eyes bored into mine. She moaned, nails leaving new furrows in my shoulders, her body matching me, daring me to give her everything I’d ever held back. The bed rocked beneath us, echoing the rhythm of our bodies, and every thrust seemed to pull her closer, until she was fully molded to me, skin-to-skin, twin heartbeats thundering in our chests. I couldn’t hold back, not with the way her pussy clung to my cock, not with the way sweat beaded between her breasts and ran in rivulets down the length of her body, gleaming in the low moonlight.

My orgasm came on like a freight train, impossible to resist or even slow down. I arched up, burying myself in her as deep as I could go, and came hard, cock spasming, balls tightening, shooting pulse after pulse of hot cum into her. Serena dug in her heels and pressed down, locking me inside, her own body trembling and spasming as my release set off another orgasm for her. She screamed, not my name but something primal, a noise so raw and beautiful it made my vision go white for a second.

I watched her lose herself, head thrown back, hair wild around her face, every muscle tensed as she milked every drop from me. I could feel her pussy convulse, rippling in greedy, desperate waves, and the pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain. I wrapped my arms around her waist, held her there, kept her impaled on my cock as I rode out the aftershocks.

She collapsed onto my chest, breathing in broken, hungry gasps, her body still shuddering with each fading tremor. I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the smell of skin and sweat and salt, the noise of the ocean bleeding in through the window, but muted now, as if even the sea had paused to watch us.

Every inch of my body was alive, tingling, like I was being rewired from the inside out. I could feel the mess between us, her slickness, a river of cum leaking out around the base of my cock, drenching my thighs and the sheets beneath. I didn’t care. If anything, the evidence of what we’d done made it hotter, more real.

Serena propped herself up, hands braced on my chest, and stared down at me with a look that was half triumph, half disbelief. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, her mascara streaked, but I’d never seen her look more beautiful or more herself.

“God, I love you,” she whispered, like it was a confession and a victory at the same time.

I reached up, cupped her face, and pulled her in for a kiss. It was slower now, sloppy but sweet, tongues tasting every bit of what we’d just done. She giggled into my mouth, the sound softer, almost girlish, so at odds with the way she’d just fucked me into oblivion.

We broke apart, grinning like idiots, and she flopped to my side, rolling onto her back, one leg still hooked over my thigh. I could see the marks I’d left on her hips, faint red handprints that would turn to bruises by morning. She traced lazy circles on my stomach, her fingers sticky with sweat and cum.

I turned toward her, propped myself on an elbow, and studied the wild, beautiful wreckage we’d made, tangled hair, twisted sheets, the shine of our bodies in the moonlight. Serena’s pussy was still leaking my cum, the slickness pooling and trailing down between her thighs, painting her in evidence of our need.

She glanced over, caught me staring, and didn’t bother to hide her pride. “You still with me?” she teased, voice ragged.

“Barely,” I admitted, and she laughed again, softer this time, her hand finding mine and lacing our fingers together.

Neither of us spoke for a while. We just lay there, tangled and ruined and perfect, the sound of the ocean slowly reclaiming the room. I could feel her heartbeat slowing, syncing with mine, the two of us sharing the same exhausted peace.

“That was the best fuck of my life,” she whispered, voice raw and honest.

I kissed her temple, breath coming in shallow gasps. “Agreed. You’re addicting.”

And she was. I wanted more. A week of non-stop sex with Serena Bennett was the best vacation a guy could ever hope for.

We drifted off that way, windows wide, letting the world hear every last wail and whimper.

***

I woke up to sunlight and the sound of Serena breathing, soft and even beside me. Her head was on my chest, hair wild, tits pressed against my ribs. I could have stayed there forever, but my phone vibrated on the nightstand, insistent.

I checked the screen.

Vivian: Board members escalating plans. Stay vigilant.

It was like a cold bucket of water, all professional anxiety rushing back in. What the hell were they up to? I frowned, thumb hovering over the reply button, then decided against it. No move was the right move, at least for now. This was Viv’s world. I would only get in her way.

Serena stirred, mumbling, but didn’t wake. I watched her sleep for a few minutes, memorizing every line of her face. My perfect, reckless, impossible girlfriend.

Eventually, the smells of coffee and bacon drifting from the kitchen got us both moving.

Serena popped up from the bed, the sunlight wrapping her naked body like a dream. As she slipped on a tank and a pair of shorts, she didn’t bother covering the marks I’d left along her neck and tits. When she caught herself in the mirror, she grinned, proud.

“Guess we were loud,” I said, tongue in cheek.

She shrugged. “Good. Maybe now they’ll back off.”

She wasn’t joking.

We hit the main room, where Rachel and Anna were already assembled with the boys, the group pretending not to stare. Rachel smirked. Anna blushed. Zach looked like he hadn’t slept.

Breakfast was a blur of hangover cures, greasy eggs, and an endless roast of who’d be first to cave once the sun hit the sand.

Serena stayed glued to my side. Every time I reached for coffee or moved to get up, she tugged me back, laying kisses on my cheek, nipping my earlobe, or running a hand down my arm in open, lazy ownership. If the old Serena was ice, this one was firestorm, unashamed, and getting hotter by the minute.

Zach kept pace with his breakfast beer, white-knuckling the neck as he watched us with a look that could have burned holes through drywall.

***

We hit the sand early, arms loaded with towels and coolers and enough SPF to last a nuclear winter. The water was perfect. Warm, clear, and full of idiots with volleyballs.

The girls instantly divided into teams: Rachel and Anna drafted the boys, meaning I was left with Serena as my “partner in crime.” Big mistake for them.

Serena, despite appearances, was a monster on the court. She dove, spiked, and trashed-talked with a smile, her bikini barely containing the bounce of her legendary D-cups as she jumped for the ball. Every time I scored a point, she crashed into my arms, hugging me, sometimes planting a kiss right on my mouth whether the whole beach was watching or not.

The crowd? They loved it. Phones came out. Some frat bros started a slow chant. Rachel and Anna ate it up, half-embarrassed, half-jealous, but never able to look away.

We won every game. Serena made sure of it. Her hands were everywhere, my waist, my back, my ass. Sometimes, between serves, she’d whisper something dirty, just for me.

We wrapped the day swimming, bodies slick with salt and sunscreen, Serena hopping on my shoulders for chicken fights, sometimes just floating with her legs wrapped around my hips under the water, tongue in my mouth, not giving a fuck about anything but us.

Zach nursed his drink from a distance, sunglasses barely hiding his envy.

At one point, while Serena and I made out under the umbrella, I caught him watching. His bottle was clamped so tight I could see the glass bending. Dude was not okay.

We sunbathed, snacked, posed for selfies, and let hours slip by in a haze of heat and laughter. Every time I reached for water or a cold beer, Serena was there, nuzzling up, lips on my neck, making sure nobody forgot whose man I was.

She acted like a girl madly in love, and I loved every second of it.

***

By sunset, we were all sunburned, buzzed, and hungry for something more. The crew dragged blankets and driftwood down to the sand for bonfire time.

The fire caught fast, sending sparks straight up into the darkening sky. The air was thick with salt, smoke, and the taste of rum-and-cokes.

Anna broke out marshmallows. Rachel queued up a playlist full of throwback hits. Serena curled into my lap right at the edge of the flame glow, her hair wild, skin gold in the crackling light.

We told stories, played drinking games, and watched the stars blink on overhead. Every so often, Serena would tilt her head up and kiss me, deep and slow, letting the rest of the world fade behind the blaze.

It was perfect.

For a minute, I forgot about the board, the threats, all of it. Out here, the future was sun and fire and Serena’s arms, her lips, the mess she made of my heart.

Eventually, the drinks ran low. I volunteered to grab more from the house. Serena squeezed my hand as I stood, then let me go, eyes sparkling in the firelight.

As I jogged toward the house, the laughter behind me faded. I was barely gone a minute.

When I came back, I spotted Zach and Serena alone at the edge of the fire. The tension crackled even from a distance.

Zach’s voice cut the quiet: “Is this just some post-graduation rebellion? You can’t seriously be this into him.”

The question hung between them like a threat.

Serena straightened, posture going pure ice queen. Her eyes flashed in the light, bright and angry.

For a second, nobody spoke.

And I just watched from the shadows, waiting for Serena to show the world exactly what she was made of.

***

Serena didn’t so much as blink when Zach opened fire. She squared her shoulders, hair blowing wild in the ocean wind, and stared him down like a queen on the verge of revolution.

“If this is just some post-grad phase, I’ll get over it,” Zach said, voice thick with the bitterness of a guy who never saw rejection coming. “But if you’re trying to convince everyone you actually want Mercer—”

Serena cut him off, voice ringing out sharp and clear, slicing through the haze of salt and smoke.

“You want to know why I’m head over heels for a man who’s brilliant, funny, kind, humble, handsome and fucks me so hard I see stars?”

Zach didn’t even blink. “It’s infatuation,” he said. “It’ll disappear as soon as we get back home.”

“Try listening for once, Zach. I’m not trying to convince anyone of anything. I love him. Noah is the love of my life. Get it? Or do I need to spell it out for you?”

Silence. The kind that swallows everything in its path.

Even the fire hesitated, flickering in the wind as Serena’s words detonated.

Rachel’s jaw fell open. Anna froze, marshmallow mid-air, eyes wide as quarters. Even Eric and a pair of random strangers at the next blanket over went silent, watching the showdown like it was the World Series of heartbreak.

Serena didn’t back down. In fact, she stood taller, eyes blazing green and gold in the firelight.

“Noah is everything I ever wanted. He makes me feel seen. He makes me brave. I would burn this entire beach to the ground if it meant having him, and I don’t give a shit who knows it.”

Zach tried to laugh, but it came out ugly and flat.

“Oh, come on—”

Serena just smiled, deadly and serene. “You can take your doubts and your ego and go find someone who wants a ‘maybe.’ I’m done with men who don’t make me feel alive.”

Zach’s jaw flexed, like he was about to jump in, but Serena cut him off before he could get a word out.

“Let’s get something straight. You have a girlfriend.” Serena jabbed a finger at Rachel, who looked like she’d just been slapped, eyes wide. “She’s sitting right there. Instead of focusing all your attention on me, maybe try giving her even half of what you’ve been giving me.”

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Zach picked up his drink and walked away, shoulders hunched, staring at the ground like the sand had answers he never thought to ask.

Rachel and Anna looked at each other, then at me, then at Serena.

“Holy shit,” Rachel said. “That was epic. To be honest, I’m not really into him. If it wasn’t for this trip we planned months ago, I would’ve already dumped the guy.”

Anna just nodded, a slow, stunned smile spreading across her face.

“Cheers to Serena,” Eric said, hoisting his beer. “We’ll be telling this story twenty years from now.”

Serena didn’t bother soaking up the applause. She turned, found me at the edge of the firelight, and crooked a finger.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, firebird confident but quivering with aftershock.

I took her hand, skin warm and electric, and followed her down the beach.

***

The sand was cool, washed clean by the last retreating tide. The moon hung fat and gold above the water, painting everything in silver, blue, and shadow. We walked in silence at first, shoulders brushing, feet sinking into the soft edge where surf met land.

Serena squeezed my hand, then stopped, pulling me close.

“Did you mean all of that?” I asked.

She locked eyes, pupils huge in the darkness.

“I did,” she said. “Every word.”

I kissed her, slow and careful, letting the world steady itself around the truth.

She shuddered in my arms, the heat returning instantly, and pressed her body to mine. There was no audience now, just the ocean and the stars and the promise of a future that didn’t have rules.

We made our way back to the house, hearts thudding, need rekindled.

Upstairs, Serena closed the door behind us and leaned back, arms folded, eyes shining.

“Can I tell you what I want most in the world?” she breathed, voice barely audible above the surf.

“Anything.”

She lifted her chin, nervous but determined. “I want to marry you, and love you for the rest of my life. I want to have your baby, Noah. I want to build something that’s ours. I want to see you as a father to our children and my husband. I want the world to know it, too.”

The confession hit like nitrogen to the bloodstream: cold, then hot, then total clarity.

“S, I want all that with you too,” I told her. “And then some. Especially the baby-making part. Whenever you’re ready to start, I’m game.”

She bit her lip, eyes dark and hungry. “Even if I told you I wanted to start tonight? Like, right now? And keep at it all week until I’m pregnant?”

“Even after you’re pregnant,” I said. “We don’t have to stop. Not unless you want to.”

A loaded pause. She soaked in my words, chewing them over, rolling them around in her mind. “I know we’re a package deal. You. Me. And my five sister wives. I love them all, but I love you most of all. I’ll never ask you to choose between them and me, but I want a future with us in it… as man and wife, even if it’s not on paper. Is that too much?” Her voice was small but fierce, trembling on the edge of hope.

I shook my head, not missing a beat. “If you’re asking me to love you for the rest of your life, then hell yes. If you want the whole show, rings and vows and all, it’s still yes. Yes, Serena, I’ll marry you, and yes, I want a family with you. Starting right now if you’re ready.”

A slow, dawning smile tugged at her lips, blooming like a flower as if my answer had landed exactly where it needed to.

My cock throbbed between us. I didn’t bother hiding it.

“You want to start now?” I said, grinning.

She nodded, cheeks flushed.

“Then you should probably stop taking your pills.”

Serena melted. Her whole body trembled, every bit of discipline and perfection dissolving into pure, wild need.

She tore off her shorts, sweatshirt, and the bikini beneath. I barely got my shirt over my head before she was on top, fingers running down my chest, nails leaving trails of fire.

“Lie back,” she ordered.

I obeyed.

She straddled my waist, hands working my shorts down, freeing my cock. It sprang up, thick and slick with need, red at the tip, already leaking.

Serena grabbed it at the base, lined me up, and sank down with the slow, deliberate control of a queen accepting her favorite gift.

The slide inside was pure heaven, hot, wet, walls fluttering around my shaft as she swallowed me whole.

She started to move, hips rolling in deep, athletic circles, tits bouncing with every downward slam. Her hair flew, her jaw clenched, and her hands braced on my chest as she fucked me, hard.

“This is it, Noah. I want every drop. I want to feel you unload inside me. I want to wake up knowing you’re trying to get me pregnant. For real this time,” she said, every word punctuated by another bounce, another pulse of her greedy, soaking cunt around my cock.

I gripped her ass, helping her ride me, marveling at the power in her thighs, the perfect collision of skin and sweat and raw will.

She never took her eyes off mine.

She rode me like it was the last ride of her life, grinding so fast the bedframe rattled. The obscene sound of our bodies joined filled the whole room. If Rachel, Anna, Eric, or Zach had made it back from the beach, they probably heard every last, desperate moan.

My cock swelled inside her, ready to explode, but I held it, wanting to watch her break first.

She came hard, pussy milking my cock with rolling spasms, thighs locked around my hips, sweat dripping down her chest. She screamed my name, nails raking my chest, every cell of her body focused on wringing out my cum.

I let go. Not just the bare physical. My mind entered the spiritual realm.. The release was volcanic, a seismic blast that sent my hips bucking off the mattress as I drove into her, pinning her down while my cock pulsed and pumped her full. But it was more than that. Everything pent and twisted, a decade of longing for my untouchable babysitter, hope and hunger, all knotted up since the day I first saw Serena and wanted her. At that moment, it all detonated and splintered into white-hot bliss. The orgasm was ferocious, a wave so violent I couldn’t breathe, surpassing anything I’d ever felt. I unraveled into her, spasm after spasm, flooding her in a way that felt both selfish and transcendent.

Serena felt it too. She sobbed when I first filled her, not a sound of pain but of pure animal relief, of being claimed and completed at the exact same time. She never stopped moving, squeezing me with her thighs and her greedy, fluttering pussy, grinding down as if she could wring out every last drop I had.

Her hands clawed at my chest, holding on for dear life as she rode the aftershocks. “I love you so much, Noah. Don’t you dare stop,” she moaned, her voice breaking, and I didn’t. I kept my hands on her hips, kept pushing up into her, pumping more and more until I was sure we’d leveled the entire building. The sheets beneath us were soaked, our skin slick with sweat and sex, and still she ground against me, wringing herself out a second and third time on the fading throbs of my cock inside her.

The little hiccuping noises she made as she came down, the gasps and tiny, desperate pleas, were somehow more intimate than the screaming. She leaned over, collapsed onto my chest, hair matted and face damp with tears and sweat.

I wrapped my arms around her.

“I want it too,” I whispered into her hair. “I want to build our home. Our family. With you at the center.”

She smiled, tears on her cheeks, and kissed me with more love than I could have hoped for in this lifetime.

We held each other as the world slowly spun down, our bodies tangled, our future already writing itself into the night.

***

The surf outside was relentless, pounding against the shore like a promise.

Serena tucked in against my chest, both of us still buzzing from what we’d done. For a while, we just gazed at the ceiling and listened to the sound of the waves.

That’s when my phone lit up, screen glaring in the dark. Why did I always get these fucking messages in the middle of the night?

Another message from Vivian:

Board has scheduled closed meeting about your research. Call me tomorrow.

The cold spike of anxiety threatened to claw through the perfect moment. I stared at the text, felt the urge to get up and pace, to start troubleshooting the latest attack.

But then Serena shifted, her hand covering mine, thumb tracing my palm.

“You okay?” she said, voice a sleepy drawl.

I looked at her. Tan lines glowing in the moonlight, hair a wild mess, eyes soft and proud.

“Yeah,” I said, meaning it.

Whatever the world threw at us, it could wait until morning.

I buried my face in her neck, inhaling her scent, sunshine, mango, and something uniquely Serena I couldn’t quite name. I held her so close there was no space for fear.

In the blur between sleep and wake, just before we drifted off, Serena whispered, “I love you, Noah. All of you. Always.”

I squeezed her tighter.

“Forever,” I promised.

Outside, the surf crashed, the stars burned, and for one perfect night, nothing could touch us.


Chapter nine
Love Island


The air on the backside of the Panhandle was a different animal. Not just heat, but a wall of humidity that wrapped around you, stuck to skin, and made clothing feel like a betrayal. Serena and I rode the rental car along a string of winding roads, past mile after mile of sawgrass and cypress, until we found the paddle board shop nestled under a blast of Spanish moss.

She climbed out first, sunglasses on and ponytail in full effect, not bothering to hide the sway of her hips even with a cheap duffel slung over one shoulder. It wasn’t just me who noticed. The kid behind the rental desk, maybe nineteen, bleached hair fried by too many summers, snapped to attention the second she flashed him a smile.

“Morning,” he said, eyes on Serena’s…everything and not even pretending otherwise. “We’ve got single or tandem paddle boards. Most couples like their own.”

“That’s adorable,” Serena hit back, flashing her teeth. “But he’s not getting rid of me that easy. Give us the big tandem. Unless you want to ride solo, babe?”

I deadpanned, “If I let you steer, we’ll end up in Cuba.”

The attendant’s face went pure red. He handed over a pair of life vests and paddles. “Yours is the oversize. She handles like a Cadillac, but she’s stable. Have fun, guys.”

Serena leaned in, lips at my ear: “Bet I can rock that thing harder than any Florida girl he’s seen all year.”

I grinned, wanting to tell her she’d probably rock me off the board and into the alligator zone, but decided to keep that one in my back pocket.

We carried our junk down a creaking dock, planks sun-bleached and springy underfoot. The lake opened ahead, a perfect sheet of blue, ringed by mangroves and the occasional cypress knee poking up like a warning finger.

Serena looked out over the water, hands on her hips. “It’s prettier than the website. God, I want to jump right in, but with my luck, I’d find a water snake in the first five seconds.”

“Five seconds?” I said. “That’s optimistic.”

She elbowed me and wiggled her eyebrows, then flopped down cross-legged at the edge of the dock. “Help me get this vest on, Commander.”

I knelt behind her, taking my time with the straps. Her bikini top, white with blue trim, barely legal, peeked out from under the life vest, and the smell of her shampoo cut right through the sweat and lake water. I cinched her tight. Serena leaned back against my chest, letting her head tip to one side so her hair brushed my jaw.

“Babe, if you wanted an excuse to touch me, you could’ve just asked.”

“Not sure you ever need an excuse,” I shot back.

She laughed and let her hand slide up my thigh, fingers pressing just enough to warn me she was already plotting round one.

I snapped my vest on, pumped up our board, and set us afloat with a clumsy hop that nearly dunked both of us.

Serena wobbled, then steadied with gymnast reflexes. Her legs wrapped my hips, ass braced on the nose of the board, and for a second, we just floated, her chin hooked over my shoulder.

I dug in with the paddle, pushing us away from the dock with a couple of steady strokes. The water was almost too calm, no wind, no chop, just the occasional burble of a fish below the surface and the far echo of a heron somewhere out in the trees.

Serena watched me, her eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses. “I’m not gonna say ‘row me, king’ but it’s implied.”

“If you call me king, I expect you to curtsy.”

She snorted. “With these thighs? You’d never survive.”

I kept us aimed straight for the wide open, water gliding beneath us without so much as a ripple.

She tilted her head to whisper, “This is even better than the ocean. You, me, no distractions. Except, maybe, whatever’s lurking down there.”

Too easy.

I dropped my voice, pure deadpan: “You know, the lake’s prime alligator territory. They like to hang in the reeds and wait for legs to dangle.”

Instantly, Serena snapped her legs up, heels banging into my ribs. She wrapped her arms around my waist and clung, eyes huge behind her shades.

“Don’t—” she smacked my shoulder, then another for good measure— “fucking say that! I swear to god, Noah, if I see a single ripple, I am sitting on your head until we’re safe.”

“Admit it, you love the danger.”

She huffed, but the way she pressed her tits into my back said otherwise. “The only thing I love is your ass when you paddle. Lucky for you, it’s a good view.”

Now I cracked up. For a moment, the tension broke and we just floated, Serena still glued to my back, her body warm through vinyl and wet spandex.

A bird cried in the distance. Sunlight poured over the water, glitter-bright, nearly blinding. The trees around the lake went silent, as if they’d decided to eavesdrop on whatever trouble we could make.

I paddled us out to the dead center. The only wake was our own, little ripples fanning out behind the board. From here, the shoreline looked about a mile off in every direction, a green wall dotted with pops of hibiscus and wild palms.

Serena relaxed, arms still around me, her chin resting on my shoulder, lips practically grazing my ear.

I stopped paddling. We drifted, slow and easy, letting the momentum die.

For a second, there was no sound but breath and the faint lap of water against fiberglass.

Serena’s voice went soft. “I could live here forever. No shoes, no deadlines, just sun and you.”

“Thought you’d get bored after a week. Don’t you crave drama?”

She nipped my earlobe, hands sliding under my vest. “Only the kind I make myself. Or the kind you make inside me.”

I felt my cock twitch at the promise, but didn’t let her see how fast she could still wreck my composure.

She drew patterns over my chest, the touch as light as a butterfly and twice as distracting. “I know it’s crazy,” she said, “but floating out here with you, it feels like everything’s finally about us. Like, we can finally have a future that isn’t just bar fights and sorority bullshit.”

I turned, barely, to catch her eye. “That’s the whole point, S. I want all of it with you. Even if you are terrified of reptiles.”

“Not terrified.” She pouted, sinking her nails into my biceps for revenge. “Just highly allergic to being eaten unless it’s by a certain California boy with a genius brain and a monster cock.”

I lost it, nearly tipping the board with laughter.

She used the moment to climb onto my back fully, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my waist. Suddenly, I was the world’s luckiest, most off-balance ferry.

Serena nuzzled my neck, breathing slow, savoring the contact.

I reached back, grabbed her thigh, and let my hand wander under the rim of her vest, just to see if she’d call my bluff.

She hummed, eyes closing behind her Ray-Bans. “Are you trying to get me off right here? You know I’m the biggest exhibitionist in the harem.”

“Have you met Brooke? Besides, you said you only liked to be watched by people who deserved it.”

She smirked, voice a lazy purr. “I’m making an exception for the man who puts a ring on my finger.”

The words hung between us, heavy and electric, more real than I expected.

My gut twisted, in a good way. I wanted to tell her I’d do anything to see a band on her hand, but decided not to jump the gun. Instead, I leaned back, letting her body melt into mine, her lips brushing the curve of my jaw.

The board drifted, lazy, a million miles from deadlines and wolves at the door.

Serena started with slow, exploratory kisses along my neck, the kind that made my nerves sizzle and pulse.

I craned my head, found her mouth with mine, and let the kiss deepen.

She tasted like sun and lip gloss and something sweeter I couldn’t name.

Instantly, everything burned brighter.

Her hands found my hair, threading through, tugging me closer. She never half-assed affection: when Serena wanted you, she took every inch. I turned on the board so I could face her, our knees knocking and nearly capsizing us both. It didn’t matter. I wanted her too much to care.

Her legs locked around my waist. I slid my hands up her thighs, squeezing, mapping the heat of her body through the swimsuit and life vest.

She moaned into my mouth, hips grinding against me, pussy already slick and needy despite the circumstances.

We kissed, tongues tangled, her breath hot and desperate.

I explored the curve of her ass, palmed it, pulled her against me so she could feel how ready I was to take her.

She broke for air, cheeks flushed. “You are such a fucking maniac. If you fuck me on this board, we’re both falling in.”

“I bet I last longer than you do, S.”

She laughed, biting my lip as she dove back in. This time, her hands raked my back, nails trailing fire, then found the hem of my swim trunks, fingers teasing over the ridge of my cock.

“You’re already hard,” she whispered. “You really do want to fuck me in the middle of gator country.” She sounded proud.

I kissed her again, rougher now. She melted, every inch surrendering to the heat crawling between us.

The board rocked, but not enough to dump us in. I braced her hips, rolling us so she was sprawled across my lap, tits pressed against my chest, face inches from mine.

Her sunglasses fell off, skittering across the board. Serena didn’t even flinch. She was focused, hands pulling me closer, tongue in my mouth, humping my cock with each furious little grind.

I slipped my hand between her legs, found the edge of her bikini bottoms, and pushed them aside just enough to feel the heat of her pussy. She gasped, hips jerking, the board almost going sideways.

She clung on, mouth open, eyes wild. “God, I want you to fuck me right here. Make me scream. I want the whole world to know you own me.”

I groaned, cock throbbing so hard it hurt. “Keep that up and I’ll end up coming in my shorts.”

She grinned, devilish. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

We kept at it, the world dissolving to sun and skin and water all around us.

I kissed down her neck, bit her earlobe, then moved lower, nuzzling the swell of her tits through the thin fabric of her vest. She arched her back, offering more, hands locked in my hair, guiding me like she owned the space and the air between us.

The water lapped, time slowed, the future waiting somewhere beyond the next kiss.

Eventually, when our lungs begged for oxygen, I let us drift, bodies entwined, her face buried against my neck.

She panted, breath hot. “I could do this forever. Just float, make out, and never see dry land again.”

I stroked her back, memorizing every line, every shiver. “Whatever you want, S. I’m not letting you go.”

The pressure between us was nuclear, but we kept it simmering, not boiling, letting the anticipation build with every heartbeat.

After a while, we let the silence stretch, our bodies fused together, the only witness the empty lake and the slow bend of sunlight over the water.

It felt like a promise.

Or at least the warm-up for something legendary.

***

We floated together, letting the board drift as the world slipped out of focus. My hands roamed Serena’s thighs while she held my face, kissing me with the kind of hunger that made my chest tight.

Eventually, when her lips finally broke away, Serena let out a dreamy little sigh. “Whatever you’re scheming in there, it’s driving me crazy.”

I smiled, savoring the way she wrapped her legs tighter around my waist. “You want to hear my latest insane idea?”

“Hit me, baby. Unless it’s a surprise alligator attack, I’m game.”

I twisted so I could face her straight on, our knees tangling. “What if, when we get back to Pacific Heights, I don’t just let the board or the university kill my project? What if instead, we start our own company?”

Serena sat up, eyes wide. Her face said she didn’t believe I was serious until she caught the way I stared her down.

“You mean, like, for real?” she breathed.

“Oh, it’s already in motion,” I said. “I’ve talked with Viv. She’s one hundred percent in. Wants to build a startup around our Biogen Scaffold tech. She found us three VCs who’d sign checks tomorrow if we wanted.”

Serena’s jaw dropped. The way her mouth formed a little “o” made my pulse jackhammer in my chest.

“And get this,” I continued, sinking the hook, “I want to bring Rory on board. You know business and strategy are her happy place, and with her at the wheel, we don’t just get a bedroom queen, we get a power player with connections.”

For a split second, Serena just stared, lips parted, eyes shining. Then she exploded: a shriek, a whoop, and a full-body tackle that almost sent us both into the lake.

“You are such a fucking genius,” she said, peppering my face with kisses. “This is what you were born for. A real company. And you, Viv, me, and Rory. It’s legendary. Hell, make me head of PR, I’ll have the world eating out of your hands in a week.”

I couldn’t get another word in. She kissed me as though she’d never stop.

Our mouths crashed together, her tongue insistent, her hands everywhere, my hair, my neck, my shoulders. The force of her excitement was electric, and the pressure of her tits against my chest nearly made me lose it completely.

Serena slid her hand down, skimming past my vest and onto my bare stomach.

She found the waistband of my swim trunks, paused to shoot me a wild, devil-may-care look, then dove in.

Her hand wrapped around my cock, squeezing, stroking, already greedy despite the risk.

I groaned, hips twitching. The heat in my blood spiked, and for a second I saw stars, even with the sun overhead and my body already slick with sweat.

She stroked me harder. “God, you’re huge. Always ready for me, aren’t you? I want to fuck you all afternoon, right here on the lake. Think you can handle it, baby?”

Considering we had already been at it three times earlier that morning, I probably should have expected this. But the growing ache in my core told me I was more than ready, more than willing. The memory of our bodies slick and tangled, the heat lingering in the sheets, made the anticipation sharper, as if every time only stoked the hunger between us. So when she reached for me again, a new current of need shivered under my skin.

I was about to answer, nerves sparking and cock swelling in her grip, but I caught her wrist and forced myself to breathe.

“Wait,” I managed, voice gone rough. “I have one more surprise. But you’ve got to be patient.”

Serena pouted, squeezing my cock one more time for good luck. “You’ve got thirty seconds before I lose my mind and rape you in broad daylight.”

I laughed, still basking in the aftershocks of her touch. “Try to hold out. You won’t regret it.”

I picked up the paddle, shifting her onto my lap so she faced forward, legs draped over mine.

She held on, boobs pressed against my arm, her head tucked under my chin.

I started paddling, slow at first, then with purpose, angling us toward the far side of the lake.

Serena watched, curiosity blooming. “Where are we going? There’s nothing but trees over there.”

I kept smiling, refusing to spill. We moved across patches of dappled shade and sunlight, past tangles of reeds and the occasional turtle sunning itself on a log.

Up ahead, the lake narrowed, funneled between two clusters of mangroves, then burst open again into a blue-green basin. There, in the middle of nowhere, sat a tiny island, no bigger than half a tennis court, crowned with wild hibiscus and cut clean down one side by a narrow waterfall.

A chain-link fence ringed the island, the metal mesh plunging deep into the dirt, topped off with a snarl of razor wire that looked ready to bite. It was a fortress, plain and simple, built to keep the alligators out, and for that, I had to admit, I was seriously relieved.

The water spilled from a spring hidden in the trees, tumbling into a crescent pond before slipping back into the main lake. The place looked custom-designed for romance, like something straight out of a movie set.

Serena’s breath caught. “No way. You did not find that on Google Maps.”

I grinned. “Surprised?”

“Stunned. Impressed. Horny. All of the above.”

I steered us alongside the spit of sand at the edge, careful not to beach the board too hard.

Serena hopped off first, barely waiting for me to steady the landing. Water droplets splattered her legs; the way her ass flexed in that swimsuit, I nearly forgot the whole point of the trip.

She turned, hand on her hip, eyebrow arched. “You gonna show me, or is this island just for foreplay?”

I followed, dragging our gear onto the sand.

We swung the gate open and slipped through, moving as one, careful to let it settle gently behind us. No alligators would be feasting on our flesh today; we weren’t about to serve ourselves up on a silver platter.

A short walk up a natural path lined with ferns and punctuated by little explosions of wild orchid brought us to the clearing where I’d set up the real surprise.

A blanket, thick and soft, spread under the shade of a pair of palms. Nearby, a woven lunch basket, two frosted glasses on ice, and a bottle of champagne chilling in a makeshift bucket. Sliced fruit and cheese, prepped by the local deli, but still, I had ordered it. I also didn’t forget a mason jar of strawberries I knew she loved.

Serena gasped, lips trembling. For a second, the tough goddess melted away and the real woman, the one who needed love the most, came rushing to the surface.

“Noah, you…” she shook her head, unable to finish.

Her eyes went wet. Not sad, just overwhelmed.

I stepped closer and wrapped her in my arms. She didn’t hesitate, just flung herself into my chest, arms locked around my back. “I love you,” she whispered, voice breaking. “You make every day feel like the start of something new.”

I held her, inhaled the scent of her skin and the lingering hint of citrus shampoo.

She clung to me, the tears real now, but followed instantly by a laugh, half joy, half disbelief.

“Of course you upstaged every man I ever dated. You always do.”

I kissed her hair, then her forehead, then found her lips. This time, the kiss was slow and deep, her tongue searching for mine, her hands tight around my neck.

We melted together, Serena pressed up against my chest, both of us dizzy from the rush.

The sound of the waterfall filled the background, a constant hush. Every so often, spray would drift through the trees, misting our skins and cooling us just enough to keep things from combusting.

I eased her down onto the blanket, settling her in my lap.

Our bodies fit together like we’d been built for this, every nerve ending still alive with promise.

She beamed at the champagne, wiped the tears from her lashes, and raised her glass. “To us?”

I nodded, popping the cork and pouring her a glassful. “To the future, and the company, and whatever the hell else we’re crazy enough to try.”

She giggled, eyes shining. “I think we can handle that.”

We toasted, the glasses clinking as sunlight filtered through the leaves.

Serena sipped, then leveled me with a look. “You know, if you’d told me at seventeen that this was my future, I would’ve said you were lying. Now, I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

I let her talk, loving the sound of her voice. She ate a strawberry, moaned at the flavor, then shoved the next one straight into my mouth, laughing as the juice ran down my chin.

She kissed it away, then sat back, hair wild from the wind and her tears.

“This is the happiest I’ve ever been,” she said. “Nothing else can even compare.”

I could believe it, because I felt the same.

We sat there, wrapped up in each other, until the world faded.

The sound of the waterfall, the taste of ripe fruit, and the heat of her body against mine. If I could bottle the feeling, I’d never have to invent anything again.

Finally, Serena cupped my jaw, looked deep into my eyes, and whispered, “Thank you. For all of it. I love you.”

I shook my head. “Thank you for letting me. And I love you right back.”

She smiled, the tears in her eyes back, not sad, just full.

Then she kissed me, and I knew there was no going back.

***

The air on the hidden island felt different, charged, alive, with every kiss and every touch feeding the fire between us. We’d made a mess of the picnic already, strawberry juice sweet on her lips, cheese abandoned, champagne gone flat in its bucket. The only thing that mattered now was Serena, sprawled across the blanket in my lap, so beautiful and emotional it made my heart ache.

She never looked more alive than she did when she was coming apart in my arms. I knew it, and I’d bet every dollar in my bank account that she knew it, too.

The waterfall behind us hissed like applause, its mist spritzing over our bare arms and legs whenever the wind shifted. It made everything feel electric, like the whole world was holding its breath for our next move.

We kissed, soft at first, then harder. Serena ran her hands through my hair, fingers locking at the base of my skull as she kissed me like she wanted to fuse our atoms. She straddled my hips, rolling them so our bodies lined up perfectly. Every time her tits grazed my chest, or her abs flexed to draw us closer, my cock went nuclear. The need was primal. Urgent. But deeper than that, there was the truth neither of us bothered to hide: We were meant for each other.

I let her grind on me for a while, loving the friction of her swimsuit on my shorts, the way her whole body shivered every time I nipped her lower lip or licked a drop of sweat from her neck. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I slowed us down, my hands cupping her face.

“Wait,” I said, voice rougher than I meant. “There’s something I need to ask you.”

Serena froze, just for a second. The shift in her body told me she thought maybe, just maybe, I was about to change the game for good.

I reached behind me, into the picnic basket. My hand closed on the velvet box, and suddenly every nerve ending was on red alert.

I set it in my palm, let the sunlight catch the silver emboss.

Serena’s eyes went wide. Her hands trembled where they clutched my arms.

I opened the box. Twin promise rings glinted back: simple, silver, designed to last longer than any institution on Earth.

I took her hand, her beautiful, tan-fingered, trembling hand, and placed the first band against her skin.

“Serena Bennett,” I said, making it official, “I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone or anything. I want to build a life with you, a real future. I want our kids, our chaos, our everything. I know I can’t marry six women without getting arrested, but this ring… it’s my pledge. It means the same thing. My loyalty. My heart. Forever. Will you marry me?”

She covered her mouth, tears welling so fast she couldn’t even blink them away.

“Yes!” Serena gasped, voice pure sunlight. “God, yes, I’ll marry you! I want all of you, and I’ll wear this ring every day of my life.”

I slid it onto her finger, the fit so perfect it was as if we’d been measured together.

She stared at the band for a long moment, eyes full of every hope she’d ever carried.

Then, softer, almost a whisper: “What about the others? Aren’t you giving one to Chloe? Rory? To the rest?”

I squeezed her hand, tracing gentle lines along her knuckles with my thumb. I didn’t mention that I’d already given a ring to Chloe; what purpose would it serve, except to make her feel less unique? And that wasn’t it at all. My feelings for her burned just as fiercely, every piece of her cherished as much as I cherished Chloe. The truth was I loved every single one of them the most, each in their own way.

“Every woman in our family gets a ring. I wouldn’t have it any other way. But for today, this moment is just for us. That’s all I want.”

The relief hit her in a wave, just pure, unguarded joy. Serena pulled me in and crushed her lips on mine, hands fisting in my hair. Tears hit my neck, then her laughter, then the slow, intoxicating ramp up from loving to absolutely filthy.

She hesitated just a moment before shedding her bikini top, freeing her full breasts with a kind of gentle audacity; they bounced softly, perfect and buoyant in the waterfall-dappled sunlight. I fumbled with my swim trunks, urgency beating out any pretense, and slipped them down, my eyes never leaving Serena’s figure as her chest moved with each breath. Suddenly we were both bare, the cool spray cloaking us, the world and its noise dissolving, leaving nothing but skin, desire, and the pulse of water on flesh.

She straddled my lap, thighs spread so wide I nearly came just from the sight of her pussy, slick, bare, already flooding for me. Her tits bounced with every little movement, nipples flushed, the perfect contrast against her tanned skin. The curve of her waist, the swell of her ass, every inch was on display, no filter, no shame. A goddess.

She lined my cock up, rubbing the head against her folds, teasing both of us until I thought I might lose my mind.

Then, in one motion, she sank down on me, taking every inch.

The heat was unreal. She squeezed me like a vise, her cunt stroking every ridge, milking my shaft with slow, devastating rolls of her hips.

The first few strokes were measured, almost tender. Serena leaned in, planted both hands on my chest, and rode me like she wanted to tattoo our bodies together for good. My hands ran up her thighs, over her hips, onto her ass. I squeezed, pulled her down, thrusting up to meet every bounce. Her tits swung in my face. I grabbed one, sucked the nipple deep into my mouth, and bit down just hard enough to send her spiraling.

She moaned, loud as the waterfall, voice echoing through the trees.

“God, I love your cock,” she gasped. “Fill me, baby. Fuck me like you want me pregnant. Do it.”

She didn’t need to ask twice. I lost all pretense of slow and started hammering up into her, matching her pace, making the whole blanket rock beneath us.

Serena clawed my shoulders, nails leaving raw tracks, but she never let go. She locked her eyes on mine, every pulse, every grind, every wild bounce screaming how bad she needed this and me and nothing else.

The heat built, slow and then volcanic.

Her pussy clenched, squeezing tight, starting a chain reaction in every muscle I owned.

She came so hard she nearly convulsed, her whole body tensing and then breaking apart, sweat streaming down the valley of her chest as her back arched with supernova force. The sound she made wasn’t a single thing: it was a laugh, a sob, and a shriek all at once, so raw and wild it echoed around the secret lagoon like a wild animal’s cry. My name ripped from her lips as her pussy clamped down, and I could feel the slick heat gushing around my cock, soaking my thighs and the picnic blanket under us.

I wouldn’t have lasted three seconds longer. I wrapped my arms around her, holding Serena tight to my chest, anchoring her as her orgasm rolled through her in shivers. Every jolt squeezed me harder, milked me deeper, until the edge hit me like a tidal wave. My cock swelled and I bucked up into her, lost to the need to fill her, to mark her, to give her everything I was. The first spasm hit and I erupted inside her, cum pumping out in heavy, desperate bursts, each one wrung out by the way her pussy refused to let go. My vision went white at the edges, the world reduced to the hot, clenching vise of her cunt and the bright, overwhelming sound of her voice.

“Holy fuck, Serena,” I choked, “I’m coming—Jesus, I—”

She slammed down on me, bottoming out, her hips grinding in slow spirals that forced every last drop out of me. The mess was copious, leaking out around my cock to ooze down her thighs, but neither of us cared. Her hands scrabbled up my back, fisting into my hair, yanking my face to her neck as she rode out the aftershocks.

“I love you, I love you, I love you—” she babbled, the words half-lost in gasps and frantic laughter. She pressed her sweat-slicked forehead to mine, tears tracking down her cheeks as she smiled all the way through, the force of her joy almost as strong as the force of her body.

I kissed the taste of salt and champagne from her lips, wrapping my arms around her and lifting her as if I could fuse us together, one being, one impossible, beautiful, messy future. We stayed joined, still twitching, still so close it felt like she was inside my ribcage as much as my cock.

The world returned in bits and pieces: the sound of the waterfall, the distant birds, the muffled slap of water against the island’s edge. Serena’s heartbeat thrashed in her neck, her pulse visible in the hollow of her throat, still going a hundred miles an hour.

