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Chapter 1: The Angry Email

Tracy’s elbow was in my ribs when I woke up.

Not on purpose. She’d rolled in her sleep, the way she always did, and her belly had shifted her center of gravity so far forward that her arm had to go somewhere. It went into my third rib, and I opened my eyes to the pale gray light of early morning and the weight of two pregnant women pressed against me.

Tracy on my left. Her belly against my hip, firm and round at seventeen weeks, pressing through the thin cotton of her sleep shirt. Her breasts had grown a full cup size since I met her, maybe more, and they pressed against my arm with a weight that hadn’t been there two months ago. Her platinum hair was spread across the pillow like spilled gold, and even in sleep she looked like she was about to say something outrageous.

Courtney on my right. Her hand on my chest, her face tucked into the hollow of my shoulder, raven hair with its silver streaks fanned across my skin. At eleven weeks, her body was thickening in ways that made my mouth dry every time she undressed. Her hips had widened, her breasts strained every bra she owned, and the faint swell of her belly was just visible beneath her silk camisole. She slept with perfect stillness, even now, even with the morning sickness that had plagued her first weeks finally fading.

I lay there for a minute, listening to the house.

The Reeves Estate breathed in the morning. Creaking joists stretching with the temperature shift. The faint tick of the radiator in the hallway. Somewhere downstairs, the old AM radio clicked on by itself, scratchy jazz drifting up through the floorboards. Nobody had turned it on. Nobody ever did.

I eased out from between them, careful not to wake either one. Tracy mumbled something about pickles and rolled into the warm spot I’d left. Courtney didn’t stir.

My morning routine had expanded since the beginning. I pulled on jeans and a henley, walked the ground floor checking for overnight issues. The house was old, and old houses talked to you if you listened. A new creak in the kitchen floor meant the subfloor was shifting near the stove. I made a note in my spiral-bound notepad: kitchen floor, check joists under stove, possible moisture.

The east wing was warm and functional now. Seven bedrooms cleaned and painted, three bathrooms replumbed, the sitting room furnished and fireplace working. I’d done most of it with my own hands, using Harold’s tools from the workshop out back. The old man had left me everything I needed to rebuild what he’d built. Sometimes I thought he’d planned it that way.

Tracy appeared in the kitchen before I did, already humming, already in motion. She was wearing one of my t-shirts, the gray henley that was getting tighter across her chest every week, and a pair of cotton underwear. Her feet were bare on the wide-plank oak floors. Her belly pushed at the fabric, undeniable now, a round firm presence that made her walk with a slight sway she hadn’t had when she arrived.

“Morning, stud.” She kissed my cheek, quick and soft, and went straight for the cast-iron stove. Eggs. She cracked four into a pan with one hand, a move she’d perfected over the last month. The other hand rested on her belly. “I think she’s moving today. Little flutters, like Morse code.”

“What’s she saying?”

“Feed me. Obviously.” Tracy grinned, that megawatt smile that lit up every room she entered. “Also, I need pickles.”

“It’s six-thirty in the morning.”

“The baby wants what the baby wants, Caleb.”

She found the jar in the refrigerator and fished out two pickles, setting them on the plate next to her eggs. Then she dipped one in the yolk and ate it without a shred of concern for conventional breakfast pairings.

“You know what I realized yesterday?” She pointed the second pickle at me. “In six months, I went from spending ten thousand dollars on IVF that didn’t work to getting pregnant for free in a haunted house with a twenty-two-year-old handyman.”

“The house isn’t haunted.”

“The radio turns itself on, Caleb.”

“That’s electrical fluctuation.”

“That’s a haunted radio.” She took a bite of pickle-dipped egg. “I’m not complaining. Best decision I ever made. My mother still thinks I’m on a spiritual retreat.”

“Technically, you are.”

She laughed, that bright, full-bodied sound that filled the kitchen like sunlight through an open window. “I should update her. ‘Dear Mom, the retreat is going great. I’m pregnant, I live with four other people, and the father is younger than my dentist. The food is excellent and the spiritual growth is very, very physical.’”

“Please don’t send that.”

“I already drafted it. Courtney edited it. She removed the part about the orgasms.”

Courtney appeared ten minutes later. She moved into the kitchen with her usual deliberate grace, though the green tinge around her eyes said the morning sickness hadn’t fully surrendered yet. The first weeks had been brutal. She’d spent more time with her face over the toilet than she’d ever admit, and Tracy had been the one holding her hair, rubbing her back, bringing ginger tea and saltines. It had cracked something between them that I hadn’t expected. The polished finance executive and the platinum blonde exhibitionist, sitting on a bathroom floor at five AM, connected by the reality of what their bodies were doing.

The nausea was fading now, replaced by something else. Hunger. Both kinds. And, mercifully, her coffee aversion had faded with it. She went straight to Harold’s copper-framed French press, the glass still intact after decades, and began her ritual with the exact timing and quiet intensity that Courtney applied to everything. She’d reclaimed her morning coffee two weeks ago and treated it with the reverence of a recovered addict. Evenings were still ginger tea, though. She said the ritual calmed her, and Courtney without a calming ritual reorganized closets at midnight.

She poured a mug for me without asking, black, and settled at the thick-cut oak table with her own.

Diana had slept in her own room last night. She joined us in the master bedroom most nights now, but she still retreated to her west wing room when she needed solitude, when the data was pulling at her and she needed space to think without Tracy’s brightness and Courtney’s gravity anchoring her to sleep.

“Diana’s still awake?” I asked.

“Her light was on until two,” Courtney said. She wrapped both hands around her mug. “She’s been cross-referencing Harold’s hidden journal entries with his main study collection. Looking for patterns in women he described as resistant.”

Diana Pritchard. Our fourth tenant, our resident researcher, the woman who’d tracked the estate’s ninety-seven-out-of-ninety-seven conception rate through fertility databases and shown up with testing equipment and a hypothesis she was willing to bet her future on. She’d been here nine weeks. Her water tests had come back clean. Her soil samples were normal. Every theory she’d tested had crumbled. And somewhere in the wreckage of all that data, she’d stopped tracking her ovulation and started letting me into her bed without a schedule.

She hadn’t conceived yet. Harold’s data predicted 9.8 weeks for women in her psychological profile. She was getting close.

“Speaking of resistant women.” I pulled out my phone and opened my email. “Sloane wrote again.”

Tracy looked up from her eggs. Courtney set down her mug.

I read the email aloud.

“‘Mr. Reeves. I’ll arrive Saturday. I expect a private bathroom, a functioning lock on the bedroom door, and no mandatory shared meals. I’m not interested in whatever commune arrangement you’re running. I need a place to stay for the summer. Your rent is the cheapest in the county. That is the only reason I’m coming. Do not reply to this email with anything remotely friendly. Regards, Sloane K.’”

Tracy burst out laughing. The sound rang through the kitchen, rich and delighted, bouncing off the old plaster walls. “She’s perfect. I love her already.”

“She told me not to be friendly.”

“That’s adorable. She has no idea what she’s walking into.”

“She’s walking into a house with two pregnant women, a researcher who pins lab results to a corkboard, and a shirtless handyman.”

“And a shirtless handyman. Don’t forget the shirtless handyman.”

“I wear shirts.”

“Not when it counts.” Tracy sipped her sparkling water. “I’m making her a welcome basket. Muffins, bath salts, the works.”

Courtney raised an eyebrow. “She’s protecting herself from something she hasn’t named yet. A welcome basket might be… aggressive.”

“Kindness is never aggressive.”

“It is when the recipient has specifically requested hostility.”

“Harold called them ‘the fighters,’” Diana said from the kitchen doorway.

She was in cotton pajamas and a cardigan, her thick-framed glasses slightly crooked, dark auburn hair loose past her shoulders. She held a journal, a leather-bound volume I recognized from Harold’s study, and her thumb marked a page.

“1991,” Diana continued, settling into her chair at the table. She pushed her glasses up with the back of her wrist. “Mrs. Carlisle arrived with a scowl that could curdle milk. She conceived in three weeks. The fighters always do, once they stop fighting.”

Tracy pointed a forkful of eggs at Diana. “See? The house knows what it’s doing.”

“The house is a house, Tracy.”

“The house turned on the radio by itself this morning.”

Diana opened her mouth. Closed it. “Electrical fluctuation.”

“It played Sinatra last week.”

“Sinatra is well-represented in AM radio programming. That’s selection bias.”

“It played Sinatra the night Courtney’s pregnancy test came back positive.”

“Correlation is not causation.”

“It’s a haunted romantic radio, Diana.”

Diana looked at me. I raised both hands. “I fix plumbing. I don’t adjudicate supernatural radio disputes.”

“You’re no help,” Tracy said.

“I’m a twenty-two-year-old who inherited a breeding mansion. I stopped being help months ago.”

Courtney’s mouth twitched behind her tea. She caught my eye and held it. The faintest smile. The one that said: I’m surrounded by children, and I love all of you, and I will never admit it.

Courtney poured Diana a mug from the French press without being asked. The kitchen was heated beyond what the thermostat could explain. Morning sun slanted through the windows I’d replaced the latches on four months ago, painting the oak table gold. The cast-iron stove hummed with Tracy’s eggs. The French press sat on the counter next to a jar of pickles that Tracy had opened before anyone else was awake.

This was my life now. Twenty-two years old, a crumbling estate that was crumbling less every week, two pregnant women, a researcher who was probably about to become a third, and a hostile stranger arriving Saturday with a lock-on-the-door requirement and a chip on her shoulder the size of Connecticut.

Six months ago I’d been eating ramen on a mattress above a dry cleaner.

After breakfast, I walked the garden. The herb beds Harold had maintained were growing with a vigor that defied everything I knew about plants and seasons. The rosemary was chest-high, thick-stemmed and fragrant, releasing clouds of scent when I brushed past. The lavender had spread into a hedge dense enough to lose things in. Basil bushes sat where small starter plants should have been, their leaves broad and dark green. Thyme carpeted the spaces between raised beds like a living floor.

Diana was tracking the growth rate. Triple the expected rate for the species and climate, she’d told me last week, standing in the garden with her notebook and a measuring tape. She wanted phytochemical analysis. Mass spectrometry. “The last data-driven approach,” she’d called it, already half-certain the data would fail her again.

She’d sent samples to Dr. Noor Fadel at the university’s plant sciences department. Two weeks until results.

The greenhouse glass was fogged from inside, despite no water source running. I wiped a pane with my sleeve and looked through. The cracked glass I’d patched with silicone was holding, but something new had appeared on the back wall. A vine, thick-stemmed, with dark green leaves and clusters of white buds that hadn’t been there last month. It wasn’t planted. It had simply appeared, growing up through a crack in the stone foundation, climbing with a determination that suggested it had somewhere to be. I didn’t recognize the species. Made a note for Diana and moved on.

I spent the late morning in Harold’s study. The green glass reading lamp cast its usual amber glow across the dark wood desk. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and old paper, Harold’s permanent signature, and the shelves held decades of journals organized by year. Over forty volumes spanning from 1971 to two weeks before his death. I knew them better than any book I’d ever read.

I was looking for herb references. Found them in a 1991 entry, the same year as Mrs. Carlisle and her curdled-milk scowl.

Harold’s neat, left-slanting handwriting in dark blue ink:

“The garden this year has been extraordinary. The rosemary is taller than the deer fence, which I did not think possible. The lavender has overtaken the south bed entirely. Mrs. Carlisle, who arrived with nothing pleasant to say about the house, the food, or my character, has begun spending her afternoons on the stone bench near the greenhouse. She says the scent calms her. I think it does more than calm. The garden has always grown strongest when the house is full.”

And further down the page, in a margin note added later:

“Tested the rosemary oil myself. Normal concentrations. Normal compounds. I am running out of things to test.”

I closed the journal and pulled up the 1994 volume. Flipped through flagged entries. Harold had tested the herbs that year too. Normal, like everything else. But the garden kept growing, impossibly lush, while his neighbors could barely manage a tomato. Harold’s conclusion was the same one he’d reached about the water and the genetics: no explanation. Just results.

I sat with that for a while. The lamp seemed to burn a shade brighter than the bulb should allow. Through the study window, I could see the garden, the raised beds with their stone walls, the greenhouse with its fogged glass and mysterious vine. Harold had tested the genetics, the water, and now the herbs. All normal. Whatever this house did, it didn’t do it through any channel a lab could measure.

Two theories down. A third being tested, though Harold’s own results decades ago suggested the herbs would come back normal too. And a growing suspicion that the answer wasn’t in any lab report. That the house itself was doing something no instrument could detect.

In the garden after lunch, Diana was teaching Courtney herb pruning. Or rather, Diana was explaining the botanical principles of pruning while Courtney applied them with decisive precision, pruning hedges the way she’d once pruned quarterly budgets.

“You’re cutting too aggressively,” Diana said.

“I’m promoting growth.”

“You’re traumatizing the basil.”

“Basil doesn’t have feelings.”

“Harold would disagree.”

Courtney set down the shears and looked at the basil bush, which was broad-leafed and enormous and showed no signs of trauma despite Courtney’s corporate approach to its maintenance. She smoothed her wrap dress across her belly. “Fine. Show me.”

Diana demonstrated a gentle pinch at the node, removing just the top growth. Courtney watched, replicated it exactly, and nodded with satisfaction. “Acceptable.”

“That’s my line,” Courtney said.

I left them to it and went inside.

After lunch, I prepped Sloane’s east wing room. Third door down the hall, the one I’d finished last month. Hardwood floors sanded and stained golden honey, walls painted soft cream, iron bed frame from storage with a new mattress. Nightstand, lamp, a small bookshelf I’d built in the workshop from white oak with dovetail joints.

I installed a deadbolt on the inside of the bedroom door. Brass, heavy, the kind that clicked with authority when you threw it. She’d asked for a real lock, and she was getting one.

The room was six degrees above the hallway despite the radiator being off. Sixty-eight inside. Sixty-two in the corridor. I checked the radiator valve. Closed. Checked the windows. Sealed. Put my hand against the wall. The plaster radiated heat, like the house was pressing something into this specific room.

I didn’t mention it to anyone.

That evening, we ate in the east wing sitting room. The fireplace drew perfectly, as it had since the first night I’d lit it. Courtney’s kitchen whiteboard calendar hung on the wall, five columns now, color-coded: blue for Caleb, pink for Tracy, purple for Courtney, green for Diana, and a new column in red. Sloane. Saturday.

Tracy dipped a celery stalk into Nutella and took a bite that made Courtney’s left eye twitch.

“That’s not food,” Courtney said.

“The baby disagrees.” Tracy took another bite. “Also, I’ve been thinking about Sloane.”

“We all have,” Diana said. She had Harold’s journal open on her lap, cross-referencing something with her own notes. Her pencil was stuck through her hair where a bun used to be.

“No, I mean strategically.” Tracy licked Nutella off her thumb. “She’s going to come in hot. She’s going to hate everything. She’s going to insult the house, insult us, and probably insult Caleb’s face. And we need to not react.”

Courtney nodded. “Consistency. Harold’s approach with the fighters.”

“Exactly. Show up. Keep showing up. Fix what’s broken. Don’t ask for gratitude.” Tracy pointed the celery stalk at me. “That last part is for you. Don’t try to win her over. Just be you. Fix things. Be competent and hot and shirtless.”

“I don’t walk around shirtless on purpose.”

Three women looked at me.

“Okay. Sometimes on purpose.”

Diana turned a journal page. “Harold’s data on resistant women is interesting. They took longer to conceive on average, 9.8 weeks versus 4.1 for willing women. But once they stopped fighting, the timeline compressed dramatically. Some conceived within days of their psychological shift.”

“So the house waits until you’re ready,” Tracy said.

“That’s one interpretation.” Diana’s voice was careful. “The other is that cortisol and psychological stress suppress ovulation and implantation, and relaxation promotes optimal hormonal conditions for conception.”

