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Introduction

Behind the polished gates of the Sterling estate, perfection isn’t an aspiration—it’s a requirement. For Faith, marriage was supposed to be a sanctuary of faith and family, but within the sterile walls of her new life, she has become a silent observer of her own fading vitality. When the weight of an ancient legacy demands a fruitfulness her husband cannot provide, the shadows of the Sterling name begin to close in. It is no longer a matter of choice, but of elemental necessity. In a world governed by "plant, prune, and cull," Faith must decide if she will wither under the pressure or surrender to the primal force of the patriarch determined to ensure the bloodline survives at any cost.



The Core Elements

​● ​ The Gilded Cage:  Step into a world of extreme wealth and religious tradition where every movement is monitored and every failure is a liability to the legacy.

​● ​ The Architect of the Line:  A powerful, commanding patriarch who views the world through the lens of cultivation and absolute ownership.

​● ​ A House Divided:  The sharp, painful contrast between a husband who is a "pale imitation" and a force of nature who refuses to let the family name die out.

​● ​ The Sterile vs. The Primal:  A journey from the clinical "white box" of expectation to the raw, salt-sprayed reality of a claim that cannot be ignored.

​● ​ Total Surrender:  Exploring the thin line between the suffocating weight of duty and the dark liberation found in finally being "claimed."


Chapter 1 - The Fallow Season

Faith's office was a white box: a window, a desk, a laptop, the constant hum of the A/C that seemed to filter the air of any hint of warmth or dust or human presence. The walls, once a hopeful eggshell, now pressed in with the chalky suffocation of hospital corridors. She'd brought in a plant once—a small aloe, the kind that survived on neglect and faint light—but it had gone quietly translucent at the tips, then collapsed inward with a squelch that lingered on the glass dish long after she disposed of the remains. Even the calendar, with its cheerful block lettering and watercolor birds, drooped from a bent tack in the corner.

Faith sat straight-backed, fingers poised over the laptop keys, caught in the frozen moment between drafting and deleting. The church bulletin's open document pulsed on the screen, its digital blue halo highlighting every tremor in her hands. She'd been staring at the same line for almost ten minutes:

“Children are a heritage from the Lord, offspring a reward from him. Like arrows in the hands of a warrior are children born in one’s youth.”

She moved the cursor, then stopped, pressing her thumb into the base of her palm until the pressure peaked and faded to a dull ache. Her own skin, always cool and faintly luminescent, had begun to look papery. It reminded her of the communion wafers from childhood—so brittle that one wrong touch broke them.

Three years, Faith thought, and let her eyes slip shut for one measured breath. Three years of “trying.” Of charts and digital thermometers and rituals that stripped intimacy down to its medical minimum. Each month, the calendar squares filled with hopeful notations: smiley faces, delicate pink hearts, even the rare exclamation mark. Now the annotations trailed off, replaced by terse abbreviations—OV-2, MEN-1, “spotting?”—and increasingly, just blankness.

She exhaled. Her breath ghosted the screen, then vanished.

With a practiced keystroke, she deleted the Psalm, retyped the header (“Announcements: This Week in the Life of Our Church”), and tried to inject a lighter note into the introduction. Something to lift the eyes of the congregation above the reproductive carnage of their prayer lists. But the language would not obey. Even the most secular updates—charity bake sale, youth group car wash, bereavement potluck—felt like poor camouflage for the one theme that saturated her inbox: babies, babies, babies. Pregnancy announcements with their attached sonogram images (sometimes a speck, sometimes a full-formed alien being) cluttered the church Facebook group. Every reply chain ended in a waterfall of “Blessed!” and “Praise God!” and, occasionally, “Praying for your rainbow.”

Faith's chest tightened at the memory. “Rainbow” was the term for a baby born after miscarriage. She’d learned that from Eleanor, the family matriarch, whose voice still echoed through the guest house every Thursday at nine, when she phoned to check in. Eleanor Sterling made no secret of her opinions on fruitfulness—biological, spiritual, financial. “God is a multiplier, darling,” she’d said, over lemon tea that Faith could not keep down, “but He requires good soil.”

A chill traced the knobs of Faith’s spine. She kept the phone on Do Not Disturb these days, blaming it on “focus time.” The real reason was pettier and less defensible: she couldn't bear Eleanor's careful optimism. The way the older woman would pivot from a story about parish growth to a veiled suggestion that maybe Simon, Faith’s husband, ought to “see someone.” The implication was always there, quivering at the edge of the conversation, never named. The pressure that Eleanor added was enough to break her - Faith had enough guilt and frustration over failure.

Outside, a slow rustle drew her to the window. The glass was scrubbed so clean it was invisible, and beyond it lay the courtyard. Morning sun glared off the white stone, dazzling and absolute. In the center, Eleanor herself was bent at the waist, deep in the tangled green of the herbaceous border. Her gardening gloves—navy with embroidered daisies—were caked to the wrist in loam. She wielded a trowel like a scalpel, dividing clumps of peonies, tucking their roots with an intimacy Faith could never manage with her own body.

The garden was ridiculous, riotous with color and texture, plants spilling over the borders in a sort of controlled excess. It was a laboratory for abundance: tomatoes that burst in the palm, beans that twined up anything with a pulse, hydrangeas the size of infant skulls. Faith found it overwhelming, obscene. She'd once told Simon, “It looks like it’s breeding,” then laughed too hard, but he hadn't understood.

Now, watching Eleanor, she felt the weight of the analogy settle. The garden was her mother-in-law’s pride and her own humiliation. She pressed her hand to her stomach—a reflex, now, as automatic as flinching from pain. Her abdomen was flat under the linen of her blouse, unremarkable, unchanged. Even the faintest swell—bloat, fantasy, the faint hope of “late”—had never materialized.

She tried to look away, but Eleanor straightened, pinching the stem of a basil sprig. The older woman’s movements were quick, decisive. Her face was blurred by distance and light, but Faith imagined the set of her mouth: kind but never soft, practiced in the slight muscle movements of polite society. She’d once overheard Eleanor say, “A woman must tend her house and her family with equal diligence.” The phrase came back now, sticky as pollen.

A notification pinged on the laptop: New message from Simon.

She hesitated, then clicked it open.

Sorry, late again tonight. Board running over.

Can you heat up leftovers?

Love you.

That last line always felt like a signed check, an obligation to be cashed. She deleted the email after a moment, but her hand hovered over the mouse, reluctant to let go. Faith saw Simon rarely these days, and even then, he arrived home more artifact than husband: tired, unshaven, still smelling faintly of his father’s cologne from the office. He rarely touched her anymore, except during the scheduled intervals marked out on her calendar. The “fertile window,” Eleanor had called it, with that knowing wink. A scheduled effort to reproduce - more mechanical than passionate. Simon would finish, roll off, and Faith would retrieve her trusty but shameful vibrator to finish.

Faith closed the laptop with a click louder than she intended. The silence of the office rushed in, pressed against her eardrums. She stood and crossed to the shelf, running her fingers over the fertility books arranged in height order: “Taking Charge of Your Fertility,” “God’s Plan for Families,” “The Infertility Cure.” The spines were uncreased, mostly unread. She pulled out a slim leather-bound Bible and thumbed it open at random. The passage was from Genesis, the story of Rachel and Leah.

She read: * “Give me children, or else I die.” *

The words made her breath catch again, a hitch that bordered on laughter. She let the Bible fall open, spine-down, and drifted to the window for another look.

Eleanor was still there, but now Faith could see her expression—her mouth open in something between a smile and a grimace, as she called instructions to the groundskeeper. Her voice carried faintly, a pleasant alto, but Faith could hear the steel beneath the pleasantries. Eleanor ruled her garden, and her family, by the same logic: plant, prune, cull. Ensure the lineage.

Faith braced her forehead against the cool glass, letting the temperature sap the heat from her skin. She remembered her own mother, a name and a Christmas card now, distant in geography and sentiment. When Faith was small, her mother had explained the logic of perennials: “They come back every year, unless the winter kills them.” She'd made it sound like a miracle, not a threat.

A sharp ache bloomed in Faith’s abdomen—phantom pain, or perhaps just the memory of what she wanted. She let her fingers drift to her lower belly, palm open, as if she might will something into being.

Down in the garden, Eleanor wiped her brow with the back of her hand, then caught Faith’s gaze. She raised her hand in a perfunctory wave; her face composed into a mask of gentle inquiry. Faith managed a brittle smile in return, then stepped back, heart racing. It was impossible to hide in this house. When Faith first moved in with Simon, she thought living on an estate would be a fantasy, but in reality it was a jail, with Eleanor as the warden, always inspecting, judging.

Faith sat again, hands folded in her lap. The silence felt denser now, as if the entire house was waiting for her to confess something.

She opened the laptop, navigated back to the bulletin, and forced her fingers to type:

“Whether we are called to plant, to nurture, or simply to endure a season of waiting, let us do so with faith that our efforts are not in vain.”

She read it over, once, then twice. The words sounded right, even if they weren’t true.

Outside, the garden shimmered in the heat, every leaf and petal stretching toward its appointed fullness. Faith closed her eyes, letting the glow burn an afterimage on her retinas. The laughter of Eleanor and the groundskeeper drifted up on the breeze, a faint harmony of satisfaction.

Faith stayed at her desk until the sun slanted low, typing and deleting, rewriting the same lines until they blurred together. When she finally shut down the laptop, she didn’t move for a long time. The room was shadowed; the air gone cool and thick.

***

The kitchen clock said 7:42, but the house felt hours older than that. Faith moved through the evening routine with the soundless rhythm of a sleepwalker: heating soup, uncorking a bottle of white left from the last time she tried to make dinner “special,” setting out bowls with the insipid blue rim that matched nothing else in the house. The guest house was smaller than the main estate, but every surface in its kitchen was equally sterile—gleaming quartz, stainless steel, under-cabinet lights that made everything look staged for a real estate website.

Simon’s car pulled into the drive with the slow, resigned deceleration of a hearse. Faith watched from the window, one hand braced on the counter, as he sat in the front seat for a moment with his head bowed. She couldn’t see his face, only the way his shoulders rose and fell—breathing, bracing, or simply wishing for a few more minutes alone.

She could already picture the scene that would follow: the deep, gusting sigh as he entered, the forced cheer in his voice, the kiss on her cheek that left a cold spot rather than a trace of warmth. The anticipation felt more exhausting than the event itself. Still, she pulled her cardigan closer and tried to look busy when the door opened.

He came in, slinging his briefcase onto the bench by the door, and paused in the entryway. His hair was a little longer than Arthur preferred, curling at the nape; his suit was yesterday’s, soft at the elbows and faintly shiny at the thighs. She noticed his tie was knotted slightly askew—a rebellious touch that would go unremarked by everyone except his father, who would make it the subject of an entire dinner.

“Hey,” Simon said, not quite looking at her. “Sorry I’m late. There was a—” He faltered, searching for a plausible excuse, then gave up. “How was your day?”

Faith smiled, careful to keep the corners of her mouth soft. “Quiet. I got most of the bulletin finished. Eleanor called; she wants us to RSVP for the beach house next weekend.”

Simon ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing in clumps. “Of course she does. I’ll say yes, just to get it over with.” Simon was equally exhausted by his mother’s control—years more than Faith had endured.

He dropped into a barstool and unbuttoned his cuffs, the tension in his shoulders visible even as he slumped. She poured him a glass of wine, noting the slight tremor in his hand as he took it. In the silence that followed, she tried to read the lines of exhaustion on his face. Simon was handsome in a hollowed-out way, his features refined by disappointment and years of polite submission. He had the Sterling eyes—pale and sharp—but they lacked the predatory focus of his father’s gaze. Instead, they seemed always on the verge of apology.

They ate in silence, broken only by the scrape of spoons and the gentle clink of glass. It was the kind of quiet that asked nothing of either party, a truce born of mutual depletion. Faith watched his hands—long, tapered, twitchy with nervous energy. The hands of a man built for slight movements and precision, not for grasping, never for holding on, and definitely not for the exuberance required in bed.

He cleared his throat, set the spoon down. “You don’t have to cook, you know. Not every night.”

“It’s just soup,” she said, then, more quietly, “I enjoy taking care of you.”

Simon’s smile was a pale imitation of gratitude. “You’re too good to me.”

Faith let the words settle, heavy as they always were. She studied him in the soft overhead light, cataloging how he had started to look older than his thirty-five years. The deepening lines at the corners of his mouth. The thinness at his temples. Even his posture had curled inward, as if trying to occupy less space.

She set her bowl aside. “I was thinking… It's my window. Tonight. If you’re not too tired.”

Simon’s eyes darted up, a flash of alarm quickly doused with resignation. “Oh. Right. Yes. Of course.”

He pushed back from the counter, wiped his mouth, then stood awkwardly by the fridge, unsure where to put his hands. Faith watched him, her heart thudding in her throat—not with anticipation, but with the numb certainty that whatever happened next would be a repetition. A ritual without conviction.

She moved toward him, resting her palm lightly on his chest. His shirt was crisp, but underneath, his skin was already damp with anxiety. “It’s okay,” she whispered, not sure which of them she was trying to comfort. “We don’t have to if you’re—”

“I want to,” Simon interrupted. “I do.” He took her hand in both of his, squeezing just a shade too hard. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”

They walked down the hallway in silence, her hand still in his, both of them a little too aware of the mechanics involved. In the bedroom, Simon sat on the edge of the mattress, shoulders hunched, eyes down. Faith began unbuttoning her blouse, careful with each button, trying to keep her movements soft and inviting rather than clinical. She could feel his gaze on her, hungry and helpless at once.

When she reached the last button, she paused, letting the fabric gape open just enough to suggest, not reveal. “Do you want to—?”

Simon answered by standing, kissing her forehead with a tenderness that felt obligatory. He peeled off his own shirt, exposing skin that had lost the summer tan, gone pale as raw dough. His hands shook as he reached for her, and Faith felt the familiar mix of gratitude and dread. She pressed herself against him, willing her body to spark something, anything, that might encourage him.

They fell back onto the bed together, tangled but not passionate. Simon’s kisses were wet and frantic, his hands skittering over her ribs, her waist, then pausing at the elastic of her skirt as if the act of removal required advance permission. Faith helped him, guiding his fingers, then pulled him atop her.

He hesitated at the threshold, as if waiting for a cue. “I—I can get the pillow. For your hips. It’s supposed to help.”

“It’s fine,” she said, though she doubted it mattered. She watched his face as he entered her: the flicker of concentration, the immediate shadow of uncertainty. He thrust with a careful, measured rhythm, as if afraid of waking someone in the next room. Faith closed her eyes, counted backward from ten, tried to force her muscles to respond with even a pretense of pleasure. She was dry, so the act was painful, but Simon didn’t seem to notice—he was performing his act in the play.

It didn’t work. Simon’s breathing grew ragged, then stalled. After a few more attempts, he withdrew, rolling to his side and covering his face with both hands.

“I’m sorry,” he said, voice muffled. “I’m just so tired. I’m sorry, Faith. God, I’m sorry.”

Faith stared at the ceiling, counting the tiny constellations of plaster. She felt the sting of tears building, but refused to let them fall until Simon left the room. He sat up, pulling the sheet around his waist, still refusing to look at her. “It’s not you. I just—work was hell. And Dad’s on my ass about the quarterly numbers. And you know how he is.”

She almost laughed. “Yes. I do.”

Simon nodded, exhaling. “I’ll—I’ll try again in the morning, if that’s okay?”

“Of course,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “Whatever you need.”

He stood, shuffled to the bathroom, and closed the door with more force than necessary. The sound of the shower started up immediately, hot water roaring through the ancient pipes. Faith waited, listening to the cadence of his movements—he’d turn the water to scalding, stand with his head bowed, then emerge red and raw, as if pain could wash away shame.

Alone, Faith pulled the covers up, wrapping herself in the cool absence he’d left behind. She stared at the ceiling again, this time letting the tears spill over, tracking bitter lines down the sides of her face and into her hair. The urge to scream was powerful, but she knew she’d only sound unhinged, or worse, weak.

A memory flashed: last week’s company dinner, Arthur Sterling presiding at the head of a long oak table. He’d told a story about Simon at university, how even then “my boy hated to win,” said with a laugh that left Simon visibly shrinking in his seat. Arthur’s presence was so gravitational that even Faith had found herself standing straighter, speaking less. He’d looked at her twice during that meal, a long, unblinking study that left her skin buzzing with some combination of terror and recognition.

She thought of that look now, how it had made her feel: observed, measured, wanted in a way that was both predatory and flattering. She was disgusted with herself for remembering it, but the comparison was impossible to banish.

Simon emerged from the shower, eyes red, face slack with defeat. He slid into bed beside her, careful not to brush her skin with his.

“I’m sorry,” he said again, so softly she almost missed it.

Faith rolled to face the window, blinking away the last tears. “Me too,” she whispered, but Simon was already asleep, breathing in quick, shallow puffs.

In the dark, her thoughts drifted to the garden, to Eleanor’s hands buried in black earth, to the relentless urge of things to grow. Faith pressed her palm to her stomach, the gesture automatic, and wondered if it was possible to be barren in the mind as well as the body.

She lay awake, counting her own breath, waiting for morning and the next attempt. She remembered Simon when they were first together: He wanted to touch her, to be with her all the time. Even back then, though, he was tentative as if he didn’t deserve her; afraid someone would take her away if they noticed. He had shrunk considerably as failing to conceive mounted. Now, he was nothing more than a shell of a person, seemingly afraid of his own shadow–of his own wife.

***

The bathroom door had been closed for fifteen minutes, but the water still ran, hot enough to fog every mirror in the bathroom and bedroom. Faith sat on the edge of the bed, towel wrapped around her shoulders, feeling the night’s sweat cool against her skin. The bedsheet was bunched and twisted, Simon’s outline already fading from the other side. She listened to the sound of the water—a steady, punitive drum—punctuated now and then by the dull thunk of a plastic bottle or the splash of a hand against tile. It was less a cleansing than a penance.

She sat, waiting for him, hoping for the morning “attempt” that he had promised. She even prepped with the lubricating jelly, admitting that she wouldn’t naturally get wet for him. Maybe the slickness would help him. As the shower sounds continued longer and longer, Faith’s hopes for a morning attempt faded.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. For a second she considered not answering, but the name on the screen—Eleanor—made refusal impossible. Faith swiped it open with a practiced thumb.

“Good morning, darling! Hope you’re well. We’d love to have you and Simon out at the beach house this weekend. Plenty of room for quiet and rest! Bring your favorite books, and I’ll have the chef prepare something special for you both. Let me know. Love, Eleanor.”

Faith read the message twice, then once more aloud, letting the tone settle on her tongue. There was never a word out of place with Eleanor, never an accidental double meaning, but Faith could sense the currents beneath each sentence: hope, expectation, the invitation delivered as a decree. She typed her reply immediately, not pausing—Eleanor would consider any delay a snub.

“Thank you so much for inviting us, Eleanor. I’d love a weekend away, and I know Simon needs the break. We’ll be there. Please let me know if there’s anything I can bring. See you soon! Love, Faith.”

She hit send, then held the phone for a moment, watching for the typing ellipses. Nothing. Eleanor rarely engaged in long text exchanges; her real talent was in-person persuasion.

Faith set the phone down and padded to the vanity. The mirror, lit by twin bulbs on either side, cast her face in a morning brightness that showed every flaw. She pulled off the towel and let it fall to her feet, studying the length of her body with the detachment of a scientist reviewing a failed experiment.

Her arms were still slender, the skin inside her elbows translucent, but her collarbones protruded more than she liked, and there was a new hollowness to her cheeks. She turned to the side, ran her hand along her stomach. It was flat, unyielding, the faint suggestion of muscle visible beneath the skin. Not a curve, not a hope. She pressed harder, willing herself to find some sign of change—a swelling, a softness, any evidence that something had taken root.

Faith closed her eyes. For a moment, she remembered herself as a teenager, standing at this same vanity during a Sterling family holiday, watching Eleanor apply lipstick with an artist’s precision. “You have such a pretty mouth,” Eleanor had said, as if giving a benediction. “It’s a shame to hide it.” Faith had smiled, lips pressed tight together, and decided in that moment never to be caught unprepared again.

She reapplied moisturizer, careful around the sensitive skin at the edges of her eyes. The gesture was almost meditative. She wanted to look perfect for the beach house, for Eleanor, for herself.

The water in the bathroom cut off. Faith heard Simon shuffling behind the door, then a long exhale, as if gathering courage to return. She dressed quickly—a simple cream dress, nothing clingy or suggestive—and checked her reflection once more. She would spare Simon the excuses for why he didn’t want to, or couldn’t, make an attempt this morning.

The bathroom door creaked as Simon stepped out, towel around his waist, skin pink and raw from the heat. He met her eyes in the mirror. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to use up all the hot water.”

Faith offered a soft smile. “It’s fine. I’ve finished.”

He lingered in the doorway, unsure whether to cross the room or retreat. “About last night,” he began, voice tentative.

She cut him off with a gentle shake of her head. “Don’t. Let’s just have a good weekend, okay?”

Simon nodded, pulling on a shirt from the closet. “The beach house?”

She nodded. “Eleanor wants us there. It’ll be nice, maybe.” Faith tried for a positive note, “Maybe being away from work and here, your stress will be less and we can, um, try?”

Simon asked, “Will it still be your window?”

Faith smiled sweetly, trying to resurrect their connection, “It doesn’t all have to be about that. We can have fun, too.”

He shrugged into his clothes, movements as awkward as a boy dressing for his first dance. “Sure,” he said, but his tone was already resigned.


Chapter 2 - Sterile Soil

Faith dressed for the garden as if for a church event: pale blouse buttoned high at the collar, pleated skirt, a thin knit cardigan in navy to fend off the chill. It was bright out—uncivilized, almost, how the sun could bleach every shadow from the flagstone path. She felt exposed as she crossed the clipped lawn to the heart of Eleanor Sterling’s domain.