She drew a shaky breath, then another, settling down on my lap, her pussy squeezing me in little aftershocks.

“I can feel you,” she whispered, voice hoarse but radiant. “Everything you just gave me. I want to keep it, all of it.”

“You can have it,” I said, lips against her ear. “It’s yours. Forever.”

She shivered, goosebumps flying up her arms and breasts, and she laughed, her voice clearing in the process. “I’m probably still drunk from last night, but I want to do that a thousand more times, Noah. I want to wear your ring, and your cum, and your last name—” She broke off, blushing fiercely, but with zero regret in her smile. “God, I sound like a psycho.”

“You sound perfect,” I told her. “You sound like my wife.”

She went quiet at that, but the silence was full, not empty. She looked down at the silver ring on her finger, twisting it with her thumb like she still couldn’t believe it was real. Then she tightened her grip on my shoulders and started rolling her hips again, slower this time, the pace of someone who wants to memorize every sensation for the rest of her life.

I was still hard, still inside her, and the sensation was almost painfully sensitive. Every movement sent aftershocks through both of us, the nerves too raw to handle it, but too greedy to stop. We rocked together, slow and shaky, clinging to each other like if we stopped, we’d fall off the edge of the world. We came together again, adding to the mess, but it didn’t matter. We couldn’t get enough of each other no matter how much we indulged.

She started to cry again, for real this time, but it was the kind of crying that comes from happiness so intense your body can’t hold it all in. She buried her face in my neck, her arms shaking, her whole body trembling as she made a home for herself in the space between my collarbone and jaw. “I never thought I could love someone this much. I’m just so happy.”

I let her cry. I held her and stroked her hair and whispered stupid things to her, whatever came to mind: the color of her eyes, the way she tasted, the fact that I was scoring big with the girl of my dreams. She kept rocking on my lap, a slow, gentle grind, drawing out every last second of our connection.

Eventually she slowed, and we both just held on, the world swirling around us.

That was when the wind kicked up, whipping little shards of waterfall-mist across our bare skin, cooling the sweat and making the heat of our joined bodies seem even more intense by comparison. Serena looked up, blinking away the tears, her hair stuck to her cheeks in wild curls.

“I’m a mess,” she said, voice still wavering, but with a smile that could’ve powered the whole peninsula.

I grinned back, brushing her hair behind her ears, then kissed her nose. “You’re a beautiful mess. My favorite kind.”

She giggled, shoulders shaking, arms wrapped tight around me. “It’s going to leak out everywhere, isn’t it?”

I shrugged, reaching for the edge of the picnic blanket to mop up the worst of it. “Let it. It’s just us here. And the birds, I guess.”

Serena wiped her cheeks, then took my face in her hands and stared into my eyes for a long, quiet minute. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Everything she wanted was written in the way she touched me, the way she shifted her hips to keep my cock inside her, the way she pressed her mouth to mine like she wanted to keep the taste forever.

We stayed that way, naked and tangled, until the sound of the waterfall and the wind became louder than our heartbeats.

The waterfall hissed. The wind whipped around us, cooling our skin, painting goosebumps over our sweat and sex.

We collapsed together, Serena sprawled out atop me, my cock still buried in her heat, both of us panting, a tangle of limbs and afterglow.

She kissed my lips. My chin. The sweat on my temple. Then she lay her cheek against my chest, letting her fingers trace patterns over my heart.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. Just breathed, just existed, tangled and raw and perfect.

When she finally found her voice, it was pure mischief.

“I want to wear this ring to breakfast tomorrow. And flash it in front of Zach. Think he’ll implode?”

I snorted, thumb brushing up her thigh. “I give it five seconds before he makes it about his dick. Maybe ten before Rachel tells him to fuck off.”

Serena laughed, wild and unfiltered, the sound shaking through both of us.

Then, softer: “Thank you, Noah. For making me believe in forever.”

I kissed her forehead, hands cradling her body. “Thank you for choosing me. For always, and every day after.”

We drifted off that way, still naked, her pussy leaking my cum down her thighs, both of us gleaming with sweat and promise and a future wide open as the sky.

The ring glinted on her finger, catching the sun, making her look even more unstoppable.

We lay there until the waterfall’s roar faded to background, and we started dreaming up all the ways we could make the future even brighter.

All in, all at once, all together.

That was us. That would always be us.


Chapter ten
Homecoming


The moment we walked through the front door, the difference in air was almost tactile. Florida still clung to our skins. Sunburn, salt, the ghost of rum from our last night on the sand, but this house had its own gravity, and the second Serena hit the marble of the foyer, she was dialed straight back into Delta Omega Sigma mischief.

She dropped her bag with a thud, turned on her heel, and caught me with a look that promised nothing but trouble. “Race you to the bedroom?” she whispered, voice low and reckless.

I barely had time to smirk before she pounced, nailed me with a fast, dirty kiss that tasted like vodka and a week’s worth of orgasms, then spun away, bare legs flashing as she snatched her duffel from the floor.

She called, “Don’t get distracted down here, stud. You’ve got less than fifteen minutes before I finish showering. And if you’re not in our bed by then, I start without you!”

With that, she vanished up the floating staircase, ass bouncing under her dress, laughter trailing behind like a dare.

For a second, I just stood there, catching my breath, heart still jacked from the trip and the shock of Serena in full goddess mode.

Then the energy in the foyer shifted. It wasn’t just the hush after her exit or the echo of her bare feet on the landing. It was the sense of being watched, the quiet hum of attention from the living room.

I turned, and there she was.

Vivian.

It took me a second to line up what my eyes were seeing with what my memory had on file. Even compared to last month, the last time I’d seen her in person, gearing up for war with the board, Vivian looked transformed.

She wasn’t the professor anymore, or even Dr. Ross, at least not visually.

Her hair, no longer wound into the armor-tight bun that had been her signature for years, tumbled over her shoulders in inky black waves, streaks of blue catching the sunlight from the windows and turning every strand electric. She wore a soft ivory blouse, loose at the shoulders, and navy pants that hugged her hips in a way that was less “faculty meeting” and more date-night-in-Marbella. The usual stark makeup was gone, replaced with something barely there, just enough to bring out the warm gold in her eyes.

And her face... God, she looked years younger. Not just less tired, but replenished. If I’d glimpsed her in passing, I might have thought she was Mia’s older sister instead of her mother. The family resemblance, always lurking at the edges, was now blinding: the curve of her jaw, the luminous skin, even the vulnerable set of her lips when she wasn’t sure if she was being studied or admired.

Vivian’s hands hovered over a sea of evidence, folders, legal pads, even a battered Moleskine crowded with sticky notes. Her laptop glowed with lines of argument and strategy. But the real miracle was that, for once, I barely noticed the threat display. My focus was fixed on her. Not the legend. Not the mentor or the strategist. Just the woman, alive and stunning and, for the first time, openly herself.

She rose from the couch as the sunlight hit her, backlit in gold and ivory, and the smile she gave me was shattering.

Real, deep, almost vulnerable.

For a beat, neither of us said a word.

Then she found her voice, velvet but edged with the same old fire. “Welcome home, Noah. I hope Florida was worth the sunburn.”

I tried to reply, but the shock of her new look scrambled my vocabulary.

“You—” I started, then stopped, fighting for sense. “Viv, you look... different in the best possible way.”

She laughed, the sound softer, warmer than I remembered. “I could say the same about you. I almost didn’t recognize you through the tan lines.”

I stepped closer, eyes flicking from her hair to her hands, noting small but seismic shifts: the absence of her wedding ring, the subtle perfume (vanilla and sandalwood, not chemical), and the way her posture hinted at openness instead of defense.

Every inch of her signaled change.

I’d spent months getting to know every angle of Vivian’s mind. Her logic, her tactical brilliance, the obsidian cool she wore in battle. I’d never, until now, truly seen her let the armor drop.

And God, was it devastating.

She stood in the center of the living room, hands twisted nervously in her blouse before she caught herself and let them fall.

“You’re staring,” she said, but there was no chill in it. Just a hint of blush.

I grinned. “Can you blame me? You look like you benched ten years off your face. Is it legal for you to be this pretty?”

That got another laugh, this one unfiltered. “Flattery? I see the Florida air hasn’t dulled your charm.”

I shrugged, still drinking her in. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

She gestured to the couch, sweeping her hand across the expanse of evidence she’d assembled. “Come look at this. I want you to see what we’re up against.”

I followed her, but not before letting my hand drift casually along her lower back as we passed. The contact was electric. Vivian stiffened, but then leaned in, just enough to tell me she wanted it.

We sat, side by side, on the edge of the world’s most expensive battle plan.

But before she could launch into legal analysis, I let my attention linger on her features, letting the silence fill with all the things I couldn’t say out loud.

For the first time ever, Vivian Ross looked like a woman in her own skin. Not hiding. Not masking. Just being.

Even if the rest of the universe was about to catch hell, I was selfish enough to want this moment for myself.

She caught me watching and blushed again, color flooding her cheeks.

“You’re not even looking at the evidence,” she muttered, half-exasperated.

I didn’t flinch. “I see the most important piece.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop the smile.

The rest could wait.

For now, just being in the same room was enough. A promise of war and love and the slow, relentless undoing of every wall she’d built since the day I met her.

Whatever came next, I was ready.

And so was she.

***

While Viv assembled her notes, I messaged Serena letting her know playtime would have to wait a while longer. And after our weeklong sex marathon, she didn’t push back too hard.

When I turned my full attention on Vivian, the world went quiet while she lined up her evidence.

She was built for this. Confrontation, high-wire logic, the reclaiming of stolen power. But now, she didn’t look like someone preparing for war in a boardroom; she looked like a woman defending her own home, her family, and, maybe for the first time, herself.

She started with the easy kill shots: emails printed in full color, the Board’s own headers and signatures splashed across the page. Her hands moved with surgical precision, blue ink capping every exhibit, outlining who forged what, and when.

“This is the original exchange,” Vivian said, sliding a page to the center. “Note the timestamp. Thirty-eight minutes later, they altered the attachment and tried to pass it off as their own protocol. Idiotic, but effective on lazy audits.”

She clicked her laptop trackpad and played a recording. The hiss of a conference call filled the living room, board voices volleying under the radar:

“Vivian’s too close to the asset. Separate her, then move the patent.”

“Mercer’s a kid, he’ll cave if threatened with academic discipline.”

“Get Ross distracted by scandal. The lawyer can handle the fallout.”

Vivian muted the audio so abruptly it left a vacuum. Her eyes found mine, hard as glass.

“They thought they could predict me. You. All of us. They underestimated how much I care about this.”

She went on, faster now, momentum building as she outlined every dirty trick in St. Celeste’s playbook: secret Board votes, falsified lab logs, attempts to bribe peer reviewers into leaking our tech to donors.

Her fingers danced over tablets, switched to color-coded pie charts, then right back to old-school paper when she wanted me to see just how dumb they’d gotten.

At one point, she paused to pull up a transcript, gold nails tapping the highlighted passage.

“Here. They quote a precedent from 2017, thinking it gives them cover. But the case was reversed a year later. Classic move: bet on ignorance and inertia. Their counsel is lazy. I’ll bury them so deep in counter-filings they won’t know which way is up.”

Her tone, as she explained, never fully lost the edge of outrage. But beneath it, there was something even more primal: a sense of wanting to protect the invention, the dream, and everything it meant for us. The anger was only the surface. Underneath ran pure, uncut passion.

I sat back, watching the sunlight crawl over her hair, soaking in how the old reserve was gone. Even now, in the thick of a fight, Viv seemed lighter, years peeled away, the stress traded for focus and adrenaline.

But that wasn’t the only difference.

The more she talked, the more I honed in on her hands: elegant, precise, and, yeah, here was the kicker, completely bare where her wedding band used to be. I kept waiting for the gleam of platinum, the cool flash that said “off-limits,” but there was nothing. Just skin, peach-gold and lovely, guiding each page into place with a conductor’s certainty.

It did something to my chest. Maybe more than everything else she’d said.

Vivian didn’t notice, not at first. She was deep in the prose, trailing one fingertip along every smoking gun, eyes sparking as she teed up her next weapon.

“Once we lock this in with the judge, there’s no way they get control of your invention. Not even on appeal. If they try, I’m prepared to escalate with a countersuit and full media exposure. The press release is already drafted, embargoed for the moment you say go.”

She dropped another folder on the pile, the slap of paper echoing through the living room.

“Here’s our clean chain of title for the Biogen Scaffold, every iteration, every phase. I’ve matched the fingerprints to the original prototypes, and stamped each with a third-party affidavit.”

She waited, eyes hunting mine for a reaction.

The truth? I was barely following the flow, at least, not the words. My mind kept looping back to the sight of Viv in the crosshairs of all that sun, blouse loose at the neck, hair wild around her face, and hands moving like she was rewriting history with every flick of her wrist.

For a second, I didn’t want her to stop. I wanted her to keep talking, keep building this fortress, this future, until even the memory of the board’s corruption was nothing but noise.

But when she reached for another printout, I intercepted her.

My fingers closed gently over the back of her hand, stilling her in place.

The effect was instant.

Every war plan, every technicality, every email and trap, none of it mattered for the next heartbeat. The only thing in the room was her, the quiet pause of breath she took when she realized what I’d done.

Vivian glanced down, lips parted in surprise. Her hand, smaller than mine, trembled just enough to betray her. She waited. I didn’t let go.

The evidence could wait.

I wanted her to feel it, to know she was more than just my champion or my mentor or my shield. She was the reason any of this meant anything at all.

We held that moment, suspended, until neither of us needed words.

You could feel the scene pivot. Battle to tenderness, power to trust on that one, simple touch.

I didn’t hesitate.

Instead of letting the moment die in paperwork and anger, I stood, took Vivian’s trembling hand in mine, and led her away from the chaos of evidence.

She blinked, surprised but willing, as I drew her across the polished floor and out through the glass doors onto the sunlit balcony. The world outside was alive. Pacific wind crisp and bright, gulls echoing over distant surf, air laced with the scent of salt and blooming gardenias.

For a second, the ocean was the only audience.

I turned her toward the rail, letting the afternoon light wrap around her. Every detail sharpened: her hair, wild and sleek, rippling in the breeze; the open cut of her blouse shifting against her skin; the bare hands, soft and precise, resting now in mine.

Vivian looked up at me, lips parted, caught between surprise and hope.

I closed the gap, set both palms on her shoulders, and kissed her.

Not rough. Not desperate. But gentle, so full of intention it might have broken someone less hungry for it.

Her lips shivered against mine, hesitant, at first, then opening, responding.

When I pulled back, her eyes burned. No mask. No faculty facade. Just the woman underneath, fighting to make sense of feelings she couldn’t legislate away.

“I love you,” I said, voice dead steady. “That’s not strategy. It’s not politics. It’s just fact.”

She shook her head, breath catching. “Don’t—don’t say things you don’t mean, Noah. I—” Her words crumbled around the edges, the usual steel gone. “Not unless you want me to believe it.”

So I did the only thing that felt right. I cupped her face in both hands, thumbs brushing her temples, and forced her to see the truth.

“I mean it, Vivian. I love you. All of this, the fight, the risk, the future, none of it matters if I can’t share it with you.”

Her composure shattered. Tears traced the edges of her lashes, not flashy, just honest. She closed her eyes, maybe to hide, but I didn’t let her. I kissed her again, firmer this time, a seal against every lie ever told about who we were and what we could have.

When she opened her eyes, the battle was over. She was soft and open and impossibly vulnerable.

That’s when I played my last card.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” I whispered. “After the wine country trip with Mia, I booked a cottage just for us. No WiFi, no board, no research files. Just you, me, and a cellar full of ridiculous wine.”

Vivian’s lips twitched, smile curling through her tears.

“Why?” she asked, voice feather-light but full of need.

I grinned. “Because you deserve more than war. You deserve time to breathe. To be loved. To be yourself. And I want that, with you, without the world clawing at us every minute.”

For a second, she just stood there. Then something in her surrendered. Shoulders dropped. Face softened. Every trace of skepticism dissolved.

“I would go anywhere with you,” she whispered. “Anywhere in the world.”

I held her tight, hands spanning her waist, and pressed my forehead to hers.

“I trust you, Viv. With my work, with my future, with everything. I’ll follow your lead. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

She didn’t let go. If anything, she clung tighter.

The next kiss was all her. Hungry, certain, lips bruising as she poured months of unspoken want into the space between us.

When the air broke for breath, I found her smiling, really smiling, the kind of smile that made you forget she’d ever been a stranger.

Vivian drew a shaky breath and whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ll handle everything.”

The wind lifted her hair again, framing her in gold.

For a long time, neither of us moved.

There was nothing left to strategize. The war could wait. The world could burn.

Up here, above the ocean, nothing mattered except the future we’d just promised each other.

And I knew, with absolute certainty, that this was exactly where we belonged.


Chapter eleven
Amid the Grapevines


By Saturday morning, the sun was already picking a fight with the clouds, and the light in Pacific Heights was pure gold, full wattage, not a single shadow left in the corners. Our day started like any other, except the beautiful woman in my passenger seat still believed we were on a mission for fresh peaches, sunflowers, and a dozen brown eggs from some well-coiffed hippie with a collapsible tent.

Mia was effortless. Bleary and adorable in cutoff joggers and a faded sorority t-shirt, she tied her hair up in a lazy knot that looked like art. She wore zero makeup and was still the most stunning thing on the block. The vanilla-warmth of her perfume blended with her morning coffee, and the whole car smelled like home.

I played my part to perfection. We pulled out of the driveway right on seven, as planned, and Mia’s first question, “Did you bring the shopping bags, babe?”, came before we’d even cleared the hedge.

I deadpanned, “I’m a grown man, Mia. You think I’d forget?”

She arched an eyebrow, the skeptical-therapist move she’d absolutely mastered. “You once left the entire grocery list on the kitchen table and brought home three crates of oranges.”

“Oranges are healthy. And you needed the vitamin C. That was pure science.”

She snorted into her coffee, lips quirking. “God, you’re so full of shit. And you know it.”

I let her think she’d won. We hit the main street, rolled right past the farmer’s market, not even slowing for the cluster of tents and the early crowd. She craned her neck, watching the vendors pop up like mushrooms after rain.

“You missed the turn,” Mia said, accusing now. “You literally just ignored the entire market.”

“I know,” I tossed back, as calm as a man cruising to his own funeral.

She blinked, slow and surgical. “Where are you going?”

I gave her nothing. “You’ll see.”

“Is this a kidnapping?” She tried for menace, but mostly looked like she wanted to laugh. “Because my mother has a very particular set of skills, and you’re not ready for that.”

I cracked a smile, loving the way she escalated every game. “It’s not a kidnapping if you’re going willingly. It’s a surprise, babe.”

“Noah, I’m not packed, and I’m not dressed for anything,” she fired back, like that was her trump card. “I have no purse, no makeup, not even a toothbrush. I literally woke up and rolled straight into this seat.”

I waited for the stoplight, then hooked a thumb at the backseat. “Yes you are,” I said, dropping the hammer. “Now sit back and relax.”

Mia spun in her seat, eyes wide, instantly alert. There, tucked in the back, were two duffel bags, mine and a blue one I’d stolen from her closet at dawn, stuffed with everything a Ross girl could need for a mystery tour with a little help from my co-conspirator, Chloe.

She looked at the bags. Then at me. Then back at the bags.

“No,” she said, voice trembling with disbelief. “You did not.”

I shrugged, milking the reveal for all it was worth. “Didn’t want you to stress about the details. You get the day off.”

The change was instant. Suspicion melted into joy, raw and unguarded. She clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes shining. “This is really happening?”

I nodded, keeping my eyes on the road but sneaking glances at her whenever possible. “Buckle up, baby. Date day goes all weekend.”

She squealed. An actual squeal, straight from the harem’s designated peacemaker. I almost swerved from the force of it.

“This is amazing. What’s the plan? And don’t say ‘just wait and see,’ because I will throw this coffee at your head.”

I did my best stoic routine. “No spoilers.”

She eyed me sideways, plotting. “You know, I could just text Chloe. I bet she knows everything. She’ll spill before we even hit the first stop sign.”

She was right. Chloe had the entire itinerary, including the name and number of the old battle-axe who I’d talked to when I booked the bed and breakfast. “Chloe’s not in the loop. This is strictly Need-to-Know.”

Mia grinned, eyes narrowing. “Sure she isn’t, but I’ll play along. You’re up to something. I can feel it.”

“That’s the point.”

For a minute, neither of us spoke. The city faded behind us, trading palm trees and espresso bars for open highway and the shimmer of possibility. The farther we got from town, the less real the rest of the world seemed. Just me, Mia, and the endless road.

As we rolled along the highway, Mia leaned into the backseat, rummaging through her duffle. She plucked out a fresh outfit, a little sundress, crisp white, and glanced over, her eyes daring me with a wink as she peeled off her T-shirt. “Don’t crash, okay?” she teased, shimming out of her shorts right there in the passenger seat, bare legs unfolding beside the gearshift.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. God, those tits—their bare, perfect roundness; they were big, buoyant, practically performing for me with every jostle of the car. Her rose-pink nipples puckered tight as I drank her in, helpless to look away. The way her breasts bounced and swayed with each breath sent a surge straight to my cock, hard enough to punch clean through the dash.

Her G-string was white lace, riding low on her hips, the delicate fabric slipping into the cleft of an ass so flawless it could have been sculpted. She was an eleven, easy, on any scale you cared to use. For a second, I almost lost control of the wheel before I got the car lined up again.

Mia just giggled and leaned over, her lips brushing mine in a teasing kiss. “Eyes on the road, babe.”

My hands tensed on the wheel, knuckles pale as bone; it took everything I had not to fishtail off the road with a girl like that stripping bold as you please, inches away.

Next came her sundress, fresh panties, then makeup, quick and flawless, using the visor mirror, her lip gloss gliding on with practiced grace. She flicked on a hint of mascara, a sweep of blush on her cheekbones. Twenty minutes flat, and she was transformed: ready for a day in wine country, radiating that easy confidence like the sun through the windshield.

As she readied herself, I watched the landscape blur, a slow, subtle transition from suburb to countryside.

The silence was companionable. Mia always did this, let the quiet fill with meaning until you wanted to spill every secret you’d ever had.

Finally, she turned, curiosity burning bright. “Can I at least get three guesses?”

“You can try,” I said, “but you’ll never get it.”

She peered out at the hills, already plotting. “You kept going south, so we’re not headed to your mom’s.”

Mia had long since met the parents who, of course, loved her.

“No catty remarks about meeting the family?”

She giggled, soft and genuine. “I love your mom, but that’s not farmer’s market protocol. Second guess: is Brooke involved? Because if you’re driving me to an MMA bootcamp, I will strangle you with my bra.”

I nearly spit out my own coffee, the image of Mia in a sports bra and murder-mode so at odds with her actual demeanor I had to brace one hand on the wheel.

“No MMA,” I promised. “Cross my heart.”

She considered, biting at her lower lip. The move was pure mischief, but underlined by real wonder.

“Are we going to the beach?” she asked, this time hopeful. The ocean was her soft spot; get her near salt water, and she was guaranteed to melt.

I shook my head, letting suspense do its work.

Mia huffed, crossing her arms but never letting the smile fade. “You’re impossible. And also, I love this.”

Outside, the world started to shift.

The hills got steeper, patches of green crowding the sides of the two-lane road. We hit a gentle S-curve and the scenery changed. No more strip malls or drive-thru chains, just endless rows of grapevines, tidy as soldiers, rising on either side. The light grew softer, more golden, and even the air felt different. Less city, more promise.

Mia cracked the window, letting in a rush of warm, sun-thick air. The scent hit instantly: earth, dry grass, the faint tang of fermenting fruit from some nearby crush pad. If you’d bottled the vibe of late summer, this was it.

She inhaled, eyes fluttering shut. “God, that smell. It’s like being twelve again, back when my mom used to bribe us to pick strawberries in Sonoma.”

I glanced her way, watching the nostalgia write itself across her face.

“It’s the best,” she went on, “like nature’s own perfume. If I could pipe this into our house, I would.”

I let her have the moment, then nudged the conversation back on track. “You ready for another clue?”

She perked up, instantly alert. “Absolutely. Hit me.”

I tapped the GPS, which showed nothing but a winding blue line snaking through unfamiliar terrain. “Your only job for the next hour is to enjoy yourself.”

She laughed, light spilling out of her like it couldn’t be contained. “I’m way ahead of you.”

Mile after mile, the scene unfurled.

Sunlight sliced through the windshield, painting shifting patterns over Mia’s thighs and the dashboard. The grapevines multiplied, sloping up the hills in tight, perfect rows. Occasionally, we’d pass a battered sign for a tasting room or a family-run vineyard, the kind of place that barely advertised because their wine sold itself.

Mia played with the radio, landing on a playlist full of old-school jazz and show tunes. She hummed along softly, every so often stealing glances at the passing scenery.

Her joy was infectious. The way she pressed her palm to the window, pointing out wildflowers or an old barn perched on a rise. The way she’d gasp at every new curve, or giggle whenever she caught me watching her instead of the road.

After a while, she untied her hair, letting it fall around her shoulders. The breeze whipped the ends across her face, making her look younger and more alive than ever.

Loving her was a freefall, wild and desperate, the very air between us thick with want. I poured everything into it, holding nothing back; there wasn’t a single strand of restraint left in me, not a single fraction more I could give over to her if I tried. If I’d reached inside and turned myself inside out, if I’d burned myself down to the wick, there still wouldn’t have been more to offer. That’s how much I loved her.

“You know,” she said, “this is starting to look like wine country. Which is cheating, because you know I love it here.”

I stifled a smile. “Everything’s cheating when you play at my level.”

She rolled her eyes, but the pride was obvious. “If you’re taking me to that vineyard I mentioned last week, I’ll probably cry. Just warning you in advance.”

I shrugged, innocent. “What vineyard?”

“Nice try, babe. You never forget anything.”

She was onto me, but I kept my mouth shut. The anticipation was nearly as good as the reveal itself.

We wound deeper into the countryside, roads turning from asphalt to immaculate gravel, the world outside narrowing to a landscape built for romance.

Every now and then, a truck would whip past, loaded with crates or boxes, the drivers giving us knowing nods as though they recognized lovers on a mission.

Mia watched them, her smile growing, her hands fidgeting in her lap.

At one point, I slowed and turned onto a smaller road, the sort that didn’t even bother with lane markers.

Mia’s voice went pure awe. “Look at those grapes. They’re so…heavy.”

She was right. Sunlight made the clusters glow, fat and almost blue in the deep green shade.

“It’s almost harvest,” I said, letting science slip into the space between us. “The sugar’s peaking and the acid drops. That’s when they start to taste like wine, not just fruit.”

Mia’s jaw dropped, mock-adoring. “Hot and smart. The universe is not fair.”

I laughed. “Careful, or I’ll get a big head.”

“Too late.”

The banter kept us afloat. Secretly, I loved watching her piece it together, the way her logic and intuition tangled until she finally gave up and let herself be carried along.

Even with the air thick and lazy, there was electricity brewing. A sense of something big about to happen.

Mia stretched out her legs, toes propped on the dash, and for a moment, the only sound was the wind whipping through open windows and the distant calls of birds.

“Can I just say,” Mia started, “this is the best surprise ever. I haven’t felt this happy in months. Maybe years.”

I glanced over, saw the truth written clear: total, unfiltered bliss.

Her eyes were wet, but she didn’t try to hide it. If anything, she let the tears fall, a single drop tracking down her cheek before she wiped it away with her wrist.

“You’re the best, you know that?” she whispered. “Even if you make me insane with all your secrets.”

“Let’s see if you’re still saying that by dinner,” I teased.

She shot me a look, the kind that said she was memorizing every second.

Outside, the sun dipped lower, the color going from gold to fire.

Shadows from the grapevines danced along the road, and the car filled with the scent of dust and new beginnings.

For a while, we just rode, letting the anticipation simmer.

Ahead, the world promised nothing but pleasure.

And for once, I wasn’t worried about a thing.

By the time we reached the last bend, even Mia was out of guesses although she had obviously deduced our destination was in wine country.

She clapped her hands, eyes glued to the horizon where vineyard after vineyard melted into the sunset. “Tell me we’re staying forever.”

I grinned, turning into the driveway of the most exclusive winery in the region.

“Forever sounds about right.”

And for the first time all morning, Mia was completely, blissfully, speechless.

***

The winery wasn’t just exclusive; it was legendary, the sort that didn’t bother with roadside signs because the only people who mattered already knew how to find it. A discreetly placed marker, etched glass, silvered in the sun, announced the name. Past the gate, the road wound up through old-growth olives and then broke open to a courtyard straight out of a movie: fountains, pale stone, grapevines tumbling down either side like a green waterfall.

Even before I turned off the ignition, a host was waiting at the curb. He wore a suit that cost more than my car, sunglasses, and the kind of smile that said he’d already memorized our entire life story.

“Mister Mercer, Miss Ross. Welcome.” He leaned in through Mia’s window, all professional gravitas until he saw her wide-eyed awe. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Mia did a double-take. She glanced at me, then at the guy, then back at the rows of vines rolling out of sight. “Wait. This is…” Her sentence died, too stunned to finish.

I beamed, refusing to rush the moment.

The host, clearly a seasoned pro, ushered us inside. The tasting room ran wall-to-wall with windows, sunlight streaming in from every angle. Oak barrels lined two sides, stacked like cathedrals. And at the dead center, a table set just for us, with an uninterrupted view of the hills and the vines glowing in the late afternoon light.

Mia stepped in and just stopped, breathless. “Oh my god, Noah. This is…”

She didn’t bother finishing. Her face, radiant and raw, wasn’t built for words.

The host motioned for us to sit, then presented the menu like it was the holy grail. Each wine had a story, soil, sunlight, decades of stubborn devotion, and a tasting note for every heartbreak and happy ending.

Mia’s favorite Chardonnay took center stage, three vintages in a flight. I watched her melt.

“No way. Is this—?”

I nodded, grinning. “Handpicked for the occasion.”

Her eyes went glassy, tears of actual joy this time. “I can’t even—no one ever—” She blanked out, then just laughed, wiping her eyes. “You’re a magician.”

I lifted a glass, offered a toast. “You’re worth it, baby. I love you. To surprises.”

She clinked her glass to mine, the sound sharp and perfect, and took her first sip.

The wine was gold in the glass, clear as sunlight, with a nose of ripe peach and toasted almond. Mia’s reaction was instantaneous. A rush of pleasure, a sigh that rolled through her whole body.

“I think I just had an orgasm in my mouth,” she whispered, low enough for the host not to hear. “I mean, I don’t say that lightly.”

“Noted for the record,” I shot back. “But I hope I can still outdo a bottle of wine.”

She shot me a wicked grin, love and heat burning in those eyes.

The host guided us through the next pours, an earthy Pinot, a Syrah so dark it bordered on scandalous, and then experimental blends that Mia dissected like sacred puzzles.

I barely tasted half of them. I was too busy watching her, how her lips curled around the rim of each glass, how her voice got breathy when she described a flavor she loved. At one point, she slipped off her sandal and ran her bare foot along my calf, just to see if I’d flinch.

I didn’t. Not for a second.

As the hours twisted on, the sun inched lower, the sky turning molten. Shadows from the barrels stretched across the floor, and the hills outside glowed with more gold than seemed possible. The tasting room emptied. We were all but alone.

After the last pour, the host reappeared, this time softer, more deferential.

“If you’ll follow me, your dinner table is ready.”

He led us out onto a private pathway, winding through the vines. The air was still warm, laced with wildflowers and the last, faint hum of bees. At the top of the hill, a table waited: white tablecloth, silverware gleaming, and a pair of candles already fighting the evening breeze. The view was panoramic, grapevines forever, and the whole valley slowly surrendering to dusk.

Mia stopped in her tracks.

“Noah,” she breathed, voice trembling. “This is a dream. You know that, right?”

I pulled her chair, let her settle in.

“It’s just the start,” I promised, and I meant it.

Champagne arrived first, dry and full of promise. The server poured, never spilling a drop.

We toasted again, this time to “us,” no caveats.

I watched the wind catch Mia’s hair, spun it to gold in the candlelight. She laughed at every stupid joke I told. We gazed out at the rows of vines and the way the sun dipped so low the hills seemed on fire.

Course after course arrived: delicate greens, grilled salmon soft enough to melt on your tongue, fruit and cheese arranged like art.

But the main event came with dessert.

The server brought a plate topped with a single chocolate torte, the kind Mia always pretended to avoid but always devoured when nobody was looking.

As he set the plate down, I stood, nerves blasting every warning bell, but I didn’t slow down. Instead, I dropped to one knee, just to the side of her chair.

Mia’s eyes went wide. Instantly wet.

I produced the velvet box, flipped it open. Inside, not one, but two matching silver bands, shining in the last of the sun.

She inhaled sharply, hands flying to her mouth.

“I know I can’t legally marry just you,” I said, voice steady despite the pounding in my chest. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t my heart, Mia. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You’re my family, my anchor, my future. So I want you to wear this, always, to remind you that no matter what happens, I’m yours. Amelia Grace Ross, will you marry me?”

She was shaking. No hesitation. Just a storm of emotion.

“Is that a yes?” I teased, barely clinging to composure.

Mia choked out a laugh that was more sob than sound. “Yes. Yes! Oh my god, yes, I’ll wear it forever. I’ll be your wife, or your partner, or whatever word you want. Just say it’s real.”

I slid the band onto her finger, fingers trembling almost as bad as hers.

She stared at it for a beat, then threw herself out of the chair and into my arms, knocking me flat on the grass. We tumbled, laughing and crying and locked in a hug that made the rest of the world irrelevant.

She kissed me, sweet and desperate, hands in my hair, on my face, everywhere at once. I held her, letting the moment burn into my brain.

After a while, she pulled back, cheeks wet, eyes shining.

“But…” she started, voice a whisper, “what about Chloe? Serena? The others? You’re not just giving this to me, right?”

I caught her face in both hands, honest as I’d ever been.

“They’re getting rings too,” I promised. “But this weekend is just for us. You deserve your moment, Mia. You all do.”

She melted, tears leaking again, but this time, they were pure happiness.

“I love you so much,” she said, voice torn up. “You have no idea.”

“I have some idea,” I replied, slipping the second band onto my own finger as proof. “But show me again, just in case.”

She giggled and pulled me in for another kiss, deep and slow, with zero regard for whether the server could see.

The air crackled with energy. Maybe it was the wine, or the wind, or just the gravity of two people finally letting go.

We sat there, tangled together, the world falling away as the candles flickered and the last light faded from the hills.

Every now and then, she’d look at her hand, twisting the ring, like she was pinching herself to make sure it was real.

After dessert, champagne poured again. We toasted to the future, to our chosen family, to the promise that we could actually have it all.

Mia was beside herself, torn between laughter and tears. She kept whispering how much she loved me, how she’d never been this happy, how she wanted the entire night to last forever.

As the stars came out, one by one, tentative at first and then in a rush, I reached across the table, holding her hand tight.

The server cleared the last of the plates and left us truly alone.

Mia gazed at the ring again, then at me, and suddenly the whole future snapped into focus.

“I want to spend the rest of my life like this,” she said, voice small but fierce.

“You will,” I promised.

We sealed it with another kiss, our hands locked tight, and the night swallowed the last remnants of doubt.

Tomorrow would be another day.

But for tonight, Mia was the queen of the world.

And nothing was ever going to take that away.

***

The drive after dinner was all winding roads and golden shadows, the countryside so serene it felt like we’d slipped out of real life and into a dream. Mia clung to my hand for most of the way, absently twisting her new ring, unable to stop glancing at it, or me, for longer than a heartbeat. The sky was teal and fading fast, distant stars poking through before the sun had fully surrendered.

We found the bed and breakfast perched on a hill, its porch lights glowing like some old lighthouse for lost travelers. The place looked frozen in time, with a wraparound balcony and rambling garden tangled in moonflowers. I barely had the car in park before Mia unbuckled and practically bounced onto the gravel.

Inside, we were hit with the scent of lemon oil and worn wood. The foyer was all antique rugs and wildflower bouquets arranged in blue glass vases. At the front desk, the caretaker eyed us with a mixture of disdain and curiosity, his enormous eyebrows doing half the talking.

“Mercer?” he barked, voice like nails on a chalkboard. “Welcome. Rules are simple. Breakfast at seven sharp, not a minute later. If you miss it, you’re out of luck until tomorrow.”

I nearly lost it on the spot. Mia looked like she was about to explode from suppressed laughter.

The guy shoved two old-fashioned keys across the counter, muttering about “kids these days” and “ruined sheets.” When he peered over his spectacles to give Mia a once-over, she flashed him her most innocent therapist smile. He grunted in reply.

“Room’s up the stairs, second on the left. Do not—” here he jabbed a finger, totally deadpan— “do not break the bed. It’s been in my family three generations.”

Mia nodded solemnly. “Neither me or my husband would dream of it, sir.”

He gave us a final glare and vanished, footsteps echoing through the empty hall.

We lost it on the stairs, snorting with laughter until we reached the landing.

The room was everything I wanted: whitewashed walls, a bank of windows open to the breeze, and at its heart, the most dramatic four-poster bed I’d ever seen. Carved wood, cherry finish, and a mattress so thick you’d need a map to find your way out if you got lost inside it. The thing was a shrine to antique glamour, and Mia, instantly, wanted to leap onto it and test every creak.

A quick glance said it all: the springs had already protested when I set our bags down. Just the threat of what we might do later was enough to make the whole thing shudder.

Mia circled the bed, eyes sparkling. “That caretaker’s going to have a heart attack when he hears us go at it.”

I shrugged, already unbuttoning my shirt. “Then we’ll give him something to be grumpy about.”

She shivered, though not from cold. I watched her peel away the day’s outfit, bare legs, flush rising, the ring flashing on her delicate hand. Underneath, she wore simple black lace, made sinful by the way it hugged her unreal curves.

Mia crawled onto the bed, deliberately slow, ass swaying. My heart rate climbed into the red zone as she propped herself on one elbow, chin resting on her palm. She watched me with an expression that could’ve melted granite.

“Are you going to seduce me, baby, or just stare all night?”

I joined her, the bed screeching an epic protest at the shift in weight. That did it. Mia collapsed into giggles.

I pounced, pinning her wrists over her head, mouth at her ear. “Shhh, the caretaker will hear.”

She bit her lip, trying and failing to stifle another laugh. “Maybe he’ll come upstairs and make us clean the bathroom as punishment.”

I kissed down her neck, trailing my fingers along her ribs.

“I hope he’s got good earplugs,” I murmured.

“Or a decent therapist,” she replied, voice breathy.

I took my time, undressing her inch by inch, planting hungry kisses as I went. She was so soft, so warm and alive, the scent of vanilla and skin and sun all tangled together. Her tits were full and heavy in my hands, nipples flushed and begging for my tongue.

By the time I reached her pussy, she was dripping, thighs slick, the ring glinting every time she tangled her hands in my hair.

I teased her, slow, savoring, tongue circling her clit until she writhed against the quilt, trying to muffle her moans in the pillows. Her orgasm hit fast, rolling up from her core and breaking over her in liquid shudders.

She came hard, voice ragged and half-smothered, gripping my head and bucking against my face. The bed kept time with us, every tremor sending the old springs into a new chorus of protest.

Once she’d stopped shaking, I pulled myself up, kissing her deeply so she could taste herself on my lips.

“That’s one,” I said, settling between her legs.

She arched, eyes wild. “How many do you think you can get away with before the caretaker calls the cops?”

I lined up my cock, throbbing, already slick with pre-cum, and pushed inside her, relishing the perfect, velvet heat as her pussy swallowed me whole. The pleasure took my breath away.

I groaned and managed to eek out, “We’re about to find out.”

We’d traveled a long road since that first night I took Mia’s virginity. No more wide-eyed innocence: Mia had blossomed into a consummate expert, her body so intimately familiar with mine that I’d lost count of how many times we’d fucked. She moved now with the easy confidence of someone who had turned raw awkwardness into art, her heat greeting me every time like she’d been born to take me inside her. From hesitant first touches to reckless, hungry passion, Mia knew exactly what she was doing, and she made sure I did, too.

The first strokes were careful, both of us trying to keep quiet, but it was a lost cause. Every push drew out a squeak from the mattress, and every time Mia tried to bite back a moan, I found a new angle or rhythm to wreck her composure.

I fucked her slow at first, savoring the friction, the way her cunt gripped me tight and wouldn’t let go. Her legs wrapped around my back, heels digging in, as I built the pace, harder, deeper, each drive punctuated by the bed’s noisy applause.

“That’s so loud,” she hissed, half-laughing, half-turned-on, and definitely moaning.

I leaned in, tongue in her ear. “Maybe the caretaker will join us. Make it a real party.”

Mia lost it, clenching around my cock as a new orgasm tore through her. She squealed into my shoulder, her whole body rippling with aftershocks.

I didn’t slow; if anything, the messier we got, the more addictive it became. I hammered her, balls slapping against her ass, the obscene sound of sex and bedframe fusing into one perfect soundtrack.

When I felt my release building, I slowed, holding at the edge.

“I want every drop inside me,” Mia begged, voice pure need. “Please, baby. Come in me. Fill me up.”

She didn’t need to ask twice.

I sank myself into Mia, hips flush, feeling the impossible squeeze of her as she came again, tighter and tighter until my brain short-circuited and my own orgasm exploded up my spine. I buried my cock to the root, clutching her ass so hard I’d probably left fingerprints, and pumped load after load into her heat. It was like the world snapped to white, pure, blinding pleasure, balls draining, every muscle in my body locking up as I flooded her with cum. The first spurt was so strong it nearly knocked the wind out of me. She screamed, full-throated, hands clawing my back and dragging me deeper, if that was even possible. All the breath in her body came out in a single raw sound, animal and victorious, and the bed groaned beneath us like it might splinter in half.

She clenched around me, milking every drop, greedy and desperate, her hips rocking up even as she trembled from aftershocks. I could actually feel her pussy rippling, squeezing to coax out every last pulse, and with each throb I heard the wet slap of our bodies and the torrent of slickness as I bred her full. The room smelled like sex and sweat and old linen, the air thick with proof of what we'd done.