“Same thing,” Tracy said. “The house waits.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It’s the same thing, Diana.”

Courtney sipped her ginger tea and watched them with the faint amusement she reserved for arguments she’d already decided weren’t worth joining. She caught my eye across the room. The corner of her mouth lifted.

Later, baby. The look said it without words. Both promise and command.

I finished my evening in the study, reading Harold’s journals by lamplight. The old man’s voice came through the ink, clinical but tender, a man who’d spent forty years doing something he couldn’t explain and had made peace with the mystery.

An entry from 1983 caught me. I’d read it before, but it landed differently tonight, with Sloane’s arrival two days away.

“The fighters don’t trust kindness. The only thing they trust is consistency. Show up. Keep showing up. Fix what’s broken. Don’t ask for gratitude.”

Harold had underlined “consistency” twice.

I closed the journal and looked at the photograph on the study wall. Harold in his forties, standing in front of the estate, straight-backed, handsome in a weathered way. A man who’d built something without understanding it. Who’d kept building anyway.

Saturday was two days away. A woman who didn’t believe in any of this was about to walk through the front door.

I turned off the green glass lamp and went upstairs. Tracy shifted in her sleep when I climbed into bed, pressing her belly against my side. Courtney’s fingers curled around my arm without waking.

In the east wing, Sloane’s room waited.


Chapter 2: Full House

Tracy woke me at five AM with a gasp.

Not the good kind. The scared kind, the sound that sat me upright in the dark before my brain caught up with my body.

“Caleb.” Her voice was small, which was wrong. Tracy’s voice was never small. “Something happened.”

Courtney stirred on my other side, lifting her head from the pillow with the immediate alertness that fifteen years of crisis calls had hardwired into her.

“What’s wrong?” I reached for Tracy. Found her sitting upright, her sleep shirt bunched in her fists.

“Look.” She pulled the fabric tight across her chest.

Two dark spots. Dime-sized, spreading through the gray cotton. One on each side, directly over her nipples.

“I’m leaking,” she whispered. “I think I’m making milk.”

Courtney was up now, leaning across me to look. Her hand found Tracy’s shoulder. “Colostrum. It’s normal at seventeen weeks. Your body is preparing.”

Tracy looked down at the damp spots on her shirt. Tears welled in her blue eyes. Not pain. Not fear. Tears that spilled because she was doing something she’d given up believing she could do.

“My body works,” she said. “It actually works.”

I pulled her against me. She pressed her face into my neck and cried, crying that kept breaking into laughter, and I held her while the spots on her shirt grew wider against my chest. Courtney rubbed circles on Tracy’s back, and the three of us stayed there in the gray pre-dawn light until Tracy pulled back, wiped her eyes, and grinned.

“Okay. That was my emotional moment. Now I need pancakes.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “And pickles. And maybe chocolate. Can you put chocolate in pancakes?”

“You can put anything in pancakes.”

“That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me.”

She climbed out of bed and padded barefoot to the kitchen, still in the damp shirt, already humming. I heard her open the refrigerator, rummage for the chocolate chips she’d started keeping next to the pickle jar, and begin a one-sided conversation with the cast-iron stove about optimal pancake temperature. The stove, like most things in Tracy’s orbit, did not argue. The sound floated up through the floorboards as I lay back against the pillows.

Courtney settled beside me. Her hand on my chest, her raven hair pooling against my shoulder. “She’s going to be fine.”

“I know.”

“The lactation will increase over the coming weeks. She’s doing exactly what she should.” Courtney’s voice was clinical, but her eyes were soft. Her own breasts had been changing too. Fuller, heavier, straining the silk camisoles she wore to bed. At eleven weeks, Courtney was quietly preparing for the same thing Tracy’s was already doing.

She traced a finger across my collarbone. “I have a meeting with the kitchen renovation budget after breakfast. The countertop materials need ordering.”

“I already ordered the butcher block.”

“I know. I approved the expense.” She kissed my shoulder. “Go fix something. You’re restless when you’re not building.”

She knew me. They all did, in different ways. Tracy knew when I needed laughter. Diana knew when I needed someone to sit in silence with. And Courtney knew that my hands needed work the way other men’s minds needed puzzles.

At the kitchen table, the morning played out the way mornings did now. Tracy made pancakes for everyone, chocolate chip, flipping them with a spatula in one hand and her belly flush with the counter. Diana appeared in her cardigan and glasses, still half-asleep, and sat at her chair with a journal and a mug that Tracy filled without being asked. The four of us ate in the sunlit kitchen, the stove ticking as it cooled, the AM radio drifting jazz from the living room.

“I had the strangest dream,” Diana said, spreading butter on her second pancake with geometric precision. “I dreamed the vine in the greenhouse grew through the roof and wrapped around the chimney. And when I went to look, it was covered in butterflies.”

“That’s beautiful,” Tracy said.

“It was terrifying. The butterflies had Harold’s handwriting on their wings.”

“Okay, that’s less beautiful.”

“They were listing conception dates.”

Courtney set her mug down. “I’m going to need more coffee for this conversation.”

“It was just a dream,” Diana said. But she wrote it in her notebook anyway.

The kitchen smelled like chocolate chips and butter and the faint lavender from the garden that drifted through the windows no matter how tight they were sealed. Four people at the oak table, eating and talking and existing in the comfortable overlap of a household that had found its rhythm. Six months ago, I would have found this morning unimaginable. Now it made me think Harold had known exactly what he was doing when he left me this house.

After breakfast, I walked to the greenhouse. The morning air was cool, the garden already fragrant with the defiant vigor of Harold’s herbs. Rosemary towering over the raised bed walls. Lavender thick enough to hide in. The scent wrapped around me as I walked the stone path between the beds.

The greenhouse door frame, the one I’d rebuilt in cedar with mortise and tenon joints, still held perfectly. But inside, the vine on the back wall had grown another foot since I’d last checked. Two feet, maybe. Thick-stemmed, dark green, climbing the iron frame of the greenhouse with tendrils that gripped the metal like fingers. The white buds I’d seen last week had opened into clusters of small white flowers, and their scent was sweet, honeyed, almost intoxicating.

I pulled out my notepad and sketched the vine’s position. Three feet of growth in a week. Whatever this species was, it wasn’t following the rules.

Two of the cracked glass panels needed replacing. I measured them, noted the dimensions. The originals were hand-blown, wavy with age, but I’d ordered modern float glass for the replacements. Harold would have understood. Preservation mattered, but function mattered more.

I spent the rest of the morning in the east wing, working on the room I’d prepared for Sloane. The hardwood floors were done, the walls painted, the bed made. But I wanted to add a small shelf near the window. Something she could put books or personal items on. Something that said: this room was prepared for you specifically.

I was in the workshop cutting white oak boards when Courtney found me.

She stood in the doorway of Harold’s workshop with one hip against the frame, wearing a wrap dress in dark green that was getting tighter by the week. The fabric strained across her bust and hips in a way that made the air in the workshop feel suddenly insufficient. Her raven hair fell past her collarbones, silver streaks catching the light from the workshop window. She smoothed the dress across her belly, where the faintest swell was beginning to show, and looked at me with eyes that had gone from assessing to molten.

“I need you,” she said.

No pretense. No misdirection. No wrap dress tie casually loosened while she invented a question about plumbing. The Courtney who’d arrived at the estate three months ago would never have said those words without ten minutes of preamble and a plausible cover story. This Courtney, the one with his child inside her and the hormones rewriting her responses on a daily basis, said it like she said everything now: directly, desperately, and with a low voice that could have melted the workbench nails.

“Right now?”

She closed the workshop door behind her. The latch clicked with finality. “Right now. If I wait five more minutes, I’m going to climb you in the hallway, and I’m not ready to explain this in front of Diana.”

She crossed to me in three strides, her heels clicking on the workshop’s concrete floor. She pulled the tie on her wrap dress. The fabric fell open.

Underneath, black lace that no longer fit properly. Her breasts overflowed the cups, heavy and full, the dark shadow of her nipples visible through the sheer material. Her belly had the faintest curve, and her hips strained the lace underwear. She didn’t care about the mismatch. The undersized lingerie on her expanding body was its own statement: I’m outgrowing everything I brought here, and I don’t care.

She pushed me against the workbench. The edge of the heavy oak surface hit the backs of my thighs and I gripped it as she kissed me, hard, her hands fisting my henley, pulling it up my chest. She tasted like the coffee she’d been drinking all morning, and beneath it, something richer, something that had changed since the pregnancy. A richness on her tongue, a deeper sweetness in her mouth. A doctor would have told me it was hormones. Standing in Harold’s workshop with Courtney’s tongue sliding against mine and her swollen breasts pressing against my chest through undersized lace, I didn’t give a damn what a doctor would call it.

I unclasped her bra. The lace fell away and her breasts spilled free, heavy and round, swaying with the release. They’d changed again in the last week. Heavier. The nipples darker, wider, the areolae spreading across the olive skin like bruised plums. When I cupped them, the weight was significant, dense and feverish in my palms, each one overflowing my grip. I could feel her pulse through them, the blood-heavy fullness of a body building itself into something new.

She gasped at my touch. “They’re so sensitive. Everything is sensitive.” Her voice dropped to nothing when I brushed my thumbs across her nipples. She hissed through her teeth, her hips jerking forward. I rolled them gently between my fingers and her eyes rolled back, her mouth falling open, a tremor running through her thighs.

I lifted her onto the workbench. She wrapped her legs around me, pulling me between her thighs with a strength that always surprised me. Shorter than Tracy, thicker, with thighs that could hold and wouldn’t let go. Her heels locked behind my back and she ground her pussy against the bulge in my jeans, rolling her hips into the friction until her breathing went ragged.

I pulled my shirt over my head. Her hands went to my chest, my shoulders, down my arms. She traced a callus on my palm with her thumb, then pressed her lips to the inside of my wrist. Her dark eyes followed the lines of muscle from my shoulder to my forearm, and the hunger in them was raw enough to strip paint. “I woke up this morning wanting you so badly I couldn’t eat breakfast. I was soaking before my feet hit the floor.”

“The hormones?”

“The hormones. And you. And the way your forearms look when you’re building.” She reached for my belt. Her fingers were efficient, precise, undoing the buckle with the same methodical competence she applied to everything. She freed my cock and wrapped her hand around it, her fingers not quite closing around the girth. I was already hard. Had been since she’d walked through the door. She stroked me slow, her thumb circling the head, spreading the pre-cum that had gathered at the tip. “God,” she breathed, looking down between us at her fist pumping my shaft. “I need this inside me.”

I pulled her lace underwear to the side. She was soaking. The black lace was dark with her arousal, clinging to her swollen pussy lips, a web of wetness connecting the fabric to her skin when I pulled it away. I pressed two fingers into her and she shuddered, her thighs clenching around my waist. She was blazing hot inside, slick and tight, her pussy responding to my fingers the instant they entered. I curled them against her front wall and she whimpered, a sound completely unlike the controlled woman who organized renovation budgets.

“Don’t tease,” she said. “Not today. I need your cock inside me right now.”

I lined myself up and pushed into her on the workbench, standing, her legs locked around my waist. She took me in one slow, deep thrust, her pussy opening around me, hot and tight and drenched. I watched my cock disappear into her, inch by inch, her swollen pussy lips stretching around my shaft, glistening with her wetness. She arched her back, bracing her hands behind her on the scarred oak surface, and the moan she made was deep enough to vibrate through the bench. Her breasts swayed with the motion, heavier than even a month ago, the nipples tight and dark. The workshop smelled of sawdust and linseed oil and the sharp musk of her arousal, filling the space with something primal.

She rolled her hips urgently, grinding her clit against me, demanding more with every roll of her hips. She bore down on every backstroke, refusing even an inch of separation. The wrap dress pooled around her waist like shed skin. Her silver-streaked hair fell forward as she moved, curtaining her face until she tossed it back with a shudder that ran from her scalp to her heels.

“Harder,” she breathed. “Don’t hold back. I can take it.”

I gripped her hips and drove deeper. The angle changed and she cried out, low and raw, the sound bouncing off the workshop walls. Her heavy breasts jumped with each thrust, the dark nipples swinging in tight arcs, dense enough now that their weight pulled them downward between each impact. The workbench creaked beneath us but held. Harold had built it solid, old-growth lumber and iron braces, designed for exactly the kind of pressure I was putting on it now.

She pulled me closer with her legs, her heels digging into my lower back, her thick thighs crushing my hips with viselike pressure. I cupped her breast, feeling the new weight, the new heat, her nipple hard against my palm, and she moaned at the contact. The pressure inside her built with every squeeze of my hand, she answered touch with heat. “Yes. God, yes. Right there. Don’t stop touching them.”

I squeezed her breast while I fucked her, feeling the dense pregnancy-fullness yield under my fingers. Her chest flushed red, the color spreading down to her swollen tits, and her moans deepened, each one vibrating through her chest and into mine through every point of contact.

Every careful wall she’d ever built was gone. Leveled from the first moment she’d walked through the door. The woman who calculated quarterly earnings and organized kitchen renovation budgets was gasping against my chest, her nails leaving marks on my shoulders, her hips bucking to meet every thrust. She was working against me in rhythm, wet enough that I could hear it with every stroke, the obscene sound filling the workshop between her moans.

“Make me yours again,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “I know it doesn’t matter. I’m already pregnant. I don’t care. Cum inside me, baby. I want to feel you flood me. Every drop.”

I drove into her harder. She braced one hand on the workbench and gripped my hair with the other, pulling my mouth to her neck. I kissed the place where her pulse hammered and she shuddered from her scalp to her toes. I bit the tendon gently and she gasped, every muscle south of her navel seizing at once, the sudden pressure so intense my vision blurred.

“Give me every drop,” she said. “Every time. Like you’re still trying to put another baby in me.”

I gripped her hips hard enough to dimple the olive skin and buried myself to the hilt. She sobbed against my shoulder, her hips shaking, and the orgasm took her before she could make a sound. A deep, sustained wave of pressure that dragged me over the edge. I came inside her deep, pressing her against the workbench, and everything in me released at once. She convulsed and clenched and held me there with legs that could have bent steel, and the sound she made was low and broken and satisfied, the sound of a woman getting exactly what she’d been screaming for since dawn.

She held me there, thighs trembling, forehead against my shoulder, breathing hard. I could feel her still working in slow rhythmic waves, keeping me deep, keeping me sealed exactly where she wanted me. My cum was heavy inside her and she knew it, could feel it, and the small satisfied sound she made told me she didn’t plan on letting a single drop escape.

“The hormones,” she said after a long moment, her voice wrecked, “are making me insatiable.”

I brushed silver-streaked hair from her face. “I’ll clear my schedule.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. Then it didn’t. “Don’t be smug.”

I kissed her forehead. She leaned into it. Sat there on the workbench in her ruined lace and her half-off wrap dress, my cum still pooled inside her, her pregnancy-swollen breasts still heavy against my chest, and for just a moment she let the composure stay demolished.

Then she rebuilt it. Slid off the bench, adjusted her dress, smoothed her hair. Looked at me with those deep brown eyes that saw everything.

“Back to work,” she said. And walked out of the workshop like she hadn’t just screamed against my shoulder.

I stood there for a minute, catching my breath, the workbench still holding her heat where she’d been sitting. Harold’s tools hung on their pegs, outlines drawn in marker, each one labeled in his careful hand. I wondered if the old man had ever had a woman show up in his workshop with that look in her eyes.

Probably. Probably more than once. The man had run this operation for forty years. Somewhere in those journals there was probably an entry about a woman in the workshop, precise and clinical, written in Harold’s careful handwriting as if documenting a weather event. Courtney would have appreciated that. She treated most things like weather events: observed, noted, categorized, and then completely overwhelmed by.

I splashed water on my face from the workshop sink, pulled on a clean shirt from the hook where I kept a spare, and went back to the boards I’d been cutting. The white oak for Sloane’s shelf sat on the workbench, still needing shaping. The grain was beautiful, tight and straight, wood that rewarded patience. I ran the plane along it and listened to the sound, that clean whisper of blade on wood that was the most meditative sound I knew.