The garden, even in late spring, pressed with a density that bordered on aggression. Roses the size of cabbages, lilies in wild bloom, petunias crowded in masses so obscene she looked away. Every bed overflowed, the symmetry of color and height suggesting an invisible calculus, a set of ratios only Eleanor could decode. Even the weeds—what few dared—grew in spirals, curling back on themselves like a slow applause.

Faith stepped carefully, not wanting to mar the soft mulch or brush pollen onto her skirt. She paused at the threshold of the patio, where Eleanor had arranged a table set for two in the full sun: white ironwork, a cloth of pale linen, bone china so thin the morning lit it from within. The tea service was a baroque sculpture—pot, creamer, sugar bowl all lined up in order of descending height, the handles like the delicate curls of unfurling leaves.

Eleanor herself stood at the rose hedge, perfectly upright in cream pants and a crisp chambray shirt, cuffs rolled to the precise midpoint of her forearm. Her hands were bare, unmarred by earth, though a pair of supple gloves dangled from her hip pocket, unused. She wore her hair in a French twist so severe it drew her face into sharper focus: high cheekbones, a mouth that telegraphed sweetness but defaulted to neutral, and eyes that locked onto Faith the instant she approached.

“There you are, darling,” Eleanor called, voice as clear as the bell she rang for staff. “Come, let’s have a proper visit before the wind picks up.”

Faith nodded, pulse increasing at the word “proper.” She wove through the beds, the scent of mock orange and newly cut grass painting a haze over the path. She wanted to disappear among the bee-loud blossoms, but Eleanor’s gaze was a lariat—Faith felt herself drawn in, one careful step at a time.

The garden table was set for war. Two plates, two cups, a mountain of small pastries arranged in an ascending spiral on a silver tier. Everything gleamed: the utensils, the glass, even the sugar cubes—cut not into crude rectangles but perfect domes. Faith sat, legs folded at the ankle, and immediately folded her hands in her lap.

Eleanor resumed her own seat, tucking one leg beneath the other with a dancer’s grace. “I’m so glad you could join me on short notice,” she said, pouring the tea without asking. The stream was uninterrupted, unwavering—a small proof of steadiness.

Faith smiled, tucking a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. “Thank you for the invitation. The garden is—” She searched for a word that was not “intimidating.” “—magnificent.”

Eleanor’s smile edged up a fraction. “Thank you, dear. It’s always a battle, you know, keeping it from reverting to wildness.” She picked up a pair of silver shears, resting them lightly across her palm. “Things want to grow. Not always in the ways we prefer.”

Faith studied the pastries, careful not to be caught staring at the shears. “You make it look effortless.”

A sip of tea; a calculated sigh. “Nothing in this family is effortless.” Eleanor reached into the nearest vase—an explosion of blush peonies and hydrangea—and clipped a fading bloom at its neck. The cut was swift, the fallen head dropped without sentiment to a waiting saucer.

Faith watched the movement with an odd, almost erotic awe. The control. The willingness to cull.

Eleanor set the shears down, her gaze softening. “Tell me how you’re feeling, Faith. You seemed tired last night. Is Simon keeping you up with his late hours?”

The real question, as always, was tucked inside the velvet wrap of concern. Faith inhaled, careful. “Simon’s schedule is…challenging, sometimes. He’s under a lot of pressure. He’s always exhausted.”

Eleanor tilted her head, the perfect angle of maternal distress. “And you? Are you still seeing Dr. Langan? I know how draining the treatments can be.”

Faith stared into her tea. The surface quivered, reflecting her own pinched mouth and the precise geometry of the garden behind. “I stopped going. It felt—” She groped for a word, landed on “invasive.” The irony tasted bitter.

Eleanor nodded, lips pursed. “I understand. These things can be so dehumanizing. At a certain point, one must trust in providence.”

Faith nodded, eyes stinging. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” She reached into her bag, drew out the slim navy planner she used to track every cycle, every pill, every humiliation. She laid it on the table, a silent offering.

Eleanor accepted it with a glance, then returned her gaze to Faith. “You’ve been diligent, then.” It wasn’t a question.

Faith flushed. “I try. I pray. I keep hoping for—” She couldn’t bring herself to say miracle. Instead: “A sign.”

Eleanor asked, “So has Simon been as diligent?” as she sipped her tea. The question was soft, but her eyes were sharp, watching Faith over the cup’s rim.

Faith’s breath hitched, surprised by the question. “Um, he's tired a lot.”

Eleanor nodded, “I understand dear. He’s not his father. Arthur could be up for three days straight before he came to bed, and I’d still not be able to walk in the morning,” she almost giggled with the admission.

Eleanor’s hand landed on Faith’s, a featherweight contact that somehow pinned her in place. “Darling. The Sterlings are built on firm foundations. Sometimes it’s just a matter of patience.” She drew her hand back, returning to the flowers. Another quick snip, another perfect decapitation. “But I’ve always believed in the wisdom of diversifying one’s efforts. A good gardener doesn’t plant the same seed over and over and expect a different result.”

Faith blinked, trying to parse the metaphor. “Simon’s a good man,” she said, voice threadbare.

“He is,” Eleanor agreed, “but he’s not—” She let the sentence hang. “He’s never had his father’s constitution. Arthur could go days without sleep, close a business deal and run ten miles before breakfast.” She glanced at Faith, assessing the impact. “Simon’s gifts are…quieter.”

Faith felt the defense rise in her throat, but it stuck there, unsaid. She reached for a lemon tart and held it, unsure whether to eat or to use it as a shield.

Eleanor rose, dusting invisible crumbs from her lap. “Will you help me gather some herbs for dinner? The staff always over-salts the lamb.” She didn’t wait for a reply, simply walked toward the herb beds, confident Faith would follow.

She did. Through the maze of scent and color, past the clattering riot of fertility, Faith moved as if underwater. She saw herself reflected in every waxy leaf: a vessel, a placeholder, a necessary step in the chain of multiplication.

Eleanor moved with purpose, snipping basil, tarragon, mint, all with the same ruthless efficiency as before. “Simon always loved it here,” she said, over her shoulder. “He would trail after me for hours, asking questions about every plant. He was so gentle with them.”

Faith tried to picture Simon as a child, hands unstained by failure. “He still is,” she said.

Eleanor smiled, though her eyes stayed fixed on the greenery. “Arthur thought gentleness was a weakness. But I always believed it could be a strength—if paired with the right foundation.” She straightened, bouquet in hand, and finally looked Faith in the eye. “That’s what you bring, dear. The missing ingredient.”

The words were a compliment and a warning both.

They walked back to the patio in silence. Faith cradled her own bundle of mint, feeling the coolness seep through her skin. At the table, she watched Eleanor wrap the herbs in damp linen, then hand them off to the kitchen staff with a few crisp instructions.

Faith wanted to ask what came next, what unthinkable solution she was expected to contemplate. But Eleanor’s attention had already moved on, her phone buzzing in her pocket. She read the message—her face giving nothing away—then excused herself with a soft hand on Faith’s shoulder.

“Rest, darling. You’ll need your strength for the weekend.”

Left alone, Faith sat amid the ghosts of the conversation, surrounded by the fragrance of cut flowers and sugared fruit. She pressed the planner to her chest, feeling the pulse of her own heart and the distant, relentless machinery of the Sterling family closing in.

***

Eleanor returned some time later, arms folded but face radiant with concern. “You look pale, darling,” Eleanor said. “Come walk with me. Sometimes motion helps clear the mind.”

She looped her arm through Faith’s and set a brisk but manageable pace along a path of thyme and lavender. The scent rose, enveloping them, a spell as much as a fragrance. Faith allowed herself to be steered, the pressure of Eleanor’s hand on her elbow both reassuring and inescapable.

“Motherhood is a pilgrimage,” Eleanor said, not as an opening but as a proclamation. “It’s never a straight line, rarely a simple joy. But the women who endure—who adapt—are the ones whose children change the world.”

Faith nodded, eyes fixed on the neat seams of gravel at her feet. “I used to believe if you wanted something enough, God would…” She trailed off, not trusting herself to say more.

Eleanor squeezed her arm, a firmer grip this time. “He provides, in His own way.” They paused at a break in the hedge, the sea visible as a blue shimmer. “Do you know the story of Sarah and Hagar?”

Faith’s heart gave a sudden, traitorous jump. She knew the story. She’d heard it dozens of times, first from Sunday school teachers with pressed collars, later from Bible study groups where fertility was everyone’s favorite subtext. She knew the lesson: faith, patience, sacrifice. But she’d never once seen it as anything but a caution.

Eleanor smiled, catching the hesitation. “It’s a misunderstood tale, really. Sarah wasn’t weak; she was pragmatic. She wanted her husband’s legacy to endure. When nature failed her, she found another way.” She moved in closer, her breath warm at Faith’s temple. “Sometimes, darling, God answers prayer through the most unlikely channels.”

Faith could feel her jaw clench, the memory of every negative test, every late-night spiral through message boards full of desperate women. “But wasn’t it… wasn’t Hagar forced?”

Eleanor gave a small, dismissive laugh. “In the ancient world, duty and desire weren’t so easily divided. What mattered was the outcome. Hagar was elevated—she became a mother of nations.”

Faith nodded, though a sour ache curdled in her gut. “And Sarah was happy?”

Eleanor led them forward, the path now narrowing, the overgrown sides closing in. “She was fulfilled. She did what needed to be done for the family.” They turned a corner, and Faith realized she’d lost her sense of direction. The garden paths doubled back on themselves, each junction like the last, until she couldn’t tell if they were moving toward the house or away from it.

She tried to speak, to articulate the sense of panic fluttering in her chest, but Eleanor was already moving ahead, pulling her along. “I envy you, Faith,” she said. “You have a generosity of spirit. So many women in your position would have given up by now, or blamed their husbands, or poisoned the whole marriage with resentment. But you persist. You make it beautiful.”

Faith flushed at the praise, and a small, mean part of her preened to hear it. She wanted nothing more than to be a woman worth envying.

Eleanor slowed as they reached a secluded bench, half-hidden by a trellis heavy with wisteria. The shade was total; only the scent, and the filtered light gave any sense of time. Eleanor motioned for Faith to sit, then perched beside her, so close their knees touched.

“There are things I can’t discuss with Simon. He’s—” She broke off, searching Faith’s face for permission. “He’s more delicate than he lets on. He needs a wife who is willing to bear the burden for both of them. You do that beautifully.”

Faith found herself on the verge of tears, the compliment overwhelming in its intimacy. “I just want to do what’s right,” she whispered.

Eleanor reached out, brushing a strand of hair from Faith’s cheek. “You’re doing better than right. You’re becoming essential.”

There was a pause, then Eleanor leaned in, voice a confidential murmur. “The beach house is a special place, you know. Arthur and I built it as a sanctuary, but over the years it’s become something else. A place where people can let down their guard. Where things happen, sometimes, that would never happen in the city.” She smiled, almost mischievous. “Nature takes over. Primal instincts can flourish. That’s what the sea air is for.”

Faith felt a sudden, inexplicable urge to bolt from the bench, but Eleanor’s hand on her knee kept her rooted. She felt the pressure, gentle at first, then more insistent, as if Eleanor could transfer calm through flesh alone.

“You must trust me, Faith. Sometimes the answer to prayer comes disguised as desire.”

Faith nodded, tears breaking the dam. “I just—I just want a chance. I want to feel like a woman.”

Eleanor patted her hand, then stood, offering Faith an arm. “Come. Let’s walk back. Dinner will be ready soon.”

They moved through the winding maze, every path returning to the starting point. Faith lost count of the turns, but at one juncture she saw Arthur standing at the edge of a trimmed yew, watching. He wore a suit, no tie, the collar open, and the sleeves rolled up to reveal tan, freckled forearms. He seemed out of place among the blossoms, a wolf in a greenhouse, and yet the garden seemed to have expected his presence—every branch and bud bending toward him.

Arthur nodded at Eleanor, the two sharing a silent language. He let his gaze linger on Faith, the look so intense she nearly tripped over a root. The heat of embarrassment crawled up her neck. She looked away quickly, hoping Eleanor hadn’t noticed.

“She’s not used to so much sun,” Eleanor said, her tone light, but her fingers digging softly into Faith’s arm.

Arthur smiled, lips barely parting. “Good for her. It’s good to see her exposed.” Then he was gone, striding toward the main building with an economy of motion Faith had never seen in Simon.

Eleanor continued as if nothing had happened. “Arthur is a force of nature. It can be overwhelming, but I find it comforting.” She slowed, letting the moment settle. “Simon is a different kind of man, but he loves you fiercely. You should never doubt that.”

Faith nodded, not trusting her voice. She became acutely aware of the sweat pooling under her bra, of the way her thighs stuck together, of the faint tingle where Arthur’s eyes had passed over her body. She wanted to shower, or pray, or both.

Eleanor dismissed her back to the guest house, “You need some rest, dear.”

Faith breathed a prayer of thanks for the release, and slowly made her way back, puzzling over the meaning of Eleanor’s words. Were they mixed signals, or was her brain scrambled from the constant stress of reproducing?


Chapter 3 - The Hothouse

The Beach House loomed up from the cliff edge like a ship’s prow, all angles and glass, the sun throwing hard lines onto the endless blue beyond. Faith had seen pictures—never the real thing. Even the air was different here: saltier, sharpened by wind, tuned to the low, constant crash of surf against rocks. A private drive, sandblasted and empty, led to a blank-faced gate, which slid open at the touch of a remote. The car rolled up the cobblestone and stopped beneath a portico that looked, to Faith, like the entrance to a mausoleum built for billionaires.

Simon let the engine idle, eyes fixed on the GPS as if afraid to look up and see where he actually was. Faith wondered if he was waiting for a sign, a notification, something to postpone their arrival even by a few seconds. She watched his knuckles flex on the steering wheel: white, then red, then white again. There was no joy in the prospect of a weekend “away,” not for him. She forced a smile, reached over, squeezed his wrist.

“We made it,” she said.

“Yeah.” Simon blinked at the dashboard clock. “Right on time.”

They exited the car, suitcases in hand. Even their luggage seemed unworthy of the setting. Faith paused at the threshold, just inside the glass double doors. The foyer was vast and empty, a cathedral of light, with floors that shone like poured mercury. On the far wall hung a single painting: a nude, rendered in flat planes of blue and gray, limbs stretched to the vanishing point. The body was both woman and not-woman, the genitals absent, replaced with a faceted blankness. Faith stared, unable to decide if it was supposed to be erotic or clinical. She glanced back at Simon, but he had already set his suitcase down and was rubbing at a smudge on his phone’s screen, oblivious.

Eleanor’s voice called from the next room, echoing up the spiral of the floating staircase. “Darlings! Out here!”

They followed the sound through a gallery of nothing—no photos, no clutter, just pure surface—until they emerged onto the deck. Here, the world returned to color: Eleanor standing at the infinity pool’s edge, wrapped in a lemon-yellow linen, hair wound up in a silk scarf. She glowed. Or maybe it was the sunlight ricocheting off every flat surface, burning her into the afterimage.

Faith set her suitcase down and stepped forward, allowing herself to be enveloped in a hug that smelled of gardenia and sunblock. Eleanor’s arms were surprisingly strong, her grip not so much maternal as proprietary.

“Wonderful, you’re here!” Eleanor sang, pulling back just enough to inspect Faith’s face, then her shoulders, then her waist. “Simon, you look exhausted. And Faith, darling, that dress does nothing for your figure.” She tutted, her eyes alighting on the bag in Faith’s hand. “We’ll fix that. I’ve had some things laid out for you—something more beach appropriate, yes?”

Simon offered a weak laugh, but Eleanor was already orchestrating: “Simon, Arthur is in his study. He has urgent business for you before you can relax. Go, go. Faith, let me show you your room.”

They swept inside, the matriarch’s hand hovering at Faith’s back like a heat lamp. “You’re in the main guest suite, overlooking the ocean. We installed blackout blinds, in case you want to sleep in. And there’s a spa bath, for after you’ve had your swim. You really must use the pool—it’s ionized, not chlorinated, so much better for your hair and skin.”

Faith nodded, feeling herself being turned and placed, a piece on a game board. The room Eleanor led her to was vast, but not in the way of hotels. The furniture was minimal, low-slung and severe, the windows so wide she felt the pressure of the ocean even with the glass shut. On the bed lay a small, tissue-wrapped box.

Eleanor perched at the foot of the bed, her posture elegant as ever. “Go on,” she urged. “Open it.”

Faith set her overnight bag aside and peeled back the tissue. Inside was a swimsuit, midnight blue, high-cut and plunging at both front and back. A second skin, more runway than retail. Faith lifted it out, barely daring to stretch the straps.

“It’s from Eres,” Eleanor said, pride lighting her voice. “Imported. I asked their stylist for something that would flatter your—” she gestured delicately, “—your natural assets. I think you’re ready for a change, don’t you?”

Faith tried to laugh, but it caught in her throat. “It’s beautiful,” she managed. “Thank you.”

Eleanor’s gaze lingered, too intent. “Try it on. The mirror’s right here.”

Obedient, Faith retreated into the bath, closed the door, and undressed with shaking hands. She slid the suit up her legs, over her hips, and turned to face herself. It fit perfectly, which was its own kind of shock. The high cut made her legs look endless, the deep V gathered her breasts upward, her ribs faintly visible under the blue. There was nothing left to the imagination. Even her modesty looked curated. She suddenly felt like the woman in the painting, reconfigured into some erotic piece.

She ran her fingers over her own arms, pausing at the sharpness of her collarbone, the freckle at the base of her throat. The memory of Eleanor’s hands, the way they arranged and trimmed and possessed, seemed to echo inside her.

When she reentered, Eleanor had already set out a robe for her—a whisper of silk, more suggestion than cover. Faith slipped it on, but it did nothing to blunt the exposure.

“Lovely,” Eleanor said, “you could be a model.” She stood, smoothing her own linen dress, and her expression softened for the first time all day. “You’re too hard on yourself, Faith. You’ve always been more beautiful than you realized.”

Faith flushed, unsure whether to bow her head or stand taller. She opted for neither, following Eleanor back through the house, the hard floors cool under her feet, the sea’s brightness doubling in every reflection.

On the deck, Arthur had appeared. He wore a tight, sleeveless rash guard and black swim shorts, standing at the lip of the pool as if considering whether to dive or simply walk out onto the water. His body was still the body of a former athlete—broad-shouldered, lean, every movement sharp and economical.

He watched Eleanor and Faith approach, his eyes lingering on Faith with a frank, unhurried curiosity. He let his gaze travel from her face to her feet, then back up, and for a moment, Faith felt as if she were being scanned at a molecular level.

Arthur nodded, his mouth softening into what might have been a smile. “Welcome, Faith. Enjoy the house. You picked the best weekend for it—king tide.”

He turned away, then, without warning, launched himself off the edge in a perfect shallow dive. The water closed over him without a ripple. He surfaced at the far end, hair slicked back, arms stretching overhead. There was no performance in it; he swam as if he were alone, with a speed and ease that made Faith dizzy.

She sat on a lounger, clutching her robe closed, even though it concealed nothing. Eleanor had retreated inside, perhaps to supervise lunch or arrange for drinks. Alone, Faith found her gaze returning to Arthur again and again. She pretended to be interested in the view, the color gradations in the ocean, the flight of gulls overhead. But always she drifted back: to the broadness of his back as he pulled through the water, the ripple of muscle as he turned at the wall, the indifference with which he claimed all this as his own.

Simon would never swim like that, she thought. He would linger at the stairs, test the temperature with his toe, apologize for making a splash. He would never leap. He would never trust the water to hold him.

A prickle crept up her thighs. Faith shifted in the lounger, feeling the friction of silk against her skin, the subtle ride of the swimsuit as it shifted with her body. She adjusted the knot at her waist, but it was futile; she was acutely aware of every exposed inch, every soft place that Arthur might have seen, or guessed at.

Arthur climbed out, water sluicing down his chest and legs. He shook his head, sending droplets flying. He stood at the deck’s edge, breathing deep, not bothering to towel off, his wet shorts clinging to an impossible bulge. Faith stared at the ocean, but in the periphery she could feel him: his presence a low hum, vibrating along the planks. She couldn’t help herself as she stole another glance at his shorts, wondering if that could be real; then felt her breath catch when she saw Arthur watching.

He walked over, feet silent, and took the chair opposite hers. “Eleanor always talks about you,” he said. “She says you remind her of herself, at your age.”

Faith laughed, too loud. “That’s generous of her.”

Arthur’s gaze was steady. “She wasn’t always like this, you know. She learned to be strong.” He picked up a glass of water, drank, set it down. “Are you enjoying the beach?”

“It’s beautiful,” Faith said, willing her hands not to tremble. “It’s nothing like—” she stopped. “Nothing like home.”

“Do you miss it?” Arthur’s voice was so even it felt like a trick question.

Faith considered. “Sometimes. Mostly, I feel… displaced. Like I’m still waiting for it to feel real.”

He nodded. “It takes time. That’s true for most things worth having.” He let the statement hang.

Faith said nothing, watching the way the sun lit his skin. The droplets clung there, tiny lenses, amplifying the brightness. She imagined reaching out, tracing one down his arm, following the hard line of tendon to the soft place inside his wrist.

Arthur studied her, expression unreadable. “You’ll get used to it,” he said. “I hope you do, you’re like having a poolside model.”

He stood, stretched, and for a moment the shadow of his body fell across hers. Then he strode inside, leaving a faint trail of water, the boards darkening in his wake.

Faith sat there, heart pounding. She forced herself to count backward, to focus on the sound of the surf, the distant cry of gulls, anything but the lingering heat between her thighs.

She wondered if Eleanor had planned this—if the swimsuit, the lounger, even Arthur’s “accidental” proximity were pieces of a game she could not see. She wanted to blame someone, to assign motive, but the truth was uglier: she wanted it. She had wanted it from the moment she saw Arthur at the wedding, at Christmas, at every family function where his presence made her pulse race. She had told herself it was fear, or awe, or resentment. But now, exposed and alone, she knew it was none of those.