It wasn’t just the physical release; it was the psychic rush of knowing Mia wanted it all, needed it all, and would never again hold a piece of herself back from me. She rolled her hips, grinding against me, and I groaned, still hypersensitive, not yet able to pull out. She locked her ankles behind my back to trap me there, like she could keep my DNA spliced to hers by sheer force of will.

By the time the pulsing stopped, I was totally spent, body shaking with the afterburn. Mia lay beneath me, panting, her hair tangled and face flushed, wearing the most fucked-out smile I’d ever seen. Slowly, I let myself collapse on top of her, our skin hot and glued together by sweat and the mess I'd just pumped inside her.

Mia rolled to her side, still impaled on my cock, giggling as the bed groaned in sympathy.

I wrapped my arms around her, nuzzling her neck. “You think we broke it?”

She reached down, still curious. “Not yet. But there’s time.”

Round two started with her on top, riding me slow, controlling every tortured inch. Her tits bounced in the moonlight, and every time I thrust up she moaned louder, daring the mattress to keep up.

I palmed her ass, guiding her, loving the flex of her thighs and the way her pussy went liquid every time I bucked beneath her.

When she was close, she leaned down, voice hoarse in my ear. “Don’t hold back, Noah. I want you to breed me. Fill me again, and again, and again.”

The words slammed into my nervous system.

I grabbed her hips, holding her down as I came a second time, cock spasming inside her, cum leaking out around the base in a hot rush. She trembled through another orgasm, her nails digging halfmoons into my chest.

When she finally slumped forward, breathless and shaking, we both broke up laughing at the bed’s dying protest.

We spent the next hour fucking in every position the ancient frame could handle. Mia started on her back, then her side, then bent over the edge while I fucked her from behind, my hands locked on her waist. She squealed and begged for more, pussy never letting go, each orgasm rolling into the next.

I filled her every time, and every time, my cum gushed out and made a slick, creamy mess on her thighs, the sheets, and the bed itself.

By midnight, we were both spent, skin-to-skin, the breeze off the open window cooling sweat and sex and the occasional groan of the inn’s haunted furniture.

We lay there, tangled, moonlight making everything shimmer through the lace curtains.

Mia cuddled against me, cheek resting on my chest, and for a long time, all we did was catch our breaths.

It was perfect.

After a while, when the world finally slowed, she brushed my cheek with her lips.

“Tell me something true,” she whispered.

I let the idea fall between us, raw and unfiltered.

“I’m starting a business,” I said, catching her by surprise. “Viv is on board, so is Serena. Rory’s going to run the strategy side. We’re building it around my BioPrint Scaffold research. If this works, we’ll rewrite what medicine can do.”

She stared at me, lips parted, hope flickering in those blue eyes.

“And I want you in it, too. Not for the research, unless you want that, but because you are the best at understanding what people really need. You’re a listener, Mia. You change lives.”

The words hit her deep. I watched the tears fill her eyes, spill over, shimmer down her cheeks while her smile stretched so wide it nearly split her face.

“I always thought…I always thought it was crazy to dream about opening my own wellness center,” she said. “A real place for young women to heal, to breathe, to find peace. I never told anyone but you because I thought it sounded stupid.”

I cupped her face, kissing her tears away.

“It’s not stupid. It’s perfect. And once the company is up and running, you’ll have all the support you need. Hell, I’ll build you the first office with my bare hands if that helps.”

She sobbed out a laugh, pure love bleeding through every broken word.

“I can’t believe you believe in me this much.”

I ran my fingers through her hair, settling her against my chest. “You’re the best part of me. Why wouldn’t I?”

We held each other, the silence stretching out, thick with possibility.

Mia was the first to break it. “I want babies,” she whispered, as if confessing something forbidden. “Not just one. I want the whole mess. Kids, chaos, a lifetime with you.”

I tensed, in a good way, cock twitching even as it softened inside her.

“We made the vows, and I want that too. But are you sure?” I asked, not wanting to push.

She nodded, fierce. “I never felt ready until tonight. But now? I want to start as soon as possible. I want to grow our family, let love fill every crack.”

I laughed, the joy so sharp it almost hurt. “Well, Serena’s on the same mission. Maybe you two should coordinate.”

Mia grinned, eyes wicked. “You want a baby race?”

“You’d win,” I deadpanned. “After what we just did, it would be a miracle if you weren’t already pregnant.”

She held up her ring, letting it sparkle in the moonlight. “Are you really ready for this? For forever with me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “There’s never been a day I wanted more.”

She reached down, spreading her pussy to prove the slick, messy leak of my cum down her thigh. “I’m stopping my pill in the morning. That way, every time you fuck me, you know you’re breeding your wife.”

That hit me hard. I surged up, kissed her like I could drink her in, and started moving inside her again, slow and desperate, even as our bodies clung together in exhaustion.

We fucked through the next two orgasms, Mia’s pussy greedy and insistent, my cock swelling and emptying inside her, our whole universe reduced to sweat, heat, and the relentless pounding of our hearts.

When sleep finally found us, the mess between her thighs was proof of our devotion: my cum leaking out in thick streams, coating the sheets and the bedspread, the room reeking of sex and something sweeter. Hope.

We held each other, whispering baby names, debating nursery colors, fantasizing about a house big enough for a dozen kids and as much chaos as we could handle.

“I love you, Noah,” Mia murmured, voice soft as the night itself. “I’ll love you every day for the rest of my life.”

I squeezed her close, knowing there was nothing in the world I wanted more.

Outside, the moon bathed us in silver, the wind rattled the glass, and inside our little sanctuary, we dared to believe in forever.

I fell asleep with my cock still inside her, our bodies fused, every nerve and dream tangled tight.

The world could end tomorrow.

But tonight? This was everything.


Chapter twelve
Massage Therapy


In the pale hush of morning, Mia and I slipped out of the bed and breakfast, ghosts bent on avoiding the caretaker and whatever awkward conversations might follow. We skipped breakfast entirely. The bed itself had survived, a miracle, given the night before, but the sheets were another story; I suspected they’d be better off incinerated. Mia insisted on stripping the linens herself, peeling them down to the mattress, and even scribbled a note to apologize for the “mess.” But the only mess I cared about was the one still seeping from her, a slow, sticky reminder she carried with her all the way home.

Once inside, Mia pulled me close, her kiss soft but lingering, tongue tangling with mine in a way that made the world fall away. She whispered she loved me, then promptly vanished to take a nap, leaving me adrift in the quiet. Meanwhile, emails awaited, a deluge of catch-up that included a final confirmation for tonight’s surprise date with Brooke.

This evening, it was her turn for a ring, though I couldn’t guess what she’d make of a classic romantic dinner. Brooke wasn’t the candlelit dinner type; I’d racked my brain for something she’d truly enjoy that didn’t revolve around sweaty gym sessions or sex. Still, she deserved the effort, and I meant for this night to matter. I’d barely opened Vivian’s email about our next steps with the board when I paused, frowning, because I caught a familiar scent drifting through the room, impossible to mistake.

The scent was sunshine and coconut, heavy and wild, like someone had bottled the entire California coast in a single burst. I reached for my coffee, half-watching the cursor blink on an email chain from Viv, and tried to convince myself I could get through even one message before the day got derailed.

Nice thought. Total fiction.

A flash of red. A blur of motion. The next thing I knew, a warm, lithe body pressed against my back, arms locked around my throat like some playful assassin.

Brooke.

She didn’t just sneak up on you. She attacked, full frontal, like she didn’t believe in “gently waking” anyone, especially not me.

Her hands slid over my chest, palm splayed, one hot at my collarbone, the other creeping up to tangle in my hair. Her tits flattened against my shoulder blades, and her breath exploded into my ear, hot and electric.

“Guess what, stud,” she purred, nipping my earlobe just hard enough to draw a curse out of me. “You have exactly five minutes to wrap whatever nerd shit you’re doing, then report to my room. Clothes optional. Actually, fuck that—leave ’em. I’ve got something you need to see.”

For a heartbeat, I just sat there, stunned, her perfume and the energy of her body short-circuiting my entire nervous system.

Brooke’s signature move: catch you off-guard, shake you up, then strut away before you put two thoughts together.

I sucked a breath, willed my blood supply south back to my head, and found enough composure to twist halfway around. She grinned down at me, hair wild, lips painted the color of trouble. Her ass pressed into my shoulder as she leaned in, tongue flicking my earlobe again, and those blue eyes, fucking hell, they sparkled.

She didn’t let me catch a word in edgewise.

“I know you love a challenge. Don’t be late.” She bit my neck, grinning wider. “Because the only thing worse than a coward is a man who can’t keep up.”

God, she was pure fire. No filter, no brakes, just the whole fucking engine redlining whenever she wanted.

She started to slip away, fingers trailing over my shoulder, dragging her nails just enough to leave a threat in their wake.

I snagged her wrist, caught her mid-spin.

“Wait,” I said, voice lower than planned. “Hang on, Brooke. I was going to ask you to do something with me tonight. An actual date. Not just—” I waved a hand, indicating the general chaos of a sleepover she’d been plotting.

Her expression did a one-eighty: the instant you suggested conventional romance, her eyes narrowed, face going deadpan.

“You don’t need to take me out, babe. Seriously.” She jerked her hand out of my grip, but not mean. More like she was allergic to anything that hinted at cliché. “I’m planning on fucking you. Why waste time pretending we’re not just going to end up naked?”

The words were pure Brooke. Blunt, bold, and punctuated with a smirk that dared me to challenge her.

But behind the swagger, I caught something else. The smallest flicker. Maybe surprise, maybe something softer, before she reset and went back into full stand-up mode.

“I mean, you can buy me dinner, if you want. But I hope you like your steak cold.”

She was already moving, the conversation over as far as she was concerned.

The last thing she did was blow a kiss, then glance back: “Five minutes, lover. Don’t make me come down here and drag you.”

She vanished up the stairs, hair and laughter trailing after her.

I sat there, pulse jackhammering, laptop open and emails forgotten.

Brooke: 1, My Dignity: 0.

That’s when the truth sank in: If I waited for her to let me do this the “usual” way, it would never happen.

No candlelit dinners. No slow seduction. If I wanted to show her what she really meant to me, I’d have to do it her way.

Right here. Right now.

Quick decision. I closed the laptop, slid it aside, and dug through the side pocket of my bag for the little velvet pouch I’d stashed between conference notes and contract drafts. Inside, two silver bands winked in the half-light. A pair, heavy and simple, solid enough to outlast the end of the world.

Promise rings. Not wedding, not yet, but the next best thing.

I rolled them in my palm, weighed the moment.

Brooke didn’t want fanfare. She wanted action, fast, loud, and unmistakably honest.

If she wasn’t the marrying type, fine. But I was going to ask anyway.

I tucked the rings deep in my jeans, heart pounding. No speech, no buildup, just the truth in a pocket.

Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I hit the stairs, two at a time, nerves lit up like powerlines in a storm.

Halfway up, I heard her voice, already halfway to laughter, already plotting another round.

She was going to eat me alive. I hoped so.

Outside Brooke’s door, I paused once. Not for courage. Just to commit the moment to memory. The scent of her perfume drifting down the hallway, the echoes of her last threat still ringing, the hard weight of what waited in my pocket.

Five minutes. That’s all she’d given me.

She was a force of nature, and I was about to walk into the eye of the hurricane.

This was how she wanted it: rough, real, with zero patience for anything but the main event.

I knocked lightly, then turned the handle, the rings burning against my thigh.

Whatever I expected, I knew it would never be enough to predict the chaos that was Brooke on her best day.

Tonight, she was getting everything I had.

And maybe, just maybe, she’d let me give her forever, too.

***

I never knew what to expect when I walked into her space, but tonight, Brooke completely rewrote the script.

Her door creaked open and I stepped into a heatstorm of candlelight. Flickering flames danced on every surface: windowsills, dresser, nightstand. The whole room glowed in gold and pink, shadows chasing up the walls, alive with movement. Soft music pulsed under the sizzle of wax and perfume, something low, throaty, almost hypnotic.

Her bed was the centerpiece. Brooke had stripped the covers, replaced them with navy blue sheets that looked slick as oil, and arranged a jungle of pillows at the headboard. Bottles littered the edge: glass vials, a pump, something in a gleaming ceramic jar. The whole place reeked of orange blossom, smoke, and a promise that whatever happened here, nothing would be the same tomorrow.

Brooke was waiting by the window, backlit like a goddess, hands on her hips and legs spread wide. She wore nothing but a tiny pair of black panties that barely hid the perfect, high curve of her ass and a matching bra that looked ready to surrender at any minute.

The effect was instant. My cock twitched, blood roaring up everywhere at once.

She grinned at my reaction, slow and hungry. “Welcome to the wild side. I hope you’re ready.”

She stalked over, hips rolling, every inch of her radiating challenge.

I tried to focus, but she was impossible to process all at once: hair wild, nipples poking through the lace, eyes so blue they glowed in the candlelight. Up close, she smelled like citrus, vanilla, and a hint of road rage.

She planted both hands on my chest, pushing me back a step.

“You want to know what got me in the mood?” she asked, humming with pride. “I was watching porn. Big shock, right? Some body-to-body massage thing, and the dude lost his fucking mind. Like, practically clawed the bed apart. So I ordered the gel, prepped my whole setup, and now”, she flicked her tongue over her upper lip, mischief in full tilt, “you’re my test subject.”

She grabbed the hem of my shirt and yanked upward. “Off.”

I didn’t need telling twice.

I stripped on autopilot, eyes never leaving hers. Shirt gone. Jeans and boxers down, cock bobbing into the cool air, already thickening just from the way she watched me.

Brooke kicked off her panties with zero ceremony, reached behind to unclip the bra, and dropped it on the floor. Instantly, her tits popped free: big, proud, gravity-defying. Her nipples were already hard, begging for my hands and mouth.

She paused to appraise me, lips curling. “You’re seriously packing, babe. It’s like Mia fucked your cock two sizes bigger over the weekend. I hope the gel can handle what I’m about to do to you.”

I nearly laughed, but my brain was too busy processing a hundred sensory inputs: the candles, the wildness, her body, the anticipation.

She motioned to the bed, leaving no room for negotiation. “Face down. Arms at your sides.”

I obeyed, muscles tensing as I stretched out flat against the slippery sheet. The material was chilled at first, then warm as my skin adapted. My cock was crushed beneath me, but every nerve ending was suddenly tuned to Brooke.

She joined me a breath later, knee to the mattress, the dip and squeak as she climbed over me telegraphing every move.

A cold splash struck the center of my back. I gasped, the shock of it exploding outward in a rush.

Brooke giggled, then drizzled more: a deliberate line from the nape of my neck all the way to the small of my back, then a quick flick over my ass, just for fun.

The gel was thicker than oil, scented with citrus, and cold enough to force a shiver through my bones.

Then came her hands, hot and alive, spreading the slickness over my shoulders, kneading and palming every muscle like it was bread dough.

“Chill, genius,” she whispered, voice pure honey. “I’m not just in this for my health.”

She worked me over like an expert: deep circles over my shoulders, thumbs digging in at the base of my neck, then a playful rake of nails down the length of my spine. Every time she hit a knot, she paused to grind it out, then smoothed over the ache with more gel.

When my skin was humming, she switched tactics.

More gel, this time dumped over her own chest. I heard the squirt, then felt the shock of her tits sliding along my spine, gliding in perfect, hot slaps as she rode me from neck to beltline.

She straddled my waist, thighs tight around my hips, and used her body as the main course.

Her tits dragged slow, wet trails up and down my back, nipples hard against my shoulder blades, then lower, pressing into my sides as she leaned in and bit my ear again.

“You ever been fucked like this?” she breathed, the words a molten promise.

I shook my head, unable to speak. My face was half-buried in the sheet, but I could feel every inch of her: the slip and grind of her abs on the small of my back, the way her mound mashed against my ass, the heat of her skin barely separated by a layer of peppermint-scented lube.

She covered my whole body: chest, belly, thighs. Her weight pinned me, deliberate, like she wanted to press her scent into my bones until nobody else could erase it.

With every grind, her pussy left scorch marks, slick, greedy, leaving no question about how ready she was.

She upped the ante, breath hot in my ear. “You know what I’m thinking about right now? How it’s going to feel when I ride your cock, dripping with all this shit. How loud and sloppy it’s gonna sound. How the whole house is gonna hear me when you start pounding up into me because you can’t fucking stand it anymore.”

She nipped my shoulder, then slowed, huffing out a twisted laugh.

“I want you so bad it’s not even funny. You’re going to blow the second you get inside me. Bet on it.”

I groaned, melting under the weight of her words and the friction of her body. My cock felt like a steel rod, leaking into the sheet beneath me, so hard it hurt.

Brooke took her time, making a mess of my back, then kneading my ass with both hands, slick palms gliding everywhere.

She paused at the base of my spine, then whispered, “Turn over. Now.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order.

I rolled, careful not to launch her straight to the wall. My cock stood up, red and desperate, already slicked at the tip.

Brooke’s eyes went huge, and she whistled. “Fuck, babe. That thing is going to wreck me. No wonder Mia was limping when she got home.”

She grabbed the gel, pumped a fresh glob into her hand, and slathered it over my chest, letting it drip down my abs and onto the shaft of my cock. The cold hit first, then the tingling burn of whatever they put in this stuff, and I nearly bucked off the bed.

She straddled my thighs, tits bouncing as she smeared lube all over her own curves, then grabbed my cock at the base and stroked it, slow and deliberate.

The sound was obscene: wet, slapping, loud enough to echo straight through the fucking floor.

Brooke leaned over, tits swinging, and planted her nipples right in my face.

“Suck,” she whispered, voice rough.

I opened my mouth, latched on, and went to work.

Her nipples were hypersensitive, every tug drawing out a gasp, then a groan, then her hips grinding harder into my lap.

Her hands wandered, pumping my cock, massaging my chest, raking up my sides. Meanwhile, I squeezed her ass, greedy for the give and flex of her skin, the curve of her hips, everything.

She shivered with want, twisting her hips to line up, the gel making the slide effortless.

She hovered above me, eyes dark, then lined up my cock and slowly, torturously, sank down until I filled her completely.

We both groaned at the sensation.

She set the pace instantly: bouncing, grinding, using handfuls of gel to keep everything blazing slick and frictionless. Every movement sent shockwaves through my pelvis, up my spine, and into my brain. My hands found her tits, squeezing and pulling her down to my mouth, swapping from nipple to nipple, never letting go.

Brooke rode me like she was out to prove something. Maybe to herself, maybe to me, but I was just along for the ride.

The sound of our bodies was madness: wet, rhythmic, like the world’s dirtiest symphony. Slap, glide, slam, over and over, building faster and faster. The friction was so intense I felt myself skidding toward orgasm after just a minute, but I held back, wanting to watch her break first.

She moaned, loud and raw, not a hint of self-consciousness. Every time she dropped onto my cock, she threw her head back, hair flying, eyes barely staying open.

“Harder,” she begged, not a trace of shame. “Fucking meet me, baby. Show me what you’ve got.”

So I did.

I flexed my hips, driving up into her, matching her grind with thrusts that made the entire bed shudder.

She clawed at my chest, nails leaving trails. I grabbed her ass, slammed her down, and fucked upward with as much power as I could muster.

It was a contest of wills: who could break first, who could hold out.

Brooke’s body was a miracle, all rippling muscle and soft curves, tits bouncing and sweat dripping down her neck, her belly and pussy smeared with glistening gel that made every contour pop in the candlelight. My cock pistoned up into her, soaking wet, every stroke driving the point home.

Her orgasm took her with no warning. She convulsed, whole body shuddering, eyes rolling back as her jaw dropped in a wail that could have rattled windows.

I followed, helpless. The sight of her breaking was more than I could take.

My balls clenched so hard I saw stars. The orgasm hit like a neural supernova, lighting up every nerve ending from my toes to the root of my skull. I fired a volcanic shot inside her, thick and hot, each spasm of my cock triggering another pulse until it felt like I’d never stop coming. There was so much pressure, so much release, I half expected it to explode straight through her and paint the ceiling. Instead, it backed up in searing waves, flooding around the base of my cock and mixing with the citrus lube and Brooke’s slick heat. For a half-beat, the only thing anchoring me to reality was the way her pussy clamped down, iron and velvet, wringing every last drop from me until I had nothing left to give.

Brooke wasn’t satisfied with that. She kept grinding, determined to wring out the last molecule of pleasure, even as both of us shook from the aftershock. Her hips bucked, milking me with every flex of her thighs, sweat running off her ribs and pooling in the hollow of my chest. Her hands dug into my pecs, nails scoring shallow trails that would be there tomorrow. She was feral, insatiable, and for a wild second I thought she might fuck me to death.

I could feel her shuddering above me, the tremors of her own climax still rippling through her core. Her abs flexed, legs trembling, hair whip-wet and sticking to her shoulders. We’d gone so hard that we’d nearly soaked the sheet, a sticky mix of sweat, lube, and pure animal want. My head spun, buzzing with that old, delicious confusion between mind-blowing sex and genuine affection, like maybe this was her twisted way of saying I love you.

At some point, the pleasure became too much; it blurred out the pain, the hunger, even the awareness of where my body stopped and hers began. I felt myself slipping, fading backward into a soft, roaring whiteout. The room spun, hot wax-and-candlelight flickering at the edges of my vision, a distant chorus to the blinding fireworks inside my skull. My lungs worked on autopilot, ragged and greedy for air. I tried to say her name but nothing came out, just a choked gasp that made her smile down at me with teeth and fire.

Still, she didn’t stop. She had to win, always. Brooke rode it out, grinding until I lost the ability to count time, until all I could do was clutch at her ass in a desperate plea for mercy. When she finally relented, it was only because her own body gave out. She let herself collapse forward, catching her weight on her arms before she let it all go, melting onto my chest. The sudden warmth of her skin, the heavy thud of her heartbeat against my ribs, made my pulse stutter.

I was empty. I was full. I was wrecked and complete at the same time.

She nuzzled into my neck, her breath hot and uneven, little post-orgasmic shudders still rippling through her. Her lips grazed my earlobe, then my jaw, her whole body relaxing one inch at a time. My hands roamed her back, sticky and burning, and I realized I never wanted to let her go, no matter how much she tried to pretend all this was just a joke to her.

We stayed like that: fused, tangled, each heartbeat impossibly loud in the hush that followed. Sweat cooled on our bodies, the citrus sting fading into something sweet and bittersweet. I wanted to say a thousand things, but the words felt pale compared to the raw truth of the last five minutes. Brooke always said you could learn everything about a person by how they fucked, and if that was true, I’d just read her autobiography in one sitting.

Brooke slumped forward, hair falling over her face, tits mashing against my chest, both of us slick with sweat and whatever the fuck she’d used as lube.

Cum dripped out of her, down my shaft, pooling between us, hot and thick as honey.

We lay that way, a mess of limbs and fluids, breath coming in ragged, desperate gasps.

Brooke’s laugh broke the quiet, low and full of triumph.

“Goddamn, stud. We’re going to have to hose this place down before anyone else sees it.”

I was too far gone to care. All I could do was stare at her, at the wild, beautiful destruction she’d just unleashed.

She grinned, then bent to kiss me, slow and deep, tongue exploring my mouth as her pussy kept fluttering around my cock.

This was Brooke: unfiltered, untamable, and so perfect it hurt.

The candles flickered, wet sounds echoed off the walls, and bodies stayed locked together, leaking and alive.

I’d never had a better massage in my entire life.

***

For a long minute, the only sound was our breathing and the slow drip of sweat and cum down my chest. Brooke lay sprawled atop me, body gleaming in the candlelight, hair a halo of pure chaos across my shoulder. My cock was still buried deep inside her, still throbbing, both of us too wrung out to bother moving.

She ran her fingers over my chest, drawing lazy circles, then glanced up, a flicker of something soft behind her usual bravado.

“You know,” she started, voice all grit and smoke, “I heard a rumor.” She hesitated, propped herself on one elbow, and met my gaze straight on. “Chloe’s been flashing a ring. Same with Mia. Serena showed me hers and acted like it was nothing, but you know she was dying to gloat. Are you actually, like, for real, giving all of them wedding rings?”

She tried for sarcasm, but I heard the catch in her voice.

This is what Chloe had warned me about, and she was right. It was inevitable that she found out sooner or later. My only hope was that Rory wasn’t on to me before I could take her out tomorrow night or Ren after her.

Her eyes flicked away, jaw clenched.

“I want you to be happy,” she muttered. “Swear to god, I do. But I’m just not the marrying kind, Noah. Not like Chloe or Mia. I’m a trainwreck most days. I don’t even know if I believe in that shit. Honestly, you deserve—”

I cut her off with a thumb tracing her cheek. “You’re not fooling anyone, you know. I saw the look on your face when you brought it up. If you’d said yes to my date, you’d have gotten your ring tonight.”

Her head snapped up, pure challenge, but hope was there now, a glow building behind the bluster.

“No fucking way.”

I rolled, careful not to unseat her, and reached for my jeans, still on the floor by the bed. Brooke’s eyes never left me, wary, hungry.

I dug into my pocket and held up the velvet pouch.

Brooke froze, lips parted. For once, she was speechless.

I opened the pouch and held out the twin silver bands, simple but solid, cool in my hand.

“I can’t legally marry all six of you,” I said, letting the truth settle in the air between us. “But this means forever. It’s my promise. No matter what else changes, you’re always going to have me. If you don’t want a ring, I’ll respect that. But, for what it’s worth, I’m asking anyway. I love you, Brooke. Will you marry me?”

Her entire body went rigid, then started to tremble.

Tears welled in her eyes, real and raw, and she scrubbed at them with the heel of her hand like she could box the emotion down.

“Are you sure?” she whispered, voice breaking. “Like, really sure? I’m a lot, Noah. You know that.”

I laughed, warmth crowding out every other feeling. “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life. The fire, the chaos, the mess, none of it scares me. I want all of it, including crazy gel sex.”

She stared at the rings, watery smile breaking through the tears.

“Holy shit. Okay, then. Yes. Fuck yes. I’ll marry you. I’ll be whatever you want.”

I slid the band onto her finger, slow and deliberate, and she flexed her hand, twisting the ring in the light like she couldn’t believe it was real.

For a split second, she couldn’t even speak. She just looked at her hand, looked at me, then started laughing and crying all at once, a pure, gorgeous wreck.

She hurled herself forward, arms tight around my neck, ring glinting as she gripped me hard enough to bruise.

The tears only lasted a heartbeat. Next thing I knew, Brooke was off and running, her mind already mapping out the future.

“You know what this means, right?” she demanded, eyes savage and wild. “We’re doing it all. I want a beach—no, a whole damn island. We’ll workout every day, run the cliffs, swim naked at midnight, fuck on the sand, drink mojitos until we can’t walk. I’ll teach you wild shit you’ve never even dreamed of. You’re going to need a new passport, babe, because I want to christen you on every continent.”

Her planning was kinetic, a verbal barrage of possibilities. I let her run with it, loving the hunger in her eyes as she mapped out a world where nothing could ever shake us.

She rolled her hips, grinding down, squeezing my cock back to life inside her. The shift was instant: talk of forever turned to action, raw and greedy.

“I’ll love you forever,” she said, voice gone lethal with promise. “And I’m gonna prove it.”

She didn’t give me a second to catch my breath.

She slid up my length, letting my cock pop free, then guided it right back in, rocking slow at first, then picking up the pace.

Already, I could feel a new surge of heat building, pleasure blazing up my spine as she milked me for every last drop.

Brooke rode me like she owned the night, hands braced on my chest, hair flying everywhere, sweat and gel and cum fusing us into one glistening, unstoppable machine.

“There’s going to be so much sex, baby,” she hissed, voice half-growl, half-laughter. “Every day, every night. I want the whole house to know who your real wife is.”

I grabbed her hips, driving up to meet every ruthless grind.

She moaned, the sound pure bliss, pure power.

The new ring sparkled on her hand, a mark of ownership, a badge she showed off every time she raked her fingers down my abs or dug into my shoulder for leverage.

Fucking her was like wrestling a hurricane. No holding back, no off switch, just wave after wave of tight, soaking heat.

We slammed together, faster, louder, the wet slap of our bodies ricocheting off the walls.

My balls throbbed, balls already sore from the last round, but she didn’t care. “C’mon, baby. Fill me up. Mark me so deep nobody can ever take it back.”

She got what she wanted.

I let go and exploded inside her, cock swelling, cum jetting up into her heat in furious bursts. My whole body locked, vision going white at the edges. Brooke screamed, coming right along with me, pussy clamped tight, milking every shiver from my core.

Cum poured out of her, leaked down my shaft and onto the sheets until we were both painted in it.

Brooke collapsed over me, lips on my temple, whispering a thousand filthy promises about the rest of our lives.

“I’ll love you forever,” she repeated, softer now, but no less intense.

I believed her.

We drifted, bodies tangled, the world shrinking to the two of us, the ring on her finger, and endless possibility.

Tomorrow, we’d take on the world.

But tonight, love was a hurricane.

And I was exactly where I belonged.


Chapter thirteen
Memory Lane


The rooftop terrace wrapped us in a cocoon of night air, cool against our skin where the blanket didn't reach, while candles flickered like distant fireflies around the edges of our little world. Rory nestled against my chest, her head tucked under my chin, one hand tracing lazy patterns on my arm as soft music drifted from the speakers, mingling with the distant crash of waves below. Wine glasses sat half-empty within arm's reach, their stems catching the moonlight, and above us, the stars scattered like diamonds on black velvet, watching as I pulled her closer, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair.

We'd just finished dinner, a quiet affair on the terrace, nothing extravagant, but the kind of meal that lingered on your tongue long after the plates were cleared. Grilled salmon with herbs from the garden downstairs, fresh greens I'd tossed myself, and a bottle of Pinot Noir that Rory had picked because she said it tasted like summer turning to fall. The townhouse felt alive around us, the faint hum of the others downstairs filtering up like background noise, but up here, it was just us. No distractions, no rush. I'd lit the candles earlier, watching the flames steady as the sun dipped below the horizon, and now, with Rory's warmth pressed against me, everything felt right.

She sighed contentedly, shifting so her cheek rested more firmly on my chest, her fingers still drawing those absent circles on my skin. The blanket was soft, thick enough to ward off the evening chill rolling in from the ocean, and I let my hand trail down her back, feeling the subtle rise and fall of her breathing. It was moments like this that made the chaos of our lives worth it. The stolen quiet after a day of navigating the world, where I could just hold her and let the weight of everything else fade.

"Do you remember the first time we did this?" Rory asked suddenly, her voice soft but clear, cutting through the gentle melody playing from the speakers. She tilted her head up slightly, her hazel eyes catching the candlelight, searching my face with that mix of curiosity and affection that always made my pulse quicken.

I smiled, the memory surfacing easily, like it had been waiting just below the surface. "Stargazing? Yeah, I remember." I paused, letting the details flood back, my hand stilling on her back as I pulled her a fraction closer. "Junior year, right after the homecoming game against Valley High. You were still in your cheerleading uniform, all hyped up from the win."

She laughed quietly, the sound vibrating through my chest. "God, that skirt was so short. I felt like every guy in the stands was staring."

"They were," I said, my tone teasing but laced with the old possessiveness that never quite faded. "But you only had eyes for me that night. We ditched the after-party, remember? Snuck off in my beat-up Civic, windows down, heading out to that old lookout point on the edge of town."

Rory nodded, her fingers now tracing the line of my collarbone. "You had that ancient blanket in the trunk. The one with the holes from your dad's fishing trips. We spread it out on the hood of the car, and you cranked the stereo. What was playing? Some indie band you were obsessed with back then."

"The Shins," I confirmed, the song coming back to me in fragments, that jangly guitar riff mixing with the night sounds. "No wine that time, though. Just a couple of warm sodas from the glove compartment and the stars overhead. It was clearer out there, away from the city lights. We lay back, your head on my shoulder like it is right now, talking about nothing and everything."

I could see it all so vividly now, the way the memory sharpened with her prompting. The air had been crisp that night, fall sneaking in, carrying the faint smell of pine from the nearby woods. Rory's cheerleading uniform had been a bright splash of red and white against the dark blanket, her skirt riding up just enough to make my teenage heart hammer. We'd been dating for a while by then, but everything still felt new, charged with that electric uncertainty of first love. She'd kicked off her sneakers, bare legs stretching out, and I'd stolen glances at her, mesmerized by how the starlight caught in her hair, turning it to threads of gold.

"We were so awkward back then," Rory murmured, her voice pulling me back to the present. But I wasn't ready to leave the memory just yet.

"Not as awkward as what came next," I said, my hand resuming its path down her back, fingers dipping lower to rest at the curve of her hip. "We started kissing, slow at first, like we were testing the waters. Your lips tasted like cherry lip gloss and the soda we'd shared. I remember how your hands shook a little when you tugged at my shirt, pulling it up just enough to run your fingers over my stomach."

She shifted against me, her body pressing closer, as if the recollection was stirring something in her too. "I was nervous," she admitted. "Excited, but yeah, nervous. You'd been so patient with me, never pushing, and that night... it just felt right."

I nodded, the scene replaying in my mind with crystal clarity. We'd slid off the hood eventually, the blanket bunching under us on the grass, the car stereo still crooning softly in the background. Rory had straddled my lap, her cheerleading skirt fanning out around us, the fabric whispering against my jeans as she moved. I'd helped her out of her top, my hands clumsy with anticipation, revealing the lacy bra underneath, nothing fancy, but on her, it was everything. She reached back, unhooked it with a shy smile, and let it fall away, her breasts spilling free, pale and perfect in the moonlight. They bounced gently as she leaned down to kiss me again, her hair cascading forward like a curtain, blocking out the world.

My breath caught even now, remembering how she'd looked above me, topless but still in that skirt, the contrast making the moment feel both innocent and wildly erotic. I'd been hard instantly, painfully so, and when she ground against me, feeling it through our clothes, her eyes had widened with a mix of surprise and desire. We fumbled with belts and zippers, laughing nervously at our own eagerness, until finally, she lifted her hips, positioned herself, and sank down onto me.

It had been awkward at first, her movements hesitant, inexperienced, as she found her rhythm. She'd rocked slowly, hands braced on my chest, her hair swinging forward with each tentative thrust. But gradually, she grew bolder, her body adapting, hips rolling with increasing confidence. Her breasts swayed above me, nipples tight in the cool night air, and I'd reached up to cup them, thumbs circling, drawing gasps from her that mingled with the music from the car. The skirt had bunched up around her waist, the fabric brushing my stomach as she rode me, her pace quickening until we were both lost in it, the stars above blurring as pleasure built.

When she came, it was with a soft cry, her body trembling, clenching around me in a way that pulled my own release from me almost immediately. I'd thrust up into her one last time, spilling inside her as she collapsed forward, her hair falling over us like a veil. We were lucky I hadn’t got her pregnant.

Back on the terrace, I pulled Rory tighter against me, my hand sliding under the blanket to rest on her stomach, fingers splaying possessively. "We've come a long way since then," I said, my voice thick with emotion. "From those awkward kids fumbling in the dark to... this. Adults, building a life together, facing the world side by side. You've grown into this incredible woman, Rory. You’re strong, ambitious, so full of fire it still takes my breath away. And me? I've learned what it means to really love someone, through the good and the bad. That night was the start, but now... now I know how deep it runs."

She turned slightly in my arms, her eyes meeting mine, soft and shining under the starlight. I held her close, my arms wrapping around her fully, pulling her against my chest as if I could shield her from everything outside this moment. The blanket cocooned us, her warmth seeping into me, and I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the familiar scent that always grounded me. "I love you so profoundly, Rory," I whispered, my lips brushing her temple. "More than I did that night, more than I thought possible. You're my past, my present, my everything. And under these same stars, I promise you, that will never change."

She nestled closer, her hand finding mine under the blanket, fingers intertwining as we lay there, the music fading into the background, the candles burning low. The night stretched out around us, vast and eternal, much like the bond we'd forged from that first awkward encounter to this perfect, quiet intimacy.

We stayed like that for what felt like hours, just holding each other, the stars wheeling overhead as silent witnesses to the depth of what we shared. Her breathing evened out against me, steady and calm, and I let my hand trace slow paths along her side, memorizing the curve of her hip, the softness of her skin. It was in these moments, away from the chaos of our daily lives, that I felt most connected to her, not just physically, but in that profound way where words weren't necessary, where just being together was enough.

Rory shifted slightly, her lips brushing my neck. "That night changed everything for me," she murmured, her voice sleepy but sincere. "You were so gentle, so patient. Even when I was nervous, you made me feel safe. Loved."

I smiled into her hair, my chest tightening with the memory. "You were everything to me then. You still are." My fingers found the hem of her shirt, slipping underneath to rest against the warm skin of her back, pulling her impossibly closer. The blanket shifted with us, cocooning our bodies, and I felt the steady beat of her heart against mine, a rhythm that had become as familiar as my own.

As the night deepened, the candles guttered lower, their flames casting long, dancing shadows across the terrace. The music looped softly, a gentle underscore to our quiet conversation, weaving in and out of reminiscences about that junior year night. I told her how I'd been terrified of messing it up, how her confidence had pulled me through, and she confessed she'd practiced her moves in the mirror beforehand, laughing at the absurdity of it now.

But beneath the laughter, there was a current of something deeper, a recognition of how far we'd come. From teenagers stealing moments under the stars to adults building a life together, navigating the complexities of our unconventional family. I held her tighter, my arms a protective circle around her, as if I could ward off any doubt or fear that might creep in. "I love you more every day," I whispered, my lips pressing against her forehead. "Through all the changes, all the growth, you're still the one who makes my world make sense."

She tilted her head up, her eyes meeting mine in the dim light, and for a moment, we just looked at each other, the weight of years and shared history hanging between us. Then she leaned in, her kiss soft and lingering, a reaffirmation of everything we'd built. As we pulled apart, I drew her back against my chest, content to let the night unfold around us, secure in the knowledge that our bond was unbreakable.

The stars continued their slow march across the sky, and eventually, Rory's breathing deepened into sleep, her body relaxing fully against mine. I stayed awake a while longer, watching over her, my hand still resting on her back, feeling the gentle rise and fall. In that quiet, with the ocean whispering below and the candles burning down to nubs, I reflected on our journey from that fumbling first time to this profound connection and knew without a doubt that my love for her was eternal, as vast and enduring as the night sky above.

***

As Rory's breathing deepened into the steady rhythm of sleep, I lay there holding her, the blanket warm around us and the stars wheeling overhead, but a new restlessness stirred in my chest. My fingers trembled slightly as I reached into my pocket, feeling the cool velvet of the box I'd carried all evening, knowing this was the moment to shift our quiet intimacy into something more profound. The candles had burned low, their flames casting a soft, wavering glow across the terrace, and the music had faded to a gentle hum, but the night felt charged, alive with the weight of what I was about to do. I shifted gently, not wanting to startle her, my hand trailing up her arm to brush a strand of hair from her face.

She stirred, her eyes fluttering open, hazy with the remnants of sleep but quickly sharpening as she sensed the change in me. "Noah?" she murmured, her voice thick and soft, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me more closely. The blanket slipped a little, revealing the curve of her shoulder, and I felt a surge of affection mixed with nerves, my heart pounding harder than it had during our earlier reminiscences.

I sat up slowly, pulling her with me so we were facing each other, the blanket pooling around our waists. The moonlight bathed her face, highlighting the soft lines of her features, and I took a steadying breath, my free hand finding hers under the fabric, fingers intertwining. "There's something I need to do," I said, my voice low but steady, though it quivered just at the edges with the emotion building inside me. "Something I've been thinking about all night."

Her brow furrowed slightly, curiosity sparking in her eyes, but she didn't pull away. Instead, she squeezed my hand, waiting, her gaze never wavering from mine. I could feel the warmth of her skin, the subtle pulse at her wrist matching the rapid beat of my own heart. With my other hand, I pulled the box from my pocket, the velvet soft against my palm, and held it between us, the moonlight catching its edges and making it gleam like a secret unearthed.

I flipped it open slowly, revealing the pair of matching silver promise rings inside, simple bands that shone with a quiet elegance. They weren't flashy, but they were solid, enduring, just like what I felt for her. Rory's breath caught, her eyes widening as she stared at them, then flicked back up to my face, searching for confirmation of what she suspected.

"Rory," I began, my voice trembling now despite my best efforts, "I love you more than I can put into words. We've been through so much, from those awkward high school days to building this life together with everyone. But I need you to know that you're irreplaceable to me. I can't legally marry all six of you, but that doesn't change what I feel. This ring… it's my promise to you. My commitment to love you, support you, be there for you in our family, our future children, no matter what. It's forever, Rory. Will you marry me?"

The words hung between us, heavy with sincerity, and I held her gaze, my eyes locked on hers, willing her to see the depth of my feelings, the honesty in every syllable. Tears welled in her eyes almost immediately, spilling over as she covered her mouth with her free hand, a soft sob escaping her lips. She looked overwhelmed, her chest rising and falling rapidly, but beneath the surprise, there was a joy that lit her from within, making her even more beautiful in the starlight.

"Oh, Noah," she whispered, her voice breaking as she reached out to touch the rings with trembling fingers, as if afraid they might disappear. "Yes... yes, of course I'll marry you." But then her expression shifted slightly, a flicker of concern cutting through the emotion. "But what about the others? Chloe, Serena, all of them? You're not leaving them out of this, are you? I don't want this to feel like it's just us, excluding everyone else."

I smiled softly, relieved and touched by her immediate thought for our family, and I shook my head, squeezing her hand tighter. "No, not at all. They'll each have their moments. This is my promise to you, individually and as part of what we have together. But tonight, right here under these stars, this moment is about us. Just you and me, Rory. Our history, our love."

Her tears flowed freely now, but she nodded, the concern melting away into pure happiness as she leaned forward, her hands cupping my face. "Then yes, a thousand times yes," she said, her voice thick with emotion. Our lips met in a kiss that started tender, a soft press of mouths sealing the promise, but it quickly deepened, the passion igniting like dry tinder under a flame. Her fingers threaded through my hair, pulling me closer, and I wrapped my arms around her waist, drawing her against me as the blanket fell away, forgotten.