After lunch, Diana set up her portable testing station in the garden. She’d collected herb samples from every bed, sealed in labeled plastic bags, and spent an hour running basic pH and alkaloid tests with a kit that looked like a chemistry set.

“Standard results,” she said, frowning at a test strip. “Completely normal rosemary. The growth rate is anomalous, but the chemistry is unremarkable.”

She’d already sent the professional samples to Dr. Noor Fadel. Mass spectrometry, phytochemical analysis, the works. Two weeks for results.

“What are you hoping to find?” I asked.

She pushed her glasses up with the back of her wrist. “Phytoestrogens. Fertility-enhancing compounds. Something, anything, that would explain why a chest-high rosemary bush is growing three times faster than it should in this climate.” She looked at the herb beds. “Harold tested them in 1994. Found nothing. I’m aware of the pattern.”

“But you’re testing anyway.”

“I’m a scientist, Caleb. Even when the data consistently fails to support a hypothesis, the correct response is to test again with better instruments.” She paused. “Also, I’m running out of things to test.”

We ate dinner in the east wing sitting room, the four of us, with the fireplace crackling and the wine flowing for those who could drink it. Diana was on wine. Tracy and Courtney had sparkling water. The oak bookshelves I’d built lined the walls, filled with books from Harold’s collection and a growing shelf of Diana’s research journals.

Tracy had made roast chicken with herbs from the garden, the rosemary so fragrant that the kitchen smelled like it had been steeped in it for hours. She’d started cooking bigger meals since the pregnancy, both because her appetite had doubled and because she’d decided that feeding people was her primary love language. Courtney had taken over dessert duty, though her idea of dessert was a precisely portioned crème brûlée that she torched with a kitchen torch she’d ordered specifically for the purpose. Diana ate with a journal open beside her plate, occasionally pausing mid-bite to scribble a note. I’d given up telling her to put the book away at dinner. She listened better when she was reading. Some people were wired that way.

The conversation turned to Sloane, as it had every evening for the past week.

“She thinks we’re running exactly what we’re running,” Courtney said, setting her glass on the armrest with characteristic precision. “She’s just not ready to admit she wants in.”

“Her hostility isn’t skepticism,” Diana said. She’d been reading Harold’s journals about resistant women all week, and the language was seeping into her analysis. “It’s fear. She’s terrified of hoping for something and being disappointed. The anger is armor.”

Tracy pointed a celery stalk at Diana. “See, this is why I love having a psychologist in the house.”

“I’m a research analyst, Tracy.”

“Same thing. You analyze people.”

“I analyze data.”

“People are data.”

Diana opened her mouth, closed it, and took a sip of wine. “I hate that you’re not entirely wrong.”

Courtney looked at me across the sitting room. The firelight painted the angles of her face, caught the silver in her hair. “She’ll be here Saturday. Are you ready for someone who’s going to fight you on everything?”

“Harold’s advice was consistency.”

“Harold’s advice was patience. Which is not your strongest quality.”

“I rebuilt an entire east wing.”

“Yes. In three weeks. Because you can’t stand leaving something broken. That’s not patience. That’s compulsion.”

Tracy laughed. Courtney’s lip twitched.

In the greenhouse, the vine on the back wall had reached the ceiling. Its white flowers were open, filling the glass enclosure with a scent like wild honey and cut grass. The greenhouse glass was fogged from inside again, despite no water running, as if the vine were breathing.

I locked the greenhouse door for the night and walked back through the garden. The lavender was so thick it brushed my shoulders as I passed. The rosemary released clouds of fragrance at every touch. Somewhere in the raised beds, basil leaves as broad as my palm caught the last light.

Everything here grew faster than it should.

I stopped at the stone bench near the greenhouse. Harold’s bench. I’d sat here with Tracy the day she told me she was pregnant. I’d sat here alone on nights when the house was quiet and I could feel the weight of what I was building.

Four women. Two pregnancies. A third possibly coming. And a fifth woman arriving in two days with a chip on her shoulder and no intention of believing in any of it.

The herb garden surrounded me, lush beyond reason, its scent wrapping around me like arms. The house behind me glowed from within, windows glowing, jazz drifting faintly from the AM radio that nobody had turned on.

I stood and walked back inside. The front door closed behind me with a solid sound, and the draft that usually ran through the entryway was absent, as if the house had sealed itself against the cold.

Upstairs, Courtney was reading in bed. Silk camisole, reading glasses she only wore in private, a hardcover propped against her belly. She looked up when I entered. Removed the reading glasses.

“Come to bed.”

Not a request.

I climbed in beside her. She set the book on the nightstand and turned into me, her frame full and heavy against mine. Her hand found my chest. She was quiet for a long moment.

“I felt something today,” she said. “During the workshop. A flutter. Like a pulse that wasn’t mine.”

“During?”

“During.” A pause. “Apparently your child has excellent timing.”

I put my hand on her belly. Eleven weeks. Too early for real movement. The baby was barely an inch long. But Courtney’s expression said she’d felt something, even if the textbooks said she couldn’t have. In this house, the textbooks had a poor track record.

“Tell me something,” she said. Her voice was low, private, the voice she used when the armor was completely gone. “Are you scared?”

“Of what?”

“All of it. Five people under this roof. Three pregnancies, eventually. This house. What it does. The fact that nobody can explain it.”

I thought about it. Really thought, not just the reflexive answer. “I’m scared of failing them. Not the mystery. Not the house. But the women. If this place is doing something I can’t control or understand, and they’re trusting me with their bodies, their futures, their children.” I paused. “Yeah. That scares me.”

She was quiet. Then she pressed her lips to my chest, over my heart.

“Good,” she said. “It should.”

She fell asleep against me with her hand on her belly and her book open on the nightstand.

Saturday was coming.


Chapter 3: Arrival

I was sanding porch railings Saturday morning when the red pickup came up the driveway too fast.

The oak-lined tunnel that led to the estate stretched a quarter mile, shaded and slow, an approach that made visitors ease off the gas and take in the property as it revealed itself. The truck didn’t ease off. It came through the tree canopy at forty, gravel spraying, and skidded to a stop ten feet from the porch steps I’d rebuilt three months ago.

I set down the orbital sander and wiped my hands on my jeans. The morning sun heated my bare shoulders. I’d been working since seven, shirtless, turning replacement spindles on Harold’s lathe and fitting them into the railing sections, and sweat had tracked lines through the sawdust on my forearms.

The truck was a Chevy, mid-2000s, red paint oxidized to a dull cherry. A cardboard box and two duffel bags were visible through the cab’s rear window. No suitcases. No moving van. Whatever Sloane Kovac owned, it fit in the back of a pickup with room to spare.

The driver’s door opened and she stepped out.

Combat boots hit the gravel first. Black, scuffed, laced tight. Dark jeans, ripped at one knee, tight enough to show the shape of athletic legs beneath. A black tank top under an unbuttoned flannel that was two sizes too big for her, sleeves rolled to the elbows. The flannel was doing the work of armor, hiding a body that the tank top underneath refused to conceal. Compact. Lean but curved, a build that came from motion, not a gym. Small firm breasts visible through the tank top’s thin fabric. Hips that flared from a narrow waist, sharp enough to cast shadows in the morning light.

Her face was angular. Sharp jaw, high cheekbones, a small silver nose ring catching the sun. Dark brown hair cut blunt at her shoulders, no style, no fuss, like she’d told a barber to make it not be a problem and walked out. Dark eyeliner, no other makeup. Green eyes that scanned the estate with the systematic assessment of someone cataloging every flaw.

Her eyes landed on me. Traveled down. My bare chest, my forearms, the sawdust on my jeans, the tool belt slung low on my hips. She looked at my hands. Something flickered in her expression. Then she forced her gaze back up and the contempt locked into place like a visor.

“The place looks worse than the listing photos.”

“Good morning to you too.”

She walked toward the porch without waiting for an invitation. Her stride was quick, aggressive, the walk of someone who expected the ground to get out of her way. She stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and looked up at me.

“Sloane. You’re Reeves?”

“Caleb.”

“I’m not going to call you Caleb.” She looked at the railing I was working on. At the new spindles, hand-turned, not quite matching the original Victorian profile but close. She ran her finger along one. “These are new.”

“The originals were rotted through.”

“They don’t match the others.”

“They will once I’ve done the rest.”

Her eyes narrowed. She’d expected a rebuke, or at least a defense. My calm answer had no purchase for her to grip. It irritated her. I could see it in the way her nostrils flared.

“Show me the room.”

I pulled on a t-shirt from the porch rail and walked her through the front door. The entryway was sun-filled, the wide-plank oak floors catching the morning light through the original hand-blown glass windows. The staircase split at the landing, left to the west wing, right to the east.

Sloane looked at everything like she was pricing it for demolition. The carved walnut banister. The limestone fireplace visible through the living room doorway. The bookshelves Harold had built into the walls.

“How old is this place?”

“The original structure is 1890s. Harold maintained it continuously.”

“Harold being the dead uncle.”

“Great-uncle.”

“The one who ran a breeding operation out of a crumbling mansion for forty years.”

I stopped walking. Turned to face her. She was shorter than I expected from her emails. Five-four, maybe. She tilted her chin up to hold eye contact, and the defiance in her green eyes was so sharp it could have drawn blood.

“Harold helped women who couldn’t conceive anywhere else,” I said. “Every one of them came here by choice. Every one of them left with what they wanted.”

“And you took over the family business.”

“I inherited a house. The women came on their own.”

“How convenient.”

I held her gaze for three seconds. She didn’t blink. Neither did I.

“Your room is in the east wing.”

We took the right staircase. The east wing hallway was bright, the light fixtures I’d installed casting amber light on the freshly painted walls and honey-stained hardwood. I stopped at the third door.

“Private bathroom through the door on the left. Hot water takes about thirty seconds. The deadbolt you requested is installed.”

She stepped inside and tested the deadbolt. Threw it. Opened it. Threw it again. Opened it. Threw it a third time. The brass mechanism clicked with satisfying weight each time.

“Acceptable.”

She walked the room. Touched the walls, the windowsill, the nightstand. Opened the closet. Checked the bathroom, running the faucet, flushing the toilet. She was thorough, and some of her observations were legitimate. The window in the bathroom needed new caulking. The light switch plate was slightly crooked. She pointed out both without satisfaction, the way a building inspector would.

“Who built the bookshelf?”

“I did.”

She ran her hand along the top shelf. White oak, dovetail joints, sanded smooth. Her fingers lingered on the joinery.

“It’s good work.”

The compliment surprised both of us. She pulled her hand back like the shelf had stung her. A flicker of something crossed her face, something she didn’t want me to see. Surprise, maybe, that the man she’d been insulting in emails for a month could build something beautiful with his hands.

She recovered fast. Crossed her arms. Set her jaw.

“The bathroom caulking needs replacing. And the light switch plate is crooked.”

“I’ll fix both this week.”

“You should have fixed them before I moved in.”

“You’re right.”

That stopped her again. Agreement was a weapon she hadn’t packed for. She looked at me with narrowed eyes, trying to find the angle, the manipulation, the trap. Finding nothing but a man who’d said she was right because she was.

“Where do I park?”

“Anywhere on the gravel circle.”

“Where do you park?”

“Left of the porch.”

“I’ll park on the right.” She moved to the window and looked down at the garden. The herb beds were visible, the rosemary towering, the lavender wall thick and purple. Her shoulders relaxed a fraction. Then she saw Tracy crossing the garden in a sundress that barely reached mid-thigh, belly round, breasts straining the thin cotton, platinum hair catching the sun.

Sloane’s shoulders went rigid again.

“How many are there?”

“Three other tenants. Tracy, Courtney, and Diana.”

“And they’re all sleeping with you.”

“They’re all tenants who pay rent.”

“That didn’t answer my question.” She turned from the window. “I’m not an idiot, Reeves. My sister told me exactly what this place is. A twenty-two-year-old who inherited a mansion and fills it with desperate women who think his magic house will get them pregnant. You fuck them, they get pregnant because that’s how biology works, and they credit the house instead of the obvious explanation.”

“Your sister has twins.”

The shot landed. Her whole body stiffened. “Megan was trying for four years. She came here for eight weeks. She left pregnant.” A beat. “That proves nothing except that stress reduction and regular sex improve fertility outcomes.”

“Maybe.”

“Not maybe. Definitely.”

“Then why are you here?”

Silence. Her hands clenched at her sides. I watched the muscles in her forearms flex, saw the tension run up through her shoulders, into her neck, into the hard line of her mouth. For a moment she looked like she was going to hit something.

“The rent is cheap,” she said. “That’s why I’m here.”

We came back down the stairs and Tracy was waiting in the entryway. Not ambushing. Just present, the way Tracy was always present, radiating goodwill like a space heater in a sundress. Her belly was round under the thin cotton, her platinum hair loose, her feet bare on the oak floors.

She crossed the entryway in three strides and hugged Sloane.

Sloane stiffened. Her whole body went rigid, arms pinned to her sides, her face a mask of controlled horror. Tracy held on. Tracy always held on longer than anyone expected.

“I’m Tracy,” she said into Sloane’s shoulder. “I already like you.”

Sloane extracted herself with the careful precision of someone defusing an explosive. “I’m not here to be liked.”

“I’ll like you anyway.” Tracy grinned, that megawatt smile that could power the east wing. “It’s not optional. I like everyone. It’s a condition.”

Courtney appeared from the sitting room. She assessed the scene in a single sweep, the way she assessed everything, and crossed to Sloane with her hand extended. Not a hug. A handshake. The firm, professional kind that respected boundaries.

“Courtney Sable.”

Sloane took it. Her grip was tight, testing. Courtney matched it without flinching. Something passed between them in that handshake, not warmth but recognition. Two women who understood that strength was a form of self-defense.

“Your handshake is better than your email,” Courtney said.

“My email was perfectly professional.”

“Your email was a declaration of war.”

“Same thing.”

Courtney’s lip twitched. The smallest movement. Respect, earned in three seconds.

Sloane pulled her hand back and turned toward the stairs. “I’m going to unpack.”

She started unpacking. I left her to it. Two duffel bags and a cardboard box. That was everything she owned, or at least everything she’d brought. I’d moved into the estate with a truck full of nothing much, so I wasn’t in a position to judge. But watching her pull clothes from a duffel with the efficiency of someone who’d moved too many times, I recognized the posture. Light travelers moved fast because they’d learned that accumulating things meant accumulating reasons to stay.

In the hallway, I paused at the east wing window. The garden was visible below, the herb beds in full glory, the rosemary hedge casting long morning shadows. Tracy was sunbathing near the greenhouse, belly up, in a bikini that had been optimistic even before the pregnancy. She waved at the window, not knowing if anyone was there. That was Tracy. She waved at empty rooms on the off chance someone was watching.

Downstairs, Tracy was waiting in the kitchen with a welcome basket. Homemade muffins, bath salts from the garden lavender, a scented candle, wildflowers in a mason jar, and a handwritten card with a lipstick kiss in electric pink.

“Give her this.”

“She’s going to hate it.”

“She’s going to hate it now. She’ll eat the muffins at midnight.” Tracy adjusted the flowers in the mason jar. “Trust me. I know her type. She needs to reject kindness three times before she can accept it.”

I brought the basket to Sloane’s door. Knocked. The lock clicked. She opened the door two inches and looked at the basket.

“What is that?”

“Welcome gift. From Tracy.”

“I don’t want it.”

“I’ll leave it in the hall.”

I set it on the floor outside her door and walked away. Behind me, I heard nothing. Then: the sound of the bolt turning. A pause. The door opening wider, hinges creaking in the east wing quiet. Another pause, longer this time, the kind of pause that happens when someone is looking at something they want to reject and finding they can’t.

The soft scrape of the basket being pulled inside. The door closing. The lock turning again.