She peeled off the robe, letting the sun warm her shoulders. She tried to remember her favorite Psalm, the one about refuge and strength. The words would not come. In their place, a silent, searing hunger.

Faith closed her eyes, and for a moment, let herself feel it, undiluted.

Inside, Eleanor’s laughter rang out—a sound not of joy but of victory. Faith did not move, letting the sun bake her, her skin flushed, her breath shallow. She wondered if Arthur was watching her now, without the robe, his eyes taking her in like she had him.

***

Dinner was served at the long, gleaming table that jutted out from the wall of glass. The view, Faith thought, was wasted on the Sterlings; no one looked up, not even when the sun slipped below the horizon and turned the waves to hammered bronze.

Eleanor presided at the head, her every movement a small commandment. She poured wine for Faith and water for herself, then handed Simon a cup of tea so dark it bordered on opaque. “You need to hydrate, darling,” Eleanor said. “You always get headaches when you’re stressed.”

Simon sipped, grimacing. “Is this the herbal one?”

“I made it just for you.” Eleanor’s smile was a closed door. “It’ll help you sleep.”

Arthur entered last, toweling off his hair, a clean shirt stretched tight across his chest. He sat beside Faith, the scent of salt and ozone still clinging to him, more animal than man. For a moment, Faith could not breathe. She reached for her glass, hand trembling, and drained half of it in a swallow.

The food was exquisite, if unnecessary. Faith pushed her grilled fish around her plate, listening as Arthur and Eleanor debated the merits of Japanese versus Spanish sea salt, of wild-caught versus line-caught. Simon’s input, when it came, was defensive, clipped. He winced when he chewed. His eyes kept drifting closed.

Faith reached for his hand under the table, found it cold and damp. “Are you okay?”

Simon squeezed her fingers. “I’m fine. Just… tired.”

“He works too hard,” Eleanor said. “Always has. He doesn’t know when to stop.”

Arthur said nothing, but his gaze flicked to Simon, then to Faith. The glance was surgical, slicing away everything that did not matter.

Faith tried to focus on the tableware, on the ridges of her wineglass, the rim of her plate. She could feel Arthur’s presence beside her, a warmth that hummed just beneath the surface. When he shifted in his seat, the movement resonated in her bones.

Midway through the meal, Simon pressed the heel of his hand to his temple. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I need to lie down. The light—” He gestured vaguely at the ceiling, then stood. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Faith started to rise, but Eleanor waved her down. “Let him sleep it off, dear. He’ll be a new man by breakfast.”

Simon shuffled out, footsteps unsteady on the glass stairs. Faith watched him go, guilt bristling under her skin. The moment the bedroom door clicked shut, Eleanor rose, stacking the plates with brisk efficiency.

“You two enjoy the evening,” she said. “I’ll clean up.”

Arthur made a show of protest—“Let the staff handle it, El”—but she waved him off, already disappearing into the kitchen.

Faith remained at the table, hands folded, unsure whether to follow or flee. The ocean was a dull roar now, the windows open to the night breeze.

Arthur stood, came to stand behind her, his hands resting lightly on the back of her chair. “You don’t have to be afraid, you know.”

Faith startled, not at his words but at the certainty in his tone. “I’m not afraid,” she lied.

He laughed, low and soft. “Of course you are. But that’s not a bad thing.” He circled around to face her, then offered his hand. “Come outside.”

She took it—God help her; she took it—and let him lead her onto the deck, where the world was reduced to moonlight, wind, and the infinite dark of the water below. The air was colder here, charged with ions, electric.

Arthur stood at the railing, arms folded, looking out. “It’s humbling, isn’t it? Makes you realize how small you are.”

Faith joined him, arms wrapped around her own waist. “I feel invisible here.”

Arthur turned, studying her. “I doubt anyone’s ever found you invisible, Faith.”

She blushed, grateful for the dark. “It’s different,” she said. “In the city, I know who I am. Here, I’m not sure.”

“Well, perhaps I can help you become the woman you’re meant to be,” Arthur’s voice was so intimate it made her dizzy.

Faith shook her head. “I just want to be enough. For Simon. For you.”

He leaned in, not touching her, but close enough that she could feel the heat of him. “Simon is not the man you think you married,” Arthur said. “He never was.”

She tried to protest, but Arthur cut her off. “He’s weak, Faith. He’s always been weak. You knew that. You chose him because you thought you could fix him. But some things can’t be fixed.”

Faith looked at her feet, the pattern of the wood grain blurring. “I love him.”

Arthur laughed again, and this time there was no softness to it. “Do you love him, or is it just inertia?”

Faith bristled, but she stayed where she was. She could feel her own heart hammering, the blood rising in her cheeks, her neck, her breasts. She wanted to run, but her legs refused. She was rooted by his eyes, his presence…

Arthur reached out, brushed her hair behind her ear. The touch was featherlight, almost fatherly. “You want a child. That’s what you want more than anything.”

Faith felt her vision blur. “Yes.”

Arthur moved closer. He touched her chin, tilted her face to his. “Simon can’t give you that. He never will.”

“That’s not true,” she said, but her voice sounded thin, childish.

He stroked her cheek, thumb grazing her lower lip. “You deserve more.”

Faith’s mind screamed at her to step back, to call for Eleanor, to say anything that would break the spell. Instead, she stood there, hands at her sides, body tingling with shame and anticipation.

Arthur leaned in, his mouth close to her ear. “Sometimes faith requires sacrifice. Sometimes God’s plan is for us to take matters into our own hands.”

He traced the line of her jaw, his fingers cool and dry. “Do you believe in destiny, Faith?”

She tried to reply, but the words caught in her throat. He pressed her gently against the railing, his hand holding the curve of her hip. She gasped at the contact, at the indecency of it, but she did not move away.

Arthur’s lips brushed her temple, then her cheekbone, then paused at the corner of her mouth. “You want to be good,” he whispered. “But you were made for more.”

Faith’s eyes filled with tears. “I can’t…”

He held her there, body close but not yet touching. “You can,” he said. “That’s what desire is. A form of prayer.”

He kissed her, softly at first, then with a pressure that demanded a reply. Faith’s mouth opened before she could stop herself. His tongue was warm, insistent, tasting of salt and wine and something darker.

She tried to resist, but her body betrayed her. She leaned into him, hands gripping his arms, her pulse a wild drumbeat in her ears. Arthur held her steady, never hurried, as if he had all the time in the world.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers. “You belong to this family,” he said, voice low. “You belong to me.”

Faith shuddered. “What about Eleanor?” she managed, the last defense she could muster.

Arthur smiled, his eyes bright in the moonlight. “Eleanor wants a grandchild. We’ll make her so happy.” He voiced her fears, her thoughts. Rather than revulsion, Faith felt a spark of excitement.

He kissed her again, longer this time, his hands roaming down her spine, over her hips, settling at the base of her back. Faith felt herself melting, her knees gone soft, her body pressed tight against his.

She thought of Simon, asleep and dreaming, and of her own mother, of every lesson about obedience and purity she had ever swallowed. All of it felt distant, insubstantial compared to the ache blooming inside her. Arthur was stronger, determined—so much different from Simon.

Arthur pulled away, just enough to look into her eyes. “You’re beautiful when you surrender,” he said.

Faith flushed, mortified and thrilled.

“Come with me,” Arthur said.

She let him lead her inside, past the empty table gleaming under the dinner lights. Up the glass stairs, down the corridor opposite the master suite, to another guest room—almost a suite itself.

Arthur closed the door behind them, locking it with a deliberate click. He turned, and in the shadows, he looked even larger, more elemental, than before.

He took her face in his hands, kissed her again, slow and patient. He unwrapped her robe, sliding it from her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. The swimsuit, once a shield, now felt like a cage. He traced the neckline with his finger, pausing at the swell of her breasts.

“You’re perfect,” he said, and she believed him. She was overwhelmed by the difference between him and Simon. She had to coax Simon to her like he was a frightened kitten; Arthur was taking her like a lion.

He guided her to the bed, eased her down onto the cold sheets. He knelt beside her, hands on her thighs, thumbs pressing small circles into her flesh. She could feel herself trembling, the anticipation almost painful.

Arthur peeled away the suit, inch by inch, exposing her skin to the cool night air. He took his time, unhurried, as if savoring each reveal. When she was finally naked, he sat back on his heels, eyes drinking her in.

Faith covered her chest with her hands, shame and excitement warring inside her. Arthur gently pulled her arms away, pinning her wrists to the mattress.

“No hiding,” he said. “Not from me.”

He bent down, mouth exploring her neck, her collarbone, the hollow of her throat. His touch was both decisive and reverent, the touch of a man who understood anatomy in all its weaknesses.

Faith arched against him, gasping when he found her nipples, licking and biting with just enough force to make her cry out. He smiled at the sound, then moved lower, tracing her ribs, her stomach, pausing at the dip of her navel.

She tried to close her legs, but he parted them with a gentle pressure, his hands as inexorable as gravity. He kissed her inner thigh, then again, closer, until she shivered from head to toe.

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, voice so calm she wanted to scream.

Faith shook her head, unable to form words.

Arthur smiled, satisfied, and lowered his mouth to her. The sensation was electric, fire spreading through her body, erasing every thought except the urgent, animal need for more.

He licked her, slow and deliberate, teasing her with his tongue, his fingers pressing into her hips to hold her still. Faith moaned, louder than she meant, the sound shocking in its rawness.

He continued until she was shaking, until she begged him with a voice she did not recognize as her own. Only then did he rise, effortlessly stripping his clothes, unashamed of his body—fit and tanned, silvery hairs dusting his chest. When he dropped his shorts, Faith was surprised at the size of him, hard and ready—again, unlike Simon.

She knew there would be hesitation, no weak efforts. She lay wet and open, waiting to be taken by only the second man in her life. Arthur smiled, like a hungry animal, as he moved in, settling his weight on top of her, his erection pressing against her thigh.

He entered her in one smooth motion, filling her completely. Faith gasped at the shock of it, at the way her body accepted him without protest. He was harder, bigger than Simon, filling her like she never felt before. Arthur moved slowly, each thrust a lesson in control. He watched her face, reading every expression, every shiver.

She clung to him, nails digging into his back, desperate to hold on to this moment, to make it last forever.

When she came, it was not the soft release she was used to. It was a convulsion, a wave that broke her open. She sobbed his name, once, then again, the sound lost in the thunder of the surf outside.

Arthur kept moving, relentless, until he finished inside her with a groan. He stayed on top of her, pressing his lips to her forehead, her cheek, her mouth.

He whispered, “You’re mine, now.”

Faith cried, the tears hot and silent.

When he rolled off, she curled into a ball, arms around her knees. Arthur stroked her hair, almost tender.

“It’s all right,” he said. “You did exactly what you were meant to do.”

Faith lay there, listening to the crash of the ocean, to the sound of her own broken breath. She tried to pray, but all she could think was:

I am no longer myself.

***

The moon hung low, swollen and pearly, scattering a path of light over the black surface of the pool. Faith stood at the edge, arms crossed over her bare chest, watching the ripples shimmer and break. She could still taste Arthur’s breath in her mouth, the salt tang of his skin on her tongue. She hoped the purity of the night air on her naked skin would help her mind to calm.

She wanted to feel shame, but her body was humming, blood bright and wild. Every nerve felt raw and new.

Arthur joined her after a minute, a dark silhouette against the open doors. He’d changed into a robe, but left it untied; his body was marked by old scars, a scattering of freckles, the pale line of a surgical incision curving along his lower abdomen. He said nothing, just stood behind her, so close she could sense the animal heat rolling off him.

“This is perfect, your beauty in the night air. This feels like a baby making night,” he whispered.

He placed his hands on her hips, fingers splayed, pressing until she could feel the indentations. He kissed her shoulder, teeth grazing the skin. His erection, already stiff, nudged at the back of her thigh. Faith froze, waiting for him to speak, to frame this as forgiveness or sin. But Arthur just pushed her forward, bending her at the waist, her hands bracing against the cool glass rail.

He entered her with a single, practiced thrust. No hesitation. No pretense.

Faith cried out, the sound drowned by the thunder of the waves below. The deck boards vibrated with each impact, each thrust timed to the surge and crash of the tide. She stared at her own reflection in the glass, hair wild, eyes wide, mouth open. Arthur loomed behind her, a shadow of muscle and bone, his face rapt in concentration.

He gripped her waist, driving deeper, faster, his breath a steady growl in her ear. Faith felt her insides rearrange, her pulse a hammer in her chest. She was nothing but a body, a vessel waiting to be filled and multiplied.

She came with a violence that startled her. The muscles in her legs trembled, her knees threatening to give way. Arthur held her upright, pounding through her spasms, relentless. When he finished, he stayed inside her, his hands flattening over her stomach, as if to hold the evidence in place.

He pulled out, spent, then turned her around. She half-expected a slap or a kiss, but instead he lifted her chin with two fingers and looked into her eyes.

“You’ll make a perfect Sterling,” he said. “Your beauty and my strength will combine.”

Faith could not reply. She let her gaze drop, too ashamed to meet his eyes, too exultant to speak.

Arthur knelt, and in a gesture so jarring it felt staged, clasped a heavy gold bracelet around her wrist. The weight of it was astonishing; the links pressed into her skin like a cuff.

“A token of appreciation,” he said. “You’ll wear it for me.”

He stood, arranged the folds of his robe, and strode back inside, after directing her to retrieve her swimsuit, so he could see her in it again tomorrow.

Faith stood naked, nothing hiding her from God and the earth. She looked at the heavy gold bracelet, wrapped around her possessively. Further down her hand, the thin band from Simon. She huffed at the symbology: Simon’s ring weakly clinging to her finger, Arthur’s gift trapping her arm in audacious ownership.

She listened to the ocean, to the distant slap of Arthur’s footsteps as he retreated. She touched the bracelet, turned it over and over, marveling at its density, its utter indifference to her.

She thought of Simon, curled up in bed, oblivious. She pictured herself next to him, her body still wet with the memory of Arthur’s invasion. She should have felt dirty, ruined, instead there was a bright, clean space where the guilt should be. As if the act had burned out everything extraneous and left only purpose.

Faith took one last look at the moon, now mottled by a scud of cloud, then walked back to the guest suite, where she gathered her swimsuit, discarded on the floor. She lingered, looking at the rumpled sheets on the bed, remembering how it felt to have Arthur take her, plant his seed inside of her. It made her hungry for more. She padded, naked, back to the guest room and Simon. She washed herself in the sink, careful not to let the bracelet get wet, then slipped into bed beside Simon.

He stirred, murmured her name, then pulled her close. Faith allowed herself to be spooned, her husband’s arms soft and possessive around her.

She stared at the ceiling, feeling the steady throb between her legs, the phantom fullness of Arthur still inside her.

She rested her hand on her belly, gold bracelet gleaming in the moonlight.

This is for a baby, she thought. This is for us.

***

The next day, Saturday, dawned with blue skies, sunshine and trepidation. Faith wondered if Simon could tell what she had done and feared that her face and words would somehow relay to Eleanor that a line had been crossed.

She awoke to find Simon gone from their bed—not unusual—but it triggered her fears. She dressed in a light sun dress, matched with a nude bra that enhanced her bust, and a white thong, which would protect her modesty, but barely.

Faith examined herself in the mirror, wondering if she dressed this way for Simon or for Arthur. She knew the answer, but dared not voice it. All morning she had wrestled with her feelings about the night before. She knew she should be ashamed for violating her vows, but she was also energized by the experience with Arthur. She had never imagined sex could be that enjoyable. She wanted more, not just to make a baby.

When she entered the kitchen area, Simon was nursing a hot cup of tea, looking frail and worn. Arthur was standing at the threshold, wearing the same robe from last night, leaning against the doorway, surveying all as if he were king of the domain. His eyebrow raised and eyes sparkled when he saw Faith enter, making her immediately feel wanted. The heat was growing again, despite her efforts to remain cool and neutral.

Eleanor, sitting next to Simon, looked up at Faith with her typical cool smile, “Good to see you this morning, dear. Simon woke with a migraine worse than last night’s—luckily, you slept through it. You need your rest.”

Simon peered at her through red-rimmed eyes, his hair disheveled and hands gently clasping the teacup. “Hi honey. I’ll be Okay. Don’t want to ruin your weekend.”

Eleanor gently patted Simon’s shoulder, “There, there, dear. You should be somewhere cool and dark.” She looked up at Faith and said, “I think I need to tuck him in at home, pull the blackout shades and turn up the air conditioning. Cool and dark is what he needs when these hit so badly.”

Faith felt sorry for Simon and felt a jolt in her stomach at the thought of leaving early. She dutifully said, “I’ll pack our things and drive him home, then.”

Eleanor shushed her, “No. You deserve the time to relax, I’ll drive him. Besides, it’s time to turn some of the garden soil, and I can work late without worrying about dinners and taking care of Arthur. You stay here with Arthur, and he’ll have you back Sunday night.”

Faith felt her stomach lurch and her heart skip when she realized Eleanor intended to leave them alone at the Beach House. She glanced over at Arthur, who was plainly staring at Faith, a calculating and predatory look behind his smile. “I’ll take good care of her, and make sure she gets plenty of downtime,” he assured Eleanor.

Faith was torn between duty to her husband and lust for his father. She followed Eleanor back to their room to pack Simon’s things and bring them out to their car. Eleanor promised to take care of Simon, and that she’d text when they got home safely.

Faith stood in the entranceway as she watched the car pull away, Simon in the passenger seat, eyes covered with a damp cloth. She dared not turn back inside as the car disappeared down the winding drive and pulled into the street, fearing to face what she had created last evening.

She felt, rather than heard, Arthur’s presence behind her.

“Well,” he said as she felt his hands land on her shoulders. “This was a fortunate turn of events. We’ll have the house to ourselves until tomorrow.”

He applied pressure to her shoulders, turning her to face him. As she turned, she met his eyes. They were filled with not lust, but anticipation. It was like he knew what was going to happen without effort, like driving a car or opening the door.

When he leaned forward to kiss her, she didn’t resist, just let it happen. She was conflicted but desire was winning, so when his lips met hers, she opened her mouth to let his tongue in, just like the night before.

He kissed her gently at first, then harder, his tongue probing her mouth as she leaned into him. The kiss became more urgent, as her tongue ventured forth, tasting the coffee on his teeth, as she enjoyed his moan.

After a moment, he pushed her back slightly, grasping the shoulders of the sundress and pulling it up. She raised her arms to allow him to disrobe her, then felt his hands efficiently unclasp her bra and let it fall next to the dress.

Arthur took in her nakedness, smiling. “You won’t be needing undergarments the rest of the weekend Faith. I plan to make maximum use of your fertile window. You want that, don’t you?”

Faith’s head swam as she considered the possibilities. She wanted the baby. She wanted him to plant it. She wanted… her brain wouldn’t sound the words because they were so raw and vile. She wanted him to fuck her again like last night, any way he wanted. She simply nodded as she slipped off the thong, letting it fall to the floor.

There was a thrill in the vulnerability of standing naked before him, open to the driveway and anyone driving down the road. She felt her nipples harden to tough nibs, and her skin prickle, from both the excitement of being exposed, and from the way Arthur looked at her—a mixture of admiration of her beauty, and hunger to take her.

He opened his robe, exposing his rock-hard erection, swollen and angry. As he stepped forward, he grabbed her shoulder and spun her, pushing her towards the door frame. As she reached out to balance herself, she felt his hands grasp her hips and his hardness push between her thighs.

With no need to be asked, she adjusted her stance, spread her legs, and felt him enter her. The memory of last night rushed back to her—the feeling of being filled, a powerful man taking her, working to give her a baby. She felt Arthur reach around and rub her clit, and almost fell when the orgasm hit, causing her to scream out. She was certain neighbors and anyone in a mile radius could hear her, but she didn’t care. She felt full, felt the force that was Arthur stretching her over and over.

She begged him to come for her, to fill her, to give her a baby. Arthur continued his assault, pulling her tight and thrusting only to satisfy his need. She felt another peak approached as he suddenly pulled her tight, his body shivering as he pumped her full. The realization that he was breeding her drove her over the edge as she bucked and babbled. It was nothing to Arthur, who kept her tight until he was sure she was full.

Arthur stood back, allowing Faith to push back from the door frame and stand. She turned just in time to see him tuck his softening penis back inside the robe. He smiled at her, “Simon is an idiot to ignore you.” He chuckled, “Well, his loss is my gain. Stay naked—I plan to use you whenever the urge arises.” His eyes roamed up and down her naked body, making her shiver, feeling exposed and examined as if she were breeding stock—which she was.

As he turned to head back into the house, he said, “Make sure you don’t drip on the furniture.”

Faith stood in the doorway, naked and burning with embarrassment, but satisfied. She had never been treated this way by Simon—he was all permissions and apologies. Arthur was power, and taking control. Faith was both frightened and also drawn to his strength, like a moth circling a flame that could burn her up.

***

Faith picked up her dress and thong, then headed back into the house. She found Arthur sitting on the back porch, reading the paper, oblivious to her. She hovered for a while, expecting something—acknowledgement, conversation, kiss—she didn’t know.

He finally looked up, saw her standing there and seemed annoyed. “I’m not ready to go again yet, Faith. Put on the dress and I’ll let you know when I’m ready again. I’ve got lunch being served at noon—you can join me then.

Faith paused for a moment as he turned back to his paper, then walked back to her room, not yet pulling on the dress as she felt him leaking down her leg. She wiped down in the bath, then lay naked on the bed, knees up, hoping that might help the swimmers reach her eggs.

She watched the ocean out the window as she imagined Arthur’s sperm wriggling inside of her, energetic and powerful, unlike poor Simon’s seed.