The kiss grew urgent, our breaths mingling hot and fast, tongues dancing with a familiarity born of years together. I could taste the salt of her tears on her lips, mixed with the lingering sweetness of the wine, and it only fueled the fire building between us. My hands roamed her back, slipping under her shirt to feel the smooth warmth of her skin, and she arched into me, a soft moan escaping her throat. The night air was cool against us, but the heat of our bodies chased it away, the candles flickering as if in approval of the shift from emotional intimacy to something more primal.

Rory broke the kiss first, her eyes dark with desire as she pulled back just enough to tug her shirt over her head, revealing the lacy bra beneath. I followed suit, shedding my own shirt, and she pushed me back gently onto the blanket, straddling my lap, her skirt riding up her thighs. The stars above seemed to blur as I focused on her, my hands sliding up her sides to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over the fabric until her nipples hardened under my touch. She gasped, grinding down against me, the friction sending sparks through my body.

We undressed each other with a mix of tenderness and haste, her fingers fumbling with my belt while I unhooked her bra, freeing her breasts to the night air. They bounced slightly as she moved, full and inviting, and I leaned up to take one nipple into my mouth, sucking gently while my hand kneaded the other. Rory's head fell back, her hair cascading like a dark waterfall, and she moaned my name, her hips rocking against mine with increasing urgency. The blanket twisted beneath us, the terrace floor hard but forgotten in the heat of the moment.

She reached down, freeing my cock from my pants, her hand wrapping around me with a firm stroke that made me groan against her skin. I was already rock hard, aching for her, and she positioned herself above me, her wetness slick against the head as she teased us both. "I want you inside me," she whispered, her voice husky, eyes locked on mine. With a slow, deliberate motion, she sank down, taking me inch by inch until I was fully sheathed in her heat.

We moved together then, a rhythm as old as our love, tender at first, savoring the connection, but building with each thrust. Her hands braced on my chest, nails digging in slightly as she rode me, her breasts bouncing with the motion, hair swinging forward to brush my face. I gripped her hips, guiding her, thrusting up to meet her, the slap of our bodies mingling with our gasps and moans. The stars watched from above, indifferent witnesses to our passion, as the urgency grew, our movements becoming more frantic, driven by the emotional high of the proposal.

Rory's breaths came in sharp, jagged bursts, her whole body vibrating around me, and I could feel my own release building, a white-hot current running up my spine and coiling low in my belly. It was as much an emotional culmination as a physical one, every memory, every fresh heartbreak we'd ever shared, all the years of longing and the ache of having, concentrated into the heat between us as she rode me with desperate, beautiful abandon. My hands found her ass, gripping hard, helping her set the pace, feeling the sinew and softness of her body as she chased the edge with wild, hungry intent.

She leaned forward, hair tumbling around our faces in a curtain that blotted out the world, and kissed me with frantic urgency, her mouth open and wet, tongue searching mine as if she could take more of me inside. Our teeth clashed, and she giggled mid-kiss, the vibration traveling through her chest as her nipples pressed into me, soft and slick with sweat. I broke from her lips to mouth down her jawline, tracing the column of her throat with my tongue before biting gently at her pulse point, making her shiver and gasp and clamp down on me from deep inside.

"Noah, fuck, don't stop," she panted, hands braced against my shoulders, nails raking grooves into my skin. "I'm so close. Please. Please."

The way she begged for it, the rawness of her need, nearly broke me. I shifted my hips, thrusting up to meet her, hard and relentless, each movement sending a fresh jolt through both of us. The sounds between us grew louder, wet, ragged, animal. She threw her head back, eyes fluttering shut, a keening cry spilling from her lips as her orgasm took her, thighs quivering, cunt spasming in perfect waves around my cock. Her whole body arched and locked, the muscles in her stomach flexing and twitching as she rode out every last tremor.

The sight pushed me over, crushing any restraint I'd tried to maintain. I groaned, low and guttural, and thrust deeper, emptying myself inside her, the release crashing through me in hot, pulsing bursts. I felt her pulse around me, milking every drop, her hips bucking and stuttering as she wrung out both our orgasms, the pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

We stayed like that, locked together, shaking, until the tremors faded and our bodies softened, still joined but utterly spent. Rory collapsed against me, her skin sticky and flushed, hair wild and tangled across her shoulders and my chest. She buried her face against my neck, breathing me in, her hands splayed possessively across my back.

We lay there like that for a long time, breathing in sync, the taste of sex and sweat and tears lingering between us. The ocean's hush below and the distant hum of traffic were the only sounds left as the night stretched out around us, the candles dwindling to molten pools on the terrace tiles. I reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, planting a gentle kiss at her temple, and felt her smile against my collarbone.

"Jesus, Outlier," she whispered, the old nickname Chloe invented, trembling with new affection. "If you keep ruining me like this, I'm never letting you go."

"You'd better not," I said, running my hands up her bare back, fingertips tracing the delicate vertebrae beneath her slick skin. "You said that once, remember? Prom night. You told me you'd haunt me if I ever left you."

She snorted, rolling her eyes as she propped herself up on my chest, her cheeks streaked with tears but eyes bright and fierce. "Yeah, and you called me high-maintenance and said I'd haunt your credit score. So I guess we're both doomed, huh?"

I grinned, and she bent to kiss me again, slower this time, a lazy, languid slide of lips and tongue that tasted like home. My hands cushioned her head as she settled onto me, our legs entwined, the blanket only half-covering us now, but the night was warm enough, or maybe we just were.

We lay there, not talking, just holding each other. My mind drifted between memories and the present, unable to decide which felt more surreal. I remembered that first night in high school, sneaking onto the field after the game, the lights turned off but the stars so bright it felt like day. She'd been nervous, her hands shaking, but she'd still climbed onto my lap, skirt hiked up and hair falling over her face, and for all our inexperience, we'd known even then that we were something rare, something that could survive. We were older now, and the sex was infinitely better, but the feeling, the sense of cosmic belonging, hadn't changed.

Rory ran her fingers over my chest, absently tracing the faint old scar from a bike accident, then let her hand wander down to my stomach, her touch feather-light. "You know, if you keep making promises like that, people are going to expect you to follow through. Even the universe might start holding you accountable."

"That scares you?" I teased, but she shook her head.

"Not anymore," she said, voice soft but sure. "I used to be terrified. Not of loving you, but of losing myself in it. I thought if I let you in all the way, there wouldn't be anything left of me. I didn't want to be one of those girls who only existed in a relationship." She hesitated, searching my face. "But now I get it. You don't… consume me, Noah. You just make the parts of me I like shine brighter."

I wanted to say something back, something as true and raw, but I just kissed her shoulder instead and squeezed her tighter. Sometimes words were pointless, when the reality of her skin and the steady drum of her heart against mine said everything that needed to be said.

We must have dozed a little, because I woke to find her staring up at the sky, the rings on our fingers glinting in the starlight. She twisted hers thoughtfully, and I realized I'd never seen her look so peaceful.

"Do you think Chloe's going to be jealous?" she asked suddenly, her voice half a laugh.

I shook my head, smiling. "She'll throw a party. Or demand a rematch for who gets to propose next."

Rory chuckled, nestling closer. "Yeah, you're probably right. But for now, can we just stay here a little longer? Just us?"

I nodded, pulling the blanket higher around us. "For as long as you want."

We collapsed together, entwined under the blanket, our bodies slick with sweat, the silver rings on our fingers catching the starlight as we caught our breath. Rory lay her head on my chest, her hand splaying over my heart, and I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close as the afterglow settled over us like a warm fog. The night air cooled our skin, but the heat between us lingered, a tangible reminder of our bond.

As our breathing evened out, we whispered promises into the darkness, plans for the future, dreams of building our life together within the larger tapestry of our family. "We'll make it work," I murmured, my lips brushing her forehead. "You, me, all of us. Forever." Rory nodded, her ring glinting as she traced patterns on my skin, her voice soft with contentment. "I can't wait for what's next," she said, and in that moment, with the stars as our canopy and our love reaffirmed, I knew our bond was unbreakable, a lifelong promise sealed under the endless sky.


Chapter fourteen
Little Tokyo


The front door clicked shut behind Chloe, Brooke, Mia, Rory, and Serena, their laughter fading into the evening like a distant echo, leaving the townhouse wrapped in that sudden, delicious quiet that always followed their departures. I stretched in the living room, feeling the pull in my muscles from last night's rooftop escapade with Rory, and caught a whiff of something savory drifting from the kitchen, garlic, maybe, or ginger, drawing me toward it like a promise. There was Ren, already at the counter, her waist-length black hair tied back in a loose ponytail, sleeves rolled up as she chopped vegetables with that focused grace she brought to everything, from her paintings to these stolen moments we shared.

She didn't look up right away, but I knew she felt me there, the way her shoulders relaxed just a fraction, like my presence was the missing ingredient in whatever she was conjuring. Ingredients sprawled across the marble island: fresh ginger root shaved into thin curls, green onions diced fine, a bowl of what looked like cabbage shredded to ribbons, and a slab of pork belly waiting its turn under her knife. The air hummed with the sharp tang of soy sauce and sesame oil, mixing with the faint salt from the ocean breeze sneaking through the open window.

"Hey, babe," I said, sliding up behind her, my hands finding her hips naturally, thumbs hooking into the belt loops of her jeans. She leaned back into me without missing a beat on the chopping board, her body fitting against mine like we'd done this a thousand times, which we had, in one way or another.

"You're just in time," Ren replied, her voice carrying that soft lilt, a mix of West Coast ease and something warmer from her mother's side. She tilted her head back, offering her neck, and I took the invitation, pressing a kiss there, tasting the faint salt of her skin. "I figured since the girls are out painting the town, we'd make something real. No takeout tonight."

I chuckled, my chin resting on her shoulder as I watched her hands move, precise, almost artistic, like she was painting with the knife instead of slicing. "What's on the menu? Smells like you're channeling your grandmother again."

She nodded, setting the knife down and turning in my arms, her deep brown eyes meeting mine with a sparkle. "Okonomiyaki. Grandma's recipe, straight from Osaka. It's basically a savory pancake, but don't let that fool you. It's got layers, baby. Cabbage, pork belly, noodles if we feel fancy. She taught me when I was little, said it was the best way to use up whatever's in the fridge and still make it taste like home."

I loved when she talked about her family like this, the stories spilling out easy and unfiltered. I gave her hips a squeeze, pulling her closer until our bodies pressed flush, her curves molding against me, those big, full, bouncy breasts that always seemed to defy gravity, especially in a simple tank top. "Show me how it's done. I'm your eager student."

Ren smirked, reaching behind her for a bowl without breaking eye contact. "First, the batter. Flour, eggs, dashi stock. None of that water substitute crap. Grandma would roll over if she knew I even considered it." She cracked an egg one-handed, whisking it into the mix with a fork, her movements fluid and confident. I stayed put, my hands wandering up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts just to feel her shiver.

As she worked, she explained each step, her voice a soothing rhythm that matched the whisk's scrape against the bowl. "The key is the cabbage. Shred it fine, mix it in so it wilts just right when it hits the pan. And the pork? Thin slices, babe, so they crisp up without overpowering everything else." I nodded, pretending to focus, but really, I was lost in the way her ass brushed against me every time she reached for something, deliberate little bumps that sent heat pooling low in my gut.

I couldn't resist. My hand slid lower, palming her ass through the denim, giving it a firm squeeze. "Like this? Thin and crisp?" She laughed, swatting my arm playfully, but leaned into the touch, her body arching just enough to press her breasts against my chest.

"You're incorrigible," she said, but there was no complaint in it, only that husky note that told me she was enjoying the game as much as I was. We kept at it like that, me "helping" by passing ingredients while my free hand explored, lingering on her waist, slipping under her top to trace the soft skin of her stomach. At one point, as she bent to grab a pan from the lower cabinet, her ass pushed right against my groin, and I had to bite back a groan, my cock twitching in response.

"Careful, baby," I murmured, pulling her upright and spinning her to face me. "Keep that up, and dinner's going to burn." She just grinned, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me down for a kiss, deep, unhurried, her tongue slipping past my lips to tangle with mine, tasting faintly of the green onion she'd sampled earlier.

When we broke apart, both a little breathless, Ren rested her forehead against mine. "Okay, back to work. But later... you can have all of me." The promise hung there, electric, as we returned to the task.

While she heated the pan and I mixed the batter under her guidance, Ren opened up more, her voice softening as she shared pieces of herself. "You know, growing up with Mom's stories about Japan always made me feel split down the middle. She's full Japanese, raised in Tokyo, all about tradition and precision like this recipe, every step matters. Dad's this laid-back American guy from Seattle, met her on a business trip when he was setting up some tech deal. They say it was love at first sight, but I think it was more like culture shock that stuck."

I watched her flip the first okonomiyaki, the sizzle filling the kitchen with a mouthwatering aroma. "Sounds romantic. Your mom's the one pushing for the 'practical' career, right?"

She nodded, a wry smile tugging at her lips. "Yeah, she wants me in business, something stable. But art's in my blood. Dad encourages it, says it's what makes life worth living. And then there's my little sister, Aki. She's starting at St. Celeste next year, following in my footsteps. Mom's thrilled about the prestige, but Aki's got this rebellious streak; I bet she'll shake things up."

I leaned against the counter, passing her the sauce bottle, my hand brushing hers deliberately, fingers lingering. "She sounds like trouble. Reminds me of Ethan, my brother. Kid's got a massive crush on Chloe. In fact, he once tried to get me to hand her over.” I laughed shaking my head at the memory. “He's crashing at our place in a couple of weeks, supposedly for an Ashbourne Tech tour, but I've seen the way his eyes light up whenever I mention the girls. Poor kid's in for a reality check when he realizes he'll be sleeping one wall away from your room while we’re together. Last time that happened, it didn’t end so well for Ethan.”

Ren laughed, drizzling mayo over the finished pancake in that signature crisscross pattern. "Oh, that's adorable. Chloe's going to eat him alive in the best way. Ethan's what, a year younger than you?"

"Two," I said, stealing a kiss to her temple as she plated the first one. "But he's got that Mercer charm. Runs in the family."

She turned, wrapping her arms around my waist, her body pressing against mine in a way that made my pulse kick up. "Lucky for me." We kissed again, deeper this time, my hands sliding up her back, fingers toying with the hem of her top, feeling the warmth of her skin. She moaned softly into my mouth, her breasts pushing against my chest, full and soft, reminding me how they compared to Chloe's. As impossible as it seemed, Ren's were even bigger and bouncier than Chloe’s, with that perfect upturned swell of her nipples that made my mouth water every time. Like Chloe, Ren was objectively a perfect ten without a discernible flaw in sight.

"You're distracting me, babe," she whispered when we pulled apart, but her eyes were dark with want, her nipples hard through the thin fabric.

"Good," I replied, giving her ass a playful squeeze. "You deserve it."

As we finished the last of the okonomiyaki, flipping and plating with shared laughs and more stolen touches, my hand on her lower back as she stirred, her hip bumping mine deliberately, Ren's expression turned more thoughtful. "You know, art's always been my escape. I want to show in galleries, maybe even abroad. But sometimes I wonder if I'm just chasing shadows."

I set down the spatula, turning her to face me fully, my hands framing her face. "You're not. Your paintings—they hit me right here," I said, tapping my chest. "That one you did of the ocean at dawn? Made me feel like I was drowning in peace. You're brilliant, baby."

She blushed, leaning in for another kiss, this one sweet and lingering. But then I sighed, admitting my own frustrations. "Speaking of chasing things, this whole Biogen mess has me locked out of the lab. Can't even touch my research until Viv sorts everything out with the Board. It's driving me nuts."

Ren nodded sympathetically, her hand stroking my arm. "That sucks, but hey, silver lining, more time with me. With all of us. And honestly, you need the break. You're always going a million miles an hour."

I pulled her close, burying my face in her hair. "You're right. This, cooking with you, just being here, it's exactly what I need."

We shared one more deep kiss, her body melting against mine, breasts pressing firmly into my chest, before she pulled back with a smile. "Come on, let's take this up to the rooftop. The stars are waiting."

I grabbed the plates, following her lead, my heart full from the simple joy of the evening we'd built together.

***

We climbed the stairs to the rooftop terrace, plates balanced carefully in our hands, the savory steam from the okonomiyaki rising like an offering to the night sky. I'd slipped up here earlier while Ren was distracted in the kitchen, setting the stage with clusters of candles that now flickered to life in the evening breeze, their warm glow dancing across the small table I'd arranged with a crisp white cloth and our best wine glasses. Ren stopped short at the threshold, her eyes widening as she took it in, the city lights twinkling below like fallen stars, the ocean a dark whisper in the distance, and turned to me with that look of surprised delight that always made my chest tighten.

"Noah," she breathed, setting her plate down on the table with careful hands, her gaze sweeping over the setup. "When did you... this is beautiful. I thought we were just eating upstairs to avoid the kitchen mess."

I shrugged, playing it casual even as my pulse picked up, knowing what was coming later. "Figured we deserved something special after all that work in the kitchen. Besides, the stars are better company than dirty dishes." I pulled out her chair, watching the way the candlelight caught in her dark hair, turning the strands to polished obsidian. She sat, still looking around in quiet wonder, and I joined her across the table, the night air cool but charged with that intimate hush that made everything feel closer, more real.

We dug into the food, the first bites hitting with that perfect blend of crisp edges and soft, savory filling, the cabbage tender, pork belly crisped just right, the sauce tangy and rich on my tongue. "This is incredible, baby," I said between bites, reaching across to squeeze her hand. "Your grandma knew what she was doing. And you nailed it better than any restaurant version I've had."

Ren smiled, her cheeks flushing a little in the warm light. "We nailed it. You were the one who didn't burn the first one." She took a sip from her wine glass, the red liquid catching the flicker of flames, and leaned back, gazing out at the view. "This spot... it's like our own little world up here. No wonder you snuck away to set it up."

The conversation flowed easy as we ate, trading compliments on the meal and reliving funny moments from the cooking process like when I'd nearly dropped the bowl of batter, or how she'd caught me staring at her ass more than once. But as the plates emptied and we settled into the wine, the talk turned deeper, the kind of sharing that always seemed to happen when it was just the two of us, no harem distractions pulling at the edges.

I set my glass down, leaning forward, my eyes on hers. "Ren, there's something I've been wanting to say. Your art... it doesn't just impress me; it moves me, babe. Like that portrait you did last month, the one with the woman staring out at the storm her face all determination and quiet fear. It hit me right in the gut, made me feel like I was right there with her, facing down whatever was coming. Or the abstract one, all those swirling blues and grays that feel like diving into deep water. Every time I look at it, I get this sense of peace mixed with longing, like you're pulling emotions straight out of my chest and putting them on canvas."

She blinked, her fork pausing halfway to her mouth, and I saw the sheen in her eyes, the way her lips parted in surprise. "Noah... I didn't know it affected you like that. I mean, I pour myself into them, but hearing you say it—it's everything."

I nodded, reaching for her hand again, my thumb stroking over her knuckles. "It does. More than I can explain. You have this way of seeing the world, of capturing the stuff most people overlook. And it's not just the skill; it's how you make me feel understood, like you get the parts of me I don't always show. With the others, it's passion or comfort or that spark of challenge, but with you, it's deeper. You make me feel emotionally naked, baby, in the best way. Like I can be vulnerable without armor, and you'll turn it into something beautiful."

Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes now, one slipping free as she squeezed my hand back. "That's... I love that. I love you, Noah. The way you see me, not just as part of this crazy family, but as me."

I swallowed, the moment building, my heart thudding steady but strong. "And that's why I love your independence, your creativity, that fire you have for exploring the world. I want to share all of it with you—travel, create, build something real. You're not just part of my life; you're the color in it."

She was crying softly now, but smiling through it, her free hand wiping at her cheek. I took a breath, feeling the weight of the words settle, then said it plain: "I love you, deeply, in a way I don't love anybody else. In a way words fail to describe."

Ren's breath hitched, her fingers tightening around mine as she stroked the back of my hand with her thumb, the gesture small but so full of affection it made my chest ache. The candles flickered between us, casting warm shadows across her face, highlighting the tears tracking down her cheeks. "Noah... that's everything to me."

The city lights sparkled below, a distant hum that felt worlds away from this intimate bubble we'd created. I reached into my pocket, fingers closing around the small box, my pulse kicking up as I pulled it out and set it on the table between us. Her eyes dropped to it, widening as I flipped it open, revealing the twin silver rings inside, simple, elegant bands that caught the candlelight and threw it back in soft gleams.

"I know our family is unconventional," I said, my voice steady despite the emotion clawing up my throat. "I love six incredible women—you, Chloe, Serena, Mia, Brooke, and Rory. I can't legally marry all of you, not yet, maybe not ever in the way the world expects. But these rings... they're my promise, baby. My commitment to you, to us, until the day we can make it official in whatever way feels right. They're a symbol that you're mine, and I'm yours, forever. Will you marry me, Ren?"

She stared at the rings for a long moment, her hand covering her mouth as tears flowed freely now, her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs. But it wasn't sadness; it was joy, overwhelming and pure, lighting her face from within. "Yes," she whispered at first, then louder, "Yes, Noah. Oh my god, yes." She launched herself across the table, nearly knocking over the wine glasses, and fell into my arms, her body crashing against mine in a tangle of limbs and emotion.

I caught her, pulling her onto my lap as she wrapped her arms around my neck, her face buried in my shoulder. "I love you so much," she murmured between sobs, her voice muffled but fierce. I held her tight, one hand stroking her back as the other fumbled for the ring, slipping it onto her finger with trembling hands. It fit perfectly, gleaming against her skin, and she pulled back just enough to look at it, then at me, her eyes shining with tears and happiness.

Our lips met in a passionate kiss, salty with her tears, deep and urgent as if we could seal the promise with the press of our mouths. Her hands framed my face, fingers threading into my hair, pulling me closer as our tongues danced, the heat building even in the cool night air. I tasted the wine on her lips, mixed with the salt of emotion, and poured everything into that kiss, my love, my commitment, the future I saw with her at the center.

When we finally broke apart, breathless and flushed, she rested her forehead against mine, our noses brushing. "I can't believe this is real," she whispered, twisting the ring on her finger. "We're really doing this—forever."

"Forever," I echoed, my arms tightening around her waist, holding her close as the stars watched over us, witnesses to the vow we'd just made.

She pulled back slightly, her eyes searching mine. "The others…I mean, Chloe and everyone, they won't..."

"Each of them gets their moment," I whispered against her lips, sliding the second ring onto my own finger. "But right now, this moment, it's just us."

The tension melted from her shoulders as she traced the silver band on my hand, then pressed her mouth to mine with renewed hunger.

***

Still caught in the heat of that kiss, I scooped Ren up in my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her from the rooftop, the night air rushing past us while the candles flickered goodbye behind. She laughed against my neck, her ringed hand clutching my shirt, and I navigated the stairs carefully, each step building the anticipation until we reached her bedroom door, which I nudged open with my foot before laying her gently on the bed, the mattress dipping under our weight.

The room was dimly lit, just the glow from a bedside lamp casting soft shadows across the walls, but it was enough to see her clearly, her dark hair fanned out on the pillow, eyes shining with the same mix of joy and desire that had lit her up during the proposal. I hovered over her for a moment, taking in the sight, my hands already itching to explore. "You're so beautiful, baby," I murmured, my voice rough with emotion, before I started to undress her, slow and deliberate, wanting to savor every inch.

I began with her top, sliding my hands under the fabric, feeling the warmth of her stomach as I lifted it up and over her head, her arms raising to help. Her bra came next, a simple black lace that I unhooked with practiced ease, peeling it away to reveal her breasts, big and bouncy, with that perfect swell that always made my mouth go dry. They were fuller than Chloe's, softer in a way that begged to be touched, nipples hardening in the cool air as I cupped them, thumbs brushing over the peaks. Ren arched into my touch, a soft gasp escaping her lips, her skin flushing under my gaze.

Next, her jeans. I popped the button and tugged the zipper down, my fingers grazing the smooth skin below as I peeled them off, taking her panties with them in one smooth motion. She lifted her hips to help, and once they were gone, I drank in the sight of her: those sculpted hips curving into toned legs that seemed to go on forever, and her ass, heart-shaped and firm, begging for my hands. I ran my palms up her thighs, feeling the muscle tense and release, then higher, cupping her ass and giving it a gentle squeeze, marveling at how it filled my grip perfectly. "God, Ren, your body... it's unreal," I said, my voice thick, comparing her in my mind to Chloe's tighter, more athletic build.

Ren's body was a masterpiece of soft valleys and gentle slopes, a landscape I could explore for hours. Where Chloe was taut muscle beneath silk, Ren yielded like warm clay beneath my touch. I'd never rank the breathtaking beauty of the women who'd chosen me. How could I, when each one's body told a different story, each curve and line a verse in a poem I was still learning to read?

She watched me with hooded eyes, her breath coming faster as I continued, my hands exploring every curve, tracing the lines of her body like I was committing it to memory. Her skin was silk under my fingers, warm and responsive, goosebumps rising wherever I lingered. I leaned down, pressing kisses along her collarbone, down to her breasts, taking one nipple into my mouth while my hand kneaded the other, feeling her back arch and her fingers thread into my hair.

Once she was bare, I stood briefly to undress myself, shedding my shirt and pants quickly, my cock springing free, already hard and aching for her. Ren's eyes darkened as she looked at me, her tongue darting out to wet her lips, but I didn't give her time to reach for me. Instead, I crawled between her legs, settling on my stomach, my hands parting her thighs to reveal her glistening folds. She was wet, ready, and I wasted no time, leaning in to taste her, my tongue flat against her clit in a slow, deliberate lick.

Ren moaned, her hips bucking slightly as I worked her, alternating between long strokes and focused circles, my hands holding her thighs open. I could feel her trembling, her fingers gripping the sheets, and I glanced up to watch her face, eyes closed, lips parted, completely lost in the sensation. "Noah... baby, that feels so good," she whispered, her voice breaking as I sucked gently on her clit, one finger slipping inside her to curl against that spot that made her gasp.

I kept at it, building the rhythm, feeling her body tense and release under my mouth, her wetness coating my chin as she grew closer. Her breaths came in short, desperate pants, her legs shaking, and when I added a second finger, pumping in time with my tongue, she shattered, crying out as her orgasm washed over her, her pussy clenching around my fingers in rhythmic waves. I didn't stop until she was spent, her body going limp, a satisfied smile curving her lips as she reached down to pull me up.

"My turn," Ren said, her voice husky, pushing me onto my back and crawling between my legs. She wrapped her hand around my cock, stroking slowly, her eyes locked on mine as she leaned down, her tongue swirling around the tip before taking me into her mouth. The warmth was incredible, her lips stretching around me as she bobbed, taking me deeper with each pass, her free hand massaging my balls. I groaned, my head falling back, hips lifting instinctively to meet her.

She was skilled, knowing exactly how to tease, sucking hard, then pulling back to lick along the underside, her hair brushing my thighs. But just as I felt the tension building, my balls tightening, she stopped, releasing me with a wet pop and crawling up my body. "Not yet," she whispered, straddling my hips, her wetness brushing against my cock. "I want to feel you finish inside me, baby. That's where you belong."

I nodded, too far gone to argue, and shifted us so I was sitting upright against the headboard, my back supported as she straddled me face-to-face. Our eyes locked, intense and unwavering, as she reached down, guiding me inside her, sinking down slowly until I was buried to the hilt. We both groaned at the sensation, her warmth enveloping me completely, and she started to move, grinding deep, her hips rolling in slow, deliberate circles.

The eye contact made it intimate, vulnerable, her dark eyes holding mine as she rode me, her hands on my shoulders for leverage. "I love you," she whispered, her voice breathy, leaning in to kiss me as she continued the motion, her breasts pressing against my chest.

The pace built gradually, her breaths coming faster, her ass slapping against my thighs as she bounced harder, taking me deeper with each thrust. Her breasts bounced with the movement, full and mesmerizing, and I captured one in my hand, pinching the nipple as she moaned. "Tell me what you love about me," I said, my voice rough, wanting to hear it in this moment.

Ren didn't hesitate, her words spilling out between gasps. "Your intelligence... the way you see the world, solve problems no one else can. Your kindness, baby. I love how you make everyone feel seen, valued. And your patience... god, the way you wait for me, understand me without pushing. You're everything."

Her whispers drove me wild, the emotional layer amplifying the physical, and I thrust up to meet her, our bodies slamming together in a rhythm that grew frantic. Her ass clapped against me, loud and rhythmic, her pussy clenching tighter as she neared the edge again. I could feel my own release building, that coiling heat low in my gut, and when she cried out, her orgasm hitting hard, it pulled me over with her.

The climax rose between us, body and soul fusing in a white-hot supernova. We were locked together, skin slick, breath ragged, hearts hammering out the last quarter note of restraint. The sensations blurred, heat, friction, the velvet clamp of her muscles around me, sweat-sticky hands clutching for purchase, the desperate gasps and whimpers that spiraled from her lips as she chased her own obliteration. I felt her come again, her pussy fluttering madly around me, milk-white thighs trembling as she threw her head back and let go, a cry rising raw from her throat. The sight, the sound, the sheer force of her pleasure, it undid me in a way nothing ever had.

I exploded inside her, the orgasm wrenching through me like an electric storm. My cock throbbed helplessly as I pumped her full, shot after shot, so much that I could feel it leaking out around my shaft, slickening where our bodies met. She rode the aftershocks, grinding down to milk every drop, her arms wrapped tight around my shoulders, nails digging in, eyes brimming with tears of happiness. The moment stretched, us suspended in that sharp, shining instant of perfect, annihilating togetherness. It was a high I'd never known, flesh and feeling, devotion and need, every atom of my body screaming her name.

She collapsed against me, boneless and spent, her breath hot against my cheek as I held her through the tremors. We clung to each other, sweat cooling, chests rising and falling in sync, her hair plastered to my neck and face. I could feel her heartbeat racing through the thin skin of her chest, a staccato echo of my own. The world faded to nothing but her warmth, the vanilla-salt musk of sex and skin, the darkness of the room closing in around us as if to hide this secret, sacred moment from the rest of the universe.

I stroked her back, tracing lazy patterns from her nape to the dip of her waist, savoring the feel of her body tangled with mine. She shifted, still impaled on my softening cock, and giggled, a sound so light it shattered the silence like crystal. "That was..." she whispered, voice hoarse, "fucking transcendent."

I laughed, burying my face in her hair. "You have no idea what you do to me, Ren."

She turned her face to mine, eyes shining in the low light, and kissed me, slow and deep, her tongue tasting me with the same hunger as before. We stayed like that, cocooned in the aftermath, sharing breath and warmth, a perfect closed circuit. She traced her finger along my jaw, then down my chest, following the line of sweat and come where we were still joined.

I studied her, the way her lips were swollen from kissing, the flush high on her cheeks, the little constellation of freckles on her left breast. My hands mapped her hips, memorizing the shape, the meaning, the memory of her. I thought of the ring on her finger, the promise we'd already made, and some primal, animal part of me wanted to keep her like this forever, wrapped around me, mine, always.

But we were more than just bodies. She curled against me, her leg thrown over my thigh, and we drifted in the hush that follows a storm, just listening to the wind rattle the windowpanes and our own quiet breathing. I thought of everything that had brought us here, the impossible math of it, the choices, the heartbreak, the wild hope that maybe, just maybe, love could be more than what the world expected it to be.

I kissed her temple and whispered, "Ren?"

"Yeah?" she murmured, not opening her eyes.

"You ever think about the future? Not just...us, but the rest of it?"

She stretched, her body sliding against mine in a way that made me shiver. "You mean like, kids and picket fences? Or more like, world domination?"

I grinned. "Somewhere in between."

She propped herself on one elbow and searched my face, serious now. "You want it all, don't you?"

I nodded. "Yeah. With you. With all of you." I brushed a stray hair behind her ear. "But especially with you."

She blinked, surprised, then smiled a smile so radiant it made the room feel bright. "You're such a sap, Noah Mercer."

"Only for you," I told her. And I meant it even if it wasn’t true. Chloe had, after all, cornered the market on sappy love.

She lay back down, her head on my chest, and we watched the ceiling for a while, our fingers intertwined. In that quiet, I realized how much I needed her, not for the sex, not even for the wild, impossible promise we’d just made, but for the way she let me be myself, no walls, no performance, just Noah and Ren. It scared me how much I wanted to keep her, to make her part of my story forever.

I held her close, stroking her back, feeling the devotion settle deep in my bones. "Ren, would you come home with me soon? Meet my family? I want them to know you, to see why you're so important to me."

She lifted her head, smiling softly, her ring catching the light. "I'd love that, baby. And you can come to Japan with me, meet my grandparents, my cousins. We could make it a trip, explore together."

The idea warmed me, and we talked softly about it, planning futures as exhaustion pulled us under, our bodies entwined, hearts aligned. Drifting off in each other's arms, I knew this was forever, complete devotion, wrapped in love and promise.


Chapter fifteen
Transformed


We left Pacific Heights before the world was properly awake, me piloting the Audi down the coastal highway with the dash lights still glowing faint blue and the Pacific just a rumor of silver on the horizon. Vivian claimed the passenger seat with her legs folded beneath her, coffee balanced on her knee, hair loose and wild as the tide, not a trace of her usual St. Celeste armor. If you’d swapped out her face for anyone else’s, you’d have called her a college senior the morning after a beach bonfire, oversized sunglasses, cut-off denim, hoodie two sizes too big, and not a whiff of professor in the air.

The silence between us wasn’t awkward, just weighted, like we were both savoring how different this felt from the last six months of cold conference rooms and political theater. We held hands from the very beginning, our fingers tangled together, palms flush and anchored tight—a perfect, easy fit. Her grip was warm and sure, her skin melting comfortably into mine, grounding us both. No one let go, not even for a moment; the simple connection between our clasped hands spoke loud and clear, a steady pulse of belonging that threaded through every heartbeat until nothing else registered but the press of her fingers laced with my own.

Every now and then, she’d glance at me, the edges of her mouth softening in a way that made my chest tighten, squeeze my hand, then turn her attention back to the window, watching the world spool out in shades of gold and bone.

The drive was the real escape. No one to call, nothing to rehearse. Just the steady hum of the engine, the whisper of the wind, and the occasional stretch of silence that didn’t need to be filled. The road rose and fell with the curves of the coast, cliffs falling away into spray, eucalyptus groves flashing past like memory. I drove one-handed, the other holding Viv’s hand while the playlist she’d queued up played: half ‘90s alt rock, half modern indie, each track more hopeful than the last.

Vivian noticed, eventually, how far from her usual self she’d drifted. At a stoplight in a tiny coastal town, she pulled off the glasses, ran a hand through her hair, and grinned at me with something I’d never seen on her before, uncertainty. “Is it weird that I have no idea how to dress for a non-hostile environment?”

I snorted. “You look perfect.”

She shot me a look over the rim of her cup. “You say that, but there’s every chance I’m about to get you blacklisted from all the good B&Bs.”

“You’ll keep me in line,” I said, accelerating onto a sunlit stretch of highway. “That’s your specialty.”

She laughed. Actually laughed, all the way from her belly, and for a second the years fell away. I saw not Dr. Ross, but Vivian, Viv, the person who used to send me late-night emails about why Nobel laureates always had the worst handwriting, or who once drank me under the table at a faculty party just to prove a point.

We kept it light the whole drive. Talked about everything but Biogen, or the Board, or the knives sticking out of our collective backs. She asked about my first car (Honda Civic, held together by duct tape and hope), my earliest memory (a bee sting, three stitches, and a popsicle bribe), whether I’d ever crashed a wedding (not yet, but I’d go with her if she found a good one).

If I tried to steer toward anything real, she’d cut me off, then steer us right back into safe territory with a joke or a question. I respected it. I played along. For once, we were both running, and neither of us had to pretend otherwise.

Sometime past nine, the world around us emptied out. No more gas stations or surf shops. Just the road, the sky, and the occasional hawk riding a crosswind above the dunes. Vivian rolled the window down, let the cold air whip her hair to chaos, and sang along, badly, to a Counting Crows song she claimed as her own.

I couldn’t stop watching her. She was different out here: eyes softer, laugh looser, the lines of her face more vulnerable than I’d ever seen. Every so often, when she’d make a point, her hand would land on my forearm or knee, and she wouldn’t bother pulling it away until the story was done.

She kept touching me, casual as breathing. I couldn’t decide if she even knew she was doing it. Maybe it was muscle memory from when we worked alone in the lab, before everything between us got complicated.

When we turned off onto the private road, the Audi shuddered through a patchwork of gravel and weed. The world vanished behind a thicket of wind-bent cypress, sunlight threading the branches, everything shadow and possibility.

Vivian glanced at the GPS, then at the hand-painted sign half-swallowed by beach grass. “You sure about this address? It looks like a murder cabin.”

“You said rustic. I overdelivered.”

She shot me a slow grin, then settled back against the seat, humming to herself as the road twisted down to the bluff.

The house was perched right above the sand, just beyond the reach of the tide, its porch and paintwork bleached to silver by the sun and salt. Weathered wood, a roof patched with moss, and the kind of wraparound deck that made you want to drink coffee until noon, then switch to whiskey as soon as the sun set. It was isolated, but not lonely: the sound of waves was constant, and gulls wheeled overhead in lazy arcs, shrieking like tiny, white-haired banshees.

I killed the engine and sat there, hands loose on the wheel, just breathing in the quiet.

Vivian didn’t rush out. She sat with me, silence gathering, until the world outside faded to a dull roar. Then she reached over and rested her hand on my thigh, thumb drawing slow, absent circles through my jeans.

“Do we need to check for bugs?” she asked, voice lower now.

I shook my head. “There’s nothing here but you, me, and the ocean.”

She exhaled, the tension in her shoulders visibly melting as she let the truth settle in.

The wind off the water hit us as soon as we got out, sharp and briny, full of things unsaid. I grabbed our bags, hers lightweight and tactical, mine crammed with every last thing Chloe and Mia had insisted I bring. Vivian walked ahead, up the driftwood steps to the porch, her hips swaying with each stride, legs tan and bare beneath the frayed edges of her shorts.

She stopped at the door, head tilted, examining the old brass handle like it was an artifact from some lost civilization.

Inside, the cottage was all open space and rough edges. Hardwood floors softened by woven rugs. Kitchen counter stacked with mismatched mugs and a French press that had seen better years. Two faded armchairs facing a battered stone fireplace, and, beyond the sliding glass doors, an uninterrupted sweep of ocean, nothing but blue and wild for miles.

Vivian walked straight through the house, pausing only to brush her fingers along the grain of the banister, the edge of the kitchen table, the frayed weave of a throw pillow. Every surface, every texture, she took in with a kind of hungry nostalgia. At the back, she stopped at the window and stared out at the surf, her hand pressed flat to the glass, eyes unfocused.

I watched her from the kitchen, leaning against the counter, letting her have the moment.

When she finally turned, the light behind her turned her hair to fire.

She looked at me, really looked, then laughed softly and shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s just, places like this feel like another life. Like I could’ve been anyone, instead of who I had to be.”

I set down the bags, crossed the room, and stood behind her, hands on her hips, pulling her gently against me. She went without resistance, body soft and yielding, the perfume of salt and skin rising from her neck.

I buried my face in her hair, kissed the spot behind her ear. “This weekend, you’re just you. Not a scientist. Not the boss. Not even anyone’s mother.”

She melted, spine pressing into my chest, her hands guiding mine to rest just below her waist. “And you’re not a prodigy, or a headline, or the savior of my department?”

“Nope,” I said, letting my fingers trace the slow curve of her stomach. “I’m just the guy who brought you to the edge of the world so you’d remember what it feels like to breathe.”

She shivered and sank deeper against me. It was good, the kind of shiver that promises something more.

We stayed like that, just breathing together, her body fitting against mine like there’d never been any space between us. My hands roamed upward, palms flat over the ribs, the line of her bra an afterthought beneath the hoodie. She made a tiny sound, more sigh than moan, and leaned her head back to rest on my shoulder.

“No research,” she said, making it a rule.

“No Board,” I agreed.

She laughed, low and wicked. “No drama.”

I grinned, holding her tighter. “Just us.”

We stood together at the window, the world beyond unspooling itself wave by wave, neither of us in any rush to move. Her hands slid down to cover mine, nails biting gently into my knuckles, her body relaxing by the minute.

If the rest of the world burned, let it. We’d carved out a corner of quiet, and for now, it felt like enough.

***

It took all of ten minutes for the cottage to become a staging ground for vacation chaos. We dumped our bags in the bedroom, shrugged out of our clothes, and hunted for swimsuits with the urgency of people trying to erase every last trace of who they’d been back in the city.

I found my trunks first, navy, faded from too many chlorine runs at the campus pool and yanked them on. I expected Vivian to emerge from the bathroom in some modest one-piece, maybe with a coverup, maybe not. Instead, she stepped out in a bikini so minimal it belonged on a Brazilian volleyball court, not on the body of a world-renowned researcher. The top was pale blue, a single tie behind her neck, barely able to contain the swell of her tits; the bottoms were cut high, almost surgical in their lack of coverage, making her legs look even longer and leaner.

For a second, I just stared, all pretense of normalcy gone.

She met my look with a raised eyebrow, mouth quirking in a dare. “Don’t pretend you’re shocked, Noah. I was hot before I was famous.”

I grinned, letting my eyes sweep her from top to bottom, slow and obvious. “You’re still hot. I think you just broke my brain.”

She rolled her eyes, but she was blushing a deep, honest pink that traveled all the way down her chest. “You’re a dork.”

She threw a towel over her shoulder, snatched a water bottle from the fridge, and headed for the back door, every stride a new lesson in how a woman could weaponize confidence. I followed, one step behind, not even pretending I wasn’t staring.

The path down to the sand was cut through tall grass and wildflowers, the boards uneven and soft with age. Vivian led the way, hair streaming out behind her, feet bare and reckless as she launched herself off the last step and hit the beach running.