I was at the top of the stairs. I didn’t look back. Looking back would have been a mistake. But I was smiling.

The afternoon was long. Sloane stayed in her room, the door locked. The household orbited her like planets around a small, angry sun.

Tracy baked bread. Not because we needed bread. Because Tracy baked when she was strategizing, and the smell of fresh bread was, in her words, “a psychological weapon that has never failed me.”

“You can’t seduce someone into friendship with carbohydrates,” Courtney said from the kitchen table, where she was reorganizing the budget spreadsheet on her laptop, adding a fifth column in red for Sloane’s rent and projected expenses.

“Watch me,” Tracy said, kneading dough with the determination of a woman on a mission. Her belly bumped the counter edge. She’d tied an apron above the bump, the strings barely reaching around her expanding frame. “This bread is going to be warm and golden and smell like heaven, and it’s going to fill every hallway in this house, and she’s going to lie behind that locked door smelling it and knowing that someone made it for her.”

“Or she’ll be annoyed.”

“Then she’ll be annoyed while smelling delicious bread. That’s still a net positive.”

Diana read Harold’s journals in the study, making notes about women who’d arrived hostile, building a pattern analysis she’d present when the time was right. She had a system: colored tabs for different personality types, cross-referenced with conception timelines. “The fighters” got red tabs. Sloane’s file was already growing.

I sanded the remaining porch railing spindles in the workshop. The lathe spun and the wood shaped itself under my hands, the bulbous center profile emerging from the raw stock with each pass of the gouge. Harold’s tools were precise and well-maintained, tools that rewarded patience and punished carelessness. I worked with my headphones on, but I kept one ear free, listening for the sound of combat boots on hardwood.

At four PM, I saw Sloane through the workshop window. She was walking the garden alone, her hands in her flannel pockets, her shoulders hunched against the breeze. She stopped at the rosemary bed and stood there for a long time, looking at the chest-high stalks, the uncanny vigor of the plants. She touched a sprig. Pulled it to her nose. Held it there.

Then she dropped it and walked back inside, her stride as aggressive as ever.

Diana met Sloane briefly in the hallway that afternoon. She was coming out of Harold’s study with a journal under her arm and nearly collided with Sloane, who was pacing the east wing like a caged animal mapping her territory.

“Diana Pritchard,” she said, extending her hand. “Participant-observer.”

Sloane’s lip curled. “Participant-observer of what?”

“Everything.” Diana tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “I came here with water-testing equipment and a spreadsheet tracking ninety-seven confirmed conceptions. I’ve been here nine weeks. My water tests came back normal. My soil tests came back normal. My herb tests are pending. And I’m starting to think the ovulation chart I brought is part of the problem.”

Sloane stared at her. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you’ll go through the same process. Denial, investigation, frustration, acceptance. I’m saving you time.”

“I’m not going through any process.”

“That’s exactly what I said. Two months ago.” Diana smiled. It was the small, sympathetic smile of someone who recognized her own reflection. “The muffins are good, by the way. Tracy’s a genuinely talented baker. Don’t let the bikini tops fool you.”

She walked back to the study. Sloane stood in the hallway, looking after her, her expression caught somewhere between annoyance and the unsettling realization that she’d just met someone who understood her better than she was comfortable with.

Courtney met the new arrival at dinner. Or rather, at the dinner Sloane rejected.

The kitchen was fragrant with Tracy’s roast, rosemary from the garden, thyme from the beds Harold had planted decades ago. Five place settings at the oak table. The extra plate sat at the empty chair like a polite argument no one was making out loud.

Sloane walked through on her way to get water, saw the settings, counted them, and kept walking.

“I eat alone.”

Tracy opened her mouth. Courtney, seated at the table with her French press and a budget spreadsheet, caught Tracy’s eye and shook her head. Let her go.

Twenty minutes later, I brought a plate to Sloane’s door. Knocked. “Roast. Potatoes. Rosemary from the garden.” No answer. I left it and went downstairs.

Twenty minutes after that, Diana checked. The plate was inside the room. Empty. Scraped clean. Even the rosemary garnish was gone.

“She ate the garnish,” Diana reported.

“Nobody eats the garnish,” Courtney said.

“She was hungry,” Tracy said. “She’s been hungry for a long time. Not just for food.”

The four of us finished dinner in the sitting room. The fire crackled, the wine poured, and Tracy’s sparkling water was decorated with a slice of lemon she’d grown from a seed she swore she planted “ironically.”

“She’s not going to make this easy,” I said.

“Nobody said she would.” Courtney sipped her tea. “Harold’s fighters took weeks to integrate. She’s been here four hours. Give her time.”

Diana looked up from Harold’s journal. “Harold had a woman like Sloane. Margaret. The one he loved.” She turned the journal so Courtney could see the entry. “Arrived in 1989 with a suitcase full of testing equipment and a notebook thicker than any of Harold’s. Spent her first six weeks running soil samples and water tests instead of eating dinner with the household. Took her meals on the porch like a stray cat deciding whether to come inside.” Diana adjusted her glasses. “She conceived five weeks after she finally closed the notebook. Once she stopped keeping score. And Harold never stopped writing about her.”

Tracy grinned. “I’m making soup tomorrow.”

“Tracy.”

“What? Food is a weapon, Diana. A warm, delicious weapon.”

After they’d gone to bed, I walked the house. My nightly circuit, checking locks and listening to the building. The west wing was quiet. The east wing hallway held more heat than the thermostat explained, especially near Sloane’s room.

I paused outside her door. No light underneath. No sound.

At the end of the hall, the east wing sitting room was dark, but through its tall windows I could see the garden bathed in moonlight. The herb beds were silvered, the rosemary casting shadows that stretched across the stone paths. The greenhouse glass reflected the moon.

I was about to turn back when I heard footsteps behind me. Light, careful, the sound of someone trying not to be heard.

Sloane stood at the end of the hallway in bare feet and an oversized t-shirt. Her hair was loose, falling around her face, softening the sharp angles. Without the combat boots and the flannel and the eyeliner, she looked younger. Smaller.

She was looking at the garden through the sitting room windows. Her face was unguarded for the first time since she’d arrived. Not angry, not dismissive. Exhausted. Bone-deep tired, the weariness that settles when you’ve been fighting something for years and you’re starting to forget what you’re fighting and why.

For three seconds, she stood there, backlit by moonlight and lavender scent, and she was just a woman who wanted something she was afraid to want.

Then she sensed me watching. The mask snapped back. Hard eyes, squared shoulders, the mask snapping back with the speed of long practice.

“Can’t sleep,” she said, like an accusation.

“Me neither.”

“Your hallway creaks.”

“Old houses do that.”

She looked at me. Then at the garden. Then back at me.

“The rosemary smells different here,” she said. “Stronger than any I’ve smelled before. My sister mentioned it, when she came home.”

“Harold planted it decades ago. It’s never stopped growing.”

“Plants don’t just grow like this without reason.”

“You should talk to Diana about that.”

“The spreadsheet girl? Pass.”

She turned and walked back down the hallway toward her room. Her bare feet made almost no sound on the hardwood. At her door, she paused with her hand on the knob.

“The muffins were good,” she said without turning around. “Tell the blonde. The blueberry ones.” A pause so small it almost didn’t exist. “Not that I care.”

Her lock clicked behind her.

I went to bed. Tracy shifted in her sleep, her belly warm against my side, her hand finding my chest. Courtney murmured something that might have been my name.

In the east wing, a woman who didn’t believe in any of this was eating muffins in the dark.


Chapter 4: Friction

Three days in, and Sloane had established her perimeter with military precision.

She ate before the household woke. She used the bathroom when everyone else was downstairs. She walked the grounds alone, always with her flannel on, always with her hands jammed in her pockets, always with her eyes scanning the estate like she was looking for the seam in the illusion.

She was avoiding us. All of us. And Tracy found this personally offensive.

“She’s been here three days and I haven’t had a single conversation with her,” Tracy said over breakfast, stabbing eggs with more force than the eggs deserved. Her belly pushed against the table edge and she scooted her chair back to accommodate. Seventeen weeks. The adjustment was becoming automatic. “I made her welcome basket. I left pastries outside her door every morning. I even put a sticky note on yesterday’s muffin that said ‘You’re not alone.’ She stuck it back on the plate.”

“Give her time,” Courtney said from behind her French press. The coffee aversion had faded, replaced by a fierce reclaiming of her morning ritual. She drank it black, as always, with the intensity of someone who’d been denied it for weeks. She’d described the return of her coffee tolerance as “the greatest day of my pregnancy so far,” which had made Tracy pretend to be offended for the baby.

“Not everyone arrives ready,” Courtney continued.

“I arrived ready.”

“You arrived in a bikini top and told Caleb to breed you within four hours.”

“See? Ready.”

“That is not the universal female experience, Tracy.”

“It should be. Life would be so much simpler if women just said what they wanted.” She looked down at her belly. “I mean, I said what I wanted and look at me. Pregnant, happy, eating pickles for breakfast. The system works.”

Diana turned a journal page without looking up. “Harold’s data shows that resistant women average two weeks before they engage with the household socially. Sloane is on day three.”

“Eleven more days of being rejected by a woman who eats my pastries in secret. Great.”

“Twelve, if she follows the Rebecca paradigm.”

“Diana, I love you, but if you reference one more paradigm before eight AM, I’m going to put a pickle in your coffee.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

The kitchen was mid-renovation. I’d torn out the old countertops last week, keeping the cast-iron stove that was as much a part of the house as the limestone fireplace. The butcher-block replacements were in the workshop, milled from maple I’d sourced from a lumber yard two towns over. Heavy, golden-grained slabs that needed final sanding and sealing before installation.

I finished my coffee and went to work.

The first countertop section was the longest, running along the wall beneath the kitchen window. I carried it in from the workshop, one hundred and twelve pounds of solid maple that I’d shaped with the table saw and smoothed with the belt sander. Getting it through the kitchen doorway took creative angling and careful hand placement on the freshly sanded edges.

I was positioning it on the cabinets when I heard boots on the kitchen floor behind me.

Sloane stood in the doorway. Coffee mug in hand, black tank top, dark jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a rough ponytail, exposing the line of her neck and the silver nose ring catching the kitchen light. She watched me wrestle the heavy slab into position, adjusting it by fractions of an inch, my shoulders straining under the weight.

“Need help?”

I looked at her. She looked at the countertop. No sarcasm in her voice. Just the practical assessment of someone who recognized when a job needed a second pair of hands.

“Hold the back edge while I shim the supports.”

She set her coffee down and crossed the kitchen. Her hands gripped the back edge of the maple slab, fingers spread, forearms flexing. She was stronger than her frame suggested. I ducked under the counter with wood shims and a level, adjusting the support brackets until the surface read true.

We worked in silence for twenty minutes. She held the slab steady while I shimmed, measured, and secured. She didn’t fidget, didn’t complain, didn’t make conversation. Just held. Competently. Quietly.

When I crawled out from under the counter, she ran her palm across the finished surface. “Maple?”

“Hard maple. Should last longer than I will.”

“Where’d you learn woodworking?”

“Harold’s workshop out back. Trial and error. YouTube. Some things you just figure out by doing them wrong enough times.”

She looked at her hand on the wood. Then at my hands, sawdust-covered, the calluses catching the light. Her eyes stayed on my hands a beat too long. She pulled back.

“Better than the old countertop.”

“Everything in this house is better than it was.”

She left without another word. But her coffee mug was still on the counter when she was gone, warm, half-full. She’d left it. Whether she’d come back for it or was testing to see if I’d throw it away, I couldn’t tell.

I left it where it was.

After lunch, Courtney met me in the hallway. She was wearing a wrap dress in wine-dark red that was fighting a losing battle against her curves on every front. The fabric strained at her hips, pulled across her breasts, and the tie at her waist was cinched as tight as it would go. She’d need new clothes soon. The pregnancy was reshaping her with the same deliberate thoroughness she applied to everything else.

“How is she?”

“She helped me with the countertop. Twenty minutes. No insults.”

“Progress.” She adjusted the dress across her swelling bust, caught me watching the fabric strain. Raised an eyebrow.

“She’s scared and she’s angry and she’s here for exactly the reason she denies. Give her two weeks.” A pause. “Later, baby.” The word landed with its full weight. Half invitation, half claim. A thirty-eight-year-old woman calling a twenty-two-year-old man “baby” during sex was one thing. Out here in the hallway, in broad daylight, with the sunlight catching the silver in her hair and her pregnancy-swollen body straining a dress that wouldn’t survive another week, it was something else entirely. It was a claim.

She glided past me toward the study, and I watched her go the way you watch weather that you know is going to hit. The sway of her hips in that straining wrap dress. The silver-streaked raven hair falling past her shoulders. The way she moved with the slow, deliberate authority of someone who owned every room she entered, even rooms in a house that technically belonged to me.

My life was objectively insane. Four women under one roof, three of them carrying my children or trying to, one of them eating my food behind a locked door while pretending she didn’t exist. I was aware of this. I was also aware that I’d never been happier.

Tracy was dealing with a new challenge.

Three shirts. She’d soaked through three shirts by noon. The colostrum was coming steadily now, a few drops at a time, but enough to leave dark spots on every top she wore. She’d switched from sundresses to cotton t-shirts with nursing pads from a box Courtney had ordered, but the pads shifted, and the leaking happened when it wanted to, not when it was convenient.

I found her in her old west wing bedroom, the room she’d claimed when she first arrived, the one she retreated to when she wanted privacy with me or solitude from the household. She was sitting on the bed, holding a damp sleep shirt, looking at the two dark circles on the front of it with an expression I’d never seen on Tracy’s face.

Embarrassment.

“Don’t stare,” she said.

I looked at the floor.

“I didn’t say stop.”

I looked back up. She was grinning. The embarrassment was still there, but Tracy could never hold a negative emotion for long. It dissolved in the heat of her natural state, which was radiant and unashamed and a little bit indecent.

“It’s weird, right?” She lifted her current shirt, a thin gray tank top, and looked down at herself. Her breasts were visibly larger than when she’d arrived. Heavy, full, with a fine network of blue veins visible beneath her tanned skin. Her nipples had darkened and widened, and as she watched, a bead of clear fluid gathered at the tip of her left nipple and trembled there, catching the light.

“Not weird,” I said. “Beautiful.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re contractually obligated.”

“There’s no contract.”

“There’s a social contract. You live with a pregnant woman, you tell her she’s beautiful. Even when she’s leaking like a busted faucet.”

I crossed the room and sat beside her on the bed. “Tracy.”

She looked at me. Her blue eyes were wide, bright, vulnerable in a way that cracked my chest open. Tracy, who walked through the house naked without a second thought. Tracy, who left doors open on purpose, who moaned for an audience, who stripped in the garden at noon because the sun felt good on her skin. She was embarrassed.

“Every change makes you more beautiful,” I said. “Not less.”

She searched my face for the lie. Didn’t find one.

“Prove it,” she said.

She pulled the tank top over her head. Her breasts were magnificent. There was no other word. Heavy, full, the golden tan of her skin giving way to pale crescents where her bikini tops still fought the good fight. The tan lines framed her breasts like art. Her nipples were darker than they’d been, wider, and both were beaded with clear drops of colostrum that caught the afternoon light.

I cupped her left breast. The weight was different now. Heavier, denser, flushed with a heat that went beyond skin temperature. She winced at first. “Gentle. They’re so sensitive.” I eased my grip, holding her breast in my palm, feeling the dense mass of it settle against my hand. She was bigger than I remembered from even last week. The vein tracery beneath her tan was more visible now, faint blue lines mapping the surface like rivers under golden earth.

I lowered my mouth to her nipple. The first taste was faintly sweet, body-hot, nothing like I’d expected and exactly like something primal and deep recognized. Colostrum. Not quite milk, not yet, but the body’s rehearsal for it. Thin and clear on my tongue. Tracy gasped and her hand fisted in my hair, pulling my mouth tighter against her.