Faith woke suddenly, realizing from the angle of the sun on the water that hours must have passed. She glanced at the clock and saw that it was already noon. She went in the bathroom and splashed some water on her face, then toweled it dry, skipping makeup so she wouldn’t be even later for lunch.

She pulled on the sundress again and padded down to the kitchen barefoot. It felt thrilling to walk through the vast house wearing nothing but the sundress. When she arrived in the kitchen, she could see Arthur sitting at the outside patio table, already eating a salad of some sort.

When she joined him, he simply said, “You’re late,” then gestured to the other place setting, “Salmon and salad. Make sure you eat properly for the baby.”

Faith took her seat and picked at the salad, wondering whether she should strike up a conversation. Arthur focused on his meal, not to ignore her, but simply because it was a task to be completed. Faith watched him, which felt uncomfortable, like she was some stalker. She shifted her gaze to the water glasses, slices of lemon floating in them, and bet on which beads of condensation would reach the base first.

When Arthur was finished, he looked over at her, and saw that her plate was only half finished. He nodded, “I see how you keep that figure now. But remember, the baby will require more calories one we’re sure that you’re with child.”

He looked over at the pool, a shimmering attraction in the midday heat. “How about a swim before we try again?” Arthur didn’t bother to wait for her reply before he rose, and unbuttoned his light silk shirt, watching her.

Faith rose, then turned to head to the room to retrieve her suit. She had taken a few steps when she heard Arthur ask, “Where are you going, Faith?”

“To get my suit,” she replied, waiting for his response—would it be dismissal, permission?

“No suit this weekend, just take off the dress,” he replied as she watched him push off his shorts, his cock springing free, emerging from the short-cropped forest of gray hairs at his groin.

As she slowly pulled off her dress, still feeling awkward in front of him, she watched him appraise her, his eyes roaming from her head to her toes, then back to her pussy, which she felt growing warm. She wondered if he could notice the dampness there, her desire building as she again felt the thrill of this forbidden relationship.

When he finished scanning her, Arthur took the few steps to the pool’s edge and dove in, slicing the water with barely a splash. She watched him swim as she slowly approached the pool. She admired his muscles, still visible and strong at his age, and focused on his ass, imagining how those muscles flexed as he pumped into her.

Faith sat on the edge of the pool, dangling her feet in the water, as Arthur made a few laps, then swam up to her, brushing the water from his face. He stood before her, his face at breast level as he stood in the pool. “Not interested in a swim?” he asked, not waiting for a response as he gently pried her legs apart, then ran a finger over her slit, causing her to shiver. He smiled slightly as he said, “I see, eager to get to the baby making part, are we?”

Faith’s breath caught for a second, then Arthur asked, “Are you horny, Faith? Ready for sex?”

Faith couldn’t answer, just nodded slightly.

Arthur met her eyes, saying softly, “I couldn’t hear you Faith. Tell me what you want.”

Faith’s mouth was dry, but she croaked out, “I want to fuck.” The words felt dirty in her mouth.

Arthur’s eyes sparkled, as he chuckled, “I like that. Talk dirty, Faith. Make this fun.”

Faith felt the thrill of the forbidden intensify as she spread her legs wider and said, “Fuck me.”

Arthur smiled, “Good girl.” She watched him exit the pool, walking up the stairs and approaching her. She remained sitting on the edge of the pool as she watched his penis swinging as he walked, just above her eye level. This was the first time she could see it up close, noticing how much bigger than Simon he was, his head flared and veins visible.

He stopped right in front of her, his cock hanging less than a foot in front of her face. “Get me hard, Faith. With your mouth.”

She looked up, “I don’t, um…”

Arthur smiled, “Oh, you do now. Show me how much you want a baby. Show me how much you want me.”

Faith leaned forward and opened her mouth, possibly the third time in her life that she had taken a penis this way, never more than a taste. As she sucked him into her mouth, tasting of chlorine and musk, Arthur encouraged her, “That’s it. Apply a little suction and use your tongue.”

She could feel him swelling as she tried, taking hold of him with her left hand and using her right to hold his leg, keeping her balance.

She felt him harden some more as he said, “That’s a good girl, now move your head back and forth. Just get me hard, we’ll do more later.” Faith tried, feeling her mouth full as he grew much harder and longer. She couldn’t get more than a few inches in her mouth, and no longer had to hold his shaft, so let go.

“No. Keep your hand there, I like to see your wedding ring and my bracelet.” Faith could feel herself getting wetter at the thought that her first real blowjob was with her husband’s father.

After another minute, Arthur patted her head and said, “Good girl. I’m ready now.” She felt him pull free and watched as he lay down on the deck beside her, his cock pointing up, hard and needy.

He looked over and said, “Climb on, girl. Show me how much you want that baby.”

Faith had never ridden Simon like this, it was always missionary and occasionally doggy. Arthur could sense her hesitation, and said, “Don’t tell me you don’t ride Simon?”

Faith shook her head slightly, embarrassed at the answer, based upon how he had asked with such derision.

“Well, you will, with me. I guess you’ll be learning a lot about how a woman should treat her husband. Get on top now, Faith, so we can put a baby in you.”

Faith straddled him, as she held his erection and fumbled to line him up. As she slid down onto him, feeling his hot member filling her, she felt so dirty, taking him inside of her, driving the action, rather that being a passive participant.

She saw Arthur smiled slightly, as he said, “That’s it, Faith. You feel so good, now ride me gently and I’ll give you a baby.”

Faith settled all the way down, feeling him inside her in places that Simon never reached. As she put her hands on Arthur’s chest to steady herself, she spotted her wedding band and Arthur’s bracelet, and the pure audacity of her act brought her to orgasm. She nearly shrieked as she lost her balance, her body quaking and bucking. Arthur’s hand shot up to grasp her breasts and steady her. He pinched and twisted her nipples, driving her to another orgasm, as she sobbed his name and tried to process the level of pleasure that she had never experienced before.

When she finally calmed, Arthur looked at her and said, “Good girl. That felt so good, now ride me to get your baby.”

Faith gently rocked her hips, then tentatively rose and lowered, until she felt a rhythm that worked. She marveled at how she could tilt her hips and stimulate her clit, while she watched Arthur’s face to read what felt good for him. Within five minutes, Arthur was panting and sweating, his hands moving from her breasts to her hips as he said, “I’m close, keep that up, Faith.”

It only took another minute before Arthur groaned, gripping her hips so hard he left marks, as Faith felt him releasing inside of her. She remained still, imagining the millions of little baby makers pouring out of him into her. He finally loosened the grip on her, and she rolled off, pulling her legs up to keep his cum inside of her.

Arthur looked over at her, watching her positioning herself and said, “You really want my baby, don’t you?”

Faith just nodded, visualizing the swimmers heading for her cervix and beyond.

***

The rest of the weekend passed similarly—Faith left on her own until a meal or drink, then Arthur taking her over the dining table, or in the guest bed.

She woke on Sunday to Arthur entering her room, and silently pulling back the sheets to take her, as she spread for him.

Faith was at first uncomfortable about the lack of communication, but grew to crave the feeling of Arthur claiming her whenever and wherever he wanted. She wanted to be his vessel, his Hagar.

Simon called on Sunday to check on her, and let her know his migraine had passed. When he asked how things were with his father, Faith felt a chill of excitement as she replied, “OK, nothing to report,” as Arthur’s semen leaked from her.

They left the Beach House and drove home in silence, Faith realizing that Arthur really was only interested in breeding her. She wished for more—a little conversation or cuddling would make the arrangement feel more normal, but she knew that would make her relationship with Simon even stranger.


Chapter 4 - The Golden Graft

Faith spent the three days after the beach house as if walking on a floor of ice, waiting for the first, catastrophic crack. She was sure that Eleanor would notice, that Simon would catch a scent or a stain, that the truth would slough off her skin and be found by the laundry, the sheets, the air itself. But the secret was patient. It stayed where Arthur had left it: under the bracelet, against her wrist, a pulse she could not will away.

She tried to pray, but her prayers receded before they could gather mass. Even the old routines—her walks in the garden, her careful curating of the church bulletin—now seemed like a child’s attempts to draw a chalk line around the sea.

On the third afternoon, Faith dressed with more deliberation than she had on her wedding day. The navy skirt, the fitted blouse, the cardigan that masked the flush on her arms. She pulled her hair back, then let it fall again, then pulled it back once more. The bracelet had left a faint bruise on her skin, a shadow that deepened whenever she flexed her hand.

Simon was away at the office, and the silence in the guest house felt like permission. She found herself walking the path toward the main house, the gold heavy and cold as a shackle.

The first stop, as always, was the kitchen. She rehearsed her lines: “Thank you for the weekend,” “The soup was divine,” “You’re so generous, Eleanor.” But the kitchen was empty, the knives arrayed on the magnetic strip in precise order, the sink shining with recent polish.

She wandered, unconsciously, toward the heart of the house, a place she’d never felt welcome to enter. The study door was closed, but a slant of sunlight painted the space beneath it. She paused, one hand on the burnished brass, and for a moment she could hear her own heartbeat, an arrhythmic, frantic flutter.

She knocked—soft, then louder.

Arthur’s voice came through, low and patient. “Come in.”

She entered on a tide of cigar smoke and lemon oil. The study was a museum of power: floor-to-ceiling shelves packed with books whose titles were stamped in gold, the spines as unyielding as stone. The window was shut, but the smell of flowers and bourbon hung in the air. The desk dominated the center, a slab of walnut broad and imposing. On the wall behind, a row of family portraits: Arthur at various ages, in various uniforms—military, business, the indeterminate formal of family holidays. In every image, Simon stood beside him, always a step behind or a head bowed lower, as if caught yielding ground.

Arthur sat behind the desk, reading glasses perched at the tip of his nose. He wore a white dress shirt, sleeves rolled to reveal the sun-and-scarred terrain of his forearms. His hair was wet, recently showered, and he radiated a sense of practiced readiness.

“Faith.” He set down the papers with a delicacy that bordered on contempt. “What a pleasant surprise.”

She stood just inside the door, unsure where to put her hands, so she folded them in front of her, clutching her own knuckles. “I—I wanted to thank Eleanor for last weekend, but she wasn’t—”

“She’s at her charity meeting.” Arthur gestured at the chair opposite him, the invitation unmistakable. “Sit.”

Faith did as instructed, careful not to let her skirt ride up above the knees. She was acutely aware of the bracelet, now glaring and ostentatious against her modest clothes.

Arthur took a moment to appraise her, his gaze lingering on the band of gold. “Is it comfortable?” he asked, voice neutral.

She nodded, then shook her head. “It’s a little—I’m not used to jewelry like this.”

He smiled, a tight flex of muscle at one corner of his mouth. “You’ll get used to it.” He opened a drawer, withdrew a decanter and two heavy crystal tumblers. He poured a measure into each glass, the color of it deep and medicinal.

“Bourbon?” he offered.

She hesitated. “It’s early,” she said, more a question than a protest.

“In this house, we set our own hours.” He slid the glass toward her, the cut crystal glinting in the sun like a shard of fate. “Consider it the beginning of your new shift.”

Faith wrapped both hands around the glass to steady her grip. The liquor was bitter, a line of fire down her throat. It made her chest bloom with heat, the nerves in her fingers suddenly over-precise.

Arthur watched her drink, his own glass untouched. “You look pale,” he said. “Are you ill?”

Faith shook her head, unsure how to calibrate her voice. “No, just—tired, I guess. I haven’t been sleeping well.”

He nodded, as if he’d already diagnosed and dismissed her troubles. “Sleep is overrated. Most people accomplish nothing in their dreams.”

She wanted to reply, but the words stuck. Instead, she studied the bookshelves. Every volume was pristine, arranged by size and color. Some were first editions, their dust jackets protected by fine plastic. There were odd gaps—places where a book had been pulled, then replaced by something newer and glossier.

Arthur followed her gaze. “Do you read much, Faith?”

She nodded, then realized she was supposed to elaborate. “I used to. I have had little time since—”

“Since you married Simon?” The tone was so matter-of-fact it almost didn’t sting.

She nodded again, then blushed. “We’re busy.”

Arthur laughed, a quick, guttural sound. “You’re not busy. You’re bored. That’s why you’re here.”

Faith looked down at the drink, tracing a finger along the rim.

He tapped the surface of his own desk. “You’re not very good at hiding when you want something.”

A flush started at her jaw and crept up to her scalp. She tried to conjure a rebuttal, a denial, anything, but the silence was absolute.

Arthur waited, then leaned forward, forearms bracketing the glass. “Do you want to continue?”

Faith’s mouth went dry. She could feel the pulse in her wrist, the bracelet too tight, too present. “I don’t—I mean—” She searched for the right phrasing, but none of the words felt real. “I thought maybe we should talk about what happened.”

Arthur regarded her with the patience of a man who had spent decades extracting confessions. “Do you regret it?”

Faith opened her mouth, closed it. She shook her head. “No. I mean—I should. But I don’t.”

He relaxed, the tension in his shoulders visible only in the slow exhale. “Good. That will make this easier.” He reached into another drawer, produced a small black box. He set it on the desk, then turned it so the clasp faced her.

Faith stared at it, then at Arthur. “What’s this?”

“Open it.”

She obeyed, fingers numb, and found a velvet bed lined with a necklace. Not delicate—heavy, the links substantial, a locket hanging from the center like a talisman.

He gestured at the box. “Wear it,” he said. “Now.”

Faith’s hands shook as she lifted the necklace, the locket cold and weighty in her palm. She fumbled with the clasp, finally securing it around her neck. The locket settled just above her heart.

Arthur smiled, more satisfied than before. “It suits you.” He finished his bourbon in one motion, then stood. “Come here,” he said.

Faith stood, the chair skidding back with a soft squeak. She rounded the desk, walking toward him like a sleepwalker.

He put his hands on her shoulders, firm but not unkind. He looked her in the eyes, his gaze so unwavering she had to look down.

“You are here because you chose to be,” Arthur said. “If you don’t want this, you can leave. But if you stay, you follow my rules.”

She nodded, breath trapped in her chest.

“Say it.”

“I want this,” she whispered. “I want you.”

Arthur pulled her closer, his body radiating heat. He brushed her hair back, exposing her throat. “You’re mine now. You understand that?”

She nodded again, tears prickling behind her eyes.

He bent, pressed his mouth to the hollow of her throat, then up to her jaw. Faith trembled, but she did not move. He unbuttoned the top of her blouse, exposing the pale slope of her collarbone, then kissed the place where the locket rested.

“You will come when I call for you,” he said. “You will do as I say.”

Faith closed her eyes, a single tear escaping down her cheek.

Arthur kissed it away. “Good girl.”

He stepped back, the heat of him lingering. “You may go now,” he said. “I have work to do.”

Faith nodded, straightening her blouse, the locket cold and heavy against her skin.

She left the study; the door closing with a soft click behind her.

In the hallway, her legs almost buckled. She caught herself, then walked, slow and measured, toward the guest house. She paused at a mirror, touching the locket, watching the way it glinted in the light.

Her face looked unfamiliar: mouth red, eyes wide, the gold at her wrist and throat gleaming like a brand.

***

She lasted two days before returning to the study. Two days of carrying the locket under her clothes, sleeping with it pressed between her breasts, and watching the bruise from the bracelet resolve into a ring of gold-dusted violet. Each night, she’d sit beside Simon at dinner, mind a fugue of rehearsed conversation and searing recall, her eyes fixed on the thin sliver of his throat, where his Adam’s apple bobbed like a dancing fool. She wanted to tell him. She wanted him to know, to rescue her, or rage at her, or even to banish her—but Simon only noticed the locket once, when she turned in profile to pour his coffee. “New?” he’d asked, peering over the business section. “It looks expensive.” She said yes, and Simon never mentioned it again.

The invitation arrived by text, a line simple and direct: “Five o’clock, my office. Don’t be late.” Faith spent the afternoon in the garden, pulling weeds with the staff, willing the dirt under her nails to ground her. It did not.

She waited at the study door, breathing slow, the locket thudding at her pulse-point. She knocked, and this time the wordless “Come in” was stripped of even the small decency of surprise.

Arthur looked up, glasses perched on the tip of his nose. “You’re on time,” he said, gesturing with a pen. “Good.”

She lingered on the threshold. The room had a twilight cast; the windows mottled with salt haze. It was colder than before. The bourbon decanter sat between them, as always, but next to it was an ancient ledger, open, the ink inside black as regret.

Arthur’s suit was midnight blue, shirt open at the throat, no tie. He regarded her with the same patient predation she’d felt in his bed. “Sit.”

She obeyed, hands folded, knees tight together. The skirt was a half-inch shorter than her others—she’d chosen it that way, she realized, for him.

Arthur finished a line in the ledger, set the pen aside, and closed the book with a sound like a gavel. “You know why you’re here?”

She nodded, then, when he waited, forced herself to speak. “To continue.. uh”

Arthur’s smile was dry as paper. “Use your words, Faith. No one likes a wimp.” He poured bourbon, but this time he made her pour her own. She did, filling the glass to the same line as before.

He watched her drink, the same as last time, but now there was no warmth in it—only assessment, like a scientist watching a sample respond to poison.

Faith took a sip, the fire down her throat gave her courage. She looked at Arthur and said, “To fuck.”

Arthur smiled, “That’s my girl. Dirty words. Before we begin,” Arthur said, “I want to clarify something.” He opened a folder, pulled out a stack of documents, each paper clipped and marked with colored tabs. “Do you know whose name is on the deed to your guest house?”

Faith blinked, startled by the shift in topic. “It’s ours. Simon’s. I mean—he said it was—”

Arthur pushed the first document across the desk. “Sterling Holdings, LLC. My holding company. Simon’s name isn’t anywhere on the paperwork.” He slid another document forward. “His position at the company is courtesy. He has no voting rights, no real authority. His income is a stipend, which I provide—taxed as a gift, not a salary.”

Faith stared at the papers, the words blurring. “He’s the heir,” she said, like reciting a catechism. “Everyone says—”

Arthur snorted. “He’s an heir, not the heir. He was never meant to run anything. The board humors him; Eleanor humors him; I humor him. The only thing Simon’s ever really owned is his failure.”

She tried to push the papers back, but Arthur laid a hand over them, pinning them to the desk. His palm was broad, the skin crisscrossed with old scars, pale against the walnut veneer.

He continued, softening his voice. “Your charitable giving. The foundation in your name—the one that sends out those letters to the parish, the one you’re so proud of? Do you know where that money comes from?”

Faith shook her head, a flush of dread overtaking her.

“My personal accounts.” He tapped the stack again. “I approved every wire, every donation. You never noticed because you didn’t want to. You wanted to believe you were making a difference, Faith, but you were always spending my money.”

She tried to look away, but Arthur’s gaze was a tractor beam. “Why are you telling me this?” she whispered.

“So you understand your place,” he said. “Nothing in your life exists without my permission. Not your home, not your husband, not your hobbies. You are not an exception to the rule.” He leaned back, hands folded behind his head. “You are the rule.”

Faith felt cold, her skin growing goose bumps under the cardigan. “You’re cruel,” she said, voice barely audible.

Arthur smiled, small and cold. “I’m honest. Cruelty is wasting time on self-delusion. I don’t want you to be confused about what we are.”

She nodded, unable to keep the tears from welling. She wiped them away with a brisk motion, furious at herself for the display. Arthur watched her, unblinking.

“So now you see why the child must be mine,” he said, as easily as if he were ordering more bourbon.

Faith looked down at her hands, the nails still rimmed with dirt from the garden. “What do you want from me?”

Arthur stood, rounded the desk, and sat on the edge, so close that her knees brushed the wool of his trousers. He traced the line of her jaw with one finger. “I want you to act like you understand the situation,” he said. “I want you to be honest about what you want.”

He brushed a tear from her cheek, then let his hand fall to her shoulder. “Do you want to have my child, Faith?”

She tried to speak, but her mouth would not form the words. At last, she nodded, once.

“Then prove it,” Arthur said. “Show me you mean it.”

He gestured at his lap, at the bulge that was already visible through the suit pants. “Take it out.”

Faith hesitated, terror and arousal mixing in her blood. She looked at the door, but it was closed, the house silent. She reached for his belt, unbuckled it with trembling hands. She unzipped his fly, found him already half-hard. The scent of him hit her—salt, leather, something almost sweet.

Arthur watched, arms crossed, eyes fixed on her face.

She pulled his cock out, the skin taut and ruddy, the vein spiraling along its length like a live wire. This was different than the time she had done it with Simon—that was an obligation, an attempt to light a fire in him. Now she felt the opposite: a burning want to consume, to disappear herself in the act.

She bent forward, took the head into her mouth. Arthur’s hand settled on the back of her skull, guiding but not forcing. She felt the locket thump against her chin. She took more of him, the heat and fullness and taste overwhelming her senses.

Arthur made a low sound, approval or command, she couldn’t tell. She bobbed her head, working him deeper, her tongue tracing the underside. He never moaned, never lost composure. He simply watched, silent, as she serviced him with the desperation of a penitent at confession.

“Look at me,” Arthur said, his hand tightening.

She looked up, eyes watering. He smiled.

“Good girl. That’s all I want from you—service me, have my baby.”

He let her continue, let her set the pace, until he gripped her head with both hands and gently but inexorably fucked her mouth. When he came, it was sudden, hot, filling her until she gagged. She swallowed, because it felt like the only thing left she could do.

Arthur released her, wiped her mouth with a silk handkerchief from his pocket. “Efficient,” he said, zipping himself up. “And sincere.”

Faith slumped back in the chair, dizzy, shame and euphoria knotted in her chest.

He sat again, pouring another bourbon. This time, he handed it to her himself. She drank, the taste now familiar, almost comforting.

Arthur spoke softly, almost kindly now. “You did well,” he said. “You’ll have lots of practice to improve.”

She stared at the glass, at the thick, refracted light of the liquor. “I hate you,” she said, not looking up.