I gave chase, the sand cool and sharp between my toes, but she was quick. The wind off the ocean whipped at us, tugging the towel from her grip, leaving her arms free as she sprinted toward the surf.

At the water’s edge, she paused, bounced once, then charged straight in, splashing through the break like she was made of lighter things than flesh and bone. I followed, wading in to my knees before a rogue wave hit and left me drenched, hair plastered to my forehead, trunks clinging to everything.

Vivian didn’t bother easing in. She dove headlong, surfacing with a gasp and a whoop that carried down the empty shore. Saltwater beaded on her skin, traced the hollows at her throat, sparkled on the curves of her breasts. She shook her hair out, sent a rainbow of droplets flying, then flashed me a grin so bright it should’ve burned.

For the next hour, we played like kids, racing to the buoy and back, body-surfing the breakers, daring each other to swim deeper or dive through the biggest whitecaps. Vivian tackled me in the shallows, straddling my back, laughing as she tried to hold me under, and I let her win, let her feel the power of her own joy for once.

When exhaustion finally caught us, we staggered out and collapsed on the towels, arms and legs tangling, both of us panting and salt-streaked.

We lay there, backs to the sun, the world gone soft and drowsy around us. My hand found her hip, traced idle patterns along the ridge of bone, feeling the way her muscles fluttered beneath my touch.

Vivian rolled her head toward me, cheek pressed to her bicep. “God, I haven’t done that in years.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged, still catching her breath. “No time. No point, really. Once you start teaching, then parenting, then running a department, it all gets squeezed out. You stop letting yourself have fun.”

I nodded, understanding too well.

We lay in the heat, our bodies drying, the air thick with the scents of sunscreen and ocean and the faint sweetness of Vivian’s shampoo. Gulls wheeled overhead, crying out to nothing. I closed my eyes, and for the first time in months, my brain didn’t immediately fill with blueprints or deadlines. Just this. Her, me, the lazy weight of the sun.

Vivian was the one to break the silence. “Can I tell you something?”

“I’m all ears.”

She hesitated, then dug her toes into the sand, burying them deep. “I’ve never seen my girls this happy. Not just—” she gestured, vague, “not just because of you, but because of what you did to our family. You gave them something I never could.”

I propped myself on an elbow, searching her face. “What do you mean?”

She sighed, soft and almost embarrassed. “Chloe and Mia, they were always so careful, so afraid to let anyone really see them. Brooke too, in her own way. You got under their skin. You made them feel safe to be themselves. It’s… beautiful. I love them so much, but I never could quite reach them like you do.”

Her voice broke a little, just at the edges.

I reached over, brushed a wet strand of hair from her face. “You’re a good mom. Better than you think.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know the half of it, Noah. I missed a lot, chasing my career. I thought if I just worked hard enough, they’d forgive me for not being there more.” She traced a line in the sand with her fingertip, then looked up. “It’s not enough, is it?”

I didn’t have an answer. Instead, I rolled onto my side, curled my arm around her waist, and drew her closer.

The wind ghosted over us, cool on our wet skin, curling around our bodies while the sun warmed us. Time stretched out, weightless, as the heaviness bled away with every breath and the air dried us, leaving only the feeling of her beside me, our limbs catching the breeze.

“Let me put some sunscreen on your back before you burn,” I said, not really a question.

She nodded, sat up, and turned away from me, hugging her knees to her chest. The sun painted her shoulders gold, and I took my time, pouring lotion into my palm and working it gently over her skin. My hands were slow and careful, smoothing over every ridge and dip, paying extra attention to the places where her suit left her most exposed.

She made a soft noise, head dropping forward as I moved from her shoulders to the base of her spine, kneading small circles over the knobs of her vertebrae. Her muscles tensed, then relaxed under my touch.

“That feels incredible,” she murmured.

I leaned in, lips brushing her shoulder. “I could do this forever.”

She shivered, despite the heat. “Promise?”

I ran my fingers down her side, just above the line of her bikini, then up again, slower, letting my touch linger.

She turned her head, met my eyes over her shoulder, and for a moment, the air between us was electric, charged and hungry and alive.

She shifted, rolled toward me, the motion smooth and deliberate. Her breasts pressed against my chest, still slick with saltwater and sunblock, and she reached for my neck, pulling me down into a kiss that was slow, then sudden, tongue warm and insistent.

We kissed like that for a long time, our bodies tangled, the sounds of the beach fading to a hush behind the rush of our blood.

Vivian broke away first, her breath coming fast. “You know this is insane, right? I’m old enough to be your—”

“Don’t,” I said, cutting her off with another kiss, this one deeper, rougher.

She melted, hands raking through my hair, her body arching into mine.

The towel wasn’t much of a barrier. I slid my hand up her thigh, fingers finding the edge of her suit, then slipping beneath. She gasped, shivering as I touched her, already slick with need.

I rolled her onto her back, covering her body with mine, the weight of me pressing her into the towel, the sand yielding beneath us. I kissed down her neck, across her chest, leaving a trail of salt and lotion and heat.

She reached for my trunks, yanked them down, freeing my cock, which stood out hard and eager. She wrapped her hand around it, stroked once, then let go, reaching instead to pull me down, lining me up with her entrance.

I pushed her bikini bottom aside, the fabric biting into her hip, and slid into her in one slow, delicious stroke. She was wet and tight, her cunt gripping me instantly, greedy for every inch.

We fucked there on the sand, hidden only by a curve of rock, the risk of being seen adding to the rush. I held her legs open, hips driving hard and deep, the slap of skin against skin lost beneath the crash of the surf.

She was louder than I’d ever heard her, moaning, gasping, begging me not to stop. Her nails raked my back, her teeth found my shoulder, and every time I drove into her, she clamped down, milking me for more.

I felt the orgasm building, a tidal surge from the base of my spine, and I tried to slow, to stretch it out, but she was relentless, her pussy fluttering around me, hips meeting my thrusts, desperate and wild.

“I want you to come inside me,” she whispered, voice ragged. “I want to feel it.”

That did it. I let go, pounding into her, each stroke harder, faster, until I exploded inside her, the pleasure so intense I saw stars. My cock pulsed, emptied, filling her with everything I had.

She came with me, her whole body locking up, cunt spasming around my cock, mouth open in a silent scream. Her arms pulled me tight, refusing to let me go until the last shiver passed.

We collapsed together, sweaty and spent, her legs tangled around mine, my cock still buried in her, leaking into her heat.

We lay like that, the sun drying our skin, the wind cooling our bodies, until the world returned in slow motion.

She stroked my back, her fingers tracing lazy spirals over the salt-sticky skin. “That was…”

“Incredible,” I finished for her, kissing her cheek.

She laughed, a throaty, satisfied sound, and nuzzled into my neck. “I haven’t felt this alive in years.”

We stayed there, tangled and quiet, letting the sound of the ocean wash away everything but the moment.

For once, there was no tomorrow. No future to build, no past to regret.

Just sun, and salt, and the woman beside me.

And it was enough.

***

We staggered up from the sand just before sunset, still riding the aftermath, our skin salted and slick and sticky in all the best ways. The walk back to the cottage was slow. Half because my legs were shot, half because Vivian couldn’t stop grinning every time she looked at me and tripped over her own feet. She made a show of wringing the water from her hair, then shook it out so hard it spattered droplets across my chest.

We dropped our towels by the door, and I watched as she surveyed the living room, her eyes settling on the couch, the table, the fireplace, each one ticking up her list of future conquests. She stretched, arms overhead, the bikini top threatening to launch off her body with the force of her ambition.

I headed for the kitchen, intent on scavenging dinner, but she beat me there, perched herself on the counter and dangled her legs, waiting. The moment I got close, she looped her arm around my neck and pulled me in, tongue already seeking mine, the kiss deeper than anything from the beach. I braced one hand on her thigh, the other on the counter behind her, savoring the taste of her, ocean, sunblock, and something underneath, sharp and addictive.

She broke the kiss, eyes half-closed, and murmured, “You’re supposed to be feeding me, not ravishing me. Priorities, Noah.”

I let my hand drift upward, thumb brushing the edge of her bikini. “You’re one to talk.”

She giggled, actually giggled, then pushed me away and slid off the counter. “Fine. Let’s make dinner, but keep your hands where I can see them.”

Vivian rummaged through the cupboards with her ass stuck out, searching for pasta or anything that wasn’t three years expired. I filled a pot with water, set it to boil, and cut up some bread, watching her from the corner of my eye as she moved around the space. She was looser than I’d ever seen, body moving with this lazy confidence, not a trace of the uptight department chair who used to glare holes through anyone who showed up late to her seminar.

At some point she ditched the bikini top, swapped it for a tank that must’ve been borrowed from one of her daughters; it was tissue thin, so sheer it left nothing to the imagination. Underneath, she wore nothing. Her nipples poked through the fabric, and every time she reached up to grab a spice jar, the hem rose, flashing slivers of skin, the shadow of her ribs.

I couldn’t stop myself. I came up behind her, hands at her waist, then slid them upward, palms cupping her breasts through the tank. She stilled, sucking in a breath, then arched into my touch.

“Dinner’s going to burn,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

I kissed the side of her neck, the spot I’d marked with my teeth earlier, and her hands came up to cover mine, fingers lacing over my knuckles. She pressed her ass into my hips, grinding slow, and I felt my cock go hard again, straining at the board shorts.

“We could just do takeout,” I suggested, voice muffled against her skin.

She laughed, low and wicked, then turned in my arms and shoved me against the fridge, pinning me there with her whole body. The tank gaped open at the sides, and she caught me staring.

“Eat first,” she said, nipping my lip. “Then you can have dessert.”

I let her go, barely. She boiled the pasta, poured a jar of sauce over it, and we ate straight from the pan, sitting on the floor of the living room, legs tangled, passing the pot and a bottle of wine back and forth. Every few bites she’d lean over and kiss me, sauce on her mouth, and I’d lick it away, not caring if we made a mess.

When the pasta was gone and the wine nearly empty, Vivian stood, stretched, and padded barefoot to the bedroom. She left the door open, a dare, and I followed, my hands already shaking a little with anticipation.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, tank and shorts still on, hair wild and drying in the evening air. I closed the distance, knelt in front of her, and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of her shorts, sliding them down slow.

Her skin was warm and soft, and as I worked the shorts over her hips, she lifted herself, helping me, eyes locked on mine. She had a birthmark, just above her thigh, a small oval the color of caramel. I kissed it, then kissed upward, every inch of her a new discovery.

She grabbed my hair and tugged me up, then pulled off her own tank, tossing it aside. I drank in the sight of her, breasts full and proud, nipples flushed, body still humming with the sun’s leftover heat. She lay back, arms open, completely naked, inviting me in.

I crawled onto the bed, settling between her legs, my cock already leaking in anticipation. She reached down, wrapped a hand around me, and stroked, slow and deliberate, spreading the slick across my length.

“Need you,” she whispered, voice husky.

I lined up, teasing her entrance, then slid in, inch by inch, the sensation almost too much after how many times we’d already gone today. (three times at the beach) She gasped, legs locking around my waist, and I started moving, slow at first, savoring the friction, the way her pussy clamped down with every thrust.

Vivian met me stroke for stroke, hips rising to meet mine, hands roaming my back, nails leaving trails. Her tits bounced with every motion, and I couldn’t help myself. I bent, sucked a nipple into my mouth, flicked my tongue over the tip. She moaned, arched, begged me for more.

We fucked hard, the bed creaking beneath us, bodies slick with sweat and ocean salt, neither of us trying to be quiet. She came first, crying out my name, legs trembling around me, cunt spasming as I kept pounding, chasing my own release. I lasted just long enough to feel her come again, then lost control, buried myself deep, and emptied inside her, each pulse a fresh rush of pleasure.

After, I collapsed next to her, both of us panting, hearts thundering in sync. She rolled into me, wrapped a leg over my thigh, and nuzzled my neck.

We lay like that, catching our breath, until she rolled over, pushed my shoulder, and straddled me, hair falling in my face.

“Round two?” I asked, voice raw.

She grinned, then shifted down, kissed her way along my chest, lower, then lower still, until her mouth found my cock. She sucked me in, deep and greedy, tongue swirling around the head, hands cupping my balls, stroking me back to full hardness. I groaned, hips lifting off the bed, but she held me down, taking me further, until I hit the back of her throat and she gagged, eyes watering but never stopping.

She pulled off, wiped her mouth, then climbed back up, legs spread wide, and rode me. This time, she set the pace, slow, grinding, every movement designed to drive us both insane. Her tits bounced, clapping together where they met in the middle, and she leaned forward, bracing her hands on my chest, hair in her face, eyes locked on mine.

“Want to see you come again,” she whispered, her voice sharp, greedy, laced with all her need. Her hips picked up speed, rhythm gone rough and relentless, every movement purposeful and desperate, like she wanted to wring the last ounce of control out of me and then some. I gripped her waist, bone and muscle and soft heat, let her use me, let her ride me hard enough to bruise.

The bed shuddered beneath us, headboard slamming the wall, but neither of us cared. She tossed her hair back, eyes wild, mouth parted in a gasp, a flush blooming over her chest. Her hands braced on my shoulders, nails digging in, and I watched the cords in her neck strain as she pushed herself, using my body like a machine built for her pleasure. Every time she bottomed out, she ground her clit against me and shuddered, cunt rippling as if she could pull the release out by force.

I felt her getting close, the wet heat of her squeezing tighter, and I tried, honestly fucking tried to hold back, but she wouldn’t let me. Vivian grabbed my jaw, made me look at her, made me see how badly she wanted it, how much she needed to watch me lose every last scrap of self-control. “Don’t you dare hold back,” she hissed, riding me faster, the slap of her ass against my hips loud and obscene. “I want to feel you fill me up again. All of it.”

She clenched around me, and this time I broke, whole body tensing, warning her with a helpless grunt. She just grinned, feral and gorgeous, and slammed down harder, milking every drop, taking all of me until I thought I’d black out from the pleasure. I exploded inside her, cock pulsing, shooting so deep I swore some primal part of me would stay inside her forever. She kept grinding, every aftershock wringing another shudder out of me, her own climax cresting at the same time, face twisted in blissful agony, nails carving crescents into my skin.

The world went white around the edges. My vision swam. I could feel nothing but her, the heat, the clutch of her body, the raw, open connection between us. Our hearts hammered together, sweat running down our sides, tangled and fused, no boundary between where she ended and I began.

She collapsed onto my chest, both of us shaking, sweat-slicked and satisfied.

We drifted for a while, the world outside fading to nothing.

When my brain finally rebooted, I rolled to my side, tucked her under my arm, and kissed her hair.

She went soft in my arms, body truly relaxing fully for the first time all day.

I stroked her back, traced patterns along her spine, and let the quiet settle.

After a while, she said, “Do you ever wish things were simpler?”

I thought about it. “Not really. Simpler means less you. Less us.”

She laughed, then turned serious. “I have to tell you something.”

My heart stuttered, just a little. “Go ahead.”

She took a deep breath, staring at the wall.

“Maxwell moved out a month ago. We’ve been separated for almost a year, sleeping in separate rooms in the house, but it finally happened. He’s in Palo Alto, running his company, seeing someone else, I think. Actually, I hope.”

She swallowed, glanced at me, voice shaking. “This is the hard part.”

I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, never taking my eyes off hers. “You can tell me, Viv. You’re safe. I’m listening.”

She nodded as if summoning her courage. “You see, you’re the first man I’ve ever really loved. That is, I’ve never had these feelings for anyone before. But this feeling, this constant ache when you're not near me, the way my heart races when you walk into a room…I never knew it could be like this. I’ve experienced nothing even close to this intense. You’re all I can think about, and I even dream about you. It made me realize that what I thought was love, wasn’t love at all. This is what love is supposed to feel like, isn’t it? Am I crazy? Please tell me I’m not crazy.”

I smiled and leaned in, pressing my lips to hers before backing up and losing myself in her eyes. “Not even a little crazy. You make me feel the same way.”

“Noah, you’re the first man who saw me as more than a resume or a reputation. You really love me, don’t you?”

She blinked, hard, then looked at me, eyes wide and raw.

“I really do,” I said. “At the end of the day, it’s not complicated. We’re two people who fell in love. You’re my girl, Viv.”

She relaxed slightly and picked up my hand, intertwining her fingers with mine. “You make it sound so… normal. I’m old enough to be —”

I pressed my finger to her lips, cutting her off. “My girlfriend,” I said finishing her sentence. “You’re my girlfriend, Viv. The age thing…that’s just a number. It’s meaningless. It’s not a thing unless we make it a thing.”

My words broke down the last wall of her resistance, and tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t go back to that life. I can’t go back to him or someone like him. Even if this thing with us implodes, I needed you to know that you gave me… joy. Real joy. Something I haven’t had outside of my kids.”

I reached for her, pulled her close, held her until she stopped shaking.

“Viv,” I whispered, “I’ll never let you go back to that. Not if you want me. I want you, and I’m not letting go.”

She squeezed my hand, hard.

“I do,” she said, voice steady now. “I want you. All of you.”

We stayed like that, bodies tangled, until sleep stole us away, the ocean still whispering outside the window, the truth between us finally out in the open.

If the rest of the world burned down, it would be fine.

We had each other.

And that was all I needed.

***

The morning after tasted like citrus and sleep, the sun baking through salt-fogged windows, the sheets twisted around us in a sweaty embrace. I woke before Vivian, the house silent except for the ticking of the old wall clock and the distant percussion of waves. She was curled against me, one bare leg thrown over my hip, her arm heavy across my chest, hair wild as seaweed in the tide.

I watched her breathe for a minute, memorizing the soft slack of her lips, the freckles dusted across her nose, the faint bruises where my hands had gripped her hips the night before. She looked peaceful. Younger. Like a girl who’d never been burdened by her own expectations.

I extricated myself without waking her, padded to the kitchen, and set about making coffee. The act felt sacramental: grinding beans, boiling water, the steady, ordinary motions of a life that finally belonged to me. I found eggs and oranges, sliced bread, made toast. By the time the pot hissed its last, Vivian was awake, wrapped in a towel, standing at the sliding door to the porch.

“Smells like heaven,” she said, voice husky.

I poured two mugs, carried them out to the deck, and handed her one. She sipped, eyes closing in bliss, then folded herself into a chair and tucked her knees to her chest, the towel barely covering anything.

We ate in silence, the wind scattering crumbs from our plates. Neither of us reached for our phones. Neither of us wanted the spell to break.

When the sun had warmed us both and the coffee was gone, I cleared the plates, then sat on the porch steps, elbows braced on my knees. I turned the ring box over in my pocket, feeling its weight.

Vivian watched me, a slow smile blooming. “You look nervous. Did you poison my coffee?”

I snorted. “If I did, I hope you die happy.”

She laughed, deep and real. “So, what’s got you so twitchy?”

I pulled the box out, set it on the arm of her chair. “I want to give you something. You can say no, but—I want to, anyway.”

She eyed it warily, then picked it up, flipped it open. The ring inside was plain silver, identical to the ones I’d given Chloe, Mia, Brooke, and the rest, but somehow more significant in this light.

“I know you can’t promise forever,” I said. “Not yet. You have a life, a job, a thousand things pulling you back to the real world. But this—” I hesitated, found the words. “This is a promise that I’ll love you as long as you’ll let me. No matter what. No Board, no patents, nothing else comes first.”

Vivian stared at the ring, then at me, then back at the ring. Her face went soft, eyes shining, but she didn’t look away.

“I’m not a girl who gets swept off her feet, Noah,” she said, voice trembling just a little. “But you make it very, very tempting.”

I reached for her hand, took it in mine, thumb stroking her knuckles. “Chloe, Mia, Brooke, they’re all for it. They want you. They want us. You could come home with me today, move in tomorrow, and nobody would blink.”

She snorted, wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist, and slipped the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, a snug, cool band below her knuckle.

“It would give you a chance to get to know your girls like this,” I said. “No walls. No armor. Just love. Just us.”

Vivian paused, admiring the way the ring looked on her finger. “Are you inviting me into your harem, Mr. Mercer?” she teased, lips quirking.

I grinned. “You’d be the queen. You already are.”

Vivian leaned forward, caught my mouth in a kiss, deep and slow. When she pulled back, she was smiling, ring glinting in the sun.

“I accept,” she said. “But you’re not getting me so easily. I have to wrap up things with my soon-to-be-ex, and the Board is going to lose their collective mind when they realize I’m not coming back as their puppet.”

“Let them,” I said, meaning it.

We packed up that afternoon, leaving the cottage as we’d found it, beds made, dishes washed, the last traces of our weekend scattered in sand on the floors and a wine-stained towel by the bed. Vivian drove this time, her hand on my thigh, humming tunelessly as we wound back up the coast, the sun melting behind us in streaks of orange and pink.

She dropped me at the townhouse with a kiss that promised more, then drove off toward campus, her hair wild in the wind.

The next morning, I woke to a single message from her. One word: “Done.”

I found out later what she meant. She’d filed the patent paperwork at sunrise, my name and mine alone on every page. No red tape, no Board signatures, nothing for Biogen to challenge. I’d offered them a partnership. They tried to bury me, and now they’d get nothing.

She’d burned the bridge for both of us.

And when I called her, voice shaking with gratitude and awe, she just laughed, deep and happy, and said, “Get used to it, genius. You’re mine now.”

I was.

I always would be.


Chapter sixteen
Bathed in Beauty


It arrived at ten thirty AM: a single manila envelope, hand-delivered by a university courier who looked like he would rather have been delivering explosives. The header was embossed with the St. Celeste seal, all Latin motto and intimidation. The envelope was heavy, but not as heavy as the message inside.

Dear Mr. Mercer,

In light of recent developments and in accordance with the policies set forth by the St. Celeste University Research Board, it is the unanimous decision of this office that your continued involvement with the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold project presents an ongoing risk to the integrity of our academic community. Effective immediately, you are relieved of all research privileges at the Innovation Lab, pending review by the Office of Academic Integrity and the Board of Trustees. Any and all data, intellectual property, and work product produced under the auspices of St. Celeste University remain the exclusive property of the institution, as stipulated by your signed agreement. Further breach of protocol may result in disciplinary action up to and including expulsion and civil liability. Please contact Dr. Watson or the Office of Academic Integrity with any questions.

Sincerely,

The Office of the Vice Provost

I read the letter four times, each reading stripping away another layer of denial until only numbness was left. My name wasn’t even in the body, just a cold “Mr. Mercer.” I could see the fingerprints of a dozen board members all over the text, each phrase polished for maximum threat and minimum humanity. Not even a hint of the work I’d done, the year of late nights, the breakthroughs, the professional reputation I’d built by the ounce. All that survived was the signature threat, civil liability, institutional ownership, expulsion. I could almost hear the board’s collective sigh of satisfaction as they pressed SEND.

The urge to destroy something was immediate. For a second, I imagined myself crumpling the letter and launching it off the balcony, but that felt childish. Instead, I set it on the kitchen counter, lined it up perfectly with the marble tile, and just stared at it. My hands shook, so I pressed them flat to the stone, waiting for the tremor to pass. I could feel the blood beating in my fingertips. The sound was so loud it drowned out the hum of the fridge.

I should have called someone, Vivian, Chloe, anyone, but I needed to get out. I needed air. The townhouse suddenly felt like a cell, every wall closing in with that clinical, smug university voice. I left the envelope where it was, grabbed my phone, and headed up the spiral staircase to the rooftop terrace.

It was one of those early spring mornings when the marine layer lingers just above the cliffs, sunlight filtered through clouds, making the ocean look like a rolling field of lead. I stood at the far edge of the terrace, gripped the cold iron railing, and let the chill burn into my knuckles. Three stories down, I could see the back garden, the pale green haze of new grass, the little pavers Chloe had laid last month after she decided the old ones were “tragically unvibey.” Even from up here, I could smell the hint of rosemary and the faint acid of last night’s wine, the one we’d opened after Vivian’s text: Done.

Done. A word I’d replayed a hundred times since last night, never letting myself hope it meant anything more than “I did what I said I would.” The patent. The last firewall against the board. All that was left now was to wait and see if it worked.

The wind off the ocean was fierce, numbing my face and cutting through the thin t-shirt I’d thrown on. I focused on the horizon, tried to let the sound of the waves dull the edges of the panic building in my chest. I thought about the letter, its careful language, the way it tried to strip me of not just my work, but my entire identity. I wondered if I would ever be able to set foot on the St. Celeste campus again, or if I’d be reduced to a cautionary tale in the next year’s ethics seminar: “Don’t be this guy. He thought he was bigger than the system. He lost.”

I heard the terrace door slide open behind me, then click shut. Light footsteps, slow and deliberate, crossed the flagstones. I didn’t turn. I didn’t want anyone to see my face, not yet.

A moment later, a presence at my back, close enough to sense but not to touch.

“You okay?” Vivian’s voice, softer than I’d ever heard it. Not the crisp, public address version, but a private register, the one she used at three in the morning when she’d wake up in a panic about Chloe’s grades or Brooke’s latest incident report. I wondered, distantly, how much sleep she’d gotten.

I kept my eyes on the water. “I got the letter. It’s official. They stripped me of the project. All of it. They said I might be liable for ‘breach of protocol’ and that they’re claiming ownership of everything I built, up to and including the code I wrote at home.”

She didn’t say anything for a second. Just stood beside me, letting the wind do the talking.

Then, “Do you want to hit something? We can hit something, if it’ll help.”

That surprised me. I turned to look at her. The transformation was startling. The hard lines of her professor self were entirely gone; her hair was loose, whipping around her face in the wind, and she wore a light blue blouse, tucked into slim navy pants, the kind of outfit that was clearly professional but still unmistakably feminine. She looked at least fifteen years younger, no exaggeration. Her makeup was minimal, just a touch of color at the mouth, and her eyes were brighter than I’d ever seen them. For the first time, I understood why people who didn’t know her called her beautiful, not just intimidating.

She held a thick black folder under her left arm, the kind with a metal clasp at the top and enough paper inside to stop a bullet. She took a step closer, close enough that I could smell her perfume, a clean citrus with an undertone of something dark. She set the folder on the railing next to me, then turned so that she was facing the ocean, too.

“Do you want to read it?” I asked, voice sharper than I meant.

Vivian shook her head, a wry smile tugging at her lips. “I know exactly what it says. I wrote most of their playbook when I was on the Board. Trust me, you’re not even on the first page of the real attack. They’ll escalate. They always do.”

I looked at her, the anger breaking through the surface. “How can you be so calm? They’re about to erase everything. They’ll sue me. They’ll ruin my career before it starts.”

She didn’t flinch. She just reached out, took my hand off the railing, and pressed it between both of hers. Her fingers were warm, dry, steady.

“They think they’re winning,” she said, voice low. “But they’re already dead in the water. They just don’t know it yet.”

She pulled the folder open, riffled through a few pages, and handed me a single sheet. It was a printout of a patent filing: BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold, with my name listed as sole inventor and a submission date from two days ago. I scanned the first lines, felt my brain hiccup, then I looked back up at her.

She smiled, proud and a little wicked. “I filed the provisional before I sent you that text. The office was open at seven AM. You are now, and forever, the legal owner of every atom of intellectual property in that project.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My hands still shook, but now it was from adrenaline, not fear.

Vivian took back the patent, tucked it into the folder, then fanned out a dozen more sheets, each one with a different header. “Here’s the fun part. I’ve been building a case against the board for months. Not just for you, for every grad student they’ve tried to screw over in the last decade. These—” she tapped the pages, “are transcripts of meetings, emails they tried to erase, even a couple of voice memos from their last ‘private’ session.”

She looked me dead in the eye. “They don’t know I have this. Not yet. But if they come for you, if they even try, these go straight to the Chronicle, the alumni fund, and every law firm that’s been dying to take a shot at St. Celeste since the last Title IX suit. They’re sharks, Noah. But I know how to poison the water.”

It was too much to process. My heart was racing, a wild double-time, and the whole world tilted slightly as the reality hit. I’d gone from doomed to invincible in under three minutes. The urge to cry, or laugh, or both at once hit hard.

“They’ll try to bury you,” I managed, my voice hoarse. “They’ll say I stole it, that you manipulated the process.”

She laughed. It was a real laugh, sharp and alive. “Let them. They’re already finished. My retirement plan was to blow this place up on my way out, anyway. I want them to know what it feels like to lose.”

She took my hand again, squeezed hard, then let go. For a second, neither of us said anything, just stared at the water. The sky was clearing; the sun had burned off most of the fog, and the ocean had gone from lead to blue steel. I felt lighter, a little, but the emotional whiplash was real. I was still reeling.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admitted, voice breaking.

“Say thank you,” she said, nudging me with her shoulder. “And then say you’ll get back to work. I want to see what a free man does with his genius. The world does, too.”

She looked at me, all warmth now, none of the steel. “Besides, we have a family to take care of. And if the Board comes after you, they’ll have to go through me first. And then Brooke, and Chloe, and about three hundred furious undergraduates.”

That got a laugh out of me, a real one. The image of Brooke in a balaclava, hurling legal briefs at the board, was almost enough to make me forget the morning entirely.

We stood together for a long time, side by side, the wind tearing at our hair, the ocean endless and alive in front of us. Vivian slipped her arm around my waist and leaned into me, her head against my shoulder. She fit perfectly, like she’d always belonged there.

When she finally spoke, it was so soft I almost missed it. “We did it, Outlier,” she said, using Chloe’s nickname for me. “We made history. Now let’s go home.”

I nodded, the new weight in my chest warm and electric. I didn’t have words for it, not yet. But I knew, as I walked with her back to the door, that whatever war the board started, we were going to finish it on our terms.

Maybe that was the real freedom.

Maybe that was enough.

***

The living room was a war room.

I could tell before Vivian and I even made it down the stairs. Voices drifted up through the open landing, Brooke’s clipped and caustic, Chloe’s high and wobbly, Serena’s low and relentless, a metronome of logic under every other noise. By the time I hit the first floor, it was obvious that nobody had waited for orders. They’d seen the letter I left out. The campaign was already on.

Brooke prowled the length of the couch, arms crossed, chin down, her hair still wet from the shower and already sticking up at odd angles. She wore a tank and old track shorts and looked like she’d just come from a bar fight. She muttered threats under her breath with the rhythm of someone sharpening a knife on a whetstone. Every three paces, she would whip around and glare at the front door, as if expecting the Board’s legal team to bust in, guns blazing.

Chloe was curled up on the couch, knees hugged to her chest, her face streaked with mascara. She wasn’t sobbing, but tears rolled steady and silent, tracking lines through last night’s sleep makeup. She stared at nothing, eyes red but unblinking, and rocked slightly whenever Brooke passed her. She clutched a fuzzy blanket around her shoulders, but the way she held it seemed more like a shield than for warmth.

Serena had taken over the dining table, which she had somehow transformed into a tactical command center. Stacks of legal pads, highlighters, a battered laptop. She wore glasses, hair tied in a perfect bun, and was already halfway through annotating the patent printout Vivian had given me not ten minutes earlier. She scribbled in the margins, pausing every now and then to Google something and mark it with a sticky tab. I could tell by her posture she’d been at it for a while.

Ren sat at the kitchen island with a mug of tea, hunched over her sketchbook. She worked furiously, the sound of her pencil scratching almost as loud as the arguments ricocheting around the room. Every few seconds she’d stop, glance at me or Vivian, then go back to sketching, her hair falling over her eyes as she attacked the page. Her hoodie sleeves were pushed up, wrists smudged with graphite.

In the far corner, Rory stood by the window, phone pressed to her ear, fingers drumming the glass with military precision. Her voice was cool and crisp, even as it cut through the air in staccato bursts. “No, that’s not good enough. I need it by two. And tell him I said he’ll get his donation matched if he moves faster.” She ended the call with a vicious little tap, then immediately dialed another number. Her suit jacket was thrown over the chair behind her, but her blouse and slacks looked as flawless as they had at graduation.

Mia moved between the kitchen and the living room, barefoot, apron on over a tank and leggings, hands dusted with flour. She was making bread, the house was filled with the sharp, yeasty promise of it, warm and alive. She set out mugs of coffee, handed tissues to Chloe, refilled the tea for Ren, and dropped little cubes of cheese on the table by Serena, who didn’t even glance up. She was the only one smiling, and even that was a half-frown, brow furrowed with worry.

Nobody said anything as I entered. Instead, six sets of eyes (well, five; Serena didn’t look up) tracked me like a missile. The silence lasted three heartbeats, then Brooke was in my face, hands on my shoulders, eyes blazing.

“Tell me exactly what the fuck they said, Noah,” she barked, every syllable a bullet. “I want details. Don’t protect us.”

I held up the letter, already creased from where I’d gripped it too hard. “They fired me. Stripped my access. Threatened legal action if I touch anything connected to BioPrint ever again. Claimed ownership of my work, retroactive to my first day here.”

Brooke growled, actually growled, then let go and resumed pacing. “I hope they enjoy breathing through feeding tubes when I’m done.”

Vivian hung back a step, the folder clutched to her chest, eyes scanning the room as if taking an inventory of every emotion in play. She looked at Chloe, then at Mia, then back at me, her lips tightening.

It was Chloe who broke first. She launched off the couch, blanket trailing, and flung herself at me with all the force her frame could muster. I caught her mid-jump, arms pinning me like a vice, her face buried in my chest.

“They can’t do this, baby,” she whispered, her voice ragged. “It’s yours. You built it. I don’t care what they say. If they try anything, we’ll all walk out. The whole house. All of us.”

I squeezed her back, hard. “They’re not going to get away with it. Viv filed the patent. We’re safe.” Saying it out loud made it feel real for the first time.

Chloe shuddered, tears still leaking, but she smiled against my shirt, relief and hope mixing on her lips. “Promise me.”

“Promise,” I said, and meant it.

Serena set her pen down and cleared her throat, pushing up her glasses. “I’ve read the entire letter and the patent filing. The board’s legal position is weak. At best, they can claim you violated your employment agreement by filing without notice, but the language is ambiguous. If they push, I can counter-sue for tortious interference and fraud. I’ve already started drafting a complaint. We’ll need a witness who can testify that the project was your original concept. Preferably more than one.”

Vivian raised a hand. “I’ll testify. I supervised his work from day one. So will Dr. Karim and at least three others. The board can’t erase us.”

Serena nodded, satisfied. “Perfect. I’ll finish the brief by tomorrow. If they move first, we’ll hit them with an injunction.”

Brooke stopped pacing long enough to crack her knuckles, then grinned at me. “See? They can’t win, not with the legal dream team and the muscle.” She flexed her arm, bicep popping, then winked at me. “But if you want them gone for good, just say the word.”

Ren looked up from her sketchbook, holding up a page for me to see. It was a cartoon storyboard of me standing on a cliff, fist raised, a tsunami labeled “INNOVATION” about to crush a tiny boardroom full of terrified stick figures. The Vivian figure stood behind me, holding a briefcase and a smoking gun.

“Got your back, genius,” Ren said, her smile wry but proud. “They’re not going to know what hit them.”

Chloe wiped her face, took my hand, and led me over to the kitchen, where Mia had laid out a plate of buttered toast and a mug of strong, black coffee. She kissed me on the cheek, then set about slicing another loaf, her hands sure and steady.

“You’re going to need your strength, baby,” Mia said, voice low but full of that quiet conviction I’d fallen in love with months ago. “They’ll come after you again, but you have us. Always.”

Rory finally set down her phone and crossed the room, her heels clicking smartly on the hardwood. She stood in front of me, arms crossed, eyes blazing with the same energy I’d seen during the worst of our high school debates.

“I’ve got media contacts lined up,” she said. “If the board even breathes a word about you, I’ll have three outlets on the story before lunch. And if they try to spin it, I’ll leak everything. They made a huge mistake underestimating us, Noah. I know how they think, and I know how to ruin them.”

For a second, nobody said anything. Then Vivian stepped forward, set the folder on the kitchen counter, and looked around at the assembled harem, all six women arrayed like an army of angels and demons.

“This is our war room now,” she said, voice full and fierce. “We fight together, or not at all.”

I stood there, stunned. Not just at the overwhelming force of their collective energy, but at the simple, staggering fact of it: these women, all so different, all so brilliant in their own ways, had thrown everything aside to build a fortress around me.

I thought about the boardroom, the smug faces, the decades of institutional power stacked against us. I pictured the emails, the threats, the legal traps. Then I looked around this room, at Serena’s cold confidence, Brooke’s brash loyalty, Chloe’s raw faith, Ren’s creative cunning, Mia’s nurturing calm, Vivian’s strategic fire, and Rory’s ruthless command, and felt something shift inside me.

I’d always imagined myself as an outsider, the “outlier” Chloe had dubbed me. But here, surrounded by these women, I was home. We were a force. An equation nobody else could solve.

Vivian opened the folder, spread the documents out on the kitchen island, and began assigning tasks. “Serena, you draft the cease and desist. Rory, coordinate media. Brooke, background checks on every board member who might try to retaliate. Ren, we’ll need graphics for public statements. Chloe, prep a statement for student allies. Mia, you keep everyone fed and focused.”

Brooke whooped, fist-pumping the air. “Let’s go.”

Chloe bounced on her toes, already texting half the sorority house.

Serena cracked her knuckles, smiled like a shark, and went back to the laptop.

Mia handed out another round of coffee, her eyes meeting mine with a look that said: We’re not just fighting for you, Noah. We’re fighting for all of us.

I felt the heat rising in my chest, a pulse of something like hope, and for the first time all morning, I laughed.

“They don’t stand a chance,” I said, voice steady now. “We’ll bury them.”

Rory grinned, pulling out her phone again. “We already have.”

The smell of baking bread filled the house, and the sound of six women plotting my vindication was the sweetest music I’d ever heard.

We spent the next four hours at the table, working through every angle, every potential move and counter-move. Serena mapped out timelines and legal theories with cold precision. Rory lined up interview slots and influencer posts, shaping the story before the board could even blink. Brooke tracked down every instance of prior board misconduct, building a dossier for the inevitable “personal” attacks. Ren drew up infographics and memed the hell out of the Board’s worst moments. Chloe sent out rallying calls to the student body, prepping a wave of grassroots support, while Mia and Vivian kept us all running, food, coffee, and an occasional back rub when the tension got too high.

By afternoon, the house had become a bunker of joy and chaos. Papers everywhere, laptops open on every surface, half the kitchen table covered in toast crumbs and coffee rings. Arguments flared, jokes flew, and every now and then someone would pause to hug me, or each other, just because it felt necessary.

At some point, Vivian caught my eye over the rim of her mug, her expression softening. “Are you okay?” she mouthed, just for me.

I nodded, but words failed me. I had never been less alone in my life.

As the sun set and the ocean glowed gold out the windows, I realized that maybe this was what it felt like to win.

Maybe this was what it meant to finally belong.

And if the board wanted a war, they were about to find out just how strong a family like this could be.

***

Serena’s bedroom was an after-hours cathedral. Every surface whispered peace: the soft glow from a single lamp painting golden rectangles on the walls, a king-sized bed layered in white and navy, stacks of annotated casebooks and highlighters lining the desk like stained glass. Even the air smelled like sanctuary, jasmine from the two dozen succulents and hanging vines Mia had arranged along the window ledge, filtered through a faint trace of Serena’s perfume.

I sat at the edge of the bed, still in jeans and the same t-shirt I’d worn since morning. My hands hung between my knees, and the adrenaline that had kept me upright for twelve hours was finally burning out, leaving only exhaustion and a strange, humming tension in my chest. Every win we’d stacked today felt like it had come at the cost of something I couldn’t name. I replayed the war room in my head, Serena’s laser focus, Mia’s calm, the chaos orbiting us, and wondered if there would ever be a day when I didn’t have to fight for what mattered.

The bedroom door opened without warning. Serena stepped inside, barefoot in a navy slip dress, hair loose around her shoulders, her law school glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She paused at the threshold, her gaze no longer the sharp courtroom assessment I'd grown used to, but something transformed, tender eyes that crinkled slightly at the corners, lips parted in a soft half-smile that made my chest ache. Florida had changed her. The walls were down now, and what flowed between us wasn't calculation but something raw and unguarded.

Behind her came Mia, dressed down in one of my old Caltech hoodies, her legs bare, hair tied in a loose knot that fell apart as she moved. Serena's gaze now held that same nurturing tenderness I'd once only seen in Mia, both of them watching me with identical soft expressions that spoke of future nurseries and whispered names for children not yet conceived. The way they moved in sync around me, their bodies echoing each other's rhythms, made my chest tighten with something far beyond desire, a recognition that they'd both chosen me to father the families they dreamed of building.

Serena closed the door behind them with a deliberate click, then leaned against it, arms folded. She studied me for a beat, then exchanged a glance with Mia, a silent, practiced communication I’d seen a thousand times but never quite understood.

Mia crossed the room, perched on the bed beside me, and took my hand in both of hers. Her palms were soft but her grip was iron, and the way she looked at me, eyes wide, lips slightly parted, felt like the most honest thing I’d seen all day.

“You did good today,” she said, her voice so gentle it almost didn’t register. “You didn’t just survive. You won.”

I wanted to argue, to say it was the team, it was Vivian, that I’d barely kept my shit together, but the words caught in my throat. I just nodded, and she squeezed my hand.

Serena pushed off from the door, crossing the room with that same gliding confidence that made my adrenaline spike. She stopped in front of me, reached out, and slid her hand up the back of my neck, fingers tracing the edge of my hairline. She pressed her forehead to mine, closed her eyes, and for a second the world shrank to nothing but the contact, her breath, the heat of her skin, the faint citrus note that clung to her.

“They’ll never be able to touch you, baby,” she murmured. “Not when you have us.”

She drew back, let her hand linger at my neck, thumb caressing the spot just behind my ear. Her expression was soft, but there was fire behind it.

I closed my eyes, inhaled, tried to fix the moment in my mind. The exhaustion was still there, but under it something else was rising. Need, yes, but also gratitude so sharp it hurt. I wanted to tell them how much I loved them, how the only thing that made any of this worth it was knowing they were here, right now, choosing me.