“Oh god.” Her voice cracked. “That feels… I can feel it all the way down. From my nipple to my… oh god.”

I sucked gently and the colostrum flowed, thin steady pulses against my tongue, and she moaned, a sound that started deep in her chest and ran through her like current. Her hips pressed forward against me, grinding. The relief of being emptied and the arousal of my mouth combined into something she clearly hadn’t been prepared for. Her thighs clenched, pressing together, her breathing going shallow. I could feel her nipple swell in my mouth, the flesh engorging, the ducts opening as she responded to the suction with an instinct older than thought.

I switched to her other breast. The right nipple was leaking already, a thin trail running down the heavy underside, tracing the curve of her tit before dripping onto her belly. I caught it with my tongue and followed the trail upward, licking the thin sweetness from her skin until I reached the source and latched on. She shuddered, both hands in my hair now, holding my head against her chest, her fingers twisting in the strands.

“Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

I laid her back on the bed. Her pregnant belly rose between us, round and firm and golden, the skin taut and luminous. I kissed it. Kissed down, over the swell, feeling the taut life inside her against my lips. Down to where her cotton shorts sat low on her hips. She lifted her hips and I pulled them off. No underwear. Of course. Tracy.

Her pussy was already glistening, swollen and pink, her arousal visible on her inner thighs. The pregnancy had made everything about her more: her tits heavier, her belly rounder, her responses amplified to the point where the slightest stimulation made her drip.

I kissed back up, lingered on her belly, then returned to her breast. Latched on and sucked while my hand slid between her thighs. She was soaking, her clit swollen and slick, and when my fingers found it she bucked against my hand so hard the bed shifted. Her breast pressed harder into my mouth. Colostrum flowed in steady pulses with each suck, sweet on my tongue, and she moaned with a sound that filled the room, bounced off the walls, vibrated through the bed.

“Both,” she gasped. “I want both at once. Don’t stop the… oh god, don’t stop sucking. And don’t stop touching me. Both. I need both.”

I didn’t stop. Worked her clit with my fingers, rubbing in slow tight circles, while I nursed at her breast, and she became a single circuit of sensation, mouth to breast to clit, everything connected, everything building. Her hips rolled against my hand, riding my fingers, smearing her wetness across my palm. She was louder than I’d heard her in weeks. The old exhibitionist abandon was there, amplified by the vulnerability, by the newness of what was happening inside her. Her moans climbed in pitch, urgent and desperate, the moans of a woman discovering a new kind of pleasure she hadn’t known existed.

I pulled my hand away and she whined in protest, her hips chasing the contact. I undressed, my cock already painfully hard, and positioned myself between her legs. Her belly was round enough that missionary required care. I entered her slowly, one hand on her hip, the other on the mattress beside her head, and the heat of her closing around me was staggering. Wet, tight, her pussy pulling me deeper on its own, drawing me in with a hunger that had nothing to do with conscious thought.

She wrapped her legs around me and pulled me all the way in. “Yes. Right there. Oh god, right there.” She gripped my shoulders, her blue eyes locking onto mine, wide and bright and brimming. “Give it all to me, baby. Every single time. I want to feel you for hours after.”

I set a rhythm, careful of her belly, deep enough to make her eyes roll back. She arched beneath me, her heavy breasts bouncing with every thrust, and each impact released small drops of colostrum that ran down her sides in glistening trails, dripping onto the sheets beneath her, pooling in the hollows of her collarbones. The sight of it, her pregnant body leaking while I fucked her, the milk trailing across her golden tan lines, her swollen tits jumping and dripping with each stroke, hit me somewhere behind the sternum.

I leaned down and latched onto her nipple again, thrusting and nursing simultaneously. The dual sensation hit her like lightning. Every muscle locked, and she came apart.

A full-body convulsion. Her whole body went golden and rigid, her back arching so hard only her shoulders and heels touched the mattress. She screamed, the kind of full-throated release that she usually reserved for hallway performances with an audience, but this was private, this was just us, and it was the loudest sound she’d ever made. Raw and ragged and soaked with tears, her legs locking around me, her pregnant belly trembling between us, her breasts letting down in earnest, milk streaming from both nipples in thin rivulets that ran across her chest and onto mine.

I followed her over the edge. Came hard. Deep. My mouth still on her breast, my hips locked against hers, and the release was total, a full-body shudder that emptied me into her while she convulsed beneath me, her legs locked, her heels digging into my lower back, keeping me buried to the hilt. Colostrum and sweat and tears mingled between our chests, slick and primal and obscene.

“Oh my god.” She looked down at the mess. Milk on my chest, on her chest, on the sheets, glistening between our bodies. Her nipples were still dripping, slow steady drops that caught the afternoon light. She laughed. Startled, delighted, pure Tracy. “Okay. That was not what I expected.” She touched the moisture on my chest, tracing the slick trail from her breast to my sternum. “That was the hottest thing that’s ever happened to me.” A pause. “And I have had some pretty hot things happen to me in this house.”

I kissed her forehead, her cheek, her mouth. She tasted like salt tears and joy.

“The lactation thing is going to be a regular feature,” she said, pulling me back down to her. “Just so you know.”

“I know.”

“I mean, my body is literally designed for this. Making milk, making babies, making you lose your mind.” She tucked against me, belly snug against my side, her hand on my chest where the dampness was drying. “I’m going to need a lot of new shirts.”

“Or fewer.”

She grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

We cleaned up. She pulled on a fresh shirt, a loose cotton one that would last maybe an hour before the spots appeared. She kissed my shoulder as I dressed and I followed her out into the hallway.

Downstairs, the kitchen renovation waited. I had three more countertop sections to install, pendant light fixtures to hang, and a backsplash to tile. The old stove sat in the center of it all, immovable and eternal, the one thing in the kitchen I’d never touch.

Behind the old plaster near the stove, where I’d been opening the wall for electrical work, I found something. A small symbol carved into the support beam beneath the plaster. A circle with a single vertical line through it. The carving was old, the edges soft with age. Harold’s mark, or something older. I photographed it with my phone, made a note in my notepad, and covered it with the new backsplash tile.

I wondered what Sloane was keeping behind her locked door. What private architecture she’d constructed in that heated room with the off radiator, what fears she stacked like bricks between herself and the possibility that this house might give her what she wanted.

That evening, Sloane appeared in the kitchen while Tracy was plating dinner. She poured coffee in silence, her back to the room, her posture rigid.

Tracy, who had never met a silence she couldn’t fill, looked at the back of Sloane’s head and said: “Your sister was here, right? Megan?”

Sloane’s shoulders tightened. “And she was gullible.”

“I did three rounds of IVF,” Tracy said. Her voice was calm, matter-of-fact, no trace of the bubbly blonde persona. This was Tracy serious, which was Tracy at her most powerful. “They pumped me full of hormones. I gave myself shots in the stomach. I spent ten thousand dollars. Nothing.” She paused. “Caleb got me pregnant in two weeks.”

The kitchen was silent except for the tick of the stove cooling.

Sloane didn’t turn around. She took her coffee and walked out. Her boots hit the stairs hard, each step a punctuation mark in a sentence she refused to finish.

Tracy looked at me. I shook my head. Not yet.

She sighed. “The pastry thing is getting expensive.”

Courtney appeared from the sitting room, drawn by the conversation’s silence rather than its sound. She assessed the kitchen, the unfinished dinner, the empty doorway through which Sloane had disappeared.

“She heard you,” Courtney said to Tracy. “She heard every word. She’s processing.”

“Processing.” Tracy stabbed a piece of chicken. “She’s been processing since she got here.”

“Some of us take longer than others.” Courtney sat at the table and poured herself ginger tea from the pot that lived on the stove now, permanent as the cast-iron itself. “I didn’t sleep with Caleb for several days after I arrived. Diana took two weeks. Sloane is on day three. Give her space.”

“I don’t want to give her space. I want to give her a hug and a pregnancy test and a glass of sparkling water.”

“That’s your solution to everything.”

“Because it works. Hugs, pregnancy tests, and sparkling water have a hundred percent success rate in this house.”

“Your sample size is three.”

“Three out of three, Courtney. That’s statistically significant. Diana said so.”

“Diana said nothing of the sort.”

From the study, Diana’s voice: “I said it was anecdotally interesting, not statistically significant. Please don’t cite me in arguments.”

“See?” Tracy said. “Anecdotally interesting. That’s basically significant.”

“It is not.”

“That’s exactly why she needs space. You’re too much too fast for someone who’s been alone.”

Tracy’s face softened. The bubbly blonde surface dropped away and beneath it was the woman who’d survived three rounds of IVF and a boyfriend who bailed and a body that she’d thought was broken. She knew what alone felt like. She’d just responded to it differently.

“You’re right,” she said. “I’ll back off.”

“You’ll leave more pastries.”

“I’ll leave more pastries. But lovingly. At a respectful distance.”

Diana came through from the study with Harold’s journal under her arm. She looked at the table, at the empty chairs, at the corridor Sloane had vanished down.

“Harold’s journal from 1983,” she said. “The same entry Caleb found about the fighters. Harold’s advice was the same every time: consistency. Don’t chase them. Don’t confront them. Just be present, and let the house do the rest.”

She sat at the table, opened the journal, and began reading by lamplight. Courtney sipped her tea. Tracy ate her dinner and hummed, low and tuneless, a melody she’d been composing about a baby who kicked at three AM.

The house was full. Five people, four of them sitting at a table, one of them alone behind a locked door. But five. And the house felt it. The kitchen held a heat the stove alone couldn’t explain. The pendant lights I’d hung that afternoon cast amber pools across the maple countertops, and the air smelled of rosemary and thyme and fresh bread and the faint honeyed sweetness that drifted in from the greenhouse vine through no window anyone had opened.

The plate I left at Sloane’s door that night was empty by midnight.

The muffin I left beside it was gone by dawn.


Chapter 5: Cracks

One week in, and Sloane had developed a breakfast routine designed to avoid human contact.

She woke early. Five-thirty, maybe five. I could hear her boots on the east wing hallway floor, the soft click of her lock, the creak of stairs. By the time Tracy woke at six-thirty, Sloane had eaten, made coffee, and disappeared into the garden or her room. It was impressive, really, the operational precision required to share a house with four other people and successfully avoid all of them. She’d mapped our schedules, identified the gaps, and threaded herself through the day like a needle through fabric, touching nothing.

But Tracy was adaptable. Tracy was a force of nature wrapped in a sundress and a smile, and she would not be outmaneuvered by a schedule.

“She’s using military evasion tactics against pastries,” Tracy told me at six AM on Monday, already up and mixing dough. “I respect it. But I’m better.”

Tracy started waking at five-fifteen. She’d slip out of bed, padding barefoot to the kitchen, and leave a plate of fresh pastries on the counter where Sloane couldn’t miss them. Danish from scratch. Pain au chocolat she’d learned from a YouTube video. Once, a croissant so good that Courtney demanded the recipe and Tracy refused on principle.

She never stayed. Never ambushed. Just left the food and went back to bed.

By day five, the plates were coming back empty.

I found Sloane on the stone bench that Saturday. The garden bench, Harold’s bench, the one near the greenhouse where I’d sat with Tracy the day she told me about the pregnancy. It was becoming a confessional, that bench. Something about the sun-baked stone and the surrounding rosemary made people talk.

Sloane was sitting with her boots flat on the ground and her hands in her jacket pockets. The rosemary towered beside her, chest-high, filling the air with a scent that seemed stronger than any herb had a right to be. She was touching a sprig with her right hand, rolling the needles between her fingers, releasing small bursts of fragrance.

“My sister planted rosemary after she left here,” she said. No greeting. No preamble. Like we were continuing a conversation she’d been having with herself. “It died within a month.”

I sat on the other end of the bench. Left space between us. The stone radiated heat beneath me despite the morning still being cool. It was always like this, this bench. Another thing I’d stopped trying to explain.

“Megan tried for four years,” Sloane continued. Her voice was flat, controlled, the kind of careful that costs effort. “Ovulation tracking. Hormonal supplements. Two rounds of IUI. She and Patrick spent everything. Savings gone. Credit cards maxed. And then their marriage almost went with it.”

She pulled a rosemary sprig free and held it to her nose. Breathed deep.

“My mother told her about this place. Our mother’s friend’s daughter had come here in the nineties and left pregnant. Word of mouth. Whispers. Megan was desperate enough to try anything, so she came. Eight weeks. She left pregnant with twins.”

The garden was quiet around us. Bees worked the lavender. The greenhouse glass reflected the low morning sun.

“And you?” I asked.

Her throat worked. The rosemary sprig trembled in her fingers.

“Two years.” Her voice cracked, just at the edges, the way glass cracks before it breaks. “Three rounds of IUI. My savings are gone. My boyfriend left when I brought up IVF. He said he wasn’t going to bankrupt himself for a maybe.” She laughed, and the sound had no humor in it. “My mother told me to come here. To the magic house. Instead of offering money for another round, she offered me a fairy tale.”

Her eyes were wet. She was furious about it. The wetness, the vulnerability, the fact that her eyes were betraying her emotions the way her womb had been betraying her hope for two years.

“Ninety-seven out of ninety-seven,” I said. “Diana tracked it through fertility databases.”

“Of course she has a spreadsheet.”

“She does. And Harold kept records for forty years. Same results. No explanation. We tested the water, the soil, my bloodwork. All normal.”

“So what, the house is magic?”

“I don’t know what it is.”

Sloane looked at me. The green eyes were bright and hard and wet all at once. “That’s the first honest thing you’ve said to me.”

We sat in silence for a while. The rosemary surrounded us, improbably lush, fragrant enough to taste on the tongue. The vine in the greenhouse had grown another foot; I could see its white flowers through the glass, pressing against the panes like they wanted out.

“The herbs,” Sloane said. “Diana’s testing them?”

“Samples went to a phytochemist at the university. Results in a week.”

“And they’ll come back normal.”

“Probably.”

“Definitely.” She dropped the rosemary sprig on the bench between us. “Because it’s not the herbs. It’s not the water. It’s not your magic sperm. It’s stress reduction and regular sex and a comfortable environment. Basic reproductive science.”

“Maybe.”

“Stop saying maybe.”

“Maybe.”

Her mouth twitched. The ghost of a smile, there and gone, killed by a frown that arrived a fraction too late.

I didn’t push. Harold’s advice was consistency. Show up. Fix what’s broken. Don’t ask for gratitude.

In the afternoon, I installed the third countertop section. The maple slab was heavy, requiring the same careful positioning as the first. Sloane wandered through the kitchen while I was fitting it, pausing at the edge of the workspace.

“Want to feel?” I said, gesturing at the finished surface.

She crossed the kitchen and put her hand on the countertop. Smooth wood, slick as glass, the grain patterns flowing like water under her palm. Her fingers traced the edge where I’d rounded it with a router. Her hand was close to mine, both resting on the surface. She didn’t move away.

“You’re good at this,” she said. “The building.”

“Harold left good tools.”

“Tools don’t make the builder.” She looked at the countertop, then at my hands resting beside hers. The contrast was visible: my hands calloused and scarred and dusted with maple shavings, hers smaller, the knuckles sharp, the nails bitten to the quick. “My ex hired someone to assemble IKEA furniture. He made a spreadsheet first. Cost analysis of assembly versus contractor fees.”

“Let me guess. The contractor won.”

“The contractor won. The bookshelf was crooked anyway. He filed a complaint.”

“With IKEA?”

“With the contractor. About the IKEA furniture. He cc’d me on the email.”

I tried very hard not to laugh. The effort must have shown on my face because something happened to Sloane’s expression. A crack in the concrete. The ghost of amusement, suppressed immediately, like a child covering a smile during a sermon.

She pulled her hand back and left. But slower than usual. Without the combat-boot urgency that had defined her exits for the past week. Her stride was almost, almost, something that could be called a walk rather than a retreat.

That evening, Sloane joined dinner for the first time.