He laughed. “No, you don’t. You hate yourself. You think you should be a chaste sweet wife, but sex is more than creating a baby. God made it feel good so we could enjoy the pleasure. Lean into your desires, Faith.”

Faith finished the drink, the alcohol uncoiling the last of her resistance.

Arthur pressed the locket against her throat, his fingers warm and proprietary. “I expect you tomorrow,” he said. “Same time.”

She nodded, already picturing herself there.

He leaned in, lips brushing her ear. “Tell your husband you’re meeting Eleanor about a church function. He won’t question it.”

Faith stood, straightening her skirt. She smoothed her hair, then left the study, her steps steady. The locket felt heavier than ever, the cold against her skin a reminder that she would never be free of it now.

She found herself in the kitchen, pouring a glass of water, the staff watching her with silent efficiency. The maid asked if she needed anything, and Faith heard herself reply, “No, thank you. I’m fine.”

Her voice sounded unfamiliar, lower, more certain.

She drank the water, then went outside, standing in the slanting light of late afternoon. She gazed at the grounds; the horizon fixed and flat, and understood with absolute clarity: she was no longer a wife, no longer a woman of faith. She was something else, something Arthur had made and branded and claimed.

She felt her nipples stiffen, the locket cold on her skin, and realized she was already wet.

She waited until sunset, then walked the garden paths, careful not to brush against the riotous blooms. She pressed a hand to her belly, willing herself to feel something, to begin.

***

In the guest house, Simon waited, already home, already smiling. “There you are!” he said, voice brighter than she’d heard in months. “You’ll never believe—Dad called me in for a ‘consult,’ and then the board voted a retention bonus. Out of nowhere. I haven’t even done anything!” He laughed, giddy. “It’s enough to start the nursery renovations. Like—actually enough. Isn’t that crazy?”

Faith smiled, a perfect imitation of her old self. “That’s wonderful, Simon. I’m so proud of you.”

He hugged her, and she let herself be held, one hand pressed against the small of his back, the taste of his father still in her teeth.

They spent the evening in the nursery, measuring tape and graph paper and paint swatches scattered everywhere. Simon was animated, hopeful, cracking jokes and talking about “our future.” Faith nodded along, offering opinions on wallpaper and cribs, pretending to be the woman she’d once been.

But every time Simon turned away, she felt the necklace against her throat, the memory of Arthur’s cock in her mouth. She caught her reflection in the window; the moonlight glinting off the charm, and saw a woman both hollowed out and filled with something new.

She was Sterling property now, forged in the patriarch’s study, paid for in cash and jewelry, remade in the image of his desire.

That night, as Simon slept beside her, Faith lay awake, staring at the ceiling. She pressed a hand to her stomach, tried to imagine a new life growing there, tried to pray—but nothing came.

Only the memory of Arthur’s voice, precise and unyielding.

You are the rule.

She ran her fingers over the locket, then, after a moment, tucked her hand between her legs, touching herself with a quiet, desperate hunger. She did not imagine Simon. She did not imagine God.

She came, quietly, and thought of the safe, the chains, and the man who had bought her.

In the darkness, Faith smiled, already waiting for the next summons.


Chapter 5 - The Master Gardener

The week passed in a haze of anticipation and dread, every hour a measured step toward the inevitable. Simon spent Monday and Tuesday at the Sterling offices, briefcase in hand, shoulders hunched, his body already receding into the distance. Faith could sense the ritual in his movements: the double-checking of flight times, the way he rehearsed his goodbye at breakfast and again at the front door. By the time his car left the drive on Wednesday morning, she was already a widow in practice, if not in name.

She waited for the last sound of the gate latching behind him before opening her phone. The screen blinked to life: a single message from Arthur.

I’ll be there at 9.

No preamble, no need for confirmation. She typed a reply—“Okay. I’ll be ready.”—and deleted it before hitting send. He would arrive, either way. She watched the sun drag its weight across the sky, every minute leeching the color from the garden, the windows, her own hands.

The house was silent, expectant. Faith wandered through it like a ghost, unable to decide if she was preparing it for a guest or for a reckoning. She changed the sheets on the bed, the king-sized one Simon insisted on when they first married—“I move around so much in my sleep,” he’d said, laughing, as if the excess could be excused with charm. She smoothed the coverlet, tugged the corners with military precision, then stood back and tried to see the room through Arthur’s eyes.

It was a room built for display: matching lamps, coordinated throw pillows, the curated palette of navy and pearl. A row of wedding photos faced the bed from the dresser. In every picture, Simon looked boyish, slightly stunned by his luck. Faith, in lace and veil, barely resembled the woman staring at the bed now.

Above the headboard hung a small wooden cross. Her mother-in-law’s doing, of course—Eleanor’s wedding gift, inscribed on the back with a verse about “houses built on rock.” Faith rarely noticed it anymore, but today it radiated judgment. She considered taking it down, but the idea felt obscene. She let it stand.

She showered in the late afternoon, scrubbing her skin with the rough sea-salt Eleanor swore by, then shaved her legs so carefully she drew a thin line of blood at the ankle. The cut was almost welcome: a small, empirical pain to pin the mind to the present. She toweled dry, then stood naked in the bathroom, inspecting her reflection. Her body seemed unchanged, yet every cell felt rewired.

She dressed with more care than she’d ever managed for Simon—black slip, the one with the lace edge that was slightly too sheer; hair pulled back in a loose chignon, a few wisps escaping to soften the effect. The final touch was the perfume. It was the bottle Arthur had gifted her—Hermès, not a scent she would have chosen, but expensive enough to cause a private thrill. She spritzed it at her wrists, then the hollow of her throat, then—impulsively, shamefully—between her thighs.

The gold bracelet had become a fixture. She checked the clasp twice, then added the key necklace, tucking it just below her collarbone, visible if he looked for it. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and tried to meet her own eyes. She failed.

At 8:58, she heard a car in the drive: not the soft whir of Simon’s sedan, but the abrupt, masculine throb of the black Range Rover. Faith waited, standing in the center of the room, hands at her sides, unsure if she should sit or wait by the door. Arthur knocked, three deliberate raps, then let himself in. He left the door wide, as if he owned the entire building.

He didn’t bother calling out. She heard the heavy tread of his shoes on the floorboards, the methodical way he moved from room to room, taking inventory. He entered the bedroom as if entering a boardroom: eyes quick, then settling on her with a mixture of amusement and evaluation. He wore a navy suit, shirt open at the neck, a watch that cost more than her car. The cuffs of his sleeves were damp; he had washed his hands before coming. Faith was not sure why this detail undid her, but it did.

He looked at her for a long time, silent. She felt herself flush from neck to scalp, but did not drop her gaze.

Arthur broke the silence with a single word. “Ready?”

She nodded and felt the cross above the bed vibrate with the lie.

Arthur strode across the room, examining it with open curiosity. He picked up a bottle of Simon’s cologne from the dresser, sniffed it, then set it back with a click of glass on wood. He reached for the wedding photo, turning it in his hand, then placed it face-down. “You’re an attractive couple,” he said, tone light. “But you deserve better than a man who’s afraid to touch his own wife.”

She opened her mouth to protest—was that why he left, was that why he arranged the trip?—but Arthur waved it off. “Spare me, Faith. I know what he is. I know what you are.”

He sat on the bed, tested the mattress with a bounce, then patted the space beside him. “Come here.”

She obeyed, sitting prim and upright. Arthur smiled, then stretched out, arms behind his head. He looked perfectly at ease, as if he’d done this a thousand times in a thousand other beds. He reached over and tugged her wrist, forcing her to show the bracelet.

“Wearing your collar?” he said, almost fondly.

She nodded, throat dry. “You told me to.”

He ran a finger along the chain at her neck. “And the key?”

She hesitated, then pulled it out, letting it dangle above the hollow of her chest. Arthur’s eyes followed its arc, then his hand. He thumbed the key, then pressed it flat against her sternum, holding it there with just enough force to bruise. “Good girl.”

She felt herself shudder. The praise was worse than a slap.

Arthur stood, moved to the window, and stared out at the lights of the estate. “You know,” he said, almost to himself, “I should be angry. Simon was supposed to provide me with a legacy. Instead, I get a stunted branch. No fruit. All performance, no result.”

He turned, eyes narrowing. “You’re my solution, Faith. You understand that, right?”

She nodded, feeling her scalp prickle with sweat.

“Say it,” he commanded.

“I’m your solution,” she whispered, barely able to form the words.

He smiled, then drew her mouth to his, kissing her with a violence that bordered on cruelty. She parted her lips out of habit, not desire, but the desire followed soon after, a heat that made her dizzy. He bit her lower lip, hard enough to draw blood, then licked it away.

“Undress,” he said.

She did, methodically, folding each item and stacking it at the foot of the bed. She hesitated over the key, unsure whether to remove it, but Arthur shook his head. “Leave it on. I like to see my investments pay off.”

She stood, then pulled the slip off, standing naked except for the jewelry. The cross above the bed was a spotlight; she felt every flaw illuminated, every inch of skin inventoried. Arthur reached out, circling her wrist in his hand, then pulled her onto his lap. She straddled him, unsure what to do with her hands. He placed them flat on his chest.

Arthur unbuttoned his shirt with one hand, never breaking eye contact. He pressed her palm against his heart, letting her feel the slow, measured beat. “You’re here because you want to be,” he said. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

She shook her head, but the motion was feeble.

He stood, lifting her with a single arm under her thighs, then tossed her onto the bed. She landed on her back, limbs sprawled, hair fanned around her. Arthur undressed with efficiency, folding his suit over the armchair, setting the watch and cufflinks on the nightstand. He entered the bed with the certainty of a man entering a boardroom.

He loomed over her, his body casting a shadow that obliterated everything else. He didn’t caress, didn’t tease—he simply parted her legs and pressed his mouth to her, tongue ruthless, hands locking her hips in place. She gasped, the sensation a spike of white panic that turned instantly to need. He sucked at her until she arched off the mattress, thighs shaking, breath coming in short, undignified bursts. Only when she clawed at his scalp did he pause.

He slid up her body, bracing himself above her. “You want to be a mother,” he said, as if explaining a point of law. “You want me to use you.”

She nodded, tears prickling her eyelids. “Yes.”

He entered her in one hard thrust. She yelped, not from pain but from the total absence of negotiation. He moved inside her with a pace that left no room for gentleness, slamming their bodies together until the headboard rattled against the wall. The cross above them trembled.

He grabbed her hair, yanked her head back, so she was forced to stare into his face. “Say it,” he growled.

“I want to be used,” she gasped.

He pounded harder. “Who do you belong to?”

“You,” she sobbed, the word torn from her. “Use me.”

He came with a deep, animal groan, pressing so hard she thought her hips would crack. He stayed inside her, pinning her to the mattress, breath hot on her neck. When he finally withdrew, he sat back on his heels, watching as his cum dripped out of her onto the white sheet.

He grinned, savage. “I should thank Simon for making you so easy to mold.”

She curled onto her side, one hand between her legs, the other clamped over her mouth. She was certain she’d bleed, but the thought excited more than it shamed.

Arthur stood, dressed, and ran a finger along her thigh. “Clean yourself up,” he said, tossing her a towel. “And change the sheets before he gets home. Can’t have him catching on yet.”

She nodded, sitting up. The room was torn, the covers and pillows thrown everywhere. The wedding photo was still facedown, the cologne bottle rolling on its side. The cross was askew, dangling from one nail.

Arthur paused at the door. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” he said. “Expect me.”

Faith wanted him, she ventured, “I’m not fertile again for a few weeks.” His face turned back towards her, “But we can practice.”

Arthur smiled, a satisfied smirk, “I told you that you’d like it. That’s what I pay you for.”

Faith watched the door close, listened to the echo of his steps. She did not move for a long time.

When she finally rose, she changed the sheets as ordered. She tucked the towel at the bottom of the laundry, then rewound the cross until it was straight. She righted the wedding photo, then placed it at the very back of the dresser, half-obscured by a vase of fresh-cut flowers.

She found herself humming, a song she hadn’t heard since childhood.

She slept naked in the center of the newly made bed, limbs sprawled, the key digging into her breast. As she drifted off, she named herself, “Harlot. Paid to be a Sterling.”

She had never felt more at home.

***

She didn’t expect Arthur until the evening, but at sunrise his Range Rover crunched up the drive, the sound ominous and thrilling. Faith, bleary in the kitchen, watched through the window as he strode the perimeter of the guest house, phone pressed to his ear. He gestured with the free hand, slicing the air as if directing unseen laborers, then scowled and ducked inside.

He found her at the counter, a mug of tea cradled in her palms, her cardigan cinched tight against the cold. He looked her up and down, eyes pausing at the indentation where the bracelet had left its mark overnight, then flicked up to the gold key at her throat.

“Morning,” he said, voice smoother than the bourbon he poured in his office.

She nodded, then turned away, unsure if she was supposed to offer him breakfast or herself.

He rifled the fridge, plucked a carton of eggs, and cracked three directly into a glass, swallowing them with a single, practiced gulp. The residue of yolk clung to his upper lip, bright yellow against the stubble. He licked it away, then set the empty glass in the sink, directly atop one of Simon’s color-coded sponges.

He made a circuit of the house: flicking on lights, opening cabinets, scanning the bills and church mail Faith had stacked in the entry. He took up residence in Simon’s home office, adjusted the chair to its maximum height, and spun once, surveying the room with the satisfaction of a king at court. When he emerged, it was with a sheaf of Faith’s own parish bulletins in hand.

He read aloud, mimicking the cadence of her writing: “A heritage from the Lord, offspring a reward… ” He glanced over the page at her. “Fertility cult, masquerading as gospel. My mother would approve.”

Faith flushed, but said nothing. She busied herself rinsing the mug, scrubbing with more force than necessary. The sound was loud in the kitchen's hush.

Arthur leaned against the counter, folding the bulletin in half. “Do you want to know why I sent Simon away?”

She froze, hand locked on the mug’s handle. “Because of work,” she said, the phrase hollow.

“Because I wanted you alone,” he corrected. “Unobserved. I don’t have patience for subterfuge.” He moved closer, voice dropping. “You’re mine now, and I don’t intend to share.”

He reached for her, lifted her chin with a finger. She willed herself not to recoil.

“You’ve been waiting for this all your life, haven’t you?” he murmured, thumb pressing just above the locket’s edge. “To be chosen? To be worthy?”

A small, involuntary noise escaped her—a whimper, or maybe just a breath. Arthur’s eyes glittered. He let go, then patted her cheek in mock reassurance.

“Good girl. Now go shower. Use Simon’s razor. Leave your hair down.”

He left her standing there, pulse hammering. Upstairs, she obeyed: undressed, stepped under the boiling stream, soaped every inch of herself raw. She lathered Simon’s shaving cream into her skin, then ran his razor over her legs and armpits, shaving closer than she’d ever dared. The sting was exquisite, a line of tiny red weals along her shin. She left her hair loose, as ordered, then dressed in the slip from the night before.

Arthur was waiting in the bedroom, seated on the edge of the freshly made bed. He motioned for her to stand before him. She did, arms at her sides, feeling the fabric of the slip cling to her breasts, the scent of her husband’s cologne an aura around her.

He stroked her calf, following the seam up to her thigh. “Perfect,” he said. “You like preparing yourself for me,” The words were a statement, not a question. Faith felt the truth of them—she was thrilled to give herself up.

He stood, towering over her, and undressed her with a slow, deliberate thoroughness. When the slip fell, he circled her once, hand grazing the curve of her hip, the small of her back, the base of her spine. He bent her forward, hands flat on the dresser, so that her face was reflected in the mirror. The wedding photo, reset from the night before, stood at the edge of her vision.

Arthur hooked his finger in the chain at her neck, yanking her upright. “Look at yourself,” he ordered. “Look at what you’ve become.”

She stared at the glass. Her face was flushed, her pupils wide. The gold key glinted against her chest, swinging in time with her ragged breath.

He pushed her down again, positioning her so that her gaze met the wedding photo. “Simon must have believed he’d won,” Arthur said, voice a growl. “A beautiful wife, a ready-made future. All he had to do was show up. Pathetic.”

He entered her from behind, no warning, no preamble. The shock of it made her gasp, hands scrambling for purchase on the polished wood. He fucked her hard, each thrust driving her hips against the dresser, rattling the photo frame until it fell face-down, skittering across the surface.

The bracelet bit into her wrist. The key smacked rhythmically against her breastbone. Her cries were muffled by the glass, her shame eclipsed by a raw, animal pleasure.

Arthur gripped her hair, yanking her back so she was forced to watch her own debasement. “Say it,” he commanded.

“I’m yours,” she gasped, the words tasting of salt and blood.

He pounded faster, relentless, until she felt herself split open, the orgasm wrung from her in a series of involuntary spasms. Arthur held her there, bent and shaking, until he finished inside her, then let go all at once, leaving her to slump over the edge of the dresser.

He withdrew, and for a moment Faith stayed as she was, forehead pressed to the cool glass, body slack and tingling. When she finally stood, the mirror was fogged with her breath. The photo frame had fallen to the floor, the glass cracked diagonally, Simon’s smile now fractured into two.

Arthur stepped into the bathroom, rinsed himself in the sink, then returned wrapped in Simon’s terrycloth robe. He sprawled on the bed, arms behind his head, ankles crossed. He looked perfectly at home.

Faith righted the photo, then dressed slowly, movements wooden. She caught her reflection in the mirror—a red-faced, mussed woman, eyes dark with satisfaction and self-loathing. The gold glinted, an accusation.

Arthur patted the mattress beside him. “Come.”

She obeyed, perching at the edge of the bed. Arthur drew her down, enfolding her in his arms as if she were a pet or a child. He stroked her hair, the gesture oddly tender.

“You’re doing very well,” he murmured into her scalp. “Better than I hoped. If Simon comes to you, do your wifely duty; but you’re mine now, so when you have the urge, come to me.”

She wanted to recoil, to protest, but found herself relaxing into his chest, heartbeat syncing with his. The warmth was enveloping, addictive. For the first time, she wondered if she could ever go back. “Yes,” she responded, knowing that she would.

They lay that way for some time; the silence broken only by the faint, living sounds of the house: a pipe ticking, the fridge cycling on, a bird chirping somewhere far beyond the glass. Eventually Arthur rose, dressed, and set about making a sandwich in the kitchen, using Simon’s favorite mustard and slicing the bread with Simon’s prized chef’s knife.

Faith tidied the bedroom, changed the sheets again, then gathered the towels for laundry. She moved through the routines with a preciseness that felt robotic.

***

That evening, as dusk fell, Simon called from his hotel in Chicago. His voice was chipper, a little forced.

“Hey, babe,” he said, “Just wanted to hear your voice.”

Faith clutched the phone, staring out at the darkening garden. “I miss you,” she said, and was surprised to find it true.

“How’s the house? Everything good?”

She hesitated, then answered: “Everything’s fine. Better than ever.”

Simon laughed, the sound warm and innocent. “That’s my girl.”

They talked a while—about nothing, about everything. When the call ended, Faith set the phone down, then walked the length of the guest house, checking locks, turning off lights. She paused at the bedroom door, where the scent of Arthur still lingered.

She slipped into the made bed, clutching a pillow to her chest, the gold key warm against her skin.

She thought about Simon, about Arthur, about the empty space inside her, waiting to be filled.

***

Faith woke tangled in sheets that were no longer hers. The bed, stripped twice in twenty-four hours, bore the signatures of both men: Simon’s faint, nervous sweat; Arthur’s musk, richer, more insistent, a note of leather and steel that overpowered even the starch in the linens. She breathed it in, letting it fill her lungs until the memory of the day before was a physical presence, wrapped around her like a shroud.

The bedroom was cool and gray, the morning sun filtered through the high fog that blanketed the coast. She sat up slowly, feeling the dull ache between her legs and the bruises blooming along her hips and collarbone. She touched one, pressing until it hurt, and smiled. The pain was proof. The gold bracelet encircled her wrist, the key resting in the hollow of her neck.

Downstairs, she made herself coffee, black, just as Arthur had taken it. She sipped it at the kitchen counter, staring at the half-empty carton of eggs and the glass stained with yolk. The sight repulsed her, but she did not clean it up.

She caught herself humming again, the song from childhood—something about mercy, or maybe forgiveness. She tried to recall the next line, but it slipped away, lost beneath the steady thrum of blood in her ears.

Simon’s flight was due that evening. She had less than twelve hours to erase the evidence: the sheets, the towels, the cologne that was not his. She moved through the house in a trance, laundering, scrubbing, resetting every surface. The cross above the bed had shifted during the night, and now hung at a crooked angle, one arm canted toward the ceiling. She considered straightening it, but the new tilt pleased her. It seemed to look away.

By noon the house was spotless, but her own body remained a record of the night before. She drew a bath, pouring in oil and salt, and submerged herself until the water cooled and her skin puckered. She washed and washed, but the scent lingered, locked in the fine mesh of her hair, the softest parts of her flesh. When she climbed out, she dried off with a towel from the bottom of the stack—one Arthur had used. She pressed it to her face and inhaled.

She dressed simply: jeans, a white shirt, hair loose. No makeup. She didn’t bother with a bra.

On a whim, she searched the drawers in the study for a photo of Arthur. She found one from the Christmas before last: him in a navy blazer, drink in hand, his arm draped around a woman Faith did not recognize. She studied the image, traced the line of his jaw with her thumb, then carried the photo upstairs.

At the vanity, she set it in front of her mirror, propping it up with a tube of lipstick. She positioned it just so, then sat back and looked at the arrangement. In the glass, her own face hovered just above Arthur’s, the two of them fused by reflection.

She stared at the tableau for a long time, searching for a trace of shame or disgust. She found only a spreading warmth, a satisfaction so deep it frightened her. She reached up, touched the key at her throat, and pulled it tight against her skin.

Behind her, the bed gleamed with fresh linens, the cross above it cocked in silent surrender.