Instead, I just said, “I don’t think I could’ve done it without you.”

Mia smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “We know.”

She leaned in, pressed her lips to my cheek, then to my mouth, soft, barely-there, a question more than an answer.

Serena watched, then stepped forward, straddling my lap and settling herself so close I could feel her heartbeat. She slid her hands up my arms, over my shoulders, then around the back of my head. She kissed me, real, deep, slow, her lips sure and commanding, tongue teasing mine until my hands came up of their own accord, sliding up her thighs, beneath the hem of her dress.

She smiled against my mouth. “Still think you’re alone in this?”

“Not anymore,” I said, and meant it.

Mia laughed, low and rich, then moved behind me, her arms circling my chest, her hands warm and steady as she stroked my stomach. I felt her breath on my neck, her lips skimming my ear as she whispered, “We’re never letting you go, baby. Not even if you ask.”

They were everywhere at once, Serena’s tongue in my mouth, her thighs squeezing my hips; Mia’s hands roaming my chest, sliding under my shirt, her lips now at my jawline, then my throat. My cock surged, straining against my jeans, but I didn’t even care about the sex, not yet. It was the contact, the certainty of their touch, the way each of them seemed to know exactly what I needed before I did.

Serena reached down, unbuttoned my jeans with one hand while the other traced patterns along my collarbone. She pushed the fabric aside, freeing my cock, and stroked it with slow, deliberate motions, her eyes never leaving mine.

Mia’s hands joined hers, featherlight at first, then firmer, her touch soothing where Serena’s was electric. I leaned back, let my head rest on Mia’s shoulder, and closed my eyes, surrendering to the sensation.

“You’re the most brilliant mind I’ve ever known,” Serena whispered, her voice so close I could feel it inside me. “You turn chaos into beauty. You make us better. That’s why we love you.”

Mia echoed her, the words vibrating against my skin. “They can’t take that away, Noah. You’re ours. Forever.”

I opened my eyes, met Serena’s, and saw not just desire but something harder, conviction, the kind that didn’t budge even when the rest of the world demanded it.

She shifted, letting her dress ride up, her bare thighs sliding over mine as she positioned herself above my cock. She stroked it, aligning the head with her entrance, and with a slow, teasing grind, she took me inside her.

I groaned, the heat and tightness overwhelming, but she didn’t move right away. Instead, she held me there, still, letting me feel the way her pussy clamped down, pulsing in time with her heartbeat. Her nails dug into my shoulders, and she kissed me again, biting my lower lip before pulling away.

Mia’s hands slid lower, beneath my shirt, nails scraping lightly over my abs. She tugged the shirt up and over my head, then kissed a line down my spine, her breath cool in the places she’d just touched.

Serena finally started to move, hips rolling in slow, controlled circles, milking every inch of my cock as she rose and fell. Her tits bounced with the motion, the thin straps of her dress sliding down her arms until she let them fall, exposing her chest. Her nipples were hard, flushed pink, and I reached up to cup her breasts, thumbs flicking over the tips as she rode me.

Behind me, Mia pressed her body to my back, the softness of her tits flattening against my shoulder blades, her thighs bracketing mine. She kissed my neck, then bit down, just enough to leave a mark, and I groaned, thrusting up harder into Serena.

Serena moaned, eyes rolling back, and she picked up the pace, fucking herself on my cock with a rhythm that was all precision and need. Every time I bottomed out, she clenched around me, drawing a gasp from both of us. Her hands found my face, framing it, her lips meeting mine over and over.

Mia’s hand slid around, stroking my cock where it disappeared inside Serena, fingers slick with arousal. She pressed her mouth to my ear, whispering, “You feel so good, baby. You’re making her crazy. You love seeing her lose control, don’t you?”

I nodded, unable to speak, and Mia grinned, nipping at my earlobe. “Let go. She wants all of you.”

Serena gasped, hips bucking wildly. “I want you to come in me, Noah. Please. I need it. Fill me up. Give me a baby.”

The words sent a spike of heat straight to my balls, and I grabbed her hips, slamming her down onto my cock as I exploded inside her. The orgasm was volcanic, every pulse a white-hot burst that left me shaking and breathless. Serena cried out, her cunt spasming around me, milking every drop.

She collapsed against my chest, hair wild, skin damp with sweat. I held her, my arms around her back, feeling the rapid flutter of her heartbeat.

Mia reached around, cupping Serena’s face, then kissed her, slow and deep, their tongues tangling as I softened inside her. When they broke apart, Mia turned to me, her eyes shining.

“My turn,” she whispered, a challenge in her voice.

She eased Serena off my lap, guiding her to the side, then slid down to her knees between my legs. She licked me clean, her tongue warm and soft, then sucked my cock into her mouth, working me back to full hardness in seconds. Her mouth was heaven, hot, wet, insistent, and she knew exactly how to tease the sensitive spot under the head, how to bob slow and then deep-throat me until I was dizzy.

Serena watched, her eyes dark with hunger, one hand on Mia’s head, guiding her motions. She leaned in, whispering to Mia as she sucked me, their voices mixing in a litany of dirty praise and encouragement.

“He’s so fucking hard for you,” Serena murmured, her fingers stroking Mia’s cheek. “Look how much he wants you.”

Mia moaned around my cock, then pulled off, breathless. “I want him to come in me, too. I want his baby.”

The words hit me like a truck. I groaned, hips jerking, and Mia laughed, the sound pure mischief. She stood, stripped off the hoodie, wearing absolutely nothing underneath, and straddled me, guiding my cock to her entrance. She was soaking, her pussy practically dripping, and she took me in with one smooth motion, bottoming out and grinding her hips against mine.

She rode me slow at first, hands on my shoulders, her hair falling forward to frame her face. She kissed me, lips soft and searching, her tongue exploring my mouth as she fucked herself on my cock.

Serena joined us, her hands roaming over Mia’s body, stroking her tits, teasing her nipples, then moving down to her clit, rubbing gentle circles as Mia moved. The two of them kissed, their tongues tangling, and I watched, transfixed, as Serena slid her hand between Mia’s legs, spreading her open so she could watch my cock slide in and out of her.

Mia picked up the pace, bouncing on my lap, tits jiggling, her breath coming faster and faster. Serena never stopped touching her, never stopped whispering in her ear.

“Come for him, Mia. Milk his cock. You want to keep him forever, don’t you?”

Mia’s eyes squeezed shut, her whole body quaking with the effort to keep herself together even as she lost it. I felt her thighs tense against my hips, her nails digging crescent moons into my shoulders. She slammed down, impaling herself to the hilt, and for a moment she just ground her clit against my pubic bone, shivering violently, breath coming in ragged, high-pitched gasps. Her pussy clamped down so hard I nearly blacked out.

The sounds she made were different from before, raw, almost desperate, a helpless whimpering that vibrated through her chest and into mine. Her head fell forward to rest on my collarbone, and she bit down, hard, right over my pulse, as her orgasm crashed through her in waves. Every spasm of her cunt squeezed a new jolt of pleasure through my cock, each one pulling me closer to the edge until I was right there with her, hanging in the same free-fall, suspended between agony and bliss.

Serena’s hands were everywhere, cupping Mia’s breasts, stroking her hair, rubbing circles over her back, whispering encouragement into her ear. I could barely process the words, but I heard my own name, over and over, like it was the only thing that made sense in the world. I wanted to tell them both I loved them, that this was everything, that nothing the Board or the world or any of those fucking vultures could throw at me could ever compare to this. This proof that I was wanted, needed, chosen. But all I could do was groan, gripping Mia’s hips so hard I worried I might leave bruises.

The heat built and built, and then I was coming again, a second orgasm tearing through me with enough force to make my vision go white. I buried my face in Mia’s shoulder, muffling my shout as I shot deep inside her, pulse after pulse, filling her up until the pressure made it leak out, hot and slick, around the root. She clenched, milking every drop, and the feeling was so intense I thought I might never come down from it.

Mia collapsed against me, a trembling, boneless heap, her breath stuttering in my ear. Serena wrapped her arms around both of us, squeezing tight, her own body shivering with sympathetic aftershocks. I felt her lips at my temple, soft and insistent, then moving to Mia’s cheek, planting kisses like stitches holding us together.

We stayed like that, tangled and shaking, until the aftershocks faded and our bodies softened.

Mia slumped against my chest, her hair tickling my neck, her arms around my waist. Serena curled up behind me, her head resting on my shoulder, her hand entwined with mine.

We lay together in the hush, the only sound our breathing, the soft rustle of sheets, the distant hum of the ocean outside.

Serena spoke first, her voice a quiet benediction. “They can’t touch what we have,” she whispered. “This is what they’ll never understand. We’re stronger together.”

Mia murmured in agreement, her lips pressed to my skin. “Let them come for us. We’ll always win.”

I held them both, one arm around each, and for the first time since the letter arrived, I felt untouchable. The world outside could rage and threaten, but in this room, this fortress of love and sweat and wild devotion, nothing could ever break us.

I closed my eyes, let their warmth and faith sink into my bones, and knew with absolute certainty: we’d already won.

All that was left was to make the world see it.


Chapter seventeen
Little Bro


Ethan showed up at dusk, his duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a Mountain Dew in his free hand. He wore his “Ashbourne Titans” hoodie like body armor, probably hoping it would help him blend into the sea of West Coast privilege he was stepping into. Spoiler: it didn’t. Not even a little.

As soon as he stepped through the door, the world went quiet, like the house itself was holding its breath. Chloe was on the sofa, legs up and totally bare except for a cropped tee and shorts that didn’t even pretend to cover her ass. Her golden hair glowed against the white couch and her tits, somehow even more perfect than normal, threatened to spill out of the shirt whenever she leaned forward. Across from her, Ren lounged in ripped black jeans and a paint-splattered sports bra, the fit so tight it looked like it had been custom-molded to her full, gravity-defying boobs. She had her feet up on the coffee table, flipping through an art book and looking like she’d just stepped off a Tokyo runway.

Ethan froze in the doorway, eyes wide, his swagger dying instantly. For a second I thought he’d drop his bag or, hell, maybe faint. His gaze pinballed from Chloe to Ren to Chloe again, tongue caught in his teeth like he was afraid to breathe.

Chloe spotted him first and sat up, bouncing a little, which did incredible things to her chest. “Hey, Ethan!” she squeaked, waving with both hands. “Long time no see!”

Ren barely looked up, but the sly up-tick at the corner of her mouth said everything.

Ethan cleared his throat, twice, then forced a smile. “Uh. Hey.” He swallowed, blinked again, then set his bag down with a thud. “Sorry, didn’t realize you guys had…company.”

Ren closed her sketchbook and crossed her arms under her tits, which only pushed them higher. “We’re always around. Welcome to the madhouse.”

He tried and failed to look her in the eye. “Yeah, thanks.” Blood rushed into his face, ears flushing red.

I stepped up, clapping him on the back. “You remember Chloe from Thanksgiving, right?”

His voice cracked. “Who could forget?” He looked Chloe up and down, not even pretending to hide his interest.

She giggled. “Ethan was obsessed with me,” she stage-whispered to Ren. “I think he might’ve tried to follow me home last year.”

Ren snorted. “Get in line.” She flicked her gaze from Ethan to Chloe, then to me, her eyes daring me to intervene.

Ethan rallied, squaring his jaw. “So, uh, this is your place? It’s huge.”

Chloe grinned, bouncing on the couch so her boobs jiggled. “It’s home. You want a tour?”

Before he could answer, Brooke sauntered in from the kitchen, barefoot and wearing a spaghetti-strap dress that clung to every inch of her. Her hair was fire, alive and glossy, and those D-cups bounced with every step. Ethan’s jaw literally dropped. If cartoons were real, his tongue would’ve rolled out onto the hardwood.

Brooke caught his look and grinned wide, like a lioness who’d already tasted blood. “Well, well. Outlier’s little brother finally escapes the farm.”

Ethan tried to recover, grabbing his bag like a shield. “Uh, yeah. Nice to meet you, too.”

“No need to be shy,” Brooke said, coming over and sticking out her hand. Her nails were painted a deep, daring red. “That’s a killer hoodie. You play for Ashbourne or just cosplay as a jock?”

He managed to shake her hand, but it wasn’t smooth. His palm was clammy, and, as if on cue, his eyes dropped straight to her cleavage and stayed there.

Brooke held his hand for an extra beat, then winked. “Don’t worry. Most guys lose focus when I walk in a room. You get used to it.”

Ethan grinned weakly, face now a full-on traffic light red.

Behind her, Mia padded in, hair damp from a shower and skin still flushed. She wore leggings and a form-hugging silk cami that left nothing to the imagination. Her breasts, big, soft, and sinful, pushed at the thin fabric, and the curve of her waist was pure art. She smiled, all warmth, but the way she sized Ethan up was careful, calculating.

“I’m Amelia,” she said, offering her hand.

Ethan shook it, then stared, eyes glazed. “Nice to meet you.”

“Call me Mia,” she coached, voice soothing, like she’d already pegged him as a lost puppy.

Ethan nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

Serena and Rory appeared together, both wearing business-casual that looked like it belonged in a Vogue spread, not a college harem. Serena’s honey-blonde hair was in a perfect twist, sundress skimming her absurd curves, and Rory wore high-waisted slacks and a fitted blouse that showed exactly how perfect her ass was. If Ethan had a type, it was probably “all of them at once.”

He finally found his voice. “Serena! Rory! Didn’t expect to see you two here.”

Rory rolled her eyes. “You’re the last person I thought would end up on the West Coast. Still playing football, or just admiring your brother’s conquests?”

She meant it as a jab, but it made Ethan’s face go even redder.

Serena extended her hand. “Welcome to the house. Sit. Let’s catch up.”

I could feel the tension rolling off him like radio waves. If he didn’t spontaneously combust, it was going to be a long night.

I settled him at the dining table, where Chloe instantly claimed the seat beside me, her thigh pressed to mine, while Ren perched herself on my lap and hooked her arm around my neck, like it was normal to use me as a human throne. Mia and Brooke flanked us, each pouring wine and water like they were in a competition to see who could seem the least threatening. Spoiler: they were all lethal.

Rory sat across from Ethan, arms folded, and Serena took the head of the table, radiating authority. The sight of all six women, six harem wives, made even me want to duck for cover.

Dinner was steak, salad, and a carb bomb of roasted potatoes, Mia’s unofficial specialty. I carved at my steak, watching Ethan try to keep it together. His hands shook when he speared a piece of beef. He missed his mouth entirely with the first bite.

Chloe leaned in, her perfume hitting hard. “So, what do you think of Ashbourne? Is it everything you dreamed of?”

Ethan nodded, cheeks puffed with potato. “It’s…unreal. I mean, the campus alone—wow. And the girls—” He caught himself, looked down. “—uh, the classes. Everybody says the programs are intense.”

Brooke cackled, nearly spraying her wine. “You can say it, champ. The women here are next-level.”

Ren shifted in my lap, grinding her ass into my crotch as she reached for the bread basket. “He’s processing,” she said, smirking at me. “Let the man breathe. He’s not ready for the St. Celeste Welcome Committee.”

Chloe giggled harder. “Aw, be nice. You’re scaring him.”

I gave Ethan a nudge. “You okay, little bro?”

He swallowed, then tried to regain his composure. “Absolutely. Just, uh, adjusting. Seriously, how do you even concentrate with all this…?”

His hand made a vague circle at the table, as if gesturing at the living, breathing fantasy arrayed around him.

Brooke stretched back in her chair, her dress riding higher up her thighs. “Fun fact: you never really do. Most guys just flunk out or turn into stalkers. Lucky for us, Outlier here,” she jerked her thumb my way, “actually knew how to handle business.”

Mia leaned over, squeezing my shoulder. “We trained him,” she purred, eyes dancing.

Ren snorted and wiggled against me. “He was already a prodigy. We just made him less boring.”

Ethan was starting to sweat, beads forming at his hairline. The man looked ready to climb out of his own skin.

When dinner plates were cleared, Ren stayed put in my lap, swinging sideways so her legs draped over mine. Ethan’s gaze locked onto the way her thighs parted, and when she shifted, her boobs jiggled dangerously where the sports bra strained, and mostly failed, to contain them.

He broke, right there. “Uh, Ren,” he blurted, trying to sound cool but failing. “Would you want to grab coffee sometime? Or, like, hit up the beach? I mean, just us?”

The whole table froze, like he’d just pulled the fire alarm.

Ren didn’t hesitate. She pulled my arms tight around her waist, then placed my hands right on top of her breasts, mashing them together until the cleavage was truly obscene. “I’m already taken,” she said, grinning at him with pure mischief. “Sorry, stud.”

Chloe’s giggle was pure helium, bubbling up. “Someone’s got confidence!”

Brooke hooted, rolling her eyes. “Get in line, Little Bro. Every guy on campus tried and failed to get with Ren except for our golden boy here. No shame in it, but if you want a shot, you’ll need to develop time travel and undo the last year.”

Ethan, hands now visibly trembling, tried to play it off. “Right. Bet he can’t handle you anyway.”

Ren just hummed, pressing back against me so her ass fit snug against my already interested cock. “Oh, he handles me fine. We’re pretty much glued together.”

Chloe let out a sharp giggle in response, while Serena, beside her, snorted—a noise so sudden it startled even herself.

It was almost mean. I loved every second.

Then, Ethan’s eyes went hyper-focused. His dumb jock brain had finally noticed that everyone, me, Ren, Chloe, Brooke, Mia, Serena, and even Rory, wore matching silver bands on our ring fingers.

He blinked. “Hold up. You all have the same ring. What’s that about? Some kind of team thing?”

Brooke deadpanned, not missing a beat. “That’s one way to put it. We’re married, Champ.”

He stared at her, gobsmacked. “To each other?”

Brooke laughed so hard she almost spit her wine. “Oh my god. No, dummy. We’re all married to Noah.”

The table exploded with laughter. Chloe threw her arms around me, clinging and giggling so hard she nearly fell out of her chair. Mia leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek. Even Serena and Rory cracked real smiles, like they enjoyed watching the world break Ethan’s brain.

Ethan just sat there, absolutely stunned, the color draining from his face, then returning all at once in a hot rush. “You’re kidding.”

Brooke shot him a look. “Do we look like we’re kidding? Ren is practically having sex with your brother at the dinner table, and Chloe’s had her hand jammed down Noah’s pants playing with his cock the entire time. Meanwhile Serena and Mia are practically eye fucking him across the table.”

Ren waggled her ring at him. “It’s for real, babe. If you want a chance, you’ll have to marry in, and I think we’re full up.”

Ethan stared at the table, then at Ren, at Chloe, at Brooke, then back at me. “Dude. Are you, like, a sex cult?”

That sent the table over the edge. Brooke howled with laughter, Rory snorted cabernet, and Chloe wiped tears from her eyes.

Mia went for the kill, her voice honey-sweet. “It’s just called being happy, Ethan. You should try it sometime.”

The look on his face was worth a million bucks. Every hope, every fantasy, every “maybe it’s my turn with Chloe this year” died right in front of us, and nobody was even pretending to hide their enjoyment.

I topped up everyone’s glasses. “You’re family, man. That makes you a VIP guest. But the wives? They’re mine.”

Brooke grinned, raising her glass. “To Noah. May he never run out of stamina, or wedding bands.”

The girls cheered. Ethan tried to smile, but he looked like a man who’d just watched his entire sexual worldview collapse in real time.

Welcome to the family, little brother.

You never stood a chance.

***

The table was still buzzing when Ethan finally found his voice again. He looked at me, then at the harem, desperate for a lifeline, anything to restore his sense of self.

“So then… you guys aren’t just Noah’s roommates?”

Brooke snorted so hard she nearly choked on her wine. “Oh my god. That’s adorable, but no. We’re all fucking Noah. It’s a total fuck fest in this house, especially since he got locked out of the lab. It’s a miracle he hasn’t dropped dead from exhaustion.”

That set everyone off. Chloe almost spat out her drink. Ren giggled so hard she had to bury her face in my shoulder. Mia beamed with pride, and even Serena gave a sly, approving nod.

I chimed in, “Lab lockout’s changing soon. We’ll have the new place up and running before you know it.”

Chloe cheered, “More bench time, less blue balls!” and the whole table laughed.

But the damage was done. Ethan’s eyes lost focus, like he was trying to unsee every curve and every bounce. The man was spiraling, hard.

He went back to Chloe, holding her gaze like maybe, just maybe, she’d show mercy. “Look, I know we’re basically family, but—”

She cut him off, voice sharp and clear: “I would never have sex with my brother-in-law, or any other man for that matter. Noah is the only man I’ve ever been with or ever will be with.” She flashed her ring, just to underscore the point. “Sorry, E. You’re sweet, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Ethan turned, eyes pleading, to Brooke. “Come on. There’s gotta be mercy for one night. I mean, with a body like yours…”

Brooke laughed in his face, mean and magnificent. “Sorry, cowboy, but the days of me with other guys are over. Nobody can satisfy me like Noah does. Once you go Mercer, you never go back.”

Ren added, “He ruined us for everyone else, babe,” her tone pure tease.

Panic creeping in, Ethan looked at Rory. If there was one woman in the world who could shut him down cold, it was her.

She didn’t even blink. “Don’t even look at me. Not happening, Ethan.”

He flinched like he’d been slapped.

Serena gave him her best law student glare, eyes cool and unreadable. “I’m off the market. Permanently.”

Mia was softer, but even she didn’t sugarcoat it. “No, Ethan. I’m in love with your brother.”

He wilted. For a second, I almost felt bad. Almost.

Then Mia leaned in, voice calm and practical: “If you want to land a beautiful woman, work on yourself. Women are attracted to guys who have their shit together.” She shot me a look, then reached over and kissed me, slow and deep, lingering just long enough for the message to be unmissable.

Chloe clapped and whooped. Brooke smirked. Even Ren had to hide her smile behind her hand.

Ethan stared at the table, totally defeated, like he’d just lost the Super Bowl and his helmet didn’t fit anymore.

Message received.

***

I tried to play the responsible sibling, passing Ethan another Coke and patting his shoulder like I hadn’t just watched my entire harem body-slam his libido into another zip code.

“Seriously, you okay?” I asked, hiding my grin as Ren continued to grind her perfect ass into my lap, all soft skin and relentless friction. I could feel every shudder of suppressed need running through Ethan. Even when I’d brought Chloe home, he’d never been this off-balance.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Yeah, fine. It’s just…dude, there’s no way to prepare for this. All my life I was jealous of you being the smart one, but now? I feel like you’re living in some kind of porno I can’t even order on pay-per-view.”

Chloe inched closer, her breasts pressing up against my arm until her cleavage rose like twin peaks, soft and warm, her thigh sliding over and practically fusing itself to mine. “It’s not a porno. It’s real life.” She shot Ren a wink. “And we make sure our baby here never goes hungry, if you know what I mean.”

Ren popped a grape in her mouth, then sucked on her thumb, eyes locked on Ethan. “Poor guy. Should we apologize for being so irresistible?”

Brooke cackled, stretching her arms over her head, which made her boobs practically bounce out of her dress. “I think the damage is done. Unless you want a tour of the bedrooms, Ethan. Maybe you’ll get ideas for when you meet a real St. Celeste girl.”

Ethan just shook his head, defeated. It took him a minute to regroup.

I tried to throw him a bone, change the subject. “How’s Olivia? You two still together?”

That did it. He clammed up, suddenly a little more somber. “No. We broke up, right after what happened last Thanksgiving. You remember the look on her face when she saw me watching you make out with Serena and Rory on the front porch? It was over then. She told me I’d never find a girl like that, and honestly? She was right. Since then, nothing. I can’t even look at girls from my high school anymore. Not when perfect tens are literally growing on trees at St. Celeste.”

Chloe beamed at the compliment, resting her head on my shoulder and sighing dramatically.

“Sorry, man,” I said, and meant it. Kinda. “On the bright side, if you come to Ashbourne next year, you can shoot your shot with any number of smart, beautiful women.”

Ethan shrugged. “It’s fine. The fantasy was over anyway.”

He watched Ren cup her boobs with my hands again, squeezing them together to show off the ring. His eyes glazed over for a second before he caught himself.

Then he frowned, genuine curiosity piercing the haze of hormones. “Do Mom and Dad even know about your…situation?”

I snorted. “They know. Mom’s mostly just excited about grandkids. She has a group thread going with Mia, Chloe, Brooke, Ren, Rory, and Serena. Every week she sends out baby name ideas, exchanges recipes with Mia, and even talks reality TV with Chloe.”

“We both watch The Bachelor,” Chloe added.

That landed like a bomb. Ethan’s jaw dropped. “Baby names? Is one of you pregnant?”

Mia and Serena spoke at the exact same time, voices perfectly synced: “Working on it.”

Even for Ethan, who’d watched me do crazy things for years, this was a new dimension of “what the fuck.” He just stared at them, like if he blinked, they’d disappear.

Dinner wound down quickly after that. Everyone dropped their plates in the sink and peeled away to their rituals, Serena and Mia upstairs to “trade nursery ideas,” Brooke out to the patio to text god-knows-who, and Ren and Chloe flanking me on either side, dragging me to the living room.

The next couple of hours blurred into a scramble of laughter and half-remembered stories, Ren and Chloe circling me and Ethan, tossing memories back and forth like playing catch at dusk. If I ever thought I could keep my awkward childhood locked away, Chloe smashed that illusion wide open, her sly grin a dare as Ethan took every juicy detail and lobbed it back at me, sharper and louder than before.

Eventually, the girls slipped away in tandem, claiming bedtime, but Chloe’s eyes flashed mischief over her shoulder, a promise, not a farewell.

As their footsteps faded, I set to work, unfolding the couch for Ethan, the fabric still stiff from disuse, the room settling around us. Tomorrow lingered at the edge of my thoughts, the day the Board would sit in judgment; the future waited sharp and hungry.

“I have a meeting with the Ashbourne coach early in the morning,” Ethan said, the words steady, no-nonsense. “You don’t need to get up, and I’ll circle back before I head out of town.”

I let out a slow breath, feeling the press of my own appointment on my chest; the board, the firing, the reckoning. But this time I wouldn’t be alone. Vivian would be there, her support a tether; suddenly, hope flickered, tangible and electric.

“Sounds good,” I said, pulling him into a hug, hard and fast. “Good luck tomorrow. If that coach has half a brain, he’ll offer you a scholarship on the spot.”

Ethan squeezed me tighter, his grip fierce. “Thanks, Noah. I may be jealous of you beyond belief, but you’re a good big brother.”

“Back at you, E.”

I found Ethan an extra pillow and the big, soft throw blanket, and dumped him on the sectional directly under the framed drawing Ren had done of me surrounded by all six women. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

“You need anything else?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nah. I think I’m just going to crash.”

Chloe tousled his hair. “Night, E! Sleep tight,” she chirped, cheeks pink from wine. “Don’t let the harem nightmares bite.”

Ren wagged a finger at him. “Go easy, kid. Some things you can’t un-hear.”

The second the lights dimmed in the living room, Chloe and Ren tackled me from either side, giggling and pulling me toward Ren’s bedroom. The door clicked shut behind us, but the walls? They may as well have been made of tissue paper.

Chloe pressed me back onto the bed, her hands already under my shirt. “We’re going to make it extra loud, so he knows exactly what he’s missing,” she stage-whispered, loud enough for the whole county.

Ren laughed, stripping in record time, her ass bouncing as she climbed into my lap, nipples already hard and ready. Chloe shucked her shorts and top, crawling over the bed until those golden curls were haloed by the moonlight, eyes bright and hungry.

They launched into me together, Chloe mouthing my neck, Ren grinding down on my cock through my jeans, both of them giggling and moaning for maximum effect. Welcome to fantasy land, little brother.


Chapter eighteen
Noisy


The second the bedroom door clicked shut, Chloe went full California temptress, shoving me back onto the bed with a flourish and crawling up my body. Her tongue found my ear, lips nibbling as she breathed, “Make it loud, baby. I want him to hear every second.”

Ren stripped with zero hesitation, dropping her clothes like a challenge, her perfect breasts bouncing free, then knelt on the bed beside me and pulled my jeans off with a single yank. My cock sprang up, already rock hard and leaking from the show, and Ren caught it in her hand, stroking slow and deliberate.

Chloe, not to be outdone, joined her at my feet, blonde hair tumbling over her face as she knelt beside Ren, their curves crowding my thighs. I watched, helpless and already throbbing, as two of the most beautiful girls on the planet eyed me like their favorite shared dessert.

“I’ll start with the tip,” Chloe said, voice syrupy-sweet, before licking a warm stripe up the underside of my shaft. She circled the head with her tongue, blue eyes flashing up to mine, and winked. “He tastes even better after steak. Have you noticed?”

Ren giggled, nuzzling up so her cheek pressed against Chloe’s. “Yeah, but it’s the way he twitches when you curl your tongue under his head that’s addicting.” She stroked my cock from beneath, twisting her wrist just right, before leaning in and planting a kiss on the base, then coming back up to lick just behind Chloe’s lips.

It shouldn’t have been possible for two women to synchronize oral like this, Chloe lapping at the head, Ren trailing kisses and nibbles along the shaft, occasionally meeting Chloe’s mouth for quick, messy kisses with my cock pinned between their cheeks.

The sensation was unreal. Chloe and Ren rapidly shifted into tag-team mode, taking turns sucking me all the way down, lips stretching wide, then both of them stroking my shaft with their hands as they traded licks and kisses at the tip. The visual alone would’ve broken lesser men. Chloe’s golden hair brushing my thigh, the gleam of her wet lips; Ren’s long dark hair framing her face as she took me deep, then swapped out with Chloe in a seamless, hungry rhythm.

Chloe locked her gaze on mine, cheeks hollowing as she took me into her mouth, her hand pumping what she couldn’t swallow while Ren pressed her breasts together beneath the base of my cock. “I want you to cum for us, baby,” Chloe purred, voice so loud I knew Ethan would hear every word. “I want you to make a mess all over our tits. Let’s ruin him for every girl on the planet, Ren.”

Ren was only too happy to help. She squeezed her tits around my shaft, the softness enveloping me, and Chloe released my cock with a wet pop, then nudged forward to mash her own breasts against Ren’s, creating a wall of pillowy cleavage that instantly swallowed my entire length. The skin-on-skin was magic, Chloe’s warmth silky against one side, Ren’s plush curves enveloping the other. Together, they pressed, bouncing in time, giggling as they trapped my cock and pumped in perfect sync.

Chloe spit in her palm, adding extra slick, then massaged the shaft as Ren bent to lick the tip, tongue darting out to meet Chloe’s whenever she bobbed down. “You hear that, Ethan?” Chloe called, voice half-mocking, half-orgasmic. “This cock is all ours.”

Ren giggled, her hand joining the assault. “Sorry, E. Only the best for the harem.”

I couldn’t hold back. The heat, the friction, the sight of those two wonders sandwiching every inch of me, it was overload. My balls clenched, the orgasm charging in like a freight train, and I warned them a split second before it hit.

“I’m gonna…fuck, girls, I’m gonna…”

They both braced, squeezing their tits tighter, and I erupted, thick, hot ropes shooting up and out, splattering across the mounds of their breasts, glazing Chloe’s golden skin and painting streaks over Ren’s perfect curves. The release was so massive it jolted my whole body off the bed, fists gripping the sheets, vision going spotty.

Chloe giggled as the first wave hit, a hot streak right between her boobs, then another on her nipple, and then she mashed them together with both hands, smearing my cum everywhere. “Wow. That’s so much, baby. You’re so fucking hot when you explode like that.”

Ren ran her fingers through the mess, swiping my cum across both her nipples before licking the residue and moaning. “Delicious. I could live off this. Think Ethan heard you lose it?”

Chloe caught Ren’s gaze, and they both laughed, then kissed messy and loud, tongues tangling as the glaze of my orgasm dripped down their chests. I watched, blown out and adoring, as my two lovers made a meal out of each other, swapping cum-flavored kisses and pressing their breasts together to mix every last drop.

They let me recover for maybe thirty seconds before the show started again.

Ren swung around, crawling onto the bed with that feral grace, then got on all fours so her ass pointed straight at me. Her body was art, slender waist, hips wide and inviting, her pussy glistening and ready. Beneath her, Chloe flopped onto her back, legs bent, golden hair wild over the pillow. Ren lowered herself, hands tangling with Chloe’s, and the two of them made out, tongues writhing and lips mashing, breasts still covered in the glaze of my first orgasm.

I lined up behind Ren, not even pretending to be gentle, she was dripping, and it was clear from the way she arched her back that she wanted it rough, loud, and spectacular.

I pushed in, slow at first, savoring the way her body welcomed me, then building speed. The wet slap of my hips against her ass echoed off the walls. Ren moaned instantly, the sound raw and desperate. “Oh fuck, Noah. Just like that. Pound me, baby. Wreck me.”

Chloe, pinned beneath Ren, reached up to squeeze her friend’s tits, fingers digging in, and their kisses turned messy, gasping and breathless as I hammered into Ren. With every thrust, her ass rippled, the flesh jiggling in a perfect show, and her moans got louder. She didn’t care about being quiet. She wanted the world to know she was getting absolutely railed by the one and only Outlier.

I leaned forward, one hand gripping her waist, the other snaking up to grab a handful of hair and pull gently, making her arch even more. “Jesus, you’re so tight,” I growled.

Ren’s whole body trembled, and she let out a scream that was pure sex. “Harder! Please, fill me up, Noah. I want you to pour every drop inside me. Fuck, baby. Your cock is splitting me in half!”

I gave her what she wanted. I pounded her, every stroke slamming home, balls slapping her clit, knowing the rhythm of it had to be echoing in the hallway. Chloe’s hands snaked down to finger herself, her other hand locked with Ren’s, the two of them moaning and shouting my name in a duet of fuck-you energy aimed straight through the wall to Ethan’s ears.

On the final thrust, I pinned Ren’s hips and drove as deep as I could, letting go with a spray of heat that filled her up so completely she whimpered, her lower body quaking as she collapsed forward onto Chloe’s bare skin. My cum poured out of her, splashing onto Chloe’s stomach, and both girls just lay there, pinned together, gasping, shaking, completely obliterated.

We sprawled like that for a minute, me on my knees, cock still twitching, Ren piled onto Chloe, all three of us sticky and spent. The room reeked of sex and victory.

Chloe was the first to recover. She shimmied out from under Ren, hair wild, face flushed, and crawled straight for my cock before it lost all hope of staying upright. “Let’s get you ready for round three, baby doll,” she purred, licking my shaft clean with a patience that bordered on reverence.

Ren rolled to one side, propping her chin on her hands, eyes dancing as she watched Chloe take my cock into her mouth. Every time Chloe bobbed down, her tits swayed, still streaked with my first release.

Chloe worked magic with her tongue, swirling it around my head, then taking me deep, sucking and humming until I started to thicken again. When I was fully hard, she grinned, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and straddled me, planting her perfect ass on my thighs.

She lined me up, then eased down, sinking my cock into her soaked, clenching pussy, and gasped, loud enough to rattle the window. “God, yes. Yes, that’s what I needed. You feel so good, baby.” She started to ride, slow at first, boobs bouncing in time, then faster as she got into it.

Ren couldn’t help herself. She reached over to play with Chloe’s tits, squeezing and jiggling them, then pinching her nipples to make the bounce even more dramatic. “Damn, girl, you make it look so hot,” Ren said, turning to the wall. “You getting all this, Ethan? Hall of fame, right here.”

Chloe didn’t break rhythm, bouncing harder, grinding her clit against me, hands on my chest for leverage. “He could listen for a year and never be inside me, not once,” she said, voice pure satisfaction. “Only my baby gets to fill me up. I want you to fuck me, Noah, I want you to cum so deep I can’t walk tomorrow. Please, please, give it to me. I want to feel it dripping out.”

I was already close, the feeling of her squeezing me, the frantic slap of her ass against my hips, the way she begged for it with no shame. I arched up, grabbed her waist, and pistoned into her, every thrust angled to make her squeal louder.

She let loose, moaning, gasping, voice climbing higher and higher until the last line broke and she screamed my name, nails raking down my shoulders.

That did it. I bottomed out, holding her flush to my body as I exploded again, shooting everything I had deep inside her, my cock pulsing as I unloaded. Chloe howled her own orgasm, pussy convulsing around me, milking every drop.

When it was over, she collapsed in a golden heap across my chest, sweaty and shaking and totally, blissfully spent.

Ren cuddled up beside us, rubbing Chloe’s back, kissing my cheek, both girls laughing in the afterglow.

I blinked at the ceiling, totally drained, and let the moment drift. If Ethan survived that, the man deserved a medal.

Chloe whispered, too loud to be accidental, “I love you, babe. You wrecked me. No one else could even come close.”

Ren giggled, snuggling me from behind. “What she said. Now let’s wait a minute, then parade you shirtless in front of your brother so he knows this is the real deal.”

I just lay there, wild with pride and a little dumbstruck by what we’d just pulled off.

Across the hallway, silence reigned. At least until round two.

***

The aftermath was pure harem chaos, sweaty limbs, tangled sheets, and two girls grinning at each other like they’d just robbed a bank and made it out with the loot. I should’ve known they’d up the ante before round two.

“Water,” Chloe gasped, rolling onto her back, one leg thrown over mine. “And wear nothing but shorts. Show Ethan what a real champion looks like.”

Ren giggled wickedly. “He’s been dying for a peek. Might as well give him the highlight reel.”

I peeled myself off the mattress, stomach muscles still quivering from the workout, and slid into a pair of gym shorts. No shirt, no shame. My chest was streaked with sweat, a few scrapes from Chloe’s overzealous nails, and I still wore the smirk of a man who’d just made two top-tier models black out from pleasure.

The living room looked like a crime scene for broken dreams. Ethan sat hunched on the edge of the sectional, head in his hands, the familiar Mountain Dew on the coffee table next to a box of tissues. Two crumpled, clearly used, tissues lay abandoned on the floor.

I caught the whiff of defeat from three paces away.

He didn’t even look up. “Bro, you’re going to kill me. I might have to go on a run or take a cold shower because I can’t take it.” His voice was raw, half joke, all pain. “I’ve never heard anything like that in my life, and the worst part is knowing I’ll never get the real thing.”

I shrugged, grabbing glasses from the kitchen and filling them at the filtered tap. “It’s a privilege, what can I say.”

Ethan eyed me, envy clear in every inch. “That wasn’t a privilege. That was an Olympic event. I could actually hear Chloe begging for it through the wall.”

I grinned. “She’s passionate.”

Right then, Chloe and Ren burst into the room, both wearing nothing but my T-shirts, and I mean nothing. Chloe’s golden hair was messy, skin flushed and glowing, and the shirt barely covered the curve of her ass when she spun around for effect. The outlines of her breasts were totally obvious: high, full, perfect. Ren’s version hung a little longer, but the black fabric clung to every inch of her, and her nipples shadowed right through, big and stiff and impossible to miss.

Ethan literally dropped to his knees, palms out like he was praying to the harem deities. “Please. You’ve got to give me something! Anything. I’ll do whatever it takes. Name your price. One hour. Thirty minutes. Hell, two minutes. Just let me try to keep up.”

Chloe giggled and ducked behind me. “Sorry, babe. This ship sailed. I’m strictly one-man only, and he’s the only man for me.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed, boobs squishing against my back.

Ren flanked the other side, using me as a human shield, then popped her head around my shoulder. “Not even a shot at the walk-on tryouts, E. I’m done scouting for this lifetime.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief, voice dropping low. “But if you behave, and maybe put in some serious work, I’ll introduce you to my little sister. She’s coming to St. Celeste next year.”

Ethan perked up like a retriever hearing his food bag opened. “You have a sister? Like, a real sister?”

Ren nodded, grinning. “Aki. Cute as hell. Some people think she’s even hotter than me.”

Ethan locked in. “Does she look like you? Like, at all?”

Ren shrugged, hamming it up for maximum tease. “Straight black hair, big brown eyes, same family tree. Maybe a little softer, more petite. But she’s got the goods if you’re into big boobs. She’s stacked.”

Ethan looked like he might have a medical event. “Tell me she’s single. Just say the word.”

Ren wagged a finger. “She’s got a boyfriend back home. But maybe if you level up, ditch the tissues, and work on your game, you could get a shot next year.”

Chloe was dying, giggling into my shoulder. “Good luck, Ethan. I hope you like a challenge.”

He didn’t even skip a beat. “I would sell my soul to be with a girl like Ren… I mean, Aki. But—wow. If she’s even a fraction of what you two are, I’ll train like Rocky for the next twelve months. You’ll see. I’ll make her forget that loser in a week.”

Both girls howled with laughter.

Ren leaned over and flicked the tissue box at Ethan. “You might need these tonight, champ. We’re about to head back into the ring for round two, and we’re aiming for a ten-round event.”

Ethan groaned, flopping back onto the couch with a drama king’s sigh.

Chloe squeezed my arm, kissing my bicep for show. “We’re going to blow the walls off, babe. Wish us luck.”

Ren grinned at Ethan, then grabbed my hand. “Don’t wait up. You should probably find earplugs.”

The girls dragged me back to the bedroom, hips swaying, bare legs flashing, leaving Ethan alone with his Mountain Dew and a brand new fantasy: maybe, just maybe, a second chance was waiting in the harem wars of St. Celeste.

If so, he’d better pace himself.

Because this family never did anything halfway.


Chapter nineteen
Revenge


Iwoke to the scent of fresh espresso, sunlight cut into sharp diamond stripes across the ceiling, and the low, orchestrated chaos of seven women on a mission. I rolled out of bed slow, the ache in my thighs a throbbing reminder of last night’s double header with Ren and Chloe. My body felt like it had wrestled a freight train then swallowed it for dessert. My mind, however, was already on the coming battle.

By the time I pulled on sweats and padded down the hall, the kitchen had turned into a war room worthy of cable news coverage. The townhouse’s main level was all glass and polish, white quartz countertops gleaming under a battery of pendant lights, floor-to-ceiling windows framing the bay like a living mural. The Pacific shimmered just beyond the terrace, blue as a promise.