She appeared in the kitchen doorway at six-fifteen, when the table was set and Tracy’s roast was filling the house with rosemary and thyme. Five place settings on the oak table. Five. Courtney set the table every evening with methodical precision, the same eye she’d once turned on seven-figure budgets, and she’d been setting five places since the day Sloane arrived. The empty chair and the untouched plate had become the kitchen’s most eloquent statement about patience.

Sloane stood with her shoulders squared, her mouth a straight line, and she stood at the threshold like she was deciding whether to defuse a bomb or walk away.

“There’s a seat,” Tracy said, gesturing to the empty chair. No fanfare. No celebration. Just the statement, as casual as offering water.

Sloane sat.

Arms crossed. Jaw tight. But she sat. The chair scraped against the hardwood and every person at the table heard it and nobody reacted, because reacting would have been a mistake, and four months of living together had taught this household when to celebrate and when to shut the hell up.

Courtney steered the conversation to logistics. Renovation timeline, grocery budget, bathroom scheduling with five people. Sloane responded to this. Logistics were safe. Logistics had no emotions, no fairy tales, no vulnerability. She could engage with a bathroom schedule without admitting anything.

“I shower at six AM,” Sloane said. “Is that a conflict?”

“Not unless you’re sharing Diana’s bathroom,” Courtney said.

“I have my own. East wing.”

“Then no conflict.”

Diana, who had been watching Sloane with the quiet attention of a researcher observing a new variable, offered: “Harold kept a schedule for a household of six. Color-coded. I found the chart in a 1989 journal.”

“Six women?” Sloane asked.

“Six residents. Harold and five tenants.” Diana turned a page in her notebook. “His busiest year.”

The table went quiet for a beat. Then Tracy: “Goals.”

Even Sloane’s mouth twitched at that one.

After dinner, I read Harold’s journal in the study while the others dispersed to their evening routines. The green glass lamp pooled light across the desk. The room smelled of pipe tobacco and old paper and the faintest trace of lavender from the garden.

	Rebecca.


“Rebecca sat at my table for four dinners before she spoke. She criticized the soup, the bread, the wine, and my haircut. I told her the soup was her recipe from the night before. She laughed. The house warmed three degrees that night.”

I read the entry twice. Then a third time.

The fighters. Harold had seen dozens of them across forty years. Women who arrived angry, resistant, convinced the house was a scam or a fantasy or a trap. They criticized everything. They fought every kindness. And then, one day, they stopped fighting. And the house did what it did.

Harold never explained how. Never even tried. He just documented the pattern and waited.

I installed the pendant light fixtures after lunch. Three copper-finished pendants, amber Edison bulbs, hanging from the ceiling on black cords. The work required careful wiring, the old cloth-insulated cable replaced with modern romex at each fixture point, the connections clean and tight. I was on the ladder, threading wire through the ceiling junction, when Sloane walked through.

She stopped. Looked at the lights. Looked at me on the ladder, my arms overhead, my shirt riding up, the muscles of my back and shoulders flexing as I torqued the mounting bracket. She stood there for three seconds, two seconds longer than necessary, her eyes on my body with an intensity she didn’t realize she was displaying.

“Nice lights,” she said.

“Thank you.”

“The old fluorescent was depressing.”

“I know.”

“This is better.”

“That seems to be the consensus.”

She left. But she paused at the doorway and looked back at the lights one more time, and the expression on her face wasn’t about the lights at all.

Late that evening, Diana came to my room.

She was in a soft t-shirt and cotton shorts, her glasses off, her dark auburn hair loose past her shoulders. Without the glasses and the buttoned-up precision, she looked softer, younger, the freckles at her wrists and the bridge of her nose visible in the lamplight.

She stood in my doorway and held up a small plastic stick. A pregnancy test, the digital kind. The display read NOT PREGNANT.

“Still negative,” she said. “Almost eleven weeks.”

“Harold’s data says 9.8 for your profile.”

“I know what Harold’s data says.” She set the test on my nightstand. “I’m past the predicted window. Which means either his data was wrong, or I haven’t surrendered sufficiently, or the entire framework is coincidental.”

She sat on the edge of my bed. Pulled her knees up. She was tense in a way I hadn’t seen since her first weeks at the estate, when she’d treated every interaction like a lab protocol.

“Diana.”

“I know.” She pushed her hands through her hair. “I know I’m overthinking it. I know the charts and the timing are probably counterproductive. I know Harold wrote about women who were ‘in their own way’ and that I am almost certainly in my own way.”

“So stop.”

She looked at me. Brown eyes, clear and intelligent, searching for permission to do the thing her analytical mind wouldn’t let her do on its own.

“I threw the ovulation chart away,” she said.

“When?”

“Just now. Before I came here.” She held out her hand. “Come here.”

I took her hand.

She pulled me close and kissed me. Not the careful, exploratory kisses of her first weeks. Not the data-gathering kisses that had defined our early intimacy, where I could practically feel her processing the variables. This was a mouth that had stopped measuring and started wanting. She kissed me like the chart was in the trash and the numbers were irrelevant and the only variable that mattered was the one standing in front of her with calloused hands and sawdust in his hair.

Her hands went to my chest, pressing flat against the muscle, feeling my heartbeat through her palms. She pushed my shirt up and I pulled it over my head. Her fingers traced the lines of my body, the shoulders and the chest and the ridged muscle of my stomach, and her eyes followed her hands, cataloging me the way she cataloged everything but with a different kind of attention. Not clinical. Hungry. Her fingertips lingered on the ridges of my abs, tracing downward, and when she reached my waistband her breathing changed.

I pulled her shirt off. Her breasts settled free, heavy and pale, freckled at the sternum. Diana had changed in nine weeks at the estate. Not the shape of it, which was still generous and wide-hipped, but the way she wore it. No hunched shoulders. No arms folded across her chest. She lay back and let me look, her pink nipples tightening in the cool air, her full thighs falling open without the self-consciousness that had stiffened her early weeks.

She kissed down my neck while I unhooked her bra. Her glasses were already off, which meant she’d already decided. Diana without her glasses was Diana without her armor.

I laid her back and kissed down her body. Her stomach, her hips, the soft skin of her inner thighs where freckles scattered across pale flesh. She spread for me with an ease that would have been unthinkable two months ago, her thick thighs falling open, her pussy already glistening, pink and swollen. I put my mouth on her, tongue working her clit in slow circles, tasting the sharp salt-sweet tang of her arousal while two fingers pressed inside. She was wet, soaked, her hips responding instantly, with an urgency that her mind would have tried to schedule six weeks ago.

I sucked her clit between my lips and pumped my fingers in a slow curl, and she fell apart on my mouth. Her hips bucked off the mattress, grinding against my face, her hands twisted in the sheets. The moan she let out filled the room without restraint, a sound she’d never have allowed herself two months ago. Her thighs clamped against my ears and her hips ground against my mouth, pulsing with her orgasm, and I tasted the flood of her wetness on my tongue. I licked her through the aftershock, softer now, gentler, my tongue flat against her oversensitive clit until she shuddered and pushed my head away with a breathless laugh.

“Too much. Too sensitive.” She lay there panting, her thick thighs still trembling, her skin flushed pink from her chest to her cheeks. Her breasts rose and fell, heavy and pale and perfect, the freckles standing out like constellations against the flush.

She rolled onto her stomach. Rose onto her hands and knees, her ass raised, her thick hips filling my vision. The view hit me like a fist. Her generous ass, pale and round and freckled faintly at the base of her spine, the pink swell of her pussy visible between her thighs, wet and swollen, her arousal glistening on her inner thighs. She looked back at me over her shoulder, auburn hair falling across her face, brown eyes clear and wanting.

“Inside me,” she said. “Just you. No charts. No timing.”

I gripped her hips and positioned myself behind her. She was dripping, her pussy lips parted and slick, and when I pressed the head of my cock against her opening she pushed back, taking me inside in one slow, deep slide that made us both groan. The heat of her enveloped me, tight and wet, Diana welcoming me with a hunger that felt like surrender. She dropped to her elbows, her face pressing into the pillow, and the sound she made was half sigh, half surrender. A sound that came from somewhere deeper than her throat. Somewhere she’d been keeping locked behind spreadsheets and ovulation charts and the clinical distance she’d worn like a lab coat.

I set a grinding rhythm, deeper with each stroke. Her wide hips filled my hands, plush and yielding, and I gripped them hard enough to dimple the pale skin. Her ass was round and beautiful, wide and plush, and with each thrust I watched my cock slide in and out of her, glistening with her wetness, disappearing into her and reappearing slick and throbbing.

She arched her back, pressing her face into the pillow, then turning it to the side when the pleasure became too much to muffle. Her moans were low and steady, building with each stroke, her voice thick and broken. Her heavy breasts swayed beneath her, brushing the mattress with each impact, the friction on her sensitive nipples making her gasp.

“Give me a baby,” she whispered. The words came out unstudied, unrehearsed. Not the clinical language of a woman tracking ovulation. The raw, honest language of a woman who wanted something she’d stopped trying to schedule. “Not because the window is optimal. Because I want yours.”

I drove deeper. She pressed back against me, meeting every stroke, her ass slapping against my hips with a wet, obscene sound that filled the room. The sheet bunched under her knees. I felt the first tremor deep inside her with each thrust, each stroke pulling a gasp from her that was louder than the last.

“Deep. Deeper. Just you. Just this.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Stay inside me.”

I reached forward, one hand gripping her hip, the other sliding along her spine to the nape of her neck. She shivered under my touch, her skin prickling with goosebumps. I increased the pace, driving into her with a rhythm that left no room for analysis or measurement or charts. The pressure built between us, wet and hot, her pussy answering every thrust with a tightening I felt from root to tip, and her moans became a continuous stream of sound, broken only by gasps for air.

She came again. Harder than the first time, Diana convulsing, her ass pressing back against me and holding, her fingers twisting in the sheets, a cry that was surprised and helpless and beautiful. Her orgasm was quiet the way Diana was quiet — not the volume but the depth, a slow earthquake that started in her thighs and rolled through her core, tightening and tightening until neither of us could breathe. I couldn’t hold back. The orgasm hit me from the base of my spine, sudden and total, and I pressed against her, my hands tight on her hips, emptying into her while she trembled and gasped beneath me. She moaned at the sensation, pushing her hips back to take me deeper, to keep me pressed against the deepest part of her.

She stayed on her knees, hips tilted up, keeping me inside. Her eyes were closed. Her breathing was slow and deep. She could feel my cum thick and heavy inside her, filling her, and she didn’t move. Didn’t want to move. She held me in slow deliberate waves, keeping me sealed inside her.

“I think that was it,” she said after a long moment. Not scientific. Not data-driven. A feeling. Something she’d never trusted before. “I think the chart was the problem all along.”

I pulled her close. She turned in my arms and nestled against my chest. Her hand found mine under the sheets and held it. Not the analytical grip of a researcher. She was done measuring.

She fell asleep against me without reaching for her glasses. The defenses were down, and they stayed down.

In the morning, the garden’s lavender was so thick it perfumed the entire ground floor through closed windows. The scent drifted through the hallways, into the kitchen, up the stairs. Rich and heavy and strangely present, as if the lavender had moved closer in the night.

At breakfast, Sloane paused in the kitchen doorway.

“What is that smell?”

Tracy looked up from her pancakes. “The house welcoming you.”

Sloane rolled her eyes. But she breathed deeper. And she sat at the table for the second morning in a row.

Sloane ate her pancakes. Didn’t cross her arms.

The pendant lights I’d installed caught the morning sun through the kitchen windows, casting honey-gold light across the maple countertops. The kitchen looked like it belonged now. Like it had always looked this way.

Sloane glanced up at the copper fixtures on her way to the sink.

“Better,” she said.

Then she left.

Better. From Sloane, that was a standing ovation.


Chapter 6: The Test Results

Diana’s phytochemistry results arrived on a Tuesday, at 9:47 AM, in an email with three PDF attachments and a one-paragraph summary that crushed the third theory in three sentences.

She read it aloud at the kitchen table. All five of us were present. Tracy in a sundress that was losing the battle with her belly and breasts. Courtney in a wrap dress that had surrendered weeks ago. Diana in the pale blue sundress Tracy had given her, her glasses perched on her nose, the email open on her laptop. Sloane in her usual uniform: tank top, flannel, crossed arms, kitchen chair tilted back on two legs like she was ready to bolt.

“Dr. Fadel’s analysis,” Diana said, scrolling through the report. “Mass spectrometry results for all submitted samples.” She pushed her glasses up. “Rosemary: standard rosmarinus officinalis. No anomalous alkaloids, no phytoestrogens, no fertility-enhancing compounds. Essential oil concentration slightly below average for the species. Lavender: standard lavandula angustifolia. Same result. Basil, thyme, sage: all standard cultivars. Nothing unusual.”

She scrolled to the summary. “Dr. Fadel’s note: ‘Chemically unremarkable specimens. Growth rate anomaly cannot be attributed to any measured phytochemical profile. Recommend environmental monitoring for soil microbiome analysis, though preliminary soil results suggest normal loam composition.’”

Diana closed the laptop. Set her hands flat on the table. Her mouth was a thin line, the way it got when data failed her.

“Theory three,” she said. “Crushed.”

The kitchen was quiet. Morning sun through the new pendant lights, golden on the maple countertops. Tracy’s roast from last night still scented the air faintly from the stove. The AM radio was silent for once.

“Placebo effect,” Sloane said from her corner. Her chair rocked back to four legs. “Stress reduction and favorable conditions.”

Diana turned to her. “That doesn’t explain the growth rate. These herbs are producing at three hundred percent of expected yield for the species, climate zone, and soil conditions. There is no chemical basis for it.”

“Favorable microclimate. South-facing garden bed, stone walls retaining heat, sheltered from wind.”

“I tested for that. The temperature differential between the garden beds and the surrounding soil is less than two degrees.”

“Then it’s genetic variation. A cultivar bred for vigor.”

“Harold planted these from standard nursery stock. I found the receipts in his 1971 journal.”

Sloane’s fingers tightened around her mug. She didn’t have a response. She reached for her coffee, took a long sip, and looked at the table.

“So we’ve got nothing,” she said. She tipped her chair back on two legs, the way she always sat, ready to bolt. “Three tests. Three fails. And the herbs are just herbs.”

“The growth rate is still unexplained.”

“The growth rate is a gardening anomaly, not a fertility miracle.”

“We’ve got three crushed theories,” Diana said, her voice tightening. “The genetics, the water, the herbs. All normal. All tested, retested, and verified. Whatever this house does, it doesn’t do it through any channel that modern analytical chemistry can detect.”

“That’s convenient.”

“It’s not convenient. It’s frustrating.” Diana’s voice had an edge I rarely heard from her. “I came here to find an answer. I’ve run every test available to me. The house resists explanation. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one. It means I’m looking in the wrong domain.”

“What domain is left?”

Diana paused. Took off her glasses, cleaned them on her sundress, put them back on. “Harold wrote about it in 1994. His final herb journal entry: ‘I have tested the genetics, the water, and the herbs. All normal. Whatever the house does, it does not do it through any channel I can measure. Perhaps what happens here is not caused by anything in the house, but by what the house enables. Presence. Warmth. Purpose. Willingness.’”

The kitchen was very quiet.

Tracy: “He’s saying it’s love.”

Courtney: “He’s saying it’s environment. In the broadest sense.”

Diana: “He’s saying it’s something qualitative rather than quantitative. Which, as a scientist, is deeply unsatisfying.”

Sloane: “He’s saying he gave up.”

“He’s saying he accepted,” I said.

Everyone looked at me. I hadn’t planned to speak. But Harold’s words had been living in my head for months, and they came out now like they’d been waiting.

“Harold spent twenty years testing. Every variable, every theory, every instrument he could get his hands on. And at the end of it, he didn’t find an answer. He found peace with not having one. That’s not giving up. That’s wisdom.”