Faith stood, studied herself one last time. The woman in the mirror was pale, almost spectral, but there was a new firmness to her mouth, a set to her jaw that had not been there before.

She picked up the photo, kissed Arthur’s frozen smile, then set it back on the vanity.

She heard the front door open—Simon, home early, the scrape of his suitcase on the tile. She listened to his footsteps, the nervous way he called her name.

“I’m upstairs,” she called, voice steady.

She sat at the vanity, hands folded in her lap, waiting for him to find her.

When he did, he paused at the threshold, as if he sensed an intruder had been there. His eyes drifted to the gold at her wrist, the cross, the photo.

She smiled, gentle. “Welcome home.”

He relaxed, came forward, kissed her forehead. “Missed you,” he murmured.

She nodded, but did not kiss him back.

That night, as Simon slept beside her, Faith lay awake, watching the moonlight crawl across the ceiling. She pressed a hand to her belly, imagined a new life taking shape inside her—something forged in violence and certainty, something unbreakable.

The cross above the bed was now only a decoration, its power gone.

Faith closed her eyes, and in the darkness, she felt nothing but peace as she dreamed about Arthur’s future visits.


Chapter 6 - Primal Germination

The Sterling dining room was a cathedral of power. Every surface polished to an impossible gloss, every chandelier crystal dangling a tiny drop of judgment. Faith sat at the right hand of Eleanor—never the matriarch, always the executor—while Simon hovered at the margin of the table, napkin folded in a precise triangle. Across from her, Arthur occupied his throne: suit pressed, hair combed back, the veins in his hands a blue relief map against the linen.

The eyes of the dead lined the walls. Portraits of men whose jaws jutted into the future; women in high collars, their features blurred by the artist’s haste. Faith wondered how many of the wives had found themselves on their knees for the Sterling dynasty, how many had vanished into polite history after serving their term.

The table itself was an ark. Mahogany, dark and unyielding, with a grain that shifted beneath the weight of silver cutlery and crystal glasses. Faith trailed her fingertip along the rim of her water glass, circling until the friction made a thin, anxious whine.

Eleanor orchestrated the meal with gestures too subtle for the uninitiated: a lift of the wrist summoned a refill, a twitch of her eyebrow banished a dish deemed unworthy. The staff circled without speaking, a ballet of restraint and anticipation.

Faith had not eaten all day, but her stomach pressed up against her lungs, rendering each swallow a calculated risk. Twice she caught herself drifting—palming the slight convexity of her stomach, where nothing showed but everything had changed. She adjusted her cardigan sleeve, the gold bracelet glinting like a manacle, then settled her hand into her lap. The key around her neck—Arthur’s key, now—beat a Morse code against the notch of her collarbone.

Arthur carved the lamb with practiced strokes, deploying slices to each plate, but never eating until everyone else had started. He controlled the pace of the meal by asking questions no one could answer well, then answering them himself. Tonight he had fixed on the quarterly reports, which Simon had been tasked with compiling.

Simon, already sweating through his shirt, recited facts in a monotone. Arthur interrupted, corrected, redirected. "If you don't own the metric, you don't own the outcome," he chided, slicing through Simon’s hopes with the same methodical efficiency as the lamb. Eleanor listened, smiling at nothing, hands folded as if in prayer.

The performance was so complete that Faith nearly forgot the audience. She avoided Arthur’s gaze, but sometimes she felt it, a scalpel edge at her temple, a weight that pressed and pressed until she had to look up and acknowledge him. He would nod, as if to say: You remember your instructions. Good. That is what I require.

Eleanor’s glass rang faintly against her wedding band as she lifted it. “To the next generation of Sterling leadership,” she said, voice low and clear. Her eyes lingered on Simon, then flicked to Faith, a full stop at the end of a sentence. Faith forced herself to drink, her lips leaving a faint pink crescent on the crystal.

When the plates were cleared, and the candle gutters cleared, Eleanor summoned dessert with a nod. The butler returned, bearing a cake so elaborate it seemed vulgar: layers of cream, a glistening carapace of pomegranate seeds arrayed like rubies. “Pomegranate, of course,” Eleanor announced, cutting the cake herself. “Symbol of fertility. Rather ancient, but I have my superstitions.”

Arthur’s fork tapped against the plate, a sharp sound. “I’ll cut slices,” he said, “unless there’s an objection.”

Faith watched as the cake collapsed under the knife. The pomegranate seeds bled onto the white plate, staining it a violent red. She wondered if she was supposed to eat or just watch.

Arthur passed her the slice. “Ladies first,” he stated, eyes never leaving her face.

Faith felt the blood rise up her neck. She picked up the fork, hands steady only because she willed them to be. She took the smallest bite, then set the utensil down. The seeds popped between her teeth, each one a burst of sour life.

She wiped her mouth with the linen napkin, then let her hands settle in her lap. When she looked up, Eleanor was watching her with a gaze that was half-invitation, half-threat.

Faith cleared her throat. It felt like drawing breath at the bottom of a pool.

“I have news,” she said. The words came out quieter than intended, but in the acoustics of the dining room, they carried. Three faces turned to her. Simon’s—soft and desperate. Arthur’s—predatory calm. Eleanor’s—waiting to judge.

“I’m pregnant.”

Simon’s hand jerked so hard that his fork leapt off the plate, landing on the linen with a clatter. He stared at her as if she had appeared out of thin air, then covered his mouth with both hands, eyes blinking fast. “Are you—are you sure?” His voice rose to a child’s register.

Faith nodded. “Two tests. And the doctor.”

Simon’s face underwent a transformation: shock, then awe, then a rush of tears that surprised even him. He laughed, the sound dissolving into sobs, then reached across the table to take her hand. “You did it,” he said, squeezing hard. “We did it.”

Arthur set down his fork with exquisite care. “Congratulations, Faith.” His smile was wide, but his eyes were flat and impenetrable. “You are a remarkable woman.”

Eleanor made a small, delighted noise, as if a glass angel had just chimed in the next room. She rose from her chair, gliding to Faith’s side, and enveloped her in an embrace that smelled of talcum and tea rose. “I knew it,” she murmured. “I could tell. The way you carried yourself tonight. Motherhood has always suited our women.”

Faith let herself be held, but when Eleanor’s arms released, she saw the older woman’s hands were trembling. Not with emotion, but with a vibrato of triumph.

Simon wiped his face, then immediately apologized for crying, as if leaking in front of Arthur were a misdemeanor. “We should call everyone,” he said. “Tell your mother, tell—God, I need to call Chicago.”

Arthur interrupted, his distaste at his son’s tears clear. “You’ll wait until the end of the first trimester.” He addressed the room, but his gaze was nailed to Faith. “No sense tempting fate.”

Eleanor nodded. “Your father’s right, Simon. The first weeks are so delicate.”

Simon nodded, chastened, and turned his attention to Faith, squeezing her hand as if he could imprint his gratitude through the skin.

Arthur lifted his glass. “To the next generation,” he repeated, and this time the words rang with a force that was both blessing and command.

They drank, and for a moment Faith saw herself as if from the end of the table: an empty vessel, filled up, sealed with gold. She touched her stomach, half-expecting to feel movement, and wondered if the child inside her would have Arthur’s eyes, or only his power.

Eleanor sat again, smoothing her skirt, and described how the estate would expand to include nurseries, playrooms, a full-time nurse, tutors for every contingency. “You will want for nothing,” she promised, and Faith believed her.

Simon excused himself to “call the insurance,” his hands shaking as he fumbled for his phone. Eleanor followed him out, leaving Faith and Arthur alone in the cathedral of dead eyes.

Arthur poured more wine, a measure so generous it seemed a dare. He leaned across the table, his voice barely above a whisper.

“You have pleased me,” he said. “I expect you to continue.”

Faith looked at her glass, the swirl of red inside.

“Yes, sir.”

Arthur watched her drink, then stood, collected his jacket, and left the room in silence.

When Faith rose to follow, she noticed that one portrait—the only one with a woman at the center, not the man—had tilted slightly on its nail, as if nodding approval.

She straightened it, then left the dining room, the echo of her own heartbeat filling the corridor. She retreated to the powder room, and sat on the commode, letting tears leak from her eyes. She couldn’t tell if it was shame or excitement, but she felt relief at becoming pregnant, the pressure of pregnancy and raising a child not yet settling in.

***

They returned to the dining room as a family transformed. The echo of the announcement still vibrated in the stemware, a note of destiny played in a minor key. Faith took her seat and found her dessert right where she’d left it—crimson pomegranate seeds sinking into a cloud of cream, the slice undisturbed except for Arthur’s perfect incision.

Arthur lifted his glass, and for the first time that night, he made a convincing performance of it. He locked eyes with Faith, the gesture as intimate as a tongue in her mouth. “To the Sterling heir,” he declared, his baritone filling every crevice of the room. He did not say “to the baby” or “to Simon and Faith” or even “to the family.” It was to the future, and to himself.

Simon blushed furiously, pride and disbelief fighting for dominance. He lifted his own glass, almost knocked it over, and echoed, “To the heir!” His voice cracked on the last word, a boy’s voice.

Arthur turned the spotlight to him. “I always knew you had it in you, son,” he said, then, after the perfect micro-pause: “with a little help from the family.” There was a titter of laughter from Eleanor, and even the staff paused at the periphery, registering the meaning in the marrow of their bones.

Faith felt the statement land like a stone in a well, ripple after ripple expanding until her whole body was a surface in motion. She could not meet Arthur’s eyes, so she fixed on Simon’s—wide, wet, so guileless it hurt.

Simon reached across the table, squeezing her hand until the bones pressed together. “We’re really going to do this,” he said, a little too loud. “We’re going to be parents.”

Faith felt a shiver of revulsion at Simon’s weakness, and a heat knowing that her baby wouldn’t have his flaw. That was the first time she was certain that taking Arthur as the father was the right solution.

Eleanor caught the moment and folded it neatly. “Children are miracles,” she said, “but sometimes God needs a little nudge.” She reached for Faith’s hand, sandwiching it between her own, and squeezed with surprising force. “Don’t you agree, darling?”

Faith nodded, her voice gone missing, worried that Eleanor suspected.

Arthur watched her, then addressed Simon. “You’ll want to make plans, of course. There’s an entire floor of the house that’s never been properly renovated—now is the time. And your work with the board can be managed remotely for a few months.”

Simon was already a page ahead. “I was just thinking—the south-facing room, it gets the best light. We can knock out the wall, make a suite. And maybe get one of those Dutch cribs you see in the magazines?” He looked to Faith for confirmation, as if she’d been included in the decision.

She smiled, small and fixed. “Whatever you think is best.”

Eleanor dabbed her lips with her napkin, then turned to Arthur. “We should start interviewing for a night nurse, don’t you think? I want only the very best for our grandchild.”

Arthur inclined his head, approval radiating from the sharp angle of his jaw. “Nothing less.”

The table hummed with plans, the present erased in a rush toward the future. Faith let the words pass over her, barely listening, cataloging only the sense of drift. She had the odd, out-of-body sensation of watching herself in a diorama: two worlds operating on parallel tracks, one in which she was Simon’s wife, the other in which she was something else entirely.

She pressed her hand to her abdomen, feeling nothing, but wishing for some sign—a movement, a tremor, any proof that this was her life now.

The conversation veered toward names. Simon offered a list, clearly rehearsed: Olivia for a girl, Benjamin or Daniel for a boy. Arthur smirked, then interrupted.

“Arthur would be a fine middle name,” he suggested, deadpan.

Eleanor burst into a brittle laugh, but Simon nodded in earnest. “Actually, that’s perfect. For the tradition. And for you, Dad.”

Arthur’s smile lingered, but it never reached his eyes.

Eleanor rose, excused herself, and summoned Faith with a flick of her fingers. “Help me with the coffee, dear.” It was not a question.

They walked together to the kitchen, where the staff had already set out cups and saucers on a sideboard. Eleanor took up position beside the espresso machine, ignoring the staff entirely, and spoke to Faith in a low, confidential tone.

“I’m happy for you, dear. I know Simon is a challenge, but you made it work.”

Faith felt her stomach churn; as icy as Eleanor was, she still felt guilty about Arthur—about taking her husband.

Eleanor touched Faith’s belly gently, “Take care, now that there are two of you. I really hope the baby inherit’s Sterling genes, stronger that Simon’s.”

Faith felt heat rise up her neck, “Simon is strong.” How could Eleanor be so cruel to her own son? Faith no longer felt guilty about Arthur—a woman as cruel and controlling as Eleanor deserved to have her husband taken. Arthur’s baby would be as strong and Sterling as Arthur, and Eleanor would never know—she’d have to believe that Simon made a strong child.

Faith felt a coldness at the base of her skull. “I’ll do my best,” she whispered.

Eleanor set down the cup, then turned to face her, eyes bright with something that wasn’t quite joy. “You will do what’s required. We all do, in the end.” She adjusted the chain around Faith’s neck, letting the key pendant fall into the hollow at her throat. “I hope you appreciate the trust we’ve placed in you.”

Faith’s hands trembled as she reached for the sugar bowl. “Thank you, Eleanor. For believing in me.”

She stepped away, arranging the coffee on a tray, then glided back toward the dining room. Faith followed, feeling the cold press of the key against her skin.

***

After coffee, they returned to the guest house. Simon’s energy, once nervous, now burned with a manic brightness—he refolded her coat, smoothed the pillow where she sat, even drew a bath as if he could wash away her years of emptiness in a single night. He followed her through each room, unable to keep his hands to himself, fingers always trailing the gold of her bracelet or the bones of her wrist.

Now, in the dark, he lay with his body curled around hers, one hand spread across the flat terrain of her stomach. Faith lay on her back, watching the ceiling, listening to the rise and fall of his breath. He slept with his mouth open, just a little, and in his sleep he smiled—some private dream of victory, of masculinity restored.

Moonlight poured through the open curtains, pooling in rectangles on the bed. Faith traced them with her eyes, finding the shadow of the windowpane, the sharp outline of the cross above the headboard. Eleanor had installed it herself, pronouncing the bedroom “holy ground.” It now gazed down on Faith, witness to Arthur planting his seed in her holy ground.

She shifted slightly, and Simon’s hand followed, reasserting its claim. She slipped her own hand atop his, thumb grazing the gold band at her finger, the cold of the bracelet at her wrist. She thought she might cry, but no tears came; the emotions of guilt, lust, anger had washed over her so many times that there was nothing left.

She reached for the key at her throat, rolling it between her fingers until it warmed to her touch.

Faith closed her eyes, and the darkness bloomed with afterimages: Arthur’s voice, low and final, echoing beneath the hum of the ocean. Eleanor’s hands at her shoulders, guiding her with all the gentleness of a cattle prod. Simon’s face, slack with gratitude, oblivious to everything but his own good fortune.

She shifted again, inching away from Simon’s embrace, but immediately felt a chill that sent her back. She burrowed into him, searching for the comfort she knew she didn’t deserve.

On the far wall, the cross caught a glint of moonlight, turning the entire room a shade paler. Faith tried to remember the last time she’d prayed, but the words were gone.

She pressed her hand to her stomach, waiting, as always, for the first sign of movement. She promised herself she would love the child, no matter whose blood it carried, no matter what legacy was encoded in the marrow of its bones.

Simon mumbled something in his sleep, a nonsense phrase, then pulled her closer, his palm splayed protectively over the place where Arthur had laid his claim.

Faith stared at the ceiling, sleep just out of reach, and wondered if she had ever truly belonged to herself.

At last, the exhaustion overcame her. She slipped under; the world dissolving into a memory: the Beach House, moonlight on water, the sound of waves collapsing against the cliff. In the dream, she walked the deck alone; the wind flaying her hair across her face. She turned, and Arthur was there—naked, ancient, indestructible. He reached for her, and she ran, but the deck stretched on forever, a Mobius strip of wood and dark and salt.

He caught her, of course. He always caught her. And as he pressed her to the railing, his hands locked at her hips, the sea roared below, infinite and merciless.

In her dream, Faith did not resist. She leaned back, letting the sky swallow her, letting the waves devour her name. Letting Arthur claim her as his own.

She woke once, just before dawn, to find Simon’s hand still in place, his breath steady, his heart beating beneath her ear. She closed her eyes again, and this time, she dreamed of nothing at all.


Chapter 7 - The Cultivation

Faith woke with the taste of copper and bile slick on her tongue, her body already folded in on itself before consciousness caught up. She groped for the edge of the nightstand, knocked over a glass of water, and managed to plant both feet on the floor before the first spasm of nausea doubled her over.

She made it to the bathroom with seconds to spare, one hand bracing the door frame, the other clapped to her mouth. The sound she made as she vomited was somewhere between a gasp and a whimper—too frail for the violence of what followed. Her knees hit the tile, cold and wet, and for a moment she hung suspended, palms splayed, forehead pressed to the rim of the toilet like a penitent at a shrine. Her pulse battered her temples, the veins at her wrists bulging against the gold bracelet.

It was only when the retching subsided that she became aware of Eleanor’s presence—her perfume, faint and botanical, lingering in the air. The matriarch’s silhouette filled the bathroom doorway, a bathrobe perfectly belted, hair already coiled into its morning chignon. She carried a tray with a cup of something steaming and a small dish of pale crackers; the scene arranged as if for a portrait.

“Oh, darling,” Eleanor breathed, voice velvet and feathered with mock surprise. “You poor thing. Let me help.”

Faith tried to wave her off, but the effort produced only another dry heave. Eleanor set down the tray, knelt behind Faith, and smoothed a hand along her spine.

“Hold on to me,” Eleanor murmured, and Faith did, letting herself be pulled into the older woman’s embrace. Eleanor was not soft; her arms were bands of sinew under silk, the hand at Faith’s shoulder heavy as a brick.

“Shhhh, shhhh,” Eleanor cooed, as if to a child, and when the next wave hit, she held Faith’s hair back with clinical detachment. When Faith finished, Eleanor handed her a monogrammed hand towel—so white it seemed engineered to display even the faintest trace of blood or bile.

Eleanor’s face, reflected in the mirror above the sink, was unlined, a mask of serenity. “It’s normal, you know,” she said, voice pitched just above a whisper. “Happened to me with Simon.”

Faith rinsed her mouth, spat, then dabbed the corners of her eyes with the towel. “I thought the nausea was supposed to pass by now.”

“For ordinary pregnancies, perhaps.” Eleanor smiled, showing canines that seemed sharper than the rest. “But this is a Sterling baby. We set our own terms.”

She handed Faith the tea. “Chamomile, with a little ginger. It settles the stomach. You should sip, not gulp.” Faith did as told, the warmth stinging her lips, the flavor faintly medicinal.

Eleanor perched on the edge of the bathtub, hands folded in her lap, and watched with the patience of a nurse on night duty. Her gaze never left Faith’s abdomen, now just beginning to assert itself beneath the oversized T-shirt and sweatpants.

“You’ll want to be careful these next few weeks,” Eleanor said. “I’ve seen women lose everything with a single misstep.”

Faith nodded, the tea sloshing against her teeth. “I’m being careful.”

“You’re doing very well,” Eleanor said. “Simon is so proud. He tells everyone you’re blooming.”

Faith said nothing. She focused on the gold ring of the toilet bowl, watched the ripples spread across the surface as if searching for a sign.

Eleanor shifted, pulling a slim notebook from her robe pocket. She flipped to a page marked with a blue ribbon. “When did the nausea start this morning?”

Faith blinked. “I—” She had no idea.

Eleanor clicked her pen. “I’ll put down six. And the frequency?” She let the silence expand, then answered her own question. “Daily, now. Sometimes twice.”

Faith managed, “Sometimes more.”

“Very thorough,” Eleanor murmured, jotting a note. “We’ll adjust the supplements accordingly.”

She uncapped a small jar from the tray—something chalky, like prenatal vitamins—and handed Faith two tablets. Faith swallowed them, the bitter taste catching at the back of her throat.

Eleanor closed the notebook, then reached for Faith’s wrist. She rotated it, examining the faint marks left by the bracelet. “You’re hydrating, aren’t you? Last time I saw hands this dry was after my firstborn.”

Faith forced a smile. “I’ll drink more. Thank you.”

“Good.” Eleanor squeezed her hand, the pressure just shy of painful. “You must take care of yourself. You’re carrying more than a child now.” Her eyes flicked to Faith’s stomach again, then to her face, cataloging every detail.

Faith sipped the tea, the cup trembling in her grip.

Faith studied her own reflection: hair askew, skin waxy, a faint trace of saliva at the corner of her mouth. The gold of the bracelet and the chain at her neck caught the light, twin signals of her new arrangement.

Her stomach rolled again. She lurched to the bathroom, barely making it before another bout. This time, Eleanor didn’t follow. She stood just outside the door, arms folded, and called out, “Don’t fight it. Let it all out. You’ll feel better.”

Faith did not feel better, not even a little. She braced herself against the cool marble, the metal of the bracelet biting into her flesh. The nausea passed, but in its place came a hollow, echoing certainty: she was becoming someone else, a vessel, a corridor for the future.

When she finally wiped her mouth and returned to the bedroom, Eleanor was gone, the tray already cleared, the room restored to its immaculate stillness.

Faith collapsed onto the bed, hands on her stomach, and tried to breathe through the memory of Eleanor’s hand at her spine, the whisper of her voice promising both comfort and compliance.

The tea tasted bitter, but she drank every drop, because she did not know how to stop obeying. In the hush, she listened to her own pulse, each beat a drum counting down the days until she could enjoy the pregnancy, the briefest time until the baby came and she was returned to “Simon’s wife” status.

The gold bracelet glinted in the morning sun, a perfect ring of ownership. Faith closed her eyes and waited for the next wave. It had been weeks since Arthur had visited, claiming her nearly daily until the sickness. She hated to admit it, but she had become addicted to his strength—the way he took her—and she did anything  he asked, thrilled to be his girl, used and bred.