But the real show was at the kitchen island.

Vivian Ross stood at the head, radiating a mix of calm and holy-shit intimidation. Her suit was black, cut razor sharp, cinched at the waist, skirt tight enough to be a felony in three states. She’d foregone the usual updo: her hair was loose, falling in glossy waves over her shoulders, glinting in the early light. Her makeup was subtle—soft highlight on her high cheekbones, mouth a perfect sweep of rose, but the eyes were pure fire. Confident, controlled, but warmer than I’d ever seen in a boardroom. If the word “unfuckwithable” needed a spokesmodel, she’d just strolled in from central casting.

She spotted me entering and smiled, the corners of her eyes softening just a fraction, a private Morse code. Then she turned back to the assembled harem, voice cool and velvet. “Let’s run the scenario one last time.”

To her left, Serena was already flipping through a deck of color-coded case files, her hair tucked behind one ear and glasses perched low on her nose. “Precedent’s clear, if they push on IP, we counter with fraud and retaliation. Page four of the brief has the state statute and the two most recent appellate decisions. Nobody wants discovery on this, not with a donor scandal lurking in the footnotes.”

Brooke, planted on the corner stool, cracked her knuckles loud enough to startle the espresso machine. She wore red workout leggings and a tank that bared her abs and about four square feet of freckled skin. “If they so much as breathe near you, boss, I’ll run security in the hall and take teeth as trophies. I’m over letting rich creeps run the world.”

Rory sidled in next to Serena, iPhone glued to hand, the screen’s blue glow reflecting off the flawless curve of her cheekbones. She scrolled news alerts and swiped between social feeds, her voice low but lethal. “Media plan is locked. If they fire back, I’ve got three friendly outlets lined up and three rival universities on standby for the play-by-play. We get ahead of it, reframe as a win. If anyone leaks, they answer to me.”

Ren hunched over her sketchbook at the far end of the island, long black hair streaming over the page. She’d already filled half a dozen sheets. One showed a cartoon Viv drop-kicking board members off a cliff, another had the harem in matching superhero capes and me photoshopped into a NASA flight suit. Every now and then she looked up, flicked her gaze from the ring on her finger to the sunlight, and back to the storyboards. “If you need infographics holy enough to make Harvard Law weep, I have you covered.”

In the kitchen proper, Mia was everywhere at once, pouring thick coffee into insulated tumblers, slicing banana bread, refilling water glasses, and, somehow, still radiating calm. The moment I entered, she met my eyes over the rim of the coffee pot. “Black, two sugars, right, baby?” She poured before I could answer, setting the mug on the counter like she’d been doing this for a hundred years.

Chloe, perched cross-legged on a stool, wore an oversized hoodie and nothing else. Her hair was a golden halo, her face scrubbed raw and beautiful without a hint of makeup. She bounced her leg, hands wrapped around her mug. “You got this, babe. Seriously. You have the Avengers of girlbosses on your team and we’re not letting you set foot on campus unless you’re ready to take a victory lap. It’s yours, Noah.”

For a minute, I just stood there, absorbing the energy of the room. Sunlight hit the glassware and bounced crazy patterns across the countertop. Every gesture, every flash of finger, sent the promise rings into overdrive. Seven identical bands, one for each woman, glinting like tiny silver lightning bolts whenever they pointed, jotted, or tapped the table for emphasis.

Vivian leaned in toward me, eyes narrowing, “You ready to bury them?”

I sipped the coffee Mia had placed under my nose. “Yeah. Let’s end this.”

Chloe hopped off the stool and barreled into my side, arms tight around my waist. “Win big. Then come home so we can celebrate. With cake. And also sex, but mostly cake. Kidding, it’s like eighty percent sex.”

Brooke cackled, snatching a piece of bread. “The cake is a lie. But the sex is very, very real.”

Serena barely glanced up from her notes. “Don’t forget to breathe, babe. We’ll be tracking by phone. If anything gets weird, I’ll have the injunction ready for digital submission.”

Mia came around the island, her warmth coating the air like vanilla. She pressed her hand to my back, then pulled me in for a quick hug. “You’ve already won, baby. Everything else is just noise.”

I caught Vivian watching me, the gravity of the moment settling in behind her eyes. She tossed back her coffee, then motioned with her hand for me to follow. “Ten minutes.” The words had a finality to them, like a general calling troops to the front.

Ren passed me her latest sketch. It was a comic panel with the headline: “Outlier Rescues the World’s Sexiest Science Team.” The punchline? Vivian, standing on a stack of board member heads, with the rest of the women waving victory banners in the background. I grinned, folding it and tucking it in my pocket.

The last thing I saw as we prepped to leave: Mia’s hand lingering at the small of my back, Brooke’s eyes narrowed in a dare, Chloe blowing a kiss across the kitchen, and all seven sets of promise rings catching the sun, refracting it into a low-level laser show of absolute loyalty.

Vivian led me out through the double glass doors to the balcony. The wind off the bay was cool, bracing, knifing straight through the adrenaline. She waited until the door clicked shut, then turned to me, dropping the mask for the briefest second.

Her fingers dug into mine, harder than I expected.

She spoke without looking at me, her focus on the shimmer of water below. “I’m supposed to be great at this part. The fight. The logic. The chess with angry men in suits.” Her voice barely wavered. “But today, I’m terrified. Not for me. Not for the job. But for you. For us. For the family we built.”

I shifted so I could see her profile, every line of her face both unbreakable and so heartbreakingly human.

“No matter what happens,” she murmured, “I don’t ever want you to think I put career over you. Or that I’d let anyone touch what we made here. That’s all I need. That’s the real win.”

I pressed my hands to her jaw, tilting her face so our eyes locked. “Viv. They can take the research. They can spin the story. But they cannot touch what matters most.” I kissed her, deep and slow, tongue sliding against hers, arms folding her in until her body went soft against mine.

She melted into me, hands snaking behind my neck, silver ring biting into my skin.

When we broke, her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glass-bright, and the steel was back in her voice.

“Let’s go burn it to the ground,” she whispered.

“My favorite kind of science,” I said.

We walked back inside. Chloe and the others lined up at the door for another round of hugs and last-minute hype.

“Don’t let them rattle you, baby. If you need backup, text 911 and I’ll bring the whole harem as reinforcements,” Chloe whispered, then winked.

Brooke slapped my ass hard. “C’mon, Outlier. If you’re not home by lunch, we storm the gates.”

Vivian tossed her hair, squared her shoulders, and led me down the walk to the waiting car.

As we pulled away, I looked back once: six women on the balcony, rings flashing, silhouetted against the bay, every one of them grinning like they already knew we’d won.

I let their confidence carry me out into the wild blue, and for the first time all week, I honestly believed it.

Today, we ended it.

***

St. Celeste hadn’t changed. The boardroom was a temple to old power, thick carpet, high ceilings, windows facing the quad like judgmental eyes. Twelve high-backed leather chairs ringed a table so polished the overheads bounced off it like a second sun. The air smelled of shoe polish, legal pads, and enough arrogance to choke a bull.

The board was already seated. Harrington, chair and reigning king of petty, lounged at the head with three gold pens arrayed in front of him, like a general prepping for armistice. His smile was all gums and confidence, as if he’d already won. To his left, a vice provost in a silk tie made a point of not meeting Vivian’s eyes. There was a whisper network of deans and lawyers, maybe half already leafing through printouts they hoped would bury us by breakfast.

Vivian didn’t hesitate. She strode to the target chair two seats down from Harrington, not waiting to be offered, just taking. I followed, sat at her right. Nobody else in the room mattered.

Harrington tapped his pen. “Dr. Ross. Mr. Mercer. I trust you’re aware this proceeding is confidential and, if you have any dignity, you’ll withdraw your childish appeal—”

Vivian cut him off with a voice that didn’t even rise above room temperature. “Before we begin, I’d like to state for the record that this meeting is being recorded.” She set a small digital recorder on the table, the red light popping on like a tiny sniper dot. “Any attempt to remove, erase, or tamper with this record will be considered obstruction of justice, and we’ll let the appropriate authorities bet their tenure on who prevails.”

It was the first sign of panic: a paper shuffle, a throat clear, a muttered “she can’t do that.” Harrington went purple, but his hands trembled as he checked the recorder.

Vivian opened the first folder, slid a neatly tabbed packet toward Harrington. “Patent paperwork. Filed, stamped, and acknowledged by the United States Patent and Trademark Office. Noah Mercer is the sole inventor of the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold. The research board’s prior claims are null and void. That’s the end of your intellectual property play.”

Harrington’s jaw twitched. “That’s not possible. The project was under St. Celeste IP audit—”

Vivian nodded, all polite, as if teaching remedial math. “Which is why there’s a second folder. This one contains email transcripts, audio recordings, and three minutes of board member conversation discussing how to spike Noah’s research, replace his name on the provisional, and divert any future royalties to a shell corporation tied to—” she paused for effect, “a pharmaceutical conglomerate where at least two of you have consulting contracts. I have a hard drive with back-up copies at home, in three jurisdictions. If you’d like to dispute their authenticity, I’d be delighted. May I play the audio?”

She didn’t wait for permission. She pressed play, and the table filled with the hiss and click of a secretly taped meeting. Harrington’s own voice came through, clear as daylight: “If we shut Mercer down before he gets to patent stage, we can split the equity five ways. It’ll be our little secret.” The tape stopped. The silence was volcanic.

In the chair nearest me, a board member’s hand shook as she re-capped her pen. The guy next to her started sweating, visibly. The whole side of the table leaned back as if physical distance could keep them from the blast zone.

Vivian kept going. “Folder three: a detailed breakdown of Title IX and institutional policy violations over the last three years. That includes documented retaliation, suppression of academic freedom, and attempted fraud. I trust you’ll see the implications. If you counter with legal action, or touch Noah’s record in any way, these go straight to the Chronicle, national media, and the local D.A. with full supporting affidavit. I’m told they’re quite interested in campus corruption these days.”

Harrington’s pen was motionless now. He tried to gather himself, voice trembling. “You realize, Dr. Ross, you’re finished in academia after this. There’s not a university in the world that’ll take a saboteur or a—”

Vivian didn’t flinch. She smiled. “That’s an interesting projection, Dr. Harrington. Particularly since your offshore transfers to Grand Cayman and Luxembourg, in increments of fifty thousand U.S. at a time, are already in the hands of the IRS and the lead investigator at your favorite pharmaceutical sponsor. Here—” she slid a sleek, black folder across the table, crisp as a guillotine, “is a printout of the wire transfers, organized by destination account, date, and recipient. I trust you’ll recognize your own handwriting on the original authorization requests.”

For a second, nobody breathed. The legal counsel at the far end just started packing his briefcase, barely bothering to close his laptop. The woman two seats down from Harrington stood, face white, and muttered, “I’m contacting my attorney.” Another member bolted for the side door, cell phone up and already dialing.

Vivian leaned forward, hands folded over the patent. “Let’s make this simple. You each have two choices. Either sign your resignations, effective immediately, and I’ll consider this matter closed. Or you can watch as every major outlet in the country runs a headline about institutional fraud, kickbacks, and the largest STEM scandal in the history of St. Celeste. I will not be silenced. Neither will Noah. I suggest you pick wisely.”

Harrington looked at the folder, then at Vivian, then at me. For the first time all morning, he looked small. Defeated. He tugged at his collar, then scribbled his name on a form she offered, barely looking up.

One by one, the others folded. Ink on paper. The big table, so intimidating five minutes ago, now looked like a prop in a bad play. Power diffused, fragmented, gone.

Vivian’s hand shook for only half a second as she gathered the documents. She stacked them neatly, pressed the button on the recorder, and pocketed the device.

She stood, smoothed her suit skirt, and nodded to the room. “Thank you for your time. You’ll hear from the university president’s office by end of day.”

I followed her out, nearly breathless. My head was spinning, partly from pride, partly from the aftertaste of pure, unadulterated victory.

When the boardroom door closed behind us, the corridor felt lighter, sun pouring in through tall glass panes, the world suddenly wide open. Vivian exhaled all at once, the lines in her face softening. She took my hand, squeezing so tight I almost winced.

I just hugged her, right there in the hallway, not caring who saw. “That was—fuck, Viv. You were brilliant. I’ve never seen anyone take a room apart like that.”

She smiled, but the relief went deeper. “I told you. This time, we fight on our terms.”

As we walked toward the exit, staffers and grad students in the hallway parted like we were a coronation procession. Nobody asked questions. Nobody even made eye contact. The rumor mill was already spinning, but we didn’t care.

We stopped at the edge of the quad, the whole ocean of campus laid out before us. Vivian looked back once at the administration building, as if to make sure it was real. Then she turned to me, her voice ragged with adrenaline and something like wonder.

“We did it,” she said, so soft I almost missed it. “They’re done.”

I shook my head, still stunned. “You did it. I just tried to keep up.”

She laughed, and it was the sound of a decade’s worth of tension snapping all at once.

We walked arm in arm back to the car, neither of us saying much, just letting the victory settle in.

I’d watched a lot of smart people work magic in my life. I’d never seen pure, surgical destruction like that. Vivian Ross was a force of nature, and I realized what it meant to be loved, chosen, and protected by someone who saw me as worth fighting for.

The sun was already up over the cliffs as we pulled away. The future felt clean, full of possibility, and for once, untouchable.

This was just the beginning.

***

The house was silent when we stepped inside. Not hush-hush, library silent, more like the pregame standoff before a title bout. Through the open arch, I caught a freeze-frame of my entire life, assembled and waiting: Chloe pacing the rug, hands twisted in her hair, eyes flicking to the door every time it creaked. Brooke stood with arms folded, shoulders tight, jaw clenched enough to crack granite. Serena sat on the edge of the sofa, papers fanned out in a perfect arc, posture so prim she looked ready to cross-examine God. Rory, perched at the far end and hunched over her phone, kept swiping like she could manifest good news by sheer force of will. Beside her, Ren gnawed a pencil and ripped through sketchbook pages, the tips of her fingers stained black. Mia moved through it all, silent and steady, laying out a spread of pastries and fruit on the coffee table like it was the only thing anchoring the planet.

Vivian held the poker face. She could’ve taught master classes in “nothing to see here.” She let the pause drag, let every pair of eyes in the room glue themselves to her every breath.

Then, on cue, she smiled.

“They’re gone,” she said, voice slicing the tension like a champagne saber. “All of them. Effective immediately.”

For a split second, nobody made a sound. Then the entire living room detonated.

Chloe screamed, full body, lungs-to-ceiling scream, and lunged for me, her legs wrapping my waist as she peppered my face with kisses. “I knew it! I fucking knew it! You’re incredible, Mom. You’re both incredible. We did it!”

Brooke let loose a howl, then scooped me up like a sack of potatoes, spun in a circle, and roared, “Hell yeah! Outlier for the fucking win!” She fist-bumped so hard I thought I’d lose an eye.

Serena exhaled, shoulders dropping two inches, and actually smiled. “Well played. That was—honestly? I want to watch the transcript on loop with popcorn.”

Rory’s phone hit the table with a clatter. “It’s already trending. The campus forums are losing their minds. You took down an entire board before breakfast.”

Ren, shaky hands and all, managed a slow clap, then flashed me her wildest grin. “Champagne. Now. And if you’re not drinking from the bottle, you’re doing it wrong.”

Mia didn’t say a word at first. She just wrapped Vivian in a hug so tight it left both of them breathless, then did the same to me, her body warm and soft and overheating with relief.

Brooke was already halfway to the kitchen, popping champagne like she was auditioning for the Indy 500. The cork slammed into the ceiling, raining glitter and foam down over the leather sectional.

Vivian let herself sag into the couch, exhaustion mixing with triumph. Immediately, six women descended, shoving glasses of bubbly into our hands, peppering her with questions. “Did Harrington cry?” “Did you record it?” “Did you really threaten to call the IRS?” “What did his face look like when you dropped the fourth folder?”

Viv enjoyed every second of it. She raised her glass, ring catching the last light of day, and toasted the circle: “To the best legal, moral, and emotional strike team in America. I couldn’t have done this alone.”

The next two hours were a blur of laughter, post-mortem diagnostics, and a lot of “I can’t believe you pulled that off.” Ren drew a victory comic on the whiteboard, Brooke flexing over a pile of boardroom corpses, Serena in a judge’s wig, Vivian and me making out while patent paperwork exploded behind us. Chloe took pictures, live-blogging every second to the house Discord. Mia kept the food coming, passing plates and keeping the peace, but behind it her hands shook just a little, as if the energy had to leak out somewhere.

The sun was burning down into orange over the bay by the time the adrenaline started to fade. Vivian slipped away onto the balcony, glass cradled in her hands, eyes fixed on the horizon. I waited a beat, then followed.

Out there, the party noise was muffled, a memory, not a soundtrack.

She leaned on the rail, hair blown wild, face backlit with the last gold of the day. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “My whole life, I’ve been fighting. For a seat at the table, for respect, for the right to not be someone’s damn piece of window dressing. I thought the only way to win was to out-bludgeon them, outwork them, outsmart them. But today?” She laughed, throat tight. “I just…showed up. As myself.”

I curled my arms around her from behind, fitting us together like old puzzle pieces. “That’s your magic trick, Viv. The steel and the softness. It’s why you win.”

Her hand covered mine on the railing, fingers lacing tight. “Do you ever wonder if any of this is real?”

I squeezed her. “It’s real. The harem. The work. Us. You don’t have to fight anymore. Not alone.”

She closed her eyes and let herself lean back into me, trusting I wouldn’t let go. For a few breaths, neither of us said anything. Just the sound of waves and echoes of laughter drifting through the glass.

She turned in my arms and kissed me slow, deep, a promise and a benediction.

“Let’s go back in,” she said finally, smiling up at me. “It’s your party, too.”

Inside, the energy had morphed from “Super Bowl win” to “family reunion.” Serena and Rory were already deep in strategy mode, plotting the future of our new company. Chloe and Ren had drifted to the piano, Ren picking out a victory tune while Chloe sang at the top of her lungs. Brooke and Mia held court over the snacks, swapping war stories and debating which new ring design they should commission for “World Domination: Year Three.”

In the middle of a group selfie, Vivian’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen, then answered.

On speaker, the president of St. Celeste was all apologies, glossy, desperate, and suddenly full of “we hope you’ll accept our sincerest regrets.” And then, the offer: a flagship partnership, R&D funding, carte blanche to build a new company with every resource the university could muster.

Vivian played it cool, but her eyes glowed like Christmas lights. “Thank you, Madam President. We’ll be in touch.”

When she hung up, the girls erupted again, Brooke nearly tackled me, Chloe wrapped herself around my waist, and Mia kissed the top of my head, soft and grateful.

I stood in the center of it, watching the swirl of color and laughter and intake of bright, living oxygen. Seven women, all different, all mine. Promise rings flashed on every hand, the light bouncing across the walls like a private constellation. For a heartbeat, I just soaked it in, what it meant to be chosen, not for my research, but for my soul.

Through the noise, Mia slipped quietly down the hall. Nobody noticed; not even me, at first.

She moved with purpose, every step a little shaky. In the quiet of the master bath, she closed the door behind her, exhaled, and pulled the stick from her cardigan pocket. She perched on the closed toilet, breath held, heart stammering, and waited the eternal ninety seconds.

When she looked, the answer burned in blue: positive.

She cupped a hand over her mouth, tears springing up even as she fought to steady herself. In the golden hush of the bathroom, the world shifted. Not just for her. For us, all of us.

In the living room, the party rolled on, but where Mia sat, a new life had already begun.

Everything, every war, every heartbreak, every last hope, had finally come home.


Chapter twenty
What Happened Next?


The sky over Pacific Heights never played fair. It wasn’t content with just being blue or gray or some acceptable shade in between. It had to throw itself across the horizon in mad streaks of orange, violet, and bleeding gold, like even the air was trying to upstage the women on our rooftop.

Salt gusted in from the bay, curling around the glass-and-steel edges of our townhouse, whipping through hair and threading every breath with freedom. I stood at the edge of the rooftop terrace, hands in my pockets, the Pacific laid out beneath us like a dare. Six women arrayed themselves in a loose arc: Vivian, front and center, and the Ross sisters fanned around her, silver promise rings flashing as they clutched each other’s hands.

It didn’t look like a funeral, but it was. It was the death of the last obligation she owed a man who never deserved her.

Vivian wore white, not bridal white, but the kind of easy linen that made her look both soft and dangerous. If you’d asked me a year ago what she’d be wearing to firebomb her past, I’d have guessed business armor, a steel badge, bulletproof hair. Instead, she stood barefoot, toenails painted a wicked shade of red, her hair loose and wild in the wind, every line in her face softer, younger, as if she’d peeled back a decade and left it somewhere on the sand.

She gripped a single sheet of paper, the marriage certificate, in one hand and a shiny silver bowl in the other. The bowl looked like it belonged at some ancient temple, not our patio table, but Mia assured us it was fireproof and “symbolically perfect.” Chloe, Brooke, and Mia crowded close, shoulder-to-shoulder. Whenever the sun hit them just right, the silver bands on their fingers threw laser-bright slashes across the bowl.

Rory cradled a bottle of real French champagne. She’d gone all-in on the “celebration, not mourning” theme, perched in pumps and a suit that could’ve headlined a Paris runway. She twisted at the wire cage, eyes flaring with anticipation. If anyone could pop a cork for drama, it was her.

Serena handled the lighter, fingers steady as granite, face calm. She wore a wrap dress, emerald silky against her skin, sunlight making her look like she didn’t even belong to gravity.

Vivian set the bowl on the low stone table, right where the wind couldn’t snatch it away. She stared at the certificate for a second, lips pressed flat, then rolled it tube-tight and set it upright in the bowl.

Nobody spoke, not because there were no words, but because some moments deserved silence.

Serena leaned in, flicked the lighter, and touched it to the edge of the paper.

The flame caught instantly. Silver and gold light licked up the certificate, devouring names and dates, every lie, every illusion. The fire threw hard shadows across Vivian’s face, gilded her hair, and in that moment, she looked every inch the legend: not a professor, not a pawn, but a queen crowned by rebellion.

Rory popped the cork with a savage twist. The sound, pure gunshot, made Chloe shriek in delight and sent a swirl of foam arcing over the terrace. She caught the spray in a crystal flute, laughing, cheeks flushed with the kind of vibrant happiness you only get when you’re watching someone you love incinerate their own chains.

I kept my eyes on Vivian, because nobody else in the world came close to her right then. Tears glossed her eyes, but they weren’t the messy kind I’d seen after campus disasters or family blowups. These welled from something else, joy, maybe. Or the sudden, shattering relief of finally being done with pretending.

The paper burned to gray ash, curling on itself, and as the last bit collapsed, Vivian lifted her chin.

“Endings don’t have to be sad,” she said, voice ringing clear through the wind. “Sometimes they’re nothing but freedom. And sometimes the ashes are the best place to plant something new.”

She glanced at her daughters, then at me, then at the sky flaming out behind the Pacific. “So tonight, we’re not burying anything. We’re setting it loose.” Her fingers moved to her left hand. The wedding ring, heavy, platinum, once so meaningful, slid off her finger with barely a whisper.

For a moment, she just stared at it, turning it in her palm. The sun caught the diamond, a tiny flick of light. Then, with a certainty I’d never seen from her before, she dropped the ring into the bowl, right on top of the ashes.

It landed with a delicate clink. The sound cut through the moment like a clean break, no going back, no regret.

Chloe, always the first to feel everything, let out a sound that was half laugh, half sob. She lunged forward, arms open, and hugged her mother so hard the rest of the harem had no choice but to pile in.

Brooke circled from the other side, wrapping both arms around the two of them, her voice throaty. “You did it, Mom. You’re finally free.”

Mia pressed in, her warmth steady and sure, tears streaming down her face, though her smile never faltered. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. The way she said it made the hair on my arms stand up.

Rory stepped up with the champagne, pouring into flutes and passing them around the circle. Her hand shook, just a little, but the precision of her pour never failed. “It’s not every day you get to torch your mistakes and start fresh,” Rory said, a little too loud. “If it were, the world would be a lot less miserable.”

Serena took her glass, never breaking eye contact with Vivian. “To transformation,” she said, voice diamond-bright. “To choosing yourself. And to the family you built.”

Ren sidled in, sly and soft, snapping photos on her phone, but her eyes were glassy, too. “This is going on the next logo, by the way. If you don’t put this in the company origin story, you’re missing out.”

Everyone turned to me, waiting.

I stepped forward, glass in hand, and raised it. “To Vivian. To freedom. And to the future we make together.”

Glasses met in the center, a crystalline, perfect ring.

Vivian straightened, the weight of every old fight, every secret, every dark, hungry night spent wondering if she’d ever be enough, gone in the space of one breath. Tears streaked her cheeks, but the grin splitting her face was radiant. She looked immortal.

“To new beginnings,” she said, her voice steady as the wind rising around us. “On our own terms.”

They drank, except for Mia and Serena who only pretended to do so, and for one wild heartbeat, I saw it: a world where this woman was never a victim, never a hostage to anyone else’s story. Vivian was her own spark, her own solution, and her daughters, gorgeous, wild, brilliant, were the legacy she’d always deserved.

The Ross sisters clutched her, burying her in arms and laughter. Brooke kissed her cheek, Mia stroked her hair, Chloe just clung tighter, their rings forming a silver constellation around Vivian’s wrist.

Serena and Rory pressed in from behind, and even Ren found her way to the perimeter, hand on Vivian’s back, sketchbook already out and working.

For a while, they just let her sob and smile and breathe.

The sun bled itself out over the cliffs, the ocean wind roared approval, and in the center of our makeshift family, Vivian glowed.

Nobody would ever mistake her for fragile again.

The divorce ceremony ended not with sadness, but with champagne-drenched cheers, the Ross sisters crushing their mother in a vortex of love, and Vivian’s silver band catching the last glint of day as she lifted her glass high.

None of us would remember what we’d worn, or the exact words, or even who finished the bottle.

But everyone, even me, would remember this: the night we burned the past to the bone and built something wild from the ashes.

***

The office didn’t look like a startup. It looked like the set of a prestige TV show about startups, like some Hollywood producer had binged a few seasons of Succession and then airbrushed away all the misery, left only the caffeine, the ambition, and the sex appeal.

Every inch of the room was loaded with kinetic possibility. Vivian had picked the far wall beneath a bank of west-facing windows for the “command center”, her idea of a whiteboard was a floor-to-ceiling glass panel littered with formulas, milestones, and more than a few curse words. My patent, the one that had nearly gotten me excommunicated, now hung in a beefy black frame above the “CEO Chair.” I had to smirk at the way our names, MERCER & ROSS, dominated the print, as if the universe was finally putting things where they belonged.

Vivian was all business, but in a way that made the blood rush to your head in more ways than one. She’d ditched the last scraps of academia for a sleeveless blouse, smart black pants, and a pair of glasses that could strip paint. She sat cross-legged at the main table, laptop open, emails firing so fast the screen glowed blue. Every time she made a point, her left hand flashed, silver promise ring sending tiny Morse code declarations of “taken” across the conference table.

Serena ran legal. She turned dry clauses and bullet points into something alive, as if she personally despised every loophole the old boards ever used. Her gold-flecked eyes never left the screen, her hair twisted up so only the most stubborn strands escaped. She’d already highlighted every relevant statute in three colors and had a fresh Word doc open, titled, in all caps: “VICTORY PLAYBOOK.”

Rory worked beside her, hands flying over her MacBook and a stack of color-coded marketing plans. The old drama queen was gone, replaced by a woman who wielded market analytics like daggers. She wore her silver band on her right hand, close enough to the keyboard that it caught every bit of stray light when she typed. Her voice never lost its edge: “We need press by Tuesday, a launch event by the end of the quarter, and a media narrative that’s ninety percent innovation, ten percent revenge. If we can pivot the scandal into hero talk? Viral. Instant legend.”

My job was technical, but I couldn’t stop watching the brilliance swirl. I rebuilt lab specs, sourcing clean-room hardware and 3D printers, but every few lines I’d look up at the patent on the wall. Our names, side by side. A fucking miracle.

Ren’s influence was everywhere. Her logo sketches covered one side of the corkboard, some abstract, some even dirtier in silhouette than she realized. In one, a strand of DNA morphed into a double-helix wedding band; in another, the harem’s silver ring served as the “O” in a glitzy sci-fi company name. I could see her in the kitchen, hunched over her iPad, perfectly content to be “creative observer,” but her fingerprints were all over this place.

The mood in the room was pure adrenaline, but still laced with the kind of inside jokes only true family could manage.

Vivian tapped the edge of her laptop, waiting for dramatic silence before she spoke. “You’re going to want to hear this.” She tilted her screen so the font was, even from across the table, big enough to impress a blind man. “We just secured our first million in angel funding, courtesy of three donors who used to compete for my ‘exclusive consulting time.’” The smirk was all pride, all queen.

Serena didn’t even try to contain the grin. She just reached across the table for a high-five. “That’s what I’m talking about. I’ll put the account numbers in escrow and start prepping for compliance by the afternoon.”

Rory tossed a sheet of projections in the air, her laugh bright. “We’re funded through phase two and have runway for a full calendar. You realize how rare that is? Most launches die before they write their own by-laws.”

Vivian shot her a sly look. “Not if you’re playing on the right team. And let’s be honest, this is the only team anyone should want.” She flashed her ring again, slow, just in case anyone missed the symbolism.

I tried to play it cool, but the satisfaction rolled up my spine like a hot oil massage. The patent, the people, the promise of not just making it, but owning every atom of our success. I raised my mug, coffee, black, the only way to survive board meetings, and added, “Now we just have to avoid being sued into the stone age or assassinated by one of the old Dean’s goons. Should be fun.”

Brooke’s timing was flawless. The minute a joke landed, or a win stuck, she barreled in. Today she wore running shorts and a ripped tank, boobs bouncing with zero apology, a tray of iced coffees balanced in one hand and enough snack bars to fuel an expedition.

“Room service!” she called, dropping the tray onto the table so hard it nearly upended Rory’s carefully stacked marketing printouts. “Jesus, you nerds multiply in here faster than rabbits on Adderall. Last time I saw this much blue light, it was at a pole-dancing seminar in Vegas.”

Serena deadpanned: “Some of us work for a living.”

Brooke wasn’t fazed. “Some of us have to refuel genius or the whole damn operation grinds to a halt.” She pointed at the silver rings on every hand. “It’s like the Lord of the Rings, only you’re all Gandalfs, and I’m the one with the abs and the attitude. Drink up, babes.”

I took a sip. Even the coffee tasted like victory.

Vivian grinned, not even trying to fake outrage. “You know, when I imagined crushing the patriarchy, I didn’t picture doing it with a tray of scones and a caffeine dependency. But I’m here for it.”

Rory raised her glass in a mini-toast. “To the smartest, sexiest board in Pacific Heights.” They all raised their mugs, the clink of glass and metal echoing off the marble.

Ren poked her head in, iPad still open. “If you don’t approve a logo by dinner, I’m submitting the DNA double-helix wedding band. It’s the people’s choice.”

Vivian didn’t hesitate. “If it’s not sparkly, you’re fired.”

“We’re not even paying her,” Serena said, straight-faced.

Chloe breezed through with a tray of fruit, giggling. “You look like a scene from Revenge of the Nerds, except everyone’s hot.”

Brooke grinned, swiping a strawberry. “Don’t let the secret out, Blondie. Some men aren’t ready for the future.”

We all laughed, but the mood didn’t break, if anything, it sharpened. Rory returned to her marketing deck, nails tapping the glass, her ring flashing every time she underlined a must-win target. Serena outlined terms for the IP trust, her legal pad filling with red-ink cross-outs and the occasional “HELL YES” scrawled in the margin. Vivian plotted acquisition strategies, occasionally pausing to glance at me, and the look on her face was everything the old guard once feared; it was intellect married to power, and it was ours.

For a few minutes, the only sound was the rustle of paper, the click of keys, and the ocean breeze rattling the upper windows.

I risked a glance around the room. Seven rings, seven minds, a war chest of cash, and the kind of bespoke ambition you can’t buy or fake. Even if nobody else ever understood what we’d built, I knew: right here, right now, we were the future. And this time, we were making the rules.

By the time the sun edged into the upper windows, the harem had melted back into the house, Brooke and Chloe out the door, Ren lost to her art, the rest of us locked into the primal flow of building something that mattered.

Nobody ever put it on a formal PowerPoint, but the truth of it was everywhere: the promise rings, the echo of laughter, the certainty that, win or lose, this team was all-in, all the way to the end.

And honestly? I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

***

The kitchen island was the sort of chaos you’d expect only if you’d survived the Ross family at peak volume. The whole space was alive: roasted vegetables steaming on platters, bread warm from the oven, champagne chilling in buckets, and a parade of glassware that made it look like we’d stolen a bar cart from a high-end restaurant.

Chloe perched at the end of the island, tucked under my arm with a bowl of cherries she popped into her mouth at warp speed. Her legs were bare, tan, curled up effortlessly, and every time she laughed, she’d lunge into my side with all the subtlety of someone launching a surprise attack. Brooke prowled behind us, stealing bread and dropping commentary like grenades. “If this is what domestic bliss tastes like, I might never move out. Mia, that dip is a war crime. Nobody should be this happy on a Tuesday.”

Mia just smiled, stirring her “secret recipe” and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Even though her hands were steady, there was an undertow of nerves just below the surface. She kept glancing at Serena, who sat ramrod-straight on the stool, picking at her salad and not so much as touching her wine.

Ren was hunched over at the other end, sketchbook flat on the marble, pencil flying as she tried to keep pace with whatever insane new energy was buzzing through the house. She’d already scribbled a cartoon “Mercer Family Banquet” where every harem wife wore a chef hat and I looked like a dazed intern at a sorority takeover.

Rory and Vivian claimed the far end, trading bites of some fancy cheese and dropping not-so-subtle flexes about the business. “Nobody’s going to remember Harrington even existed after this quarter’s press drop,” Rory mused, fingers flying over her phone. “Outlier here is about to be more famous than Elon.”

Vivian raised her glass. “If we’re lucky, less disastrous at Twitter.”

The banter ran hot, but under it, something was gathering speed. I felt it the way you feel a storm rolling in: electricity sharpening the edges, making every sound brighter, every smell more alive.

It happened all at once.

Serena, usually unshakeable, suddenly froze, her fork half-raised, face pale, beads of sweat blooming at her hairline. She slid off her stool, excused herself in a whisper, and walked straight out of the kitchen.

Nobody moved for a solid three seconds.

Then Mia stood, slow and deliberate, wiping her hands clean before reaching into her cardigan pocket. She palmed something so tight it looked like it might snap. When she spoke, her voice barely made it out of her chest. “She’s not the only one.”

For a split second, the world went quiet. Then Mia opened her hand: a small plastic pregnancy test, the readout clear as day.

Chloe was the first to break, a full-body squeal as she shot around the island to tackle Mia in a front-loaded hug. “Yes! Oh my god, yes, yes, yes. I KNEW IT. I knew your boobs looked insane this week, but I didn’t want to say anything and be rude. Holy crap, Mia, are you—seriously? Is this for real?”

Brooke barreled in for the double-hug, nearly flattening both women. “Out of my way, future godmother coming through. I want dibs on naming rights. Also, Mia, if you don’t let me host your baby shower, we’re not sisters anymore.”

Mia laughed, actually laughed, even though her eyes brimmed with tears. “I was going to wait, but I couldn’t. Not after today.”

I tried to look surprised for the others, but Mia's eyes caught mine with that same secret smile from last night when she'd whispered it against my chest in the dark. We'd agreed to let her share the news her way. Still, seeing her actually do it sent my heart racing all over again.

That’s when Serena reappeared. Her cheeks were ghost-white, her lips tight, but she clutched a piece of paper in her hand, the kind a doctor gives you when they don’t trust you to remember the words.

She stopped at the edge of the island, forced a smile, and set the paper down next to Mia’s test. “Turns out, she’s not alone.” Then, softer, just for us: “I’m pregnant, too.”

If you want to know what pure joy sounds like, it’s six women screaming at once, the dog whistle pitch of disbelief and happiness ricocheting off every glass surface in the room.

Brooke lost her mind, hoisting Serena in the air and spinning her like a prom queen. “Two babies! We’re gonna need a second house. Hell, build a compound! Serena, give me this angel! Give her to me!”

Serena, always the calm one, cracked. She clung to Brooke, laughing and crying at the same time, her promise ring glinting as she braced herself on Brooke’s shoulder.

Rory dropped her phone, then snatched it back at lightning speed, thumbs flying. “Okay. First, we need prenatal vitamins, probably an OB within a mile radius, and wait, can you have caffeine? Mia, Serena, are you cleared for, like, anything? I want an expert on speed dial by morning. Also, I’m designing a harem baby registry that will melt Instagram.”

Chloe broke away from Mia long enough to lunge at Serena, piling on with the kind of hug that would have flattened anyone else. “I am going to spoil your baby rotten,” she promised, voice still shaking. “Best auntie on campus, calling it now!”

All the while, Ren sat back, pencil whirring, eyes skipping over every face. She zoomed in on the test, then the look on my face, then the flash of silver bands gripping hands across the island. Without saying a word, she captured it perfectly: chaos, love, and the future, all tangled together.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. I just…stood there, every breath echoing in my ribs, watching Mia and Serena, both glowing and a little terrified, holding each other, their rings jammed together where their hands met.

Vivian finally cut through, raising her glass again. Her smile was pride and wonder and something softer, the kind only a mother could pull off. “To the future,” she said. “To the smartest, bravest mothers I’ve ever known, and the luckiest children who will ever walk this earth. And to you, Noah,”—her eyes held mine, raw and real—“thank you for giving this family everything it never had before: hope, and a reason to believe.”

The words hit me harder than I’d have admitted. There were tears in my eyes, and for once, I didn’t even try to blink them away.

The group closed in, a vortex of hugs and kisses and wild laughter. Mia’s test got paraded around like a trophy, Brooke insisted on a group selfie with “the baby daddies and mamas” (all of us, naturally), and Chloe climbed onto the counter to lead a toast, nearly toppling two wine glasses as she did it.

“To the new harem generation!” she crowed, fist in the air. “May our kids be weird, wild, brilliant, and… preferably not redheads, no offense, Brooke.”

“Too late,” Brooke shot back, red hair blazing as she reached over to ruffle Chloe’s. “You know you wish you had my genes.”

Ren stage-whispered, “I’ll sketch them all. Next year’s Christmas card is going to break the internet.”

For a while, all I could do was watch: the flash of promise rings as women clinked glasses, the way Mia’s hand kept drifting to her belly, the stunned happiness on Serena’s usually stoic face, the way the sisters huddled Vivian in every celebration, as if nothing mattered more than her approval.

Then I was in the middle of it, no longer an observer, but the axis around which the entire wild future spun.

Vivian caught me in a hug, her lips brushing my ear as the others carried on. “You’re ready for this, Noah,” she whispered. “You were born for it.” And for once, I believed her.

The night carried on, hours blurring into waves of joy and exhausted, happy disbelief.

But the thing nobody would ever forget? That first rush of new life, and the sound of seven women celebrating their future with all the ferocity of a world finally built on their own terms.

***

If the world had to end, it should’ve ended in that kitchen. Sunlight torched the countertops, everything glazed in white-gold and possibility. Mia and Serena sat shoulder-to-shoulder at the island, a battered calendar between them and two steaming mugs of lemon tea. The kind of scene every ad agency in town would kill for, only nobody there knew how good these women actually looked with bare faces and hoodies and pure, undiluted hope.

They poked at dates in early spring, glancing at each other as if waiting for the universe to confirm what the stolen test strips already had.

“I count six days apart,” Mia said, tracing the calendar with her finger. Her nails were short and unpolished, but the silver promise ring blazed under the pendant lights. “Yours is…March 18th or so? Mine’s a week after.”

Serena’s eyes were sharp, but her hands trembled just enough to betray her. “Typical, huh? Even pregnancy is a race.”

Mia nudged her, and they both laughed, a little watery, a little scared. For a second, nothing else mattered, not the business, not the world outside, just the invisible thread tying their futures together.

I stepped in, coffee in hand, cheeks tight with a grin I couldn’t quite shake. “We’re…really doing it.”

Serena locked onto me with laser focus. “We are.” Then, softer, the lawyer-queen stripped away: “Are you ready for this?”

The honest answer lived somewhere behind my ribs, pounding like a second heartbeat. “I don’t know if anyone is. But I want it. More than anything.”

Mia turned, eyes shining. “I was so scared to admit it. But the second I saw the test, all I could think was: finally. A family I get to build, not just hold together for everyone else.”

We gathered around the calendar, three hands tangled, the rings a constellation of promise.

Serena spoke, voice low, a little anxious. “I worry about screwing it up. About the company, about being too much—”

“You’re not too much,” I shot back, not even hiding the urgency. “You’re the only reason half of us made it out alive. You’ll be the best damn mom in town. Well…tied for the best mom in town,” I said, glancing at Mia who took no offense.

Mia bit her lip, gaze on the baby-blue squares. “I want our daughter—” (she said it like she’d already decided) “—to feel safe. Like she can break the world if she wants, but always has a place to come home to.”

I kissed the top of her head, brushed her hair behind her ear. “That’s all I ever wanted to give you.”

The hush settled, and for a while, time stopped. Sunlight, tea, two brilliant women planning next-level life with nothing more than hope and a Sharpie.

Serena broke the spell first, tucking the calendar under her arm. “I have to get ready for a call, but…come see me after?”

It wasn’t a question. I’d learned by now that when Serena asked, you listened.

***

Serena’s room was clinical, oceanic, and so perfectly her it hurt. She waited by the window, sundress clinging to every line, breeze lifting her hair as she looked out at the water. The moment I closed the door, it was like she hit “pause” on the world.

She walked to me, barefoot, the glow of early motherhood already warring with the wild hunger in her eyes.

“I want you,” she whispered, yanking me in for a kiss that could have torn enamel from bone. My hands found her waist, the curve softer than before, her body already different, readying for what was to come.