Sloane looked at me for a long moment. Her green eyes were unreadable. Then she pushed back from the table, carried her mug to the sink, and left the kitchen without a word.

I found her an hour later. Kneeling by the rosemary bed, pressing a sprig to her nose. Her eyes were closed. Her shoulders were relaxed. Her boots were dug into the garden soil.

“I was checking for mold,” she said without opening her eyes.

“Find any?”

“No.”

I stood there. She breathed in the rosemary. The garden surrounded us, dense and thriving, the lavender thick enough that its purple spires touched our shoulders. Bees worked the flowers. The stone walls of the raised beds baked in the sun.

“Sit down,” she said.

I sat on the bench. She opened her eyes and looked at me.

“Why do you fix everything yourself?”

“Because it needs fixing.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I’ve got. The house was falling apart when I got here. My hands know how to put things back together. So I do.”

She watched my hands. I was holding the notepad from my back pocket, the one I carried everywhere, items crossed off with single lines, never erased. She looked at the calluses, the small scar on my left knuckle, the sawdust in the lines of my palms.

“My ex couldn’t change a lightbulb,” she said. The comparison was not casual. “He’d call maintenance for a running toilet. He’d hire someone to hang a picture frame.” She paused. “He was very good at not being present.”

“Not being present.”

“For anything that mattered. Sex was something he endured because it was part of the plan. Lights off. Five minutes. He’d roll over and check his phone before I’d caught my breath.” Her mouth twisted. “Three years together and he never once asked what I wanted.”

“What you wanted.”

“In bed. In life. In anything.” She looked at me. “When I told him I wanted a baby, he said we should wait until his lease was up because moving with an infant was ‘logistically suboptimal.’ His words.”

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say to that.

“When I suggested IVF, he ghosted for a week. Came back and said he’d been thinking, and he wasn’t sure he was ‘the fathering type.’ After three years of supposedly trying.” She pulled the rosemary sprig apart between her fingers, releasing sharp bursts of scent. “He left his gym bag in the hallway. Next to his keys. And then he left.”

The garden was quiet except for bees and the distant creak of the greenhouse door in the breeze.

“You deserve better than a spreadsheet,” I said.

Her eyes snapped to mine. For a second, the armor dropped. Just a second. Enough to see the woman underneath: scared, angry, tired, wanting. The green eyes were wide and unguarded, and in them I could see everything she’d been carrying. The sister who’d watched Megan try for four years. The woman who’d endured three rounds of IUI with a man who treated her like a spreadsheet. The daughter whose mother had offered a fairy tale instead of money.

Then the wall rebuilt. Brick by brick, in real time. I watched it happen. The mouth flattening. The shoulders squaring. The vulnerability retreating behind the familiar architecture of contempt.

“I don’t deserve anything. Nobody deserves anything. You get what you get.”

She stood, brushed dirt from her knees with sharp, aggressive strokes, and walked toward the house. Her stride was fast, purposeful, the walk of someone retreating from something she almost wanted. At the garden gate she paused.

“The countertops look good. In the kitchen.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t read into it.”

She was gone.

That evening, I finished the kitchen backsplash. White subway tile behind the stove, running the length of the maple countertop. The grout was setting, the tile was level, and the kitchen, for the first time since I’d inherited the estate, looked finished. Not just functional. Beautiful.

Tracy stood in the kitchen doorway and clapped.

“It’s a real kitchen,” she said. “Like, a kitchen in a home. Not a kitchen in a haunted house.”

“It was never haunted.”

“The AM radio turns on by itself, Caleb.”

“Electrical fluctuation.”

“You sound like Diana.”

Courtney walked through, assessed the tile work with the same eye she applied to quarterly reports, and nodded. “Clean lines. Good grout spacing. You missed a spot behind the stove, lower left.”

I looked. She was right. I fixed it. Courtney watched the correction with the satisfied expression of a quality assurance auditor who had identified a deficiency and witnessed its resolution.

“Now it’s finished,” she said.

“Now it’s finished.”

She leaned against the counter. The maple smooth under her palms, the copper pendant lights casting amber pools across her skin. She looked at the kitchen: the new countertops, the tile backsplash, the pendant lights, the cast-iron stove that anchored it all. Her expression was complex, layered, something I hadn’t seen from her before. Fifteen years in corporate offices, and she was discovering that a hand-built kitchen in a Victorian estate could feel more like an achievement than any annual review she’d ever received.

“Harold would like this,” she said quietly. “He maintained the house. But this is something else. This is yours.”

Diana came in, saw the finished kitchen, and pulled out her phone. “I’m documenting the renovation for the estate history. This is significant. The kitchen is the heart of a domestic space. Its completion represents a symbolic and functional transformation of the estate.”

“Or it represents new countertops,” I said.

“Both things can be true.”

Sloane passed through on her way to the sitting room. Looked at the backsplash. Looked at the countertops. Looked at the pendant lights. Her expression was complicated, something between grudging respect and irritation that she couldn’t find anything to criticize.

“Toast,” Tracy announced. “Everyone. Sitting room. Now.”

We gathered. The east wing sitting room, firelit, bookshelves full, the furniture comfortable. Tracy poured sparkling water for herself and Courtney (who shot a longing look at the wine bottle). Diana had wine. I had bourbon from a bottle I’d found in Harold’s cellar. Sloane stood in the doorway, arms crossed, watching.

“Come sit down,” Tracy said.

A beat. Sloane sat. On the edge of the couch, as far from the group as geography allowed, but she sat.

“To three dead theories,” Tracy said, raising her glass.

“To confirmation bias,” Sloane said from the edge.

“Come sit down.”

“I am sitting.”

“Sit closer. You’re sitting on the arm of the couch like you’re about to parachute out.”

“I like the arm.”

“Nobody likes the arm. The arm is where you sit when you’re afraid of committing to the couch.”

Sloane stared at Tracy. Tracy stared back, four and a half months of pregnancy and zero filter and absolute certainty that she was right about everything, especially couch politics.

Sloane moved six inches toward the center of the couch. Tracy beamed as if she’d won a war. Courtney sipped her sparkling water and made a small note on the whiteboard calendar: Sloane, couch, center-ish. Progress.

I caught Courtney’s eye across the firelight. She gave me the smallest nod. The one that said: patience. Give her time. She’ll come.

After the toast, Tracy disappeared to the kitchen. Courtney followed. I heard them talking, the clatter of dishes, the familiar clatter of a household functioning.

Diana stayed in the sitting room, reading Harold’s journal by the fire. Sloane sat on the couch, staring at the flames. I sat in the armchair across from them.

“The Hendersons,” Diana said, mostly to herself, flipping through the journal. “Harold’s nearest neighbors. A quarter mile west.”

“What about them?”

“County records. They farmed the same soil composition. Same water table. Same climate zone. Their yields were average. Harold’s were extraordinary.” She paused. “Same inputs. Same conditions. The only difference was which property the plants were growing on.”

Sloane was listening. Pretending not to. Her eyes were on the fire but she was angled toward Diana.

“What about the unknown vine in the greenhouse?” I asked.

“Still unidentified,” Diana said, tapping her notebook with her pencil. “I’ve sent photos to Dr. Fadel. It looks like a honeysuckle variant, but I want confirmation before I add it to the record. Whatever it is, its growth rate is three times the expected norm. Same pattern as everything else in the garden. Normal vigor shouldn’t produce what we’re seeing.”

“Same story as the herbs,” I said.

Diana nodded. Sloane said nothing. But she was listening.

Later, when the house was quiet and the fire had burned low, I went to the master bedroom where Tracy and Courtney were waiting.

Tracy was on the bed in a thin cotton shirt, braless, dark spots already appearing on the fabric where her milk had leaked through. Her belly was round and prominent, beautiful in the low lamplight. She’d kicked the covers off, legs bare, the golden tan of her skin glowing against the white sheets.

Courtney sat against the headboard in black lace, the kind she’d had to buy a size up. Courtney had thickened at the hips and bust, the lace struggling to contain her pregnancy-enhanced curves. Her raven hair fell past her shoulders, silver streaks catching the light. She looked at me the way she always did when she was ready: molten eyes, controlled mouth, the gap between surface and depth narrowing to nothing.

“The two of us tonight,” Courtney said. “We need you.”

Tracy pulled me onto the bed by my belt. “What she said. Minus the dignity.”

Tracy took me in her mouth first. She knelt between my legs, her pregnant belly resting on the mattress edge, one hand gripping the base of my cock, the other steadying herself against the mattress. Her lips wrapped around me, stretched wide, and she hummed, a vibration that ran straight through my shaft and up my spine. She was enthusiastic, wet, deliberately loud, every stroke of her mouth a performance she delivered with the commitment of a woman who had never done anything halfway in her life. Her tongue swirled the head, lapped at the slit, pressed flat against the underside as she took me deeper.

She pulled back, a string of saliva connecting her swollen lips to my tip, and licked the length of me slowly, her blue eyes looking up through the curtain of platinum hair. “I missed this. All day I was thinking about this.” She took me deep again, hollowing her cheeks, her throat relaxing as she pushed past her gag reflex, and the tight wet pressure of her mouth bottoming out made my hips jerk. The pregnancy had made her lips fuller, her face slightly rounder, and the visual of her pregnant body kneeling between my legs, her heavy tits swaying with the bobbing motion, nipples dripping onto the sheets, her belly round against the mattress, was something I would never tire of.

Courtney straddled my face. She lowered herself with deliberate precision, the black lace pulled aside, and I tasted her. The sharp musk of her arousal filled my mouth, her pussy wet and hot against my lips. She gasped, the sound low and controlled, her thick thighs framing my head, the weight of them pressing against my ears. She gripped the headboard and rolled her hips against my mouth while Tracy worked me below. My tongue found her clit, swollen and hard, and I sucked it between my lips. Her grinding became urgent, her hips circling, her slick pussy leaving a sheen of wetness across my face.

The contrast was total. Tracy’s bright, breathy moans from below, her mouth wet and loud on my cock. Courtney’s measured, shuddering gasps from above, her pussy pulsing against my tongue. One golden and loud. One dark and deep.

Tracy pulled off my cock with a wet pop and climbed on top. Cowgirl, straddling me, her pregnant belly between us, her breasts heavy and leaking freely now. She gripped my shaft, positioned the head against her entrance, and sank down onto me with a moan that filled the room. Her pussy was soaked, hot, taking me in one slow descent until her ass pressed against my thighs. Her breasts swayed as she rode me, droplets of milk beading on her dark nipples, and I cupped them, feeling the thin liquid seep between my fingers as I squeezed.

Courtney moved beside us, her black lace discarded, her pregnancy-enhanced body fully on display. Olive skin flushed from her chest to her throat, her swollen breasts hanging, nipples dark and tight. She touched herself while she watched, her fingers sliding between her pussy lips, circling her clit in the slow deliberate rhythm that was pure Courtney. Her eyes moved between Tracy’s body and mine, watching my cock disappear into Tracy with every downstroke. She leaned in and kissed Tracy’s shoulder, then her neck. Tracy turned her head and their mouths met. The sight of it, Tracy’s golden brightness against Courtney’s dark heat, their tongues visible between parted lips while Tracy rode me with her pregnant body, her tits bouncing and leaking between them, tightened something behind my sternum that went beyond the physical.

Tracy rode me harder, her pregnant belly between us, her breasts swaying and leaking, her milk trailing down her skin in thin streams that pooled in her tan lines. She gripped my shoulders and ground down, taking me deep, her hips working me on every downstroke, riding with rhythmic purpose.

“All of it, baby,” she gasped. “Don’t hold back. Fill me up. Like you’re putting another one in.”

I gripped her hips and thrust up into her hard. She shuddered through her orgasm with a cry loud enough to reach the east wing, her whole body going rigid and then slack and then rigid again, her head thrown back, her pregnant belly taut and shining in the lamplight. I came inside her, pressing deep, and the world narrowed to the place where we joined. She pulled at me in deep waves, milking every last drop, drawing it out until I was emptied inside her. She held me there for a long moment, her thighs trembling, the aftershocks rolling through her, her milk dripping from both nipples onto my chest.

She slid off me with a satisfied sigh, a trail of cum following, and she pressed her thighs together to keep the rest inside. She curled onto her side, one hand on her belly, the other wiping the moisture from her breast with a lazy thumb.

Then Courtney. She lay back, spreading her legs with the deliberate invitation that was her signature. Missionary. She wanted my weight, my closeness, my eyes. Her pussy was swollen and glistening from her own fingers, her inner thighs slick, her full breasts settling against her ribs.

“Make me yours again,” she said. The words came out low, broken, the measured voice abandoned. “I know I’m already pregnant. I don’t care. I want to feel you lose yourself. Baby, don’t stop. Deep. Every single time.”

I was hard again within seconds. This house, these women, whatever happened under this roof rewrote the rules of recovery. I settled between her thighs and entered her, and she wrapped her legs around me instantly, thick and strong, the muscles of her calves locking against my lower back with crushing pressure. She was different from Tracy, tighter in different places, the pressure deep and slow, building with each inch like a fist closing. Her breasts were fuller than ever, pressing against my chest, heavy and tender, the first beads of her own milk wetting my skin. I cupped her face and kissed her while I thrust, deep and steady, and she moaned into my mouth.

“Harder,” she breathed against my lips. “I can take it. Give me everything you just gave her.”

Tracy stroked Courtney’s silver-streaked hair from her face. Whispered something I couldn’t hear, her lips against Courtney’s ear. Courtney’s composure cracked. She arched beneath me, her eyes going wide, her low voice breaking into a moan that resonated through her chest and into mine. She bore down on me, hard, and the wet sound of my cock driving into her filled the space between their voices.

“Baby,” she said. The word. Her word. Maternal and sexual, tender and commanding. “Give me everything.”

I drove into her hard, gripping her hip with one hand, my other braced on the mattress. Her thick thighs crushed my sides, her heels digging into my lower back, pulling me deeper with every thrust. Her breasts bounced between us, the dark nipples dragging against my chest. I felt her orgasm building in the quickening of her breath, in the way her rhythm stuttered, in the way her fingers dug into the back of my neck.

She came with a shudder that started in her thighs and crested through her. Courtney’s orgasm was a controlled demolition — the first tremor subtle, a tightening she could have hidden, then the crack spreading through her composure until the whole structure collapsed at once. She locked around me in one sustained wave, her back bowing off the mattress, a low moan tearing from her throat that she’d been holding behind her teeth for the last thirty seconds. I thrust through it and came inside her deep, pressing against her, and Courtney did something none of the others did. She pulled my forehead to hers. Held me there, eye to eye, thighs trembling, while I finished inside her. She watched my face through every second of it, her hand on the back of my neck, her brown eyes holding mine, and the intimacy of being seen during that moment was more intense than the orgasm itself.

“Baby,” she whispered again. This time it was just for us.

Three bodies in the king bed. Tracy on one side, belly up, one hand on her stomach, her milk-dampened shirt discarded somewhere on the floor. Courtney on the other, her hair wild on the pillow, her polish permanently demolished for the evening. I lay in the center, their bodies pressed against me from both sides.

“We need to bring Diana in more often,” Tracy said, her voice sleepy and satisfied. She shifted against me, her belly round and heavy against my hip. “And eventually…” She glanced toward the hallway. Toward the east wing. “The angry one.”

Courtney’s hand found mine on the sheets. Her fingers were slender and precise, even in the dark. “Give her time.”

“I’m not patient.”

“I know. It’s one of your most endearing and most exhausting qualities.”

Tracy snorted. “Love you too, Courtney.”

“Go to sleep.”

“Make me.”

Courtney reached across me and squeezed Tracy’s hand. The two of them, connected through me, the three points of a triangle that had become the foundation of everything I was building. They’d started as opposites. Sunlight and shadow. Noise and silence. The blonde who stripped in the garden and the brunette who calculated ovulation windows on a spreadsheet. Now they held hands in the dark while their children grew inside them, and neither of them thought it was strange.

“The house will figure it out,” Tracy murmured, already half asleep. “It always does.”

Courtney didn’t argue. She just held Tracy’s hand in the dark while the house settled around us.

Somewhere in the garden, the vine was growing.


Chapter 7: Snap

Two weeks in, and Sloane had learned exactly how to make every woman in the house want to kill her.

It was a talent. A finely honed, precisely deployed weapon that she wielded with an efficiency honed over an entire adult life spent pushing people away before they could disappoint her. She’d had a lifetime of practice. She was very, very good at it.

The irony was that she was also, quietly, becoming part of the household. She dried dishes after dinner. She closed windows before storms. She’d started leaving her combat boots by the front door instead of wearing them inside, which meant her bare feet made soft sounds on the hardwood that were nothing like the aggressive military percussion she’d arrived with. Small concessions. Tiny surrenders. Changes a woman makes when she doesn’t want to leave but isn’t ready to admit she wants to stay.

Tracy was the easiest target. Tracy, who walked around in sundresses that showed everything, who hummed while she cooked, who rubbed her pregnant belly with both hands and talked to the baby in full sentences.

“You walk around half-naked for attention,” Sloane said over breakfast, watching Tracy stretch to reach the top shelf in her thin cotton shirt, her belly round between them, her breasts straining the fabric.

Tracy didn’t flinch. “I walk around half-naked because clothes are uncomfortable when you’re growing a human.”

“You walked around half-naked before you were pregnant.”

“Yeah. Because clothes are also uncomfortable when you’re not growing a human.” Tracy smiled. “Want a muffin?”

Diana was the analytical target. “Your data proves nothing,” Sloane told her in the sitting room, watching Diana pin the herb analysis to the corkboard next to the water report and Caleb’s bloodwork results. Three crushed theories in a row. “All you’ve proven is that the house is old, the herbs are herbs, and the water is wet.”

Diana didn’t flinch. “The data proves that every measurable variable is within normal parameters, which is itself significant because the outcomes are not within normal parameters. The disparity between input and output is the finding.”

“The finding is that you can’t find anything.”

“That’s also a valid finding.”

Courtney was the hardest target, because Courtney didn’t react to provocation the way the others did. She absorbed it, processed it, and returned something measured and precise that Sloane couldn’t counter.

But Sloane tried.

“You’re not his wife,” she said to Courtney in the hallway, watching Courtney smooth her wrap dress over her growing belly. “You’re his tenant who got pregnant.”

Courtney looked at her with those deep brown eyes that saw everything. “I’m the mother of his child. The terminology is secondary.”

“The terminology matters.”

“Does it? To whom?”

Sloane had no response. She turned and walked away, her boots hitting the hardwood with unnecessary force.

The household absorbed it. Tracy with patience. Courtney with quiet poise. Diana with data. Nobody fought back. Nobody raised their voice. Nobody asked Sloane to leave.

Tracy tried teaching Sloane to cook. It went about as well as teaching a cat to swim. Sloane burned garlic on her first attempt and stared at the blackened cloves like they’d personally betrayed her.

“Garlic burns fast,” Tracy said. “Lower heat, more butter.”

“I know how garlic works.”

“Apparently not.”

“I’m a victim of the stove, not the garlic.”

“The stove has been here since 1920. It’s survived two world wars. I don’t think you’re going to break it with garlic.”

Sloane threw the burned cloves in the trash and started over. She burned them again. Tracy handed her a third head of garlic without comment.

Diana, undeterred by Sloane’s hostility, cornered her after dinner one night with the corkboard of crushed theories. “I wanted to show you the data.” She walked Sloane through all three dead ends: Caleb’s bloodwork, the water analysis, the herb chemistry. Sloane listened with her arms crossed, her expression skeptical, but she asked three questions that were better than any Diana had fielded from the household. Sharp, precise, questions that came from someone who’d been thinking about this more than she wanted to admit.

“You’re good at this,” Diana said.

“At what?”

“Analysis. Pattern recognition.”

“I work in IT. I debug systems for a living. Finding flaws in logic is literally my job.”

“Then help me. Because I’ve run out of logic.”

Sloane didn’t answer. But she didn’t walk away either. She stood in front of the corkboard for a long time after Diana left, reading the data sheets with the intensity of someone looking for a crack in a wall she desperately wanted to climb.

This enraged her. The fact that nobody fought back. The fact that the household absorbed every barb, every insult, every verbal grenade she lobbed, and responded with muffins and data and invitations to sit down.

She wanted someone to fight back. She needed it. The way a boxer needs a sparring partner, the way a flame needs oxygen. Her hostility was a language, and nobody in this house spoke it.

Except me. And she knew it. I could see it in the way her eyes tracked me through every room. The way her provocations were pointed at everyone else but aimed at me. Every insult she threw at Tracy or Diana or Courtney was a ricochet shot, bouncing off them and landing at my feet. She was testing. Not them. Me. Waiting to see if the man who fixed everything would try to fix her, and what would happen when she made it clear she didn’t want to be fixed.

She wanted to be broken open. She just didn’t know how to ask for it.

The workshop confrontation happened on a Wednesday. I was building pantry shelving, running maple boards through the table saw, measuring and cutting with the precision that came from months of practice on Harold’s equipment. Sawdust covered my forearms and the air smelled of fresh-cut wood and linseed oil.

Sloane appeared in the doorway. Arms crossed, jaw set, green eyes sharp. She’d been building to this. I could feel it the way I could feel a storm front moving through the valley. The pressure had been rising for days.

“This place is a dump,” she said.

I didn’t look up. Measured a board, marked it with a pencil.

“You’re playing house with four desperate women.”

I fed the board through the table saw. The blade sang. The wood split clean.

“Free sex disguised as a breeding program.”

I set the cut board aside and measured the next one. My hands were steady. My pulse was not.

“My sister wasted two months here. And you.” She stepped into the workshop, her boots loud on the concrete. “You’re twenty-two. You think you’re special because four women let you fuck them? That’s not special. That’s Tuesday on a college campus.”

I set down the pencil. Turned off the table saw. The silence was sudden and complete.

She was ten feet away. She was tense, coiled, vibrating with an energy she couldn’t name. Not anger. Something beneath it, older and more honest. Her hands were clenched at her sides. Her chest rose and fell beneath the thin tank top. She was breathing hard.

“You done?” I asked.

“Your great-uncle ran this con for forty years. Brought in desperate women, fucked them, waited for biology to do its thing, and then let them credit the magic house. And you picked up right where he left off.” She stepped closer. “You’re not a patriarch. You’re a twenty-two-year-old who got lucky.”

I stepped into her space.

She didn’t retreat. She tilted her chin up to hold eye contact. At five-four, she had to crane her neck. The defiance in her green eyes was absolute, burning, total. But beneath it, in the set of her jaw and the quickness of her breathing, something else lived. Not contempt. Want. Raw, undeniable want.

“Your sister has twins,” I said. “Diana is happy. Tracy has what she wanted. You came here because you want the same thing, and hating me doesn’t change that.”

Her hand came up fast. Open palm. She slapped me across the face.

Hard. The crack of it echoed off the workshop walls. My head turned with the force. My cheek burned.

Silence.

I turned back. My eyes were harder than they’d been. Something had shifted, something in the set of my shoulders and the line of my jaw that the other women had never needed to see. Because Tracy had never needed me to be hard. Courtney had never needed me to push back. Diana had never needed me to fight.

Sloane needed all of it.

I grabbed her wrist.

Not hard enough to hurt. Hard enough that she couldn’t pull away. My calloused hand closed around the fine bones of her wrist and held. She gasped. Not at the pressure. At the fact that someone had finally grabbed back.

“Don’t,” I said. My voice was low. Quiet. Not a shout. “Hit me again.”

She didn’t. She didn’t pull away either.

Her breathing changed. Ragged. Shallow. Her pupils dilated, the green of her eyes darkening. She leaned forward, even as her expression stayed locked in defiance. Like two separate systems running: her mind screaming at her to fight, and her body surrendering to the grip on her wrist.

“Let me go,” she said.

But she pushed her hips against me. Her ass pressed backward, against my crotch, through the denim of her jeans. The contact was unmistakable.

“I said let me go.”

Her voice had no conviction. None. It was a performance, and the performance was for herself, because admitting what she wanted would crack something she’d been building her entire adult life.

I spun her around. She gasped. Her back hit the edge of the workbench, and I pressed against her from behind, my chest against her shoulder blades, my grip on her wrist pinning it to the scarred oak surface.

She could have broken free. I wasn’t holding her with force. I was holding her with permission she hadn’t given verbally but had given with every atom of herself pressed backward against mine.

My free hand found her hip. The sharp bone beneath denim, the taut muscle of her oblique, the heat of her skin through the fabric.

“Say it like you mean it,” I said into her ear. “Tell me to let you go and mean it, and I will.”

She didn’t say anything.

Her head dropped forward. A shudder ran through her whole body, starting at her shoulders and ending at her knees. She reached back with her free hand and grabbed my belt, pulling my hips harder against her ass.

The message was clear.

I pulled her flannel off her shoulders, one arm at a time, keeping her right wrist pinned to the bench. The flannel pooled on the concrete. Underneath, the black tank top, thin enough that I could see the outline of her small firm breasts, the hard points of her nipples pressing against the fabric.

I fisted my hand in her hair. Short enough that the grip was tight, my fingers closing around the dark strands at the base of her skull. I pulled her head back and she gasped, throat exposed, pulse hammering visibly beneath the skin.

“You’ve been pushing me since you got here,” I said. My mouth was at her ear. Close enough that she could feel my breath on her neck. “Every insult. Every fight. Every time you told me this place was a dump and I was a fraud. This is what you wanted.”

“Fuck you,” she breathed. But she arched against me, pressing her ass harder into my crotch.

I pulled her jeans down. She lifted her hips to help. Black cotton underwear, soaked through. The wetness visible through the dark fabric, evidence of how long she’d been wanting this. Not minutes. Not days. Since the first time she’d watched me work, since the first time she’d stared at my hands and forced her eyes away.

I pressed my palm between her legs, cupping her through the soaked cotton. She bucked against my hand, grinding, her hips rolling with a desperate rhythm her mouth would never have admitted to. I could feel the heat of her through the fabric, the slick wetness soaking through to my palm, her clit swollen and hard beneath the cotton. The evidence of her arousal contradicted every hostile word she’d ever said more thoroughly than any argument could.

“Tell me to stop,” I said.

Her teeth were clenched. Her hands gripped the workbench edge, knuckles white. She fought it for one breath. Two. Three.

“Don’t stop.”

I bent her over the workbench. The scarred oak surface was cool against her stomach and she hissed at the contact, her nipples pressing against the wood through her tank top. She braced her hands flat on the surface, her fingers spread, her lean arms trembling. I hooked my fingers into her underwear and pulled them down her legs. They were drenched, dark cotton heavy with her wetness, and she stepped out of them, kicking them aside with one combat boot.

Her pussy was exposed now, swollen and glistening, the pink slit slick with arousal that had been building for days, maybe weeks. I ran two fingers through her folds and she shuddered, her hips pressing back, chasing the contact. She was soaked. Dripping. Her arousal running down her inner thighs.

I freed my cock and notched the head against her opening. She pushed back before I could thrust, impaling herself on me with a sharp roll of her hips. She cried out. Sharp, involuntary, a sound that tore through the workshop like the table saw’s scream. She was tight, blazing hot, blazing tight the moment I was inside her, her whole body pulling at me as if every muscle was trying to drag me deeper.

I gripped her hip with one hand, her hair with the other. Set a hard pace. Not brutal, not cruel, but demanding. The kind of pace that said: I’m here, I’m not leaving, and I’m not going to be gentle because you don’t want gentle. Each thrust drove her hips into the workbench edge, her ass bouncing against my pelvis, the wet slap of our bodies filling the workshop.

She braced against the bench and pushed back to meet every thrust, her lean body coiling and releasing, her athletic legs flexing. The workshop echoed with the obscene sound of my cock driving into her soaked pussy, the creak of the workbench, and her breathing, ragged and desperate and breaking.

She was vocal but fighting it. Moans breaking through clenched teeth, escaping between pressed lips, sounds she was trying to swallow and couldn’t. Each one wrenched from deeper in her chest than the last. Every one a small surrender. Every one a crack in the wall she’d spent years building.

I pulled her hair harder. Tilted her head back until the tendons in her neck stood out. “Let me hear you.”

She broke.

A full-throated moan tore out of her, raw and animal and uncontrolled. Nothing like the sharp-tongued woman who criticized everything. Nothing like the combat boots and the crossed arms and the deadbolt on the door. This was the sound beneath all of it: want, raw and animal, the kind she’d been burying for years beneath contempt and locked doors and combat boots.

I felt her contract around me, violent and sudden, every muscle locking at once. I reached around with my free hand and found her throat. Light, just pressure, my fingers against the sides of her neck, just enough to feel her pulse hammering against my fingertips, wild and rapid. She gasped and she went rigid, every fiber seizing, the pressure around me so sudden and total it was almost painful.

She came violently. Screaming against the workbench, her arms giving out, her cheek pressing against the scarred oak. It hit her like a blow — sharp and sudden, her whole frame seizing, one vicious spasm that released and slammed through her again, each wave wrenching a ragged cry from her, her legs buckling so hard she nearly lost her footing. I held her up with my grip on her hip and thrust through it, feeling the tremors rip through her until the pressure broke me.

I finished inside her deep. Pressed against her, my chest against her back, holding her pinned, and the orgasm was more collapse than climax, everything I had pouring out of me and into her. She felt it. Felt the heat spreading inside her, and a secondary wave rolled through her, a shudder that started in her hips and ran up her spine. She moaned, low and wrecked and spent, and she held me there in slow instinctive waves, keeping every drop inside, doing what her mouth had refused to ask for.

She stayed bent over the workbench. Breathing hard. Her hair was wild, plastered to her damp forehead and neck. Her hands gripped the edge of the oak surface, knuckles white. The workshop smelled of sawdust and sweat and sex.

Slowly, she straightened. Turned.

Her face was flushed from her chest to her forehead, eyes bright, lips parted, a fine sheen of sweat on her collarbones. She looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time. Like the man she’d been insulting for two weeks had just rearranged her understanding of everything.

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“That was…”

She couldn’t finish. Her usual sharp tongue, the weapon she’d wielded with surgical precision for two weeks, had nothing. The words weren’t there. She’d been disarmed.

She pulled up her jeans. Buttoned them. Picked up her flannel from the concrete floor and shrugged it on. Ran a hand through her disheveled hair with fingers that were visibly trembling.

Her armor tried to reassemble. It got about halfway there. Enough to square her shoulders and lift her chin. Not enough to hide the tremor in her hands or the flush still burning across her cheeks.

She walked to the workshop door. Paused with her hand on the frame. She didn’t look back.

“Same time tomorrow,” she said.

She left.

I stood in the workshop, leaning against the workbench that still held the imprint of her hips, and breathed.

Harold’s tools hung on their pegs, neat and labeled. The table saw was still off, the cut board waiting for its measurement. Sawdust covered the floor. The linseed oil smell was layered now with something else, something sharp and musky and distinctly human.

I looked at the bench where she’d been pressed. At the faint impression of her fingers in the sawdust on the surface. At the black cotton underwear she’d forgotten on the concrete floor.

I picked them up. Still damp. I put them in my pocket.

I walked through the hallway back to the main house. The air was different. Hotter in the east wing, as if every radiator had fired up at once. The hallway felt like a body exhaling after holding its breath.

In the living room, the AM radio clicked on. Low jazz. Nobody had touched it. Nobody ever did.

Tracy was in the kitchen, humming, her hand on her belly.

“You smell like sawdust and sex,” she said without looking up from the pot she was stirring.

I stopped.

“Two different people’s sex,” she added. “I know what yours smells like. And hers is different. Sharper. More… combative.”

“You’re analyzing scent profiles of