***

The next morning, the quiet of the guest house broke in two. Faith, half-dressed and barefoot, followed the sound of heavy footsteps to the upstairs corridor, where a pair of men—identical in blue jumpsuits and shaved skulls—wrestled a massive box through the door of the old study. Eleanor hovered nearby, clipboard in hand, her voice slicing through the clatter.

“Careful on the molding,” she ordered. “That’s original to the house. If you scuff it, you’re fired.”

Arthur stood at the center of the chaos, arms crossed, a master of ceremonies for the rebirth of space. His gaze moved from the box to the men, to Faith, and then back, as if tallying everything into the ledger of his mind. When the first box thumped onto the floor, Arthur stepped forward, sliced the packing tape with a single flick of his penknife, and peeled back the cardboard to reveal a crib, dark wood gleaming, rails carved with the family crest.

Faith hovered at the doorway, the arch of her foot pressed to the cold threshold. She watched as the men assembled the crib under Arthur’s instructions, their hands precise and strangely reverent.

“Two inches from the south wall,” Arthur said. “Exactly. The window light matters.”

He gestured to the next box. Inside: a rocking chair, upholstered in pale velvet, every curve engineered for comfort and status. The men set it up beside the crib, then stood back, sweating.

Arthur ignored them. He circled the room, hands behind his back, inspecting every angle as if appraising a rare acquisition. Then, as if remembering Faith for the first time, he beckoned her in.

“Come see,” he said.

She entered, feet sinking into the new carpet—soft, the color of fresh cream, already at risk of mud from the workers’ shoes. Faith stood by the window, arms folded under her chest, and stared at the nursery that had not existed yesterday.

The sunlight poured over the crib, illuminating the carved initials at each corner. The air smelled of sawdust and new fabric, undercut by the tang of sweat and the faint ozone of power tools. There were boxes still unopened, marked “LINENS: CUSTOM” and “STERLING INFANT WARDROBE.” Faith glimpsed the pattern on the blankets: a repeat of the family crest, blue and gold, rendered so sharply it looked like a watermark on money.

Arthur stood behind her, so close she felt the heat radiate from his chest. He placed one hand on her shoulder, the other at her waist, his grip both grounding and inescapable.

“You see what we’re building here?” he asked. “A nursery fit for you and the next generation.”

Faith nodded, unsure whether to smile. “It’s… beautiful,” she said, and meant it, but the word died halfway between her tongue and her teeth.

Arthur’s hand slid lower, resting on the slight, tentative swell of her abdomen. He cupped it with a proprietary calm, as if testing the weight of a new asset.

Eleanor ushered the workmen out, as they hauled the cardboard and packaging with them, leaving Arthur and Faith standing together.

“I want you and our baby to have the best,” he murmured, lips grazing the edge of her ear. “Every detail matters. The right light, the right air. The right mother.”

Faith closed her eyes, letting herself lean back into him. For a moment, the two of them were a couple, complete and connected.

Arthur turned her around, facing him. His hands bracketed her waist, thumbs pressing just above her hip bones.

“I want you to be comfortable,” he said. “That’s an order, not a suggestion.”

She looked up at him, searching for softness and finding none. Arthur studied her face, then smiled—brief, cold, not unkindly.

“Do you need anything?” he asked, clearly expecting no request, as he had provided all.

Faith’s hand moved to his belt, then lower, as she smiled playfully, and said, “You.”

Arthur’s eyebrows raised, showing a rare display of surprise, “Oh?”

Faith moved closer, her hand sliding into his pants, as she whispered into his ear, “The baby is making me insanely horny. I want you all the time.”

Arthur chuckled, “That’s my little breeder.” He pulled her hand free and said, “I will visit more. Simon needs more work and I could use the release.” He cocked his head and asked, “Should I send him away so you can be with me? Do you choose me over him?”

Faith should have felt guilty; should have been insulted. All the times she had knelt for Arthur, had bent over his desk, had ridden him on the sofa—she no longer had illusions. She kissed him softly, “Yes. I choose you.”

Arthur chuckled, “You are wasted on Simon, that’s why you’re not his anymore.” He patted her behind and said, “I’ll be by to use you more often, don’t worry. Just take care of yourself and our baby.”

He reached into his jacket, drew out a black velvet box, and flipped it open. Inside was a ring, diamond-studded, the band thick and masculine, designed for spectacle not delicacy. The stones winked in the light, dazzling and heavy.

He took her left hand, removed her wedding band with a deliberate twist, and replaced it with the new ring. The diamonds pressed against her skin, cool and alive.

“A maternity band,” Arthur said. “To match your other tokens.” His fingers brushed the gold bracelet, then the chain at her throat.

Faith stared at the ring, the way it caught every beam of morning. “Thank you,” she said, voice barely above a breath.

Arthur bent, kissed her forehead. “Wear it always,” he said. “Tell Simon it’s a gift, he won’t question.” He touched her chest, “But you’ll remember that you’re mine now.”

He released her, then walked out to meet Eleanor and the workmen. Faith stood alone in the center of the room, the new ring sparkling like a lighthouse.

She looked at her reflection in the window: face drawn, hair wild, but the jewelry shone at every joint, every weak place.

The door opened and closed as the men filed out, then the house was silent. Faith walked to the rocking chair, sat, and traced the band on her finger. She touched the gold at her wrist, then the key at her neck.

Finally, she reached up and pressed her thumb against the cross at her throat, the old one, the only thing she’d brought with her from before.

For a moment, she felt the weight of every object at once—diamond, gold, silver, faith. She rocked slowly; the chair creaking with each movement, and wondered if this was what it meant to be chosen.

The sunlight shifted, casting her shadow long and straight across the new carpet, all the way to the empty crib.

She watched the shadow lengthen, and did not move.

***

Later that afternoon, Faith was in the nursery, arranging the baby clothes for the third time that day. She was wearing a loose dress - adapting to her growing body—not quite maternity size, but definitely heavier—all her jeans and pants were too tight. She stopped wearing bras because she liked the feeling of the dress material against her nipples. That was part of the reason she was aroused all the time. Unfortunately, Simon didn’t want to touch her—afraid he’d hurt the baby—so she didn’t even have the weakest option for satisfaction.

As if summoned by will, she heard the Range Rover pulling up to the house. Faith felt the wetness begin, as she hoped it was Arthur alone, and not another “family check in” with Eleanor.

She debated whether to meet him or wait, then settled on waiting. She wanted him to hunt her down—to prove he was as hungry as she was. She touched the bracelet, reminding herself that he had claimed her, and she was ready.

Arthur’s steps thumped up the steps; sure and steady, as he paused before the bedroom, then appeared at the nursery door. He smiled, predatory, then stepped in. His shirt was open at the top button, and she watched his muscles flex as he moved closer.

“So, Faith. You’ve been needy? Get on your knees and show me.”

Faith immediately “assumed the position” as she reached for his belt, fingers deftly unfastening like she had dozens of times before. She recognized the scent of him as she pulled his pants and boxers down, releasing his cock—thick and veiny, slowly hardening for her.

Faith met his eyes as she lifted his penis and took it into her mouth, coaxing a soft moan from Arthur, “There’s my dirty girl.”

Faith smiled around his cock as she sucked his head and ran her tongue around the tip, feeling him harden in her mouth. She had learned what pleased him, and more importantly, how to tease him without letting him release.

Arthur pushed forward, and Faith took more of him down her throat, never breaking eye contact. She registered the slight droop of his eyelids and how his breath quickened, his knees bending ever so slightly—indications that he was ready.

She pulled off, causing him to groan in frustration. “Why did you stop?” he asked, a rare thing for a man so in control. She finally understood how she could control the uncontrollable.

Faith rose, pulling her dress off as she said simply, “Fuck me.”

Arthur smiled coldly, “Such a dirty girl,” as he pushed her against the wall, fingers hooked around her hips. The sex was quick, rough, and inescapable—he barely bothered with the preamble, only the minimum needed to get her wet, then forced himself inside, all the way, his hands clamped at her pelvis so hard she felt the bruise bloom before the pain did.

Faith moaned, louder than she meant, and Arthur grinned, teeth bared.

“You like it,” he said, “don’t you?”

Faith nodded, dizzy. Her body pulsed around him, muscles clenching, all the boundaries gone. The shame of it burned, but under the shame was something else—need, raw and insistent, a craving that blotted out everything else.

He fucked her harder, holding her in place, and came with a shudder, breath steaming against her neck.

He held her like that for a moment, then pushed her off, standing to adjust his pants.

Arthur caught her chin, turned her face up to his.

“You’re mine,” he said. “Don’t forget it.”

She shook her head, already knowing she never could.

***

The rhythm of the house ossified into habit: Simon’s alarm at six, the rattle of pill bottles at seven, the parade of emails and muted Zoom calls until he left for work at eight. Faith’s mornings shrank to a loop of vitamins and orange juice, the taste chalky and persistent, the glass always just a little too cold.

Simon adapted to the pregnancy the way he adapted to everything else: as if it were an external project, a set of milestones to be charted and managed. He tracked Faith’s appointments on his phone, set up delivery schedules for prenatal supplements, printed out articles about birth plans and ideal nursery humidity.

Faith woke every morning to the scrape of Simon’s hand on her belly, as if testing the tautness of a drum. Some days he’d kiss her navel, soft and apologetic. Other days he’d just stare at the curve of her abdomen, as if reading the future in the shifting landscape of her flesh.

At the end of each evening, after the news and the emails and the careful partitioning of the house into “his” and “hers,” Simon would bring out the cocoa butter and massage it into Faith’s belly, hips, and thighs. His hands were always warm, but never lingered. He worked with studied precision, spreading the lotion in concentric circles, then wiping his hands with a towel and retreating to his side of the bed.

Faith tried to pull him closer, once, curling into his chest and pressing her mouth to his. Simon returned the kiss, dutiful but distracted. She slid her hand to his crotch, and he pulled away, shaking his head.

“Not tonight,” he said. “You’re… it doesn’t feel right.”

Faith wanted to ask what, exactly, didn’t feel right—the swelling of her breasts, the smell of her skin, the life growing inside her—but she only nodded, rolled over, and closed her eyes.

He mumbled, “I respect your condition too much,” voice muffled by the pillow. Then: “I’m afraid of hurting you.” She sensed this was both true and, for Simon, a relief.

She lay awake for hours, listening to the sound of his breathing, the rattle of his sinuses, the way he twitched in sleep and then stilled. She pressed her own hand between her legs, searching for sensation, but it was all muted, as if something inside her had gone cold.

***

The new routine made space for Arthur, who arrived in the window between Simon’s exit and Faith’s first meal of the day. The first time, he appeared in the bedroom at exactly 8:11, the door closing so softly that Faith didn’t even hear the latch.

She was still in bed, cradling her belly, when Arthur sat on the edge of the mattress, one hand stroking her calf.

“You look healthy,” he said, appraising the line of her shin. “I like to see color in your skin.”

He traced the vein along her ankle, up her calf, then over her knee. Faith watched the movement, hypnotic in its slowness. She was still wearing Simon’s oversized T-shirt, no bra. The fabric bunched at her waist, exposing the stretch marks just beginning to splay outward from her navel.

Arthur leaned over, kissed the marks, then pulled the shirt up to bare her breasts. He cupped them in both hands, thumbs circling the aureole, then leaned down and bit one, hard enough that Faith yelped.

“Pain is good,” he said. “It’s just another face of pleasure.”

He moved fast after that—shirt peeled away, legs spread, the heat of his body engulfing her. He fucked her with an urgency that Simon had never shown, a violence that left her gasping. Arthur insisted on taking her from behind, always, her face pressed to the mattress or, today, propped up and forced to stare at the wedding photo on the dresser.

“Look at yourself,” he commanded. “Look at what you’ve become.”

She did. In the glass she saw her own face, mouth slack, hair wild, breasts swollen and trembling. Arthur’s hand gripped the base of her skull, pushing her deeper into the image.

“Do you feel guilty?” he whispered.

Faith shook her head, not because it was true, but because the word would not form in her mouth.

He pounded harder, hips slamming her against the edge of the bed. The gold bracelet and the key necklace and the new maternity band jingled in time with the thrusts. Each time he pulled back, the jewelry caught the light, flashing tiny signals of compliance and defeat.

When he came, he did not moan. He just pressed into her, deep, holding her in place until he softened, then pulled out and watched the semen drip onto her thigh.

He wiped himself with her shirt, then tossed it to the floor.

“Clean up,” he said, voice soft.

She rolled onto her back, legs splayed, and stared at the ceiling.

Arthur knelt at the foot of the bed, hands on his knees. “You’re doing better than I ever expected. The baby will be perfect.”

He stood, zipped up, and left the room, the door swinging open and then closed behind him.

***

Faith lay there for several minutes, breathing slow, trying to stitch her mind back together. She was sticky, sore, her nipples stung from the bite, her hips bruised from Arthur’s grip. She touched the wedding photo on the dresser, tilting it until Simon’s smile was blotted out by the glare.

She wiped herself off with the shirt, as told, and left it in the hamper. Then she showered—hot, so hot her skin turned red—scrubbed herself raw, and wrapped up in a towel.

She stared at her reflection in the mirror: the swelling of her belly, the crescent of bite marks on her breast, the necklace heavy against her chest.

She turned away, then reached for her phone, texting Eleanor to say she would be late for breakfast. Her fingers shook on the screen.

The reply came almost instantly: “Take your time. Arthur says you are thriving.”

Faith dropped the phone into the sink and did not pick it up again.

When Simon returned that evening, he kissed her forehead, then her lips. He sniffed, as if searching for evidence, but said nothing. He rubbed cocoa butter on her belly, hands gentle and brief.

She let him, eyes closed, counting the seconds until he finished.

When she opened them, she saw herself in the window glass: a woman with hollow eyes, a body shaped by others’ desire.

She pressed both hands to her belly and wondered if she would ever again feel hunger that was her own.

***

The main house’s private salon was a jewel box set inside a fortress: pale rugs and damask walls, the scent of cut flowers always fresh, never overpowering. It was Eleanor’s favorite domain, and every Friday morning, Faith found herself deposited there—hair brushed, jewelry dusted, a clean dress laid out on her borrowed frame.

Eleanor liked the examinations to happen before breakfast. She would pour two cups of tea, clink the sugar with a silver spoon, then direct Faith to the antique velvet chair by the window. The ritual was as delicate as a coronation, but Faith recognized the logic beneath: all power, no ambiguity.

“Let’s see how we’re growing,” Eleanor would say, producing the tailor’s tape from her knitting bag. Faith would stand, lifting the hem of her dress so Eleanor could wrap the tape around her middle. Eleanor made a show of reading the numbers, lips pursed, brow furrowed, then nodded with satisfaction and made a notation in her ledger.

Then came the scale, the weighing, the silent calculation of what had been added and lost. Eleanor never commented on Faith’s weight, only marked it in the book, flipping between pages as if searching for a pattern. She would then gently press on Faith’s belly, making notes of position and firmness, and, as the months went on, would occasionally examine Faith’s breasts for tenderness or change.

All of this took place against a backdrop of china teacups and pastries, as if brunch and bio-metrics were meant to go hand in hand. Whenever Faith felt like a science project, she would think about how Arthur touched the same places, not with cold indifference, but with fiery lust. She’d think about how Eleanor measured her like meat, and Arthur used her like meat.

Faith hated the sensation of being measured, but she learned to dissociate, fixing her gaze on the salon’s walls. The room was lined with oil portraits of Sterling wives, each depicted with at least one child, sometimes more, arranged around her like a fruit basket. The faces blurred together: high cheekbones, pale eyes, thin-lipped smiles. There was a similarity to all of them, a look of ambition and defeat that Faith now recognized as kin to her own.

One Friday, just after the seven-month mark, Eleanor added a new twist. Instead of her usual “let’s see,” she beckoned Faith over to a writing desk.

“I want to show you something,” Eleanor said, unlocking a narrow drawer. She withdrew a battered leather-bound album, the edges worn, and the spine cracked.

Faith took a seat beside her. The pages were filled with black-and-white photos, some formal, others candids in garden or parlor. Eleanor pointed at a wedding portrait—Arthur’s parents.

“That’s my father-in-law’s wife,” she said, voice soft. “Had six children, though only four survived. The line was always robust, always fruitful.”

She turned another page: a woman in nurse’s whites, a baby on each hip.

“My mother had three under three. No nannies then. She did it all herself.” Eleanor looked at Faith, her smile just a shade too bright. “I nearly died with Simon, you know. But I told myself, if I survived, I would raise a son to be indestructible. After him, I couldn’t have more. I wanted to give Arthur so many more.”

Faith heard the familiar catch in her own breath, the thing she’d never wanted to voice. “And now you have a grandson coming.”

Eleanor’s hand found Faith’s. “Yes, but you mustn’t stop at one, darling. The Sterling men are remarkably virile, and the family has expectations.”

The words sent a cold ripple through Faith’s core. She imagined a sequence: this pregnancy, then another, and another, her body reduced to a kind of irrigation channel, forever in service to the legacy.

Eleanor sipped her tea, watching Faith over the rim. “You should prepare yourself for it. The second is always easier. And by the third, you hardly notice.”

Faith managed a polite laugh, but it felt like choking on a bone.

Eleanor closed the album and set it aside. “It’s a relief, in some ways,” she said. “The world is full of aimless women. But you—” She squeezed Faith’s hand, the pressure hard enough to whiten the knuckles. “You will never be lost. You have purpose now. A future.”

When the examination ended, Faith stood in the center of the salon, hands on her stomach. She looked at the portraits, the hollowed eyes, the endless parade of children.

She looked at the tea, the scale, the album, the pageantry of it all.

When Eleanor left the room, Faith lingered, alone, staring at her reflection in the glass.

She pressed her hand to the roundness of her belly, and imagined the next one, and the next, and the next, each more inevitable than the last.

The room was silent, but in her mind, Faith heard the future calling out her name, and she wondered if, by the time it arrived, there would be anything left of her to answer.

***

By the time the sun set, the nursery had been transformed into a museum of anticipation. The walls glowed faint gold in the last light, every surface curated and immaculate. The crib dominated the space—a carved monument ringed by sterling silver picture frames, each one awaiting a face. The linens were custom, monogrammed with a family crest that seemed to shift color as the day faded. At the window, a rocking chair waited, lacquered white, its seat fitted with blue velvet and a brass plaque reading: Baby Sterling.

Faith stood in the center of the room, hands braced on the small of her back, the weight of her belly pulling her forward. Her profile had changed; the old softness was gone, replaced by the firm, architectural curve of impending birth. She could no longer see her feet, but she felt the pull of gravity in her hips, her ribs, the skin stretched tight as a balloon.

She lowered herself into the rocking chair, the motion slow and deliberate. The chair groaned, a familiar music. She cupped her belly, thumb tracing the new constellation of stretch marks fanning out from her navel.

The jewelry caught the dying light: gold at her wrist, diamond at her finger, the key at her throat. She was no longer sure where her own skin began and the metal ended.

Faith rocked gently, listening to the sound of the house—never quite silent, always one room away from footsteps, voices, the faint pulse of legacy. She ran a hand over her belly and felt a kick, sharp and certain. The baby was always restless at this hour, as if it could sense the approach of night.

She closed her eyes and tried to imagine a future. She saw a row of cribs, a succession of swollen bellies, the endless parade of baby showers and birthdays and christenings. She saw herself at the center of each tableau, smiling for the camera, hands folded over her midsection, the jewelry multiplying, never coming off.

The light faded further, turning the window into a dark mirror. Faith opened her eyes and saw herself reflected: hair wild, face hollowed by pregnancy, belly vast and implacable. Behind her, Arthur’s silhouette appeared, twin in the glass.

He entered the nursery without sound, moving with the authority of someone who had already claimed the room. He knelt before her, hands framing her belly, the weight and heat of them both familiar and unyielding.

“You’re magnificent,” he whispered, pressing his forehead to her stomach. “You were born for this.”

She wanted to scream, to laugh, to weep. Instead, she said nothing. She looked past his face, into the window, watching as his hands cupped her belly, her own fingers curled white-knuckled on the armrests.

Arthur stood, tracing the diamond band on her finger, then the key at her neck. “We should do this again. Soon.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead and left the room; the door swinging shut behind him.

Faith rocked in silence, eyes fixed on the dark glass. She watched the movement of her own body, the slow rise and fall, the inescapable cycle.

***

Later, in the master bedroom, she lay alone in bed. Simon had started sleeping in the guest suite weeks ago, citing her need for space, for comfort. She doubted he would ever return.

She curled onto her side, both hands clutching the swell of her stomach.

She felt the baby move, a ripple beneath the skin.

She whispered into the dark, “At least you’ll be mine.”

The only reply was the steady beat of the future, pulsing inside her, relentless as blood.


Chapter 8 - The Sterling Yield

The hospital suite was a monument of glass and antiseptic white, the air charged with the low, ceaseless whir of machinery. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, Faith watched the morning bleed into the grounds: a perfect swath of green, edged with flowers and low hedges, cut into perfect geometric obedience. Every surface gleamed, polished and cold. Even the bouquets—white lilies, orange tulips, a flotilla of forced peonies—smelled less of life than of distilled, curated abundance. Faith decided the flowers were for the family, not the patient.

Her body had become a battleground for time and pressure. The contractions came in waves, each one flattening her sense of self and rebuilding it as a smaller, more desperate thing. At first, she tried to track them with the wall clock; by hour six, she could only count the interval by the length of Simon’s whispered encouragement. “You’re doing so well,” he said, after every crescendo. “Almost there. You’re perfect. I love you so much.” Between surges, he dabbed her forehead with a towel that quickly grew damp, then tried to rearrange the bedsheet to preserve her modesty. The sheet was already halfway to the floor.

Simon was scared—she could smell it in his sweat, taste it on his palm when he pressed an ice chip to her lips. But he hid it well, never looking away from her face, as if his gaze could keep her tethered to the world. He wore a blue hospital smock, too large, the sleeves rolled three times and still flapping around his wrists. The badge said “Guest.” He kept touching the bracelet at her wrist, the maternity ring, the key at her neck, as if those were talismans that could protect her from what was to come.