I peeled the dress off, leaving her bare to the sun, every inch polished and golden. Her breasts were fuller, nipples dark and hard, and when I touched her stomach, flat, but humming with new purpose, she shuddered.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. “Just…see me.”

I did. I worshipped her with my mouth, my hands, my tongue. I knelt, lips trailing lower, but the whole time, she kept pulling me back to her face, her mouth, the place where words and want became one.

She urged my clothes off, no patience, just urgent, rough hands and a gasp every time my cock brushed her thigh. I lined up, slow, teasing her slit with my tip until she bucked enough to drag me in.

When I pushed inside, Serena arched, nails biting my shoulder, every nerve in her body lit up like a fuse.

“Fuck,” she hissed. “That’s it. Harder, baby. Fuck me like you mean it.”

I braced her against the wall, driving deeper, the stretch and heat near-violent but perfect. She wanted it wild, animal, and I didn’t hold back.

Every thrust echoed in the room, the slap of skin against skin a benediction. Her tits bounced, milk-white and eager, and when I sucked one between my teeth, she locked her legs around me, grinding clit to bone.

“Give me everything,” she begged, voice breaking. “Make me feel it. For both of us.”

I slammed in, jackhammer rhythm, her pussy gripping so hard I lost control. I exploded deep, filling her, the orgasm detonating through every cell.

She came at the same time, a strangled sound, head tossed back, sweat running down her chest. I felt the pulse in her cunt, wringing me, milking every drop in greedy, perfect sync.

When the aftershocks passed, I slumped beside her, both of us shaking, grins splitting our faces.

She cupped my cheek, kissed me like a winner. “You’re going to be an incredible dad. Our kid will never feel alone.”

I laughed, a little uneven. “Not with a mother like you. I’ll be the backup singer.”

She snorted, squeezing my cock one last time for effect. “Good. Because I’m going to need you. A lot.”

We held each other, nothing left but sweat, love, and a view of the ocean that went on forever.

***

Mia’s room was a greenhouse, humid and alive. Ferns and succulents everywhere, vanilla candles burning low, silk sheets smoothed to perfection. She waited on the bed, wearing almost nothing, just a soft blue cami and the silver promise ring, her belly already marked with the first whispers of what would be.

She smiled as I entered, shy and hungry at the same time. “I’ve been thinking about you all morning.”

I slid beside her, tracing her cheek, hair, the dazzling heat of her body. She melted into me, kissing slow, gentle, needy.

This wasn’t wild, but it was intense. Every touch was a confession, every all-in motion a bet on our future. My cock swelled, aching, but I let her take the lead. Mia always needed time, space, permission to want.

She rolled on top, straddling me, guiding my length to her entrance. She was wet, open, and when I pushed in, her whole body shook.

“You can’t imagine what this feels like,” she whispered, tears in her voice. “Having something real inside me. It’s like…every dream I never admitted.”

I held her as she moved, grinding slow and steady, her tits bouncing, her lips finding my jaw, my neck, my mouth. She rode me, at her own pace, and every time I bottomed out, she squeezed her pussy, milking the length of my cock.

I reached for her stomach, palming it, slow and reverent.

“Our child,” I said, voice thick. “She’ll be perfect.”

Mia moaned, lost to the pleasure. Her clit found my thumb, and with a few tight circles, she tumbled over the edge, body quaking and cunt spasming around me.

The way she clenched nearly broke me. I came hard, balls tightening, shooting deep inside her, filling her with everything I had.

“Oh, god,” she whispered, collapsing onto my chest. “Don’t let go. Just—stay.”

I wrapped her up, arms around her, sweat mixing on our skin. We lay tangled, the only sound her breath and the distant rush of surf.

“I’m scared,” she confessed, head tucked under my chin. “But with you, I’m less scared than I am…hopeful.”

I squeezed her, letting the comfort sink in. “That’s all I want to give you. Hope. And a home that nobody can wreck.”

She stroked my back, her other hand never breaking contact with her stomach or the ring.

We drifted like that, the minutes unspooling easy, love heavy in the air.

And somewhere in the house, Serena marked her own calendar, and Mia’s plants soaked up the sun, and the world outside faded.

What we built here would last. I’d stake everything on it.

Because that future, ours, felt inevitable, and sacred, and real.

***

Breakfast had always been harem territory, but nothing prepared me for the siege Brooke staged that morning.

She kicked open the kitchen door, arms overloaded with architectural magazines, laptop clamped under her armpit, her hair a lion’s mane of chaos and intent. “Emergency!” she announced, dropping the pile onto the granite like she was unboxing treasure. “I have seen the future, and it involves us not tripping over babies or bras in three months. We’re building a compound.”

That got everyone’s attention. Chloe nearly spilled her smoothie, Mia choked on her tea (“You build a mansion for babies?”), and even Ren, usually unflappable, perked up, eyes glinting.

Brooke spread out the magazines, glossy photos of Pacific Heights estates that made our current townhouse look like a playhouse. “We’re talking: enough bedrooms for everybody, a nursery wing for the next decade of baby outliers, communal space so nobody has to fight over the last banana muffin. I want a real home. Forever home.”

She tossed the first magazine at me. The cover was a modern glass palace perched on the cliff, all clean lines and sprawling terraces. Chloe snatched it up, her eyes huge. “Can we have a garden? Mia needs her plants. It’s non-negotiable.”

Ren was already flipping open her sketchbook, pencil moving at warp speed. “What do we think, infinity pool or rooftop deck? Or both? Plus a private studio for, um, house portraits and other stuff.”

Rory strolled in, still in pajamas but brain already in CEO mode. “I want a live-work space, separate enough for board calls, but open enough to run campaigns with babies on my lap.” She pointed at a floor plan. “Also, kitchen islands should be sized for at least a ten-person debate. Minimum.”

Serena took a seat, arms folded, the professor in her already outlining. “Don’t forget the library. If our kids aren’t admitted to Harvard by age five, we’ve failed as parents. And a reading nook. With a view.”

Vivian entered, fresh from her own calls, and grinned unabashed at the madness. “I have a demand: a real lab. No more basement startup vibes. Noah, you deserve a proper space for all the science the world’s not ready for.”

My role here? To play spectator to the greatest design charette in harem history.

Ren’s pencil never stopped. Within minutes she had a rough plan: sprawling mansion, nursery wing with ocean views, private bedroom suites for each woman (Brooke’s was labeled “Soundproof. For Obvious Reasons.”), two monster kitchens, and a common lounge that looked like it could host a UN summit. The garden wound around the back, spilling into glass-walled greenhouses for Mia and a “secret path” to the baby play area.

Brooke leaned over her shoulder, narrating like a sportscaster. “See? Plenty of room for celebratory orgies, presidential debates, and maybe a small army of children. Bonus: this side of the house is all sunlight. Perfect for tan lines and family photos.”

Chloe was lost in the garden, tracing imaginary lines where Mia’s succulents and lemon trees would go. “It’ll be paradise. Every flower you want, Mia, and a sunken patio for morning coffee. Babies can nap in the shade. It’s the dream.”

Mia, quietly touched, reached over and squeezed Chloe’s hand, the twin silver rings glinting as their palms locked. “You’re an angel. We’ll turn your thumb green if it kills me.”

Serena pointed at the wing labeled “library.” “Don’t skimp on first editions. I want the kind of room where you can hypnotize a toddler into loving nonfiction.”

Rory hovered, strategizing floor plans. “I’m serious about the work complex. Media war rooms, campaign conference suite, and a soundproof office for Noah.” She winked at me. “You’re going to need it with twins.”

I tried to object, but silver bands on every hand told me I’d already lost the vote.

Vivian shrugged, conceding the point. “Design a lab worthy of the kids, big glass walls, ocean view, the whole thing. And a break room with a couch. Some of us might need it more than others.”

Brooke tackled the rec room question, wild ideas flying. “I want a gym, dance floor, movie theater for family marathons. Go big or go home. Hell, build a panic room in case Ethan brings home a date.”

Ren finished the sketch, spinning it for the circle to see. The mansion spanned two wings, connected by a glass garden atrium. Rooftop infinity pool, check. Library the size of a bank vault, check. Nursery wing with play-space, science lab, creative studio, multiple kitchens, and a primary bedroom that took up half the upper level. Whoever ended up in there would probably never sleep alone again.

Chloe clapped, eyes lit up with pure joy. “It’s perfect. It’s us. Can you imagine the holiday parties?”

Brooke grinned, arms folded, looking at me like she’d just won the world. “This is our legacy, Outlier. Nobody gets to touch it but us.”

I studied the sketch, all that ambition and hilarity somehow captured in a single page. Even if half the lines were wild, the point was clear: this was home. Not just for the harem, but for every kid, every wild hope, every messy, beautiful day ahead.

Ren held her pencil high. “Version one. We can tweak, but first impressions count.”

Vivian looped an arm around her daughters, pulling them into the moment. “Make sure there’s a sunroom where I can rock my future grandbabies.”

Serena and Mia shared a look, both hands drifting to their bellies. “We’ll fill it,” Mia promised.

The energy crackled. The idea was so much more than architecture or bedrooms. It was about claiming space in the world, and in each other’s lives. The rings, the laughter, even the little fights over what color the walls should be; all of it was family, pure and simple.

By the time breakfast ended, the plan had a name (“The Palace,” courtesy of Chloe), a first sketch, and a kitchen table full of women who’d already made up their minds.

This was where we belonged. No apologies, no disclaimers.

A harem home for the ages, built on love, lust, and the kind of teamwork that leaves the rest of the world spinning in our wake.

***

Most moving days were box-hauling nightmares; this one felt like a coronation.

Vivian appeared at the townhome’s front door with a stack of bright blue bins, hair pulled back in a high, messy ponytail, bare arms flexing as she shouldered the last of her old world into the new. One look at her face, open, confident, alive, and I knew this wasn’t just logistics. It was the final page of her old life, getting shredded and recycled for parts.

We made a dozen trips, up and down the glass-railed stairs. Every box was deliberate: research notebooks, company files, the black-bound journals she’d filled during her years at St. Celeste, some battered first editions, and a folder of family photos so carefully preserved it felt like smuggling treasure.

The seventh bedroom, once the “guest suite,” mostly unused, transformed as we worked. Vivian arranged her collection of books on the built-in shelves, stacking professional texts beside beach reads, heady philosophy next to daughters’ birthday cards. The window caught the morning sun and threw it across the desk, and for the first time, the space felt lived-in, claimed.

She lined her research up along the sideboard, then opened the last small box. Inside was a silver-framed snapshot: Chloe, Mia, and Brooke, wild with laughter on the bluffs above Celeste Beach, and another, Evan, her son and my friend, in a tux, grinning like a rock star from his high school graduation. They landed in the center of her bookshelf, right above a heavy glass paperweight that read: "Lead with Light."

We tackled the main event together: the company patent, (I’d insisted on adding Vivian’s name) our names in bold ink. She’d had it double-matted, royal blue, black frame, a statement piece if there ever was one. We measured twice, then hung it above her desk, dead center. It didn’t just dominate the room. It radiated.

Vivian took a step back, arms crossed, surveying the space. “Not bad.”

I grinned. “You sure you want to share office hours with the house’s resident mad scientists?”

She rolled her eyes, pulling me in. “From professor and student to partners in every way,” she murmured, voice low enough to land right between my ribs. “This is it, Noah. Home.”

She kissed me, slow and deep, her hands framing my jaw, promise ring digging into the side of my face. The heat in her mouth, the absolute certainty in her grip, it undid every uncertainty I’d ever carried.

The moment lasted just long enough for the kettle to whistle in the hall.

Chloe peeked in, carrying a lacquered tray: two mugs of green tea, a plate of Mia’s banana muffins, and a smile so radiant the room got brighter. “Thought you two might need fuel,” she chirped, setting the tray beside the laptop. She barely paused before leaning in to hug Vivian, arms tight, all-in. “Welcome home, Mom.”

Vivian hugged back, no hesitation, cheeks flushed. “Thank you, sweetheart. Feels good to finally land.”

Chloe’s hand slipped into mine as she bounced onto the edge of the bed. “This room seems happier already. I bet you sleep better here.”

Vivian winked, eyes on me. “Probably not. But it’ll be worth it.”

The space held the three of us easily. Me at the window, Chloe perched like the sun, Vivian behind her desk, all our rings glinting in the light.

We didn’t need speeches or ceremonies. You could feel it, in the quiet, in the comfort: this was family. Every inch of that room, from the patent to the pictures to the tea, belonged to us.

I’d made a lot of places my own over the years. Labs, dorms, even my old guest suite at the sorority.

But this? This was the first time “home” meant everything I wanted, and nothing I wanted to escape from.

We clinked mugs, and for a while, just let the feeling settle.

Vivian’s past? Gone, boxed up, recycled.

Her present? Us.

Her future? More than even the seven-bedroom could hold.

We were ready.

***

The house after dark was a heartbeat, not a structure.

Somewhere on the coast, the moon heaved its silver show over the ocean, painting the wall in a stripe that landed right across Chloe’s spine, her hair and skin turned liquid gold. She was naked, limbs wild and tangled, her breath slow and soft against my chest. Her promise ring flashed every time she shifted, a tiny lighthouse in the dark.

I’d spent half my life believing the future was a thesis, a spreadsheet, a polished thing you brought to boardrooms. But lying there, with Chloe humming in her sleep and her hair fanned across my chest like a silk surrender flag, I realized the future was flesh and hope and insanity. It was the weird, wild family we’d built from nothing but faith.

Chloe mumbled in her sleep, cheek mashed into my ribs, and I just grinned. If anyone was the anchor of this ship, it was her, pure joy, pure loyalty, this sun-warm gravity that made everything else revolve and stick. She’d loved me when I was broke, doubted, exiled from Ashbourne and hunted by a mob of angry old men. She’d loved me when I wasn’t sure there was a place for men in a house like this at all.

Now, there was no place I’d rather be.

My thoughts spiraled, first to Mia and Serena, their pregnancies neatly penciled into spring, both women already humming with the energy of new life. It hit me all over again: I was going to be a father. Twice. Mia would be the kindest, fiercest mom on the planet, her hugs, her softness, the way she made peace out of noise. She’d grow a garden in our new mansion and fill it with kids and succulents and stories about hope. Serena would run the boardroom and the nursery with equal rigor, probably have the baby debating ethics before she could walk. Her ambition would be their blueprint.

Vivian? There was no word for what she was to me now, lover, partner, mentor, warrior queen. I’d spent years worshipping her mind, mostly from afar; now I got to worship her in every way that mattered. Sometimes, in quiet moments, I’d catch her watching the harem from across the room, her eyes wide, and I knew she felt it too: she belonged. The armor was gone; the woman underneath was unstoppable.

Brooke would be the protector, the laughter, the spark that kept us all alive. If I ever doubted our harem could survive the world, one look at Brooke, fist in the air, smile so bright it bared teeth, and I was cured. The future would never steamroll us. Not with her on our side.

Ren’s art was already everywhere, hallways, logo, the notebooks Mia started for the babies. She didn’t want the spotlight, but every scene she sketched, every logo she tweaked, became a marker for what we’d built. If there was a chronicler for our madness, it was her.

Rory, oh, Rory. Forever the strategist, the fixer, the one who could turn a disaster into a win and still find time to baby-proof a marketing plan. She would make sure those kids had a voice in the world even before they could speak.

And Chloe. It always circled back to Chloe. Her love was uncomplicated, infinite, and bright. I’d never known anything as pure as how she pulled me close when she woke, how she whispered secrets into the night without even knowing she was doing it. She was my everything, my world, and I loved her more than words could describe.

The phone buzzed, shattering the hush. I fumbled for it, half-blind, and found a text from Ethan.

Bro, Ren’s sister just accepted my friend request! I owe you my life.

I started laughing, so hard I almost jostled Chloe off my chest. The kid had a way of worming into every story, even from a time zone away.

Chloe stirred, sleepy, smile already on her lips. “What’s so funny, baby?”

I pulled her closer, sighing against her hair. “Just my brother, being an idiot. He’s trying to start his own harem, but he’s not nearly as cool as me.”

She snorted. “Nobody is. You’re my one and only. Love you, baby, so, so much.”

I kissed her temple, and she hummed in approval, promise ring glinting where her hand found my chest.

We lay there, time suspended.

Somewhere in the house, Mia probably dreamed of lullabies, Serena of legal legends, Vivian of rewriting history, Brooke of wild dances in the rain, Ren of bold sketches, Rory of world domination.

But here, there was only Chloe, her love a radiant field, and me, lost in it, forever grateful.

The world outside could wait.

I finally, truly belonged.

And if anyone doubted how the harem story ended, all they’d need to do was peek through this window, and see: happiness wasn’t a myth.

It was right here, moonlit and undeniable, wrapped in the arms of the only woman I’d ever need.

Or, if I was lucky, six or seven.

But tonight? Tonight was Chloe’s.

And she was perfect.


Chapter twenty-one
Devoted


The night before, I barely slept. My brain spun wild, running structural stress tests on every possible way seven devotion vows could collide. Would it be awkward? Would anyone laugh? Would I fuck it up? The scientist in me wanted a flowchart. The rest of me kind of wanted to throw up.

But at dusk, on the terrace, it just worked.

I started with the bones. The deck was wide as a ballroom, polished cement still warm from the day. Beyond the glass rail, the Pacific fumed and glittered, sunset pumping the sky full of orange, red, and violet so bright it made your teeth ache. Wind curled off the cliff and tangled the fairy lights I’d strung like a valentine over every upright, beaming soft gold down onto the space I’d built for us.

In the center of the terrace, I laid the circle: heavy pillar candles, low and wide, alternating with driftwood torches I’d hand-wrapped in white ribbon. Petals, petals everywhere, white and blush roses, scattered so thick the air practically dripped with scent. I’d borrowed the trick from Mia, but the way the flowers glowed under the lights was pure harem magic. At the core, on a velvet square the color of midnight, I’d lined up seven slim gold promise rings, new ones to replace the silver, one for each of my women. The rings gleamed, almost vibrating in the candlelight, like they couldn’t wait for showtime.

I stood back, wiped sweat off my palms, and stared. It looked like the last scene in a romance movie, or maybe a cult, but with better lighting. I grinned, nerves flaring to life, and called it ready.

***

They came one at a time, just as I’d planned.

First: Chloe.

She waited at the stairwell, glowing, her dress spun from something so light it barely counted as fabric. White, sleeveless, all flutter at the skirt and a band at the waist that made her boobs look even bigger, if that was possible. Her hair was beach-wild, golden and loose, and her wrists shimmered with little crystals that caught the lights. Her perfume was coconut and sun. The minute she saw the setup, she squealed, arms open, and spun a circle so the skirt flared.

“Baby, this is unreal. You did all this for us? I’m obsessed.”

I steadied her, hands warm on her bare arms, and whispered, “You’re my first love. Of course you go first.”

Technically that honor belonged to Rory, but in our harem story, Chloe was, and would always be, first.

She blushed, then smirked, and I led her to her spot in the circle.

Next: Rory.

She waited at the edge of the upstairs hall, poised, like she was prepping for a coronation, or a firing squad. Her dress was fitted, cream silk, off the shoulders and just suggestive enough to make you forget how sharp her eyes could get. Hair slicked back, pin-straight, gold hoops at her ears, and flawless makeup, she could have gone live on CNN and nobody would have dared to interrupt. But her hands shook when I took them.

“Is it too much?” she asked, voice just for me.

“It’s perfect,” I said. “You’re perfect.”

She nodded, once, and I guided her out under the lights.

Serena drifted up with zero fanfare. She wore a long wrap dress, pale ivory, cinched high and open at the leg, her hair in a soft chignon with sun-bleached wisps everywhere. On anyone else, it would’ve looked bridal. On her, it was pure confidence, her body humming with composure and warmth. She kissed me full on the lips when I reached her, her eyes shining with unfettered joy.

“You made it beautiful,” she murmured. “I’ll make you proud.”

I escorted her to her place beside Rory, both of them radiating calm at opposite wavelengths.

Then Brooke. If you thought she’d go subtle, think again. Floor-length slip dress, white but so sheer she might as well have been naked. No bra, nothing underneath, her tanned skin a shock of color against all the pale. Her hair was down, wild, and her lips were painted fire-engine red. When I offered my arm, she took it, then squeezed my ass because of course.

“You’re killing me, babe,” she whispered, loud enough for Chloe to giggle. “Let’s light ‘em up.”

Mia was next. No drama, just a soft, draping long dress in robin’s egg blue so pale it almost looked white, the fabric clinging to her body and letting her curves own the night. Her hair was in gentle waves around her shoulders, and her eyes were glassy with emotion as I met her at the door.

She blushed as I held her hand. “I’m not sure I should go barefoot, but the heels didn’t feel right.”

“No one here cares about shoes,” I promised, “least of all me.” And she smiled soft, real, and let me walk her into the circle.

Ren materialized like a ghost, white palazzo pants, off-white silk tank, hair slick as midnight and eyes lined heavy. She’d tucked a paintbrush behind one ear, and she carried a tiny sketchbook like it was a security blanket. “You’re not getting away without a drawing, you know,” she muttered, but her hand never left mine as I pulled her into the ring.

Finally, Vivian.

She’d saved the best for last: a white pantsuit, flared at the ankle, with a cream silk cami underneath that showed a scandalous slice of cleavage. Her hair was down, dark and shining. She wore no jewelry but the old silver promise ring, and when I met her at the stair, she gripped my wrist with the force of a woman who’d survived a century.

“Didn’t think you could surprise me anymore,” she whispered. “But you did. I love you.”

“I love you, Viv,” I said, letting the realness punch me. “Tonight, you get to be more than Professor Ross. You get to be the reason for all of this.”

She nodded once, and the eyes that had once terrified faculty meetings now brimmed with something softer. We stepped into the circle together. Now it was time.

***

The seven women, in white and cream and gold, arranged themselves perfectly in the flower ring. They looked like a cult for beautiful witches, ready to enchant every molecule of Pacific Heights. The candlelight crawled across their skin, caught in their hair, shimmered in eyes that were already glassy with emotion. For a beat, I just stood there, absorbing it.

When I finally stepped to the middle, the words stuck a little. All I could do was breathe and let my heart break wide open.

“I never thought I’d have a family. At least, not like this one. I never thought anyone would trust me to lead something so…insane, and brave, and honestly, so perfect.” My voice went tight. “But you all chose me. And I want to make tonight about choosing you, openly, for always.”

I let the pause settle, watched the way every woman straightened, the light catching on seven sets of rings.

“We’re not here to do what’s normal or even what’s safe. We’re here to promise: no matter what the world throws at us, we stand. Together. As a family.” I looked at Chloe, because where else could I start?

I held out my hand. “Chloe. First in every way. Will you come forward and speak your vow?”

She bounced, practically vibrating, and stepped into the circle until we were only a breath apart.

Her eyes gleamed, wet-lashed but wild with happiness. She grabbed both my hands in hers.

“I, uh, didn’t write anything down, because that felt cheesy, but I’ve been thinking about this forever.” Her voice managed to be both tremulous and nuclear-bright. “You’re my best friend, my only obsession, and the reason I like waking up every day. You make me feel seen, not just looked at, and you never once asked me to be less. I want to be your light, your chaos and your calm, your wild thing, your home. I promise to make you laugh, make you coffee, make you crazy. I promise to love every version of you, even the grumpy ones that hog the covers and pretend not to cry at Pixar movies. Baby, I am yours, now, forever, always. And you better not forget it, because I will haunt you even if you get Alzheimer’s by thirty-five.”

The circle broke into giggles, soft and electric.

Her voice softened, hitching a little: “I love you, Noah. All my sunshine is yours.”

She bit her lip, waiting.

I squeezed her hands, throat tight as steel. “You saved me,” I said, voice a stranger to even me. “You pulled me back when I was ready to quit, and you taught me that joy isn’t stupid, it’s strength. Every time I look at you, I see not just hope, but the future. I promise to always, always choose you first especially when it’s hard. I promise to love your chaos, your laughter, your weird fixations, and your heart. You’re my golden hour, Chloe. My home.”

She shrieked, honest to god, and tackled me in a hug before falling back into line, cheeks blushing so hard the color practically lit her up.

I turned to Rory.

She stepped forward, spine straight, dress clinging. Her lips trembled in a way nobody but me would catch.

She held my gaze, voice low. “You know me better than anyone, and you know how hard it is for me to say something real, without wrapping it in a hundred layers of performance. But tonight, it’s just this.” She swallowed. “You taught me grace. You forgave me before I ever believed I deserved it. I spent years trying to win everything, reputation, beauty, power, but the only thing that ever really mattered was the way you looked at me, like I was worth loving even at my worst.” Her eyes shimmered, the words pure nostalgia and heartbreak. “I promise I’ll never run again. Not from you, not from us. I’ll fight for this family with every trick I have. I vow to speak truth, to protect what we’ve built, to never, ever let anyone rewrite our story. You were the right person. I was just late growing into the woman who knew how to love you back. But I’m here now, and I’ll never let you go.”

Chloe sniffled, clearly moved. Hell, we all were.

I reached for Rory, fingers folding over hers. “You were my first heartbreak and my first wonder. You made me who I am, pain and all. I promise to never use your past against you, to believe in the woman, not the headlines. I’ll treasure your intellect, your ambition, and the way you always, always land on the right side of what matters. I want to help you build the life you always pretended you didn’t need. I love you, Rory. I always have. Always will.”

She nodded, jaw tight, then drifted back to her place, eyes shining.

Serena was next, and she needed no invitation. She glided forward, hair a halo, her whole aura cool and steady.

Her words were effortless, but packed. “I’m not easy to love. I know that. I was raised to be perfect, to hide and to hold, and to never let anyone close enough to see the cracks. But you…you saw them. You let my wild and my discipline both exist, and you never asked me to be less. I promise to be your shield. To be the calm in every storm, and to call you on your bullshit when it’s needed. You are my equal, my partner, my obsession. I vow loyalty, clarity, and devotion to you and to every woman in this circle. Our bond is science and soul, forged one hard-earned truth at a time.”

Her gaze was unblinking. I felt it straight to the spine.

“I see you, Serena. Always have. You’re the only person who ever made me want to try harder, stretch further, be more. I promise to match your discipline with my own, to seek your counsel, and to never let routine dull the wonder between us. I’ll cherish every word, every glance, every impossible standard you hold me to. Because you’re worth it and so are we. You’re the calm in my chaos, and I need you more than you know.”

She smiled, that rare, regal thing, then reclaimed her spot with a whisper of silk.

Brooke strutted in next.

She didn’t care about the tears. She went barefoot, grinned wide, and took my hands so firm I thought she’d snap my fingers off. Voice rough and alive.

“I’m not a princess. I’m not quiet, or easy, or any kind of good role model. But you never made me hide the hungry or the loud. You want bold? I’ll burn down the world for you. I promise to defend this family and most of all, you, with fire. To make us laugh, to keep us honest, and to never let anyone, even you, especially you, forget what brought us together in the first place. I vow to be your heat, your mischief, your lock-picking, rule-breaking wild card. And when the babies show up, I’ll be the aunt who teaches them how to set boundaries and how to shatter them. I love you, and that’s not an easy thing for me to say out loud. But you’re worth the risk. Noah, my loyalty, and more importantly my love, is yours, forever.”

She stuck the landing. Mic drop.

I found my voice, barely: “You lit up my world the second you walked in. You make me brave. I promise to never tame your fire, but to build with it. To let you break, and to help you put yourself back together, every time. I’ll stand between you and any darkness, and I’ll never, ever let the world make you less than what you are, the heartbeat of our family. You wreck me, Brooke. And I’ll always, always want more.”

She blinked, looking like she might actually cry, then masked it with a laugh and a hug before rocking back to her station.

Mia. Oh, Mia.

She moved slow, almost hesitant, blue dress drifting around her, hair curling like smoke. When she spoke, her voice was velvet, pure and raw.

“I’m the one who’s supposed to hold everyone together. But even rocks break, and I never knew how much I needed to be held until you showed me it was safe. I vow to nurture, every day, every night, no matter how wild our house or our hearts get. I promise to love you, all of you, even the parts you hide from the world. I want to be your comfort, your gentleness, your landing zone when the rest of life turns brutal. And I vow to let you care for me, too. No more hiding behind smiles. We’ll share it all, joy, pain, the future. That’s my vow. My only one.”

She shook as she finished, and there was not a dry eye on the deck.

I framed her face in my hands. “You’re the shelter. The reason we all can dream. I promise to slow down, to listen, to make time for every hope and dream you share. I swear to love your softness as much as your strength, and to never take your care for granted. You are our home, Mia. I love you more than I’ll ever be able to put into words.”

She brushed away her own tears, and I saw the steel under the velvet, the woman who’d never let any of us slip out of orbit.

Ren wandered forward next. She didn’t play for drama, never had. She stepped up cool and clear, sketchbook clutched in one hand, the other reaching for mine.

“I wasn’t supposed to be part of this. Not the noise, or the spectacle, or even the forever. But watching you with these women, I realized something: families aren’t always built the way they’re supposed to be. Sometimes they’re a weird, gorgeous accident. You are the only person who ever saw through my calm. I vow to keep seeing you. To be your observer, your silent champion, the one who catches what everyone else misses. I’ll be your mirror, your lens, your reality check. And every once in a while, I’ll make you laugh.”

She smiled crooked, the way only she could.

I squeezed her fingers, hard. “Ren, you made me see myself clearly for the first time. You ground me. You remind me that the only reality that matters is the one we build together. I promise to trust you, to let you draw out the truth, and to always defend your space to create, to breathe, to just be. You are extraordinary. And you’re one of us. Always. I’ll love you forever.”

She nodded, content, and floated back into the white circle.

Vivian. It all came down to her.

She waited a beat, then stepped in, her eyes only on mine.

“Power comes with a price. For most of my life, I thought the answer was armor. Be tough, be unbreakable, and never let anyone close. But you broke through. You saw me, and you didn’t turn away. You taught me that authority means nothing if you don’t have the courage to love. I vow to be what I never had: a partner who leads with heart. I’ll never use power to control, only to defend. I swear to build something with you, something bigger than ambition, bigger than reputation. I promise to believe in you, challenge you, and never settle for less than the best of us. And above all, I vow to love you openly, fiercely, for all of our days.”

For a long time, I couldn’t answer. The world went out of focus. There was just her.

I managed, “You changed every equation I ever believed in. You gave me a place to stand and the force to move the world. I promise to honor your courage, to be worthy of your trust, to build and rebuild as many times as it takes. I’ll never let anyone define you but yourself. I love you, Vivian. You’re not just my mentor, my partner, you’re my always.”

We stood there, trembling, the circle of candles and women and vows closing around us like a shield.

This vow circle was supposed to feel like the summit, but instead, it was just the beginning.

Every woman in white and gold, all of us ringed by light, the future stretching wide. Even stars started to flicker into existence above the Pacific, like the universe itself wanted to join in.

I stared at the seven gold promise rings waiting in the center, and knew: we’d built something here no one else would ever match. Not in this world, or any other.

Tonight, everyone belonged.

And tomorrow, we’d make the world believe it, too.

***

The air had gone syrup-thick. Seven women in cream and white exchanged glances across the candlelit ring, pulses fluttering, eyes swimming, breasts heaving under fabric that clung like a second skin. Even the ocean seemed to hush, the wind flattening as if the whole world wanted to hear what happened next.

I didn’t let myself hesitate. Some moments come with a countdown, and this was ours.

I stepped back to the velvet square at the center and faced them: wives, lovers, partners, revolutionaries, the only women I would ever need. My hands shook and for once I didn’t try to hide it.

“I know when people look at us, they see chaos. Impossible, maybe even a circus. But that’s not what I see. I see strength. I see honesty. I see seven women who changed my life so completely, I can’t find the edges.” My voice went ragged. “Every one of you built me, in a way, piece by piece.

“Chloe, you’re my light. You teach me the magic of every ordinary day.

Rory, you taught me grace, how to forgive and fight and come home again.

Serena, you’re the voice in every storm, the discipline that sharpens me and the calm that catches me when I fall.

Brooke, you’re my courage to dive in, never restrained, never tamed, always the first to defend and the last to back down.

Mia, you are the warmth that makes anything possible. You make home feel real, not just a word.

Ren, you ground everything, catch every detail, and remind me that the truth is the most beautiful thing any of us can ever share.

Vivian—Viv—there’s no world without you. You built the blueprint. You turned power into love and fear into belonging.”

I let the words hang, the women vibrating in silence.

“So here’s my pledge. I promise to protect each of you like my life depends on it, because it does. I promise to honor the gifts you bring to this family, every single one, because without them, I’m nothing. I swear to tell the truth, to laugh when the world wants us to cry, and to hold every story, every hope, every heartbeat you trust me with. I’ll never let anyone or anything touch what we’ve built.”

I caught Mia’s hand in mine, tracing her knuckles before turning to the others.

“We talk about building a house, call it a mansion, a compound, a palace, but the walls don’t make it real. You do. Every ring, every vow, every time we fight and forgive and pick each other up. I want to fill that house with laughter and babies and the madness that only a true harem could ever call love. I want every neighbor, every stranger, every outsider to look up and see the proof that we’re unbreakable. No shame, no secrets, no more hiding.”

My eyes blurred. I blinked hard, then let the moment just stand, raw and exposed.

“Tonight, I choose all of you. Forever.”

A storm of breath and tears washed the circle. Nobody moved, not even a twitch.

I reached for the first ring, a narrow gold band, brushed matte, the inside engraved with a tiny sunshine for Chloe. I approached her, took her hand in both of mine, and slid it onto her finger, replacing the silver. As I did, I whispered, “You’re my sun. You light the way. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

She trembled, lips quivering, and I pressed a kiss to her forehead.

Next was Rory’s, a warmer gold, inscribed inside with a laurel leaf and stars. I slipped it onto her finger, slow, deliberate. “You are the heart of every second chance. I want to be your soft place to land, always.”

Her jaw shook, but she held it together and squeezed my hand so tight I lost feeling in my pinky.

Serena’s: a ring etched with an ocean wave. I took her hand and fit the band to her, careful, reverent, my eyes never breaking from hers. “You’re my sanity. My reset button. I’ll never let you fall, not now, not ever.”

She nodded, lips pressed into a thin line, eyes utterly exposed. Her left hand locked on the ring, like she never wanted it to leave.

Brooke’s: heavier, made to last, with a fire motif wrapping around the edge. I slid it home, then leaned in so only she could hear, “Your flame makes every day brighter. I promise to fan it, not fight it. Burn with me, forever.”

She grinned, wild, then kissed me right on the mouth before whooping for the whole city to hear.

For Mia: soft yellow gold, etched with a vine and leaf to match the garden she dreamed of. I took her hand and slid the ring on, then held it between our palms, heart hammering. “You give me faith. I’ll never let you go, never let anyone dim the heart you give so freely.”

Mia broke, just for a second, and hugged me, burying her wet face in my neck.

Ren’s: white gold, minimalist, with a tiny brush and palette inside to remind us both what she brought to the circle. I twisted it into place, locking eyes with her. “You see me, even when I forget who I am. Always remind me, Renny. I’m yours.”

She smiled, sly, then bumped her forehead to mine, real and true.

Finally, Vivian. Hers was a ring unlike anything I’d seen, yellow gold, set with a single blue sapphire flanked by engraved waves. A symbol, she’d told me once, of wisdom and transformation. I fit the band to her finger, voice barely above a breath: “We’re equals, always. I promise to build this world with you, Viv, side by side, until there’s nothing left to build.”

She let out a trembling exhale and didn’t even try to hide the tears as the ring found home on her finger.

Job done, I returned to my own place in the circle and slid on my own gold band, huge, weighty, with seven tiny icons carved around the outside. There was a sun, a laurel, a wave, a flame, a leaf, a brush, and a gem, one for each love standing before me. The women didn’t miss it. Chloe squeaked, “You got all of us on the ring!” and Brooke crowed, “Damn right, Outlier. You’re officially branded.” Even Ren flicked me a rare grin, voice full of pride.

With the gold bands gleaming, we joined hands, the circle now fused. As the sun dropped behind the water, the rings flared, catching every last scrap of light and reflecting it across the deck and the faces I loved most.

Vivian, ever the ritualist, broke the spell. “One more thing,” she said, producing a crystal goblet and a slender bottle of red wine from behind her chair. “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.” She eyed Mia and Serena. “Don’t worry. It’s non-alcoholic.”

She poured a small measure into the glass, then passed it, first to Chloe.

Chloe tipped the bottle and let a single drop land inside. The wine at the bottom pulsed, dark as blood. She sipped, quick, eyes wide, and held the gaze of every woman in the circle, one by one. “Now you’re stuck with me, forever,” she said, giggling, and sent it on.

Rory poured her drop in and raised the glass. “To second chances. To bold choices.” She sipped, then locked eyes with each of us, sharp, clear, devastatingly sincere.

Serena followed, her drop precise, her motion measured. “To discipline and daring. We’re unstoppable.” Every woman got a cool nod, a warm wink, but the look she gave me was pure, molten pride.

Brooke barreled in, upending a dramatic splash into the cup. “To wildness, to unconditional, insane loyalty. We fucking own this.” She drank deep, then flashed the goblet around for maximum effect, eye contact so loaded every woman would remember it.

Mia’s hands shook, but she didn’t spill a drop. Her voice was soft as she poured. “To hope. To safe havens. To never being alone again.” Each woman got a soulful look, the kind that lingered after the glass moved on.

Ren’s turn. She poured, then whispered, “To reality. To honest eyes and open hands. And never letting go.” With each glance, she sketched an invisible portrait. No one missed the affection behind her smile.

Last, Vivian. She finished the circle, poured, then raised the glass high. “To legacy. To truth. To the power of choice. We made this family, and we will never let anyone break it.” She sipped, slow, savoring, then set the goblet at the center of the velvet.

Seven women, seven drops, braiding together.

I reached in, took the glass, and sipped. The wine burned, alive with everything we were.

I set it down, palm shaking, and held out my hand beckoning everyone in.

The women pressed close, hands landing on mine, first one, then two, then all seven, promise and gold rings stacking in a sunburst tangle. The heat of the moment wasn’t just emotion; it was a physical force.

I fought to breathe, so full I could barely get the words out.

“This is the beginning of our forever,” I whispered, and my voice broke, shattering the moment and rebuilding it into something wild and permanent.

The circle exploded, collapsing into a mass of arms and hair and tears and laughter. Seven women crushed me in a single, convulsive hug. Chloe sobbed and clung to my chest, Brooke tackled us from the side, Rory and Serena braced our backs, Mia and Ren melted in, and Vivian wrapped all of us, mother and queen, holding the knot together so tight I thought I might black out.

There were kisses, everywhere, mouth, cheek, even hands. Tears streaked faces, got kissed off, replaced by grins so reckless it made me dizzy.

The sky went full indigo, not a star in sight, but the terrace glowed with fairy light, candle flame, and the flash of gold rings shifting as the knot of bodies pulsed with life.

Down below, the mansion’s windows burned orange, dinner waiting, beds turned down, the world asleep to what we’d built up here, but the evidence clear to anyone who bothered to look.

We stood together, a single organism, shuddering and bright, the future locked into every code and curve.

Tonight, we’d built something unbreakable.

And tomorrow?

We’d prove it, every damn day, to the end of the world and back.

***

Later, when the wind picked up and dusk settled into true night, we lingered on the terrace, unwilling to let the high fade. Chloe perched on my lap, giggling into my shirt; Brooke spoon-fed chocolate truffles to anyone who let her; Mia tucked a blanket across our legs, ever the caretaker, even while her own eyes brimmed with tears.

Ren snapped candid polaroids of the rings, the wine glass, the way our bare feet tangled in the rose petals. At one point, all seven girls locked arms and circled me, then dragged me into the middle and demanded a “husband speech.” I just grinned, shook my head, and let them pile me under until our laughter echoed off the bay.

Vivian held the last word, as always.

She raised her glass and surveyed the circle. “We did it. We rewrote the rules, and no one will ever take this from us.” She stared at each woman, letting the weight of her promise land. “This is our family. Our future. Our legend. And it starts tonight.”

The others echoed her, some with whoops, some soft, some crying, some howling at the moon. I’d never heard anything better in my life.

In that golden hush, with the wine, the vows, and the warmth spinning together, I realized: I’d never have to worry about losing my place again.

This was what I was made for.

All in. All theirs. All ours.

Forever.

Under the dark, wild sky, eight rings caught the light, and the world had never looked brighter.
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Harem University: Complete Box Set
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe.

After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.

Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.

But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.

The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.

First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.

The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.

It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.

Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!

This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!


18+ Only!

Back Home Harem: Complete Box Set
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.


Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.


Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.


But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.


When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.


With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?


This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.

Harem Lake: Full Box Set: An Unconventional Harem Romance
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This fully remastered Harem Lake box set brings together the explosive stories Birthday Bash and Daddy’s Girl—now expanded, intensified, and nearly doubled in length with a brand-new, never-before-released bonus scene! It’s hotter. It’s dirtier. It’s everything you didn’t know you needed.


After the death of his wife, Steve Parker is done mourning—he’s ready to live. And his best friend’s jaw-droppingly beautiful college-aged daughters are more than willing to help him remember how. With their curves, charm, and alluring bodies, the Wyatt sisters are temptation made flesh... and Steve’s lakeside mansion is about to become ground zero for a summer of raw, unfiltered desire.


First up is Brooke Wyatt—a sultry redhead with a wicked mouth and a body that begs to be worshipped. Her surprise 21st birthday bash is more than just a party—it’s an invitation. And when Brooke makes her birthday wish, she doesn’t blow out the candles… she ignites them.


But the heat doesn't stop there. Blonde bombshell twins, Samantha and Josie Wyatt aren’t about to let their sister have all the fun. Gorgeous, hungry, and dripping with desire, the college co-eds want Steve every bit as much—and they’ll do anything to claim their place in his bed... and in his heart.


Harem Lake is an uninhibited tale of second chances, raw passions, and the kind of wild, no-holds-barred fantasy that most men only dream of. At this lake, every rule gets broken—and every desire gets satisfied. 
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