Arthur refused the smock. He prowled the perimeter of the suite in a navy suit, crisp even at this hour, arms behind his back. He alternated between staring at the monitors—blood pressure, fetal heartbeat, the digital dance of vital signs—and staring at Faith, the scrutiny clinical and total. Occasionally, he commented on the progress: “Her pulse is holding steady. Good.” Or, to the nurse, “What’s the dilation?” His tone was softer than in the boardroom, but no less final.

The staff obeyed him without question. Even Dr. Whitman, who in any other room would have dominated the air, now deferred to the patriarch. Whitman was a tall man, his hands so pale they seemed almost see-through, the knuckles stippled with age. He checked Faith’s cervix with a gentleness that almost undid her; but each time he withdrew, he delivered the news to Arthur, not to her. “Nine centimeters, and still progressing,” he said. “You should see a head soon.”

Eleanor appeared just after noon, in pearls and a dove-gray dress, as if en route to a luncheon. She glided to the bedside, dispensing small, perfect phrases. “Breathe, darling.” “Let the body do its work.” “You look radiant.” Her perfume—gardenia, spiked with something almost sharp—fought with the antiseptic in the air. The nurse was never more than a step behind, carrying a clipboard for Eleanor to sign, or fetching a blanket at her wordless gesture. When Faith’s breathing hitched, Eleanor took her hand, squeezed it, and murmured, “You’re almost through, sweetheart. Just like I was, with Simon. You’re a Sterling now; we endure.”

Faith wanted to scream, but the sound got lost somewhere behind her teeth. Not that the pain was unbearable—she had imagined worse—but the room itself was a crucible, every eye a scalpel, stripping her down to nothing but function and legacy.

She tried to shut her eyes, to block out the audience, but every time she opened them, someone was watching: Simon with his desperate hope, Arthur with his silent calculations, Eleanor with her cool, maternal pride. Even the nurse, an anonymous silhouette in white, seemed to take notes for the family record.

The contractions were closer now, barely two minutes apart, each one a knife drawn from her spine to her groin. Sweat ran in rivulets down her neck, pooling under her breasts and in the shallow just above her pubic bone. The gown was soaked, but no one offered a fresh one. Instead, Arthur instructed the nurse to lower the blanket and adjust the stirrups, so “we can see what’s happening.” Faith felt the prickle of cold air on her thighs, the burn of exposed skin.

Simon moved to hold her leg in place, but Arthur said, “Let the nurse do that, son. You stay up by her head.” Simon obeyed instantly.

The beeping of the monitor grew insistent, a metronome counting down to zero hour. Whitman checked her again, then straightened, face grave. “We’re ready. Faith, on the next contraction, I need you to push.”

Faith tried to nod, but her body seized up, every muscle in revolt. The pressure was overwhelming, an entire planet forcing its way through her bones. She heard herself make a sound—a guttural, animal thing, nothing like her own voice. The nurse and Eleanor each gripped one of her legs, pinning her in place, while Simon whispered, “You’re almost there, you’re so close, baby.”

Whitman knelt at the foot of the bed, hands outstretched like a supplicant. Arthur stood just behind, arms crossed, face impassive.

The next contraction hit like a freight train. Faith bore down, feeling her insides shatter and recombine. “Good,” Whitman said. “Again!” She pushed again and thought she might black out from the strain. Her vision narrowed, the edges going gray, the world reduced to the smell of sweat and blood and chemical cleanser.

She felt a tearing, a hot, bright rupture, and then a great emptying. Whitman called out, “Crowning,” but it was Arthur’s “Now, Faith, finish it,” that she really heard. She pushed with everything she had left, hands locked in the sheets, teeth biting through her own lip. The taste of blood flooded her mouth, copper and bracing.

There was a wet, explosive relief, and then a squall—a sound so loud and primal it silenced the room.

“A boy,” Whitman said, voice shaking with authentic emotion. “A perfect, beautiful boy.”

For a moment, no one moved. Faith’s legs trembled, her whole body quivering with exhaustion. Simon started to cry, then caught himself, and just stroked her hair, babbling, “You did it, you did it, I love you so much.”

Arthur stepped forward and looked directly at the baby, then at Faith. For the first time, he smiled, a thin, true line that cut his face in half. “Well done,” he said. “You’ve done the family proud.”

Eleanor wiped Faith’s brow, and whispered, “It’s over now, darling. You’re safe. You’re a mother.”

The nurse clamped and cut the cord, but not before Arthur asked to do it himself. Whitman handed him the surgical scissors, and Arthur snipped the cord with confident precision, then pressed the blood-flecked handle back into the nurse’s palm. “Sterling men always cut their own cords,” he remarked, to no one in particular.

The baby was placed on Faith’s chest, slippery and red, squalling with outrage. She stared at him—her son, her reason, her proof—and felt a wave of love and terror so fierce it knocked the wind from her. She saw, immediately, the line of Arthur’s jaw, the stubborn tilt of his brow. The eyes were blue, but she knew they would darken in time.

Simon stroked the baby’s head, then kissed Faith’s cheek. He didn’t seem to notice the resemblance, or chose not to.

Arthur watched, hands behind his back, as if inspecting the outcome of a critical experiment.

Faith closed her eyes, just for a moment, and drifted on the edge of sleep, the sound of the baby’s cries and the monitor’s beeps merging into a single, triumphant note.

***

The world after the birth was slow, like waking underwater. Faith felt the weight of her son on her chest—a small, astonishing gravity. He was slick with blood and the waxy white of newness, his fists clenched in perfect, indignant fists. His mouth worked, searching for a nipple, but she was too stunned to offer him one.

Everything was sound: the high, clean cry of the infant, the soft hiss of suction as Dr. Whitman cleared his lungs, the hush of the staff as they arranged instruments on a tray. In this lull, time compressed, and Faith watched—unable to look away—as the truth of the child’s inheritance announced itself.

It was the jaw, first. Even through the mask of birth, the line of it was unmistakable—angular, with a shadow of defiance. The brow, too: heavy, assertive, a perfect rendering of Arthur’s own. There was no echo of Simon’s softer face, not in the wide-set eyes or the roundness of the chin. The baby’s hands splayed, long and strong, like an old man’s, and in that movement Faith saw the entire Sterling dynasty nested in a miniature, squalling body.

Whitman said, “A perfect boy,” his voice rolling over the phrase as if it were a verdict.

Faith looked to Simon for rescue, for denial, for even a moment of blindness. But Simon’s face was changed. The relief and wonder of minutes ago had drained, replaced by something smaller and more brittle. He stared at the child as if the arrangement of features were a puzzle to solve, one that might, by an effort of will, be made to fit.

He looked at Faith, then at Arthur, then back to the baby. His hand was cold on Faith’s shoulder, the grip uncertain.

Arthur leaned over the bed, his presence immense. “Congratulations, son. He’s every inch a Sterling.” The phrase, once generic, now landed like a thrown gauntlet.

Simon mumbled something—“He’s perfect,” or maybe “It’s perfect”—then turned away, blinking hard. Arthur watched him retreat, then transferred his gaze to Faith. There was no malice in his look, only a kind of ancient satisfaction, as if the outcome had been inevitable since the beginning.

Eleanor was already at Faith’s side, smoothing the baby’s hair with a jeweler’s care. “Look at you,” she cooed, but her hands did not tremble. “You’re going to be such a force, aren’t you? Look at that grip. That chin. Pure Sterling.”

She lifted the baby’s arm, turned it side to side, then inspected the toes, the arch of the feet. “Long fingers. He’ll be a leader.” The assessment was devoid of affection. When the baby cried again, Eleanor passed him to the nurse for weighing, as if her examination were complete.

Faith stared at her empty arms, the chill of loss immediate. She tried to reach for the baby, but her limbs were heavy, the adrenaline gone.

The nurse weighed and swaddled him, then placed him back on Faith’s chest. The warmth of his body, the wetness of his cheek against her breast, ignited a thread of love so sharp it hurt. She cradled him with both hands, the gold bracelet cold against his skin, the key necklace digging into her sternum.

Faith pressed her lips to the baby’s head, inhaling the scent of salt and blood and something sweet, something purely human. She wanted to claim him, to rename him, to erase the legacy written into every cell. But the line of Arthur’s jaw, the shape of the hands, the dark, appraising eyes—none of it was hers.

She looked up to find Arthur watching her. He nodded once, as if to say: You understand, now.

Simon lingered by the window, facing away, staring at the Sterling crest outside. He clutched his phone in one hand, knuckles white. Faith felt a pang of pity for him, but it was drowned by the weight of the child in her arms.

Dr. Whitman finished his charting and stepped close to the bed. “You did beautifully, Faith. Textbook delivery.” He checked her pulse, her pressure, her stitches. “You’ll need rest. Lots of fluids.”

Faith nodded, but her focus was on the baby’s breathing, the rise and fall of the tiny chest, the grip of his hand around her finger. She imagined the future: a parade of birthdays, holidays, boardroom triumphs. A child always watched, always measured.

Eleanor cupped Faith’s chin, turned her face gently. “You’re part of the family now, forever.” The words were a blessing and a life sentence, in equal measure.

As the staff reset the room, as Simon made the requisite calls to relatives and friends, as the flowers began to wilt in the heat of the sun, Faith watched her son sleep, his mouth pursed in a frown that even now reminded her of Arthur’s. She smoothed his brow, then let her hand drop.

The weight of the jewelry was familiar, but now it was doubled—her own, and the invisible chain wrapped tight around the baby’s wrist. She wondered if he would ever notice it, or if it would grow into his skin, a part of him as essential as breath.

Faith closed her eyes, and for the first time since the birth, she slept, her body still and her heart braced for whatever would come next.

***

She woke in the blue hush of early morning; the suite saturated with the scent of lilies and disinfectant. Someone had drawn the blackout curtains, but a single shaft of daylight snuck past, painting a bright band across the bassinet. The only other illumination was the glass wall, which looked out onto a corridor that was empty, silent. Faith shifted, feeling the stiff bite of stitches and the slow ache in her hips. Her son was asleep in the cradle beside the bed, swaddled so tightly he looked almost sculpted.

Simon was gone. In his place, on the visitor’s chair, sat Eleanor—unmoving, hands folded, spine straight as a ruler. She wore a navy blouse with a bow at the neck and pearl earrings, not a wrinkle or flyaway in sight. For a moment, Faith wondered if she were a statue, one of the ancestors pulled down from the walls.

“Good morning,” Eleanor said, voice even. “Simon is with the notary, handling the paperwork. He said to tell you he’ll be back soon.”

Faith tried to sit, but her body rebelled; she settled for propping herself up on an elbow. “Where’s Arthur?”

“Board meeting.” The answer came with a slight tilt of Eleanor’s head, an unspoken you should know this by now. “He’ll visit when the time is right.”

A nurse entered, made a note on the monitor, and vanished. Eleanor waited until the door clicked shut before rising from her seat and approaching the bed. She perched at the edge, smoothing the blanket with her palm.

“I’m so pleased you named him for his father,” she said, eyes on the baby.

Faith blinked. “Grandfather, you mean.”

Eleanor smiled, cold and perfect. “It’s clearly Arthur’s, Faith. I know he’s been planting you since the Beach House—it was my suggestion.”

The words fell into the room with such force that, for a moment, Faith couldn’t breathe. She tried to swallow, but her throat was sand. “What do you mean, your suggestion?”

Eleanor leaned in, her perfume overpowering the dull hospital air. “After Simon, I could not have more. We tried—IVF, surrogates, all the modern miracles. Arthur was devastated. He wanted a legacy, a proper one.” She reached out, almost tenderly, to touch Faith’s hair, tucking a strand behind her ear. “When Simon brought you home, I knew you would be perfect. Healthy, compliant, not too clever to ask questions. And, of course, fertile.”

Faith’s hands balled into fists under the sheet. “So you just… handed me over?”

Eleanor’s laugh was a soft, contained exhale. “You make it sound barbaric. I’m grateful for your service. Arthur says you were quite compliant, and more enthusiastic than he expected.”

Faith recoiled, heat rushing to her face. “Simon is your son.”

“He is. And now he has a purpose.” Eleanor’s gaze sharpened. “But he was never meant to lead. His role is to provide stability, not legacy. He’s comfortable with that, even if he doesn’t know it. He’s been much happier since the arrangement began.”

Faith tried to find a reply, but the world had narrowed to a point. “Why would you allow this?”

Eleanor’s hand found Faith’s, fingers cool and dry. “Men are what they are, Faith. Arthur was never meant to be caged. I knew he would roam, so I made certain his attentions stayed in the family. I’m just glad Simon married such an understanding woman, with flexible morals. We all get what we want: I get grandchildren, Arthur has his on-site concubine, and Simon gets to pretend he’s a father.” She squeezed, hard enough to hurt. “And you, dear, get a life of leisure as the Sterling family’s breeder.”

The words burrowed in, slow and cold. Faith looked away, blinking against tears. She stared at the baby, who slept undisturbed, his tiny hands in fists on his chest.

Eleanor stroked the infant’s cheek with a possessive gentleness. “You’ve performed admirably for your first breeding,” she said. “Arthur is quite pleased with his son.” She paused, letting the phrase hang in the air. “If you wish to be done after one, I’ll respect that. But the family would be better secured with a sibling. Irish twins, ideally, but you’ve already done more than most.”

Faith pressed her lips together, trying not to cry. The taste of blood was still in her mouth, her own, from the delivery. She thought of the years ahead, of each day measured out in bottles and diapers, in the endless, bright-eyed gaze of the child who would never really be hers.

“What about me?” she said, the voice so small it barely cleared her lips.

Eleanor let go of her hand and patted it, as if concluding a business transaction. “You get everything you want, as long as you want nothing for yourself.” She smiled, and for the first time, Faith saw the flicker of something like sympathy in her eyes. “It’s a comfortable life. And you will always be protected.”

The baby began to fuss, a tiny mewl. Eleanor lifted him out of the cradle, held him at arm’s length for inspection. “He’ll grow up strong,” she said, as if to herself. “He’ll never be alone.”

Faith’s hands shook. She wanted to grab the child and run, but her body was too weak, her heart too broken.

Eleanor settled the baby into Faith’s arms, then stood. She adjusted her blouse, checked her reflection in the glass, then opened the door with a click.

“I’ll let Simon back in now. He needs to practice being a father.” Her tone was final. “Rest. You’ve earned it.”

The door closed, and the room felt suddenly twice as cold.

Faith looked down at the baby. He opened his eyes, blue for now, wide and unblinking. His face was so familiar, so foreign. She wanted to hate him, but all she felt was love—complicated, involuntary, absolute.

She kissed his brow, tasting the salt of his skin, and let the tears fall, silent and unending.

***

The hours turned viscous in the recovery room. The world outside faded to a wash of gray, the city lights blinking on in soft succession. Every time Faith opened her eyes, the bouquets on the sideboard seemed to droop further, their colors collapsing into the thick air. The monitor’s beeps, once so urgent, now marked the time with an indifferent pulse.

A nurse came to check her vitals and change the sheets. Faith watched her work—efficient, silent, faceless behind a pale blue mask. The baby, now clean and swaddled in Sterling-blue, slept in the bassinet. She had begun to call him “Art” in her mind, a name that tasted both sharp and familiar.

At dusk, the door swung open with no warning. Arthur entered, alone. He didn’t bother with the visitor badge or the hospital-provided scrubs; he wore a tailored suit, the tie loosely knotted, and a gold watch so large it gleamed in the dusk. The nurse straightened, prepared to say something, but Arthur flicked his eyes at her—a casual, almost lazy dismissal—and she vanished, pulling the door gently shut behind her.

For a long moment, Arthur just stood at the foot of the bed, his hands folded behind his back. His gaze swept the suite, the cradle, the curve of Faith’s body under the blanket. He was a general surveying the aftermath of a victorious campaign.

He broke the silence with a single sentence: “You did well.”

Faith clung to the baby, who shifted and fussed in her arms. “Is that all?”

Arthur approached, the carpet muffling his steps. “You did more than well. You exceeded every expectation.” He reached into the inside pocket of his jacket, produced a box, and set it on the rolling table next to her bed.

It was a bracelet, thicker and more ostentatious than the last—white gold this time, set with diamonds that caught and fractured the weak light. He unclasped her wrist, removed the old band, and fastened the new one in its place.

“A token of appreciation,” he said. “You’ll wear it for me.”

Faith flinched at his touch. The bracelet felt heavier, its grip cold and implacable. She said nothing, only tightened her hold on the child.

Arthur looked down at the baby, then at Faith. For a heartbeat, there was a flicker of gentleness—a ghost of the man she thought she’d married into, the one who sent flowers and whispered encouragement. But it was gone before she could even name it.

He brushed the baby’s brow with a knuckle, then straightened, looming over both of them. “Rest up,” he said. “Art will need a brother.”

Faith felt the tears coming, raw and sudden. She blinked them away, but one escaped, tracing a hot path down her cheek. “What if I say no?”

Arthur smiled. It was not a threat, not even a challenge—just a simple, unassailable certainty. “You won’t.”

He turned, smoothing the cuffs of his shirt, and strode to the door. At the threshold, he glanced back. “I’ll send Simon in. He’s eager to see you.”

The door closed, but it did nothing to soften the air. Faith was alone, except for her son, who squirmed and began to cry.

She rocked him, her hands trembling, and whispered into his ear. “At least you’re mine,” she said. “At least I have you.”

A voice answered from the hallway, cold as marble: “The child belongs to the Sterling name, dear. We all do.”

Eleanor’s words slid through the crack in the door, wrapping around Faith like a net. She looked down at the baby, saw the future written in the set of his jaw, the hard glint in his eyes.

The room darkened as the sun dropped behind the city. On the far wall, the Sterling plaque caught the last light, a single name carved in gold.

Faith closed her eyes, and in the darkness, her tears fell—silent, unending, until she could not tell where her own body ended and the legacy began.

THE END

If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review here.
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Peaches is always open to new storylines, so be sure to share your requests in your ratings comments! Also, be sure to check out her other works from her Amazon Author Page , where you can also “Follow” to be notified of new books.
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The Neighbor’s Harvest: An Interracial Fertility Romance

In the garden next door, everything grows. In Elena’s home, nothing does. 

Elena is tired of the white noise of clinics and the sterile taste of failure. She spends her days watching Marcus, their neighbor, command the soil to life. He is a riotous bounty of strength and health—the living antithesis of the "weakness" her husband, Mark, can no longer hide. 

When the medical path reaches a dead end, Mark offers a new way forward. A "natural" solution. 

The arrangement is simple: Marcus provides what Mark cannot. But as the lines between necessity and desire disappear, Elena finds herself caught between the man she loves and the man who is literally bringing her back to life. Some harvests require more than just soil—they require a total surrender. 

Tropes & Themes:  * Building a Family / Secret Baby Drama 

​● ​ Hotwife / Husband-Sanctioned Romance 

​● ​ Gardener Alpha Male 

​● ​ Emotional Domestic Drama 

​● ​ High-Heat Contemporary Spicy 
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Sarah’s Jamaican Awakening: A Wife Works the Streets 


Sarah's world has always been one of normality. Her sister Holly, however, thrives in sensual chaos. Her string of black-skinned "Bulls," as she calls them, tells of a life of untamed passion, a world far removed from Sarah's comfortable existence with her loving husband, Barry. But when Barry encourages Sarah to explore her desires during a conference trip to Jamaica, everything changes.

Sarah finds herself surrounded by a sea of attractive dark bodies and hungry smiles. The allure of their lust is undeniable, and Sarah suddenly understands her sister’s cravings. When Sarah meets Jocko, whose powerful personality matches his physique, she feels a connection she's never felt before. What starts as a flirtation turns into nights of brutal passion, releasing the true submissive Sarah.

Jocko’s spell over Sarah is so complete that when he passes her around to his friends, as someone would lend a tool, she happily complies, returning after each is finished using her, eager to see the satisfaction in Jocko’s eyes.

Sarah quickly realizes that she enjoys being treated as an object more than she ever imagined, and agrees to be another of Jocko’s girls, available for sale on the street for any act. Her new life feels so exciting and real, that she is jolted when her trip to Jamaica ends, and Barry takes her back to her life of normality.
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The Black Bull’s Wives: A Neighborhood's Dark Bargain

They moved for peace, but found a hidden world of temptation. When Greg and Wendy stumble into the discreet, thrilling scene of their neighbors, an innocent foray into swinging spirals into something far more dangerous and deliciously binding.

Kenny, with his magnetic allure and undeniable power, introduces them to a lifestyle where wives are shared, and every boundary is blurred. But as Wendy delves deeper into this erotic underworld, she uncovers a secret that flips her world upside down: Kenny isn't just a swinger; he's a master of desire, orchestrating a lucrative trade in neighborhood wives.

Instead of repulsion, a new, thrilling desire awakens within Wendy. She sees a path to ultimate liberation, convincing Greg to completely surrender her to Kenny's will, to be his primary property.

What could possibly be in it for Greg? A shocking, irresistible side benefit: as Wendy embraces her new life with Kenny, three of the "owned" women, now free to explore their own desires under Kenny's banner, move in with Greg. His home transforms into a haven of shared pleasure, while Wendy, happy that Greg has found his own version of bliss, revels in being Kenny's most prized possession.


Blacked Wives Series
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If you love stories about wives succumbing to taboo urges, you should love the stories in the Blacked Wives series. Stories of wives seducing black lovers, being seduced by big black men, or given by their husbands to be used and stretched. Each is a standalone story of heated conversions.
Taking Their Deposits
Brown Always Delivers
Sampling the Butcher’s Meat
Cleaning Her Pipes
Extra (Big) Credit
Pickle Balled
Taken by the Block
Black Lights, Blacker Nights
Nothing But Nut
Blue Collared CEO
The Starting Lineup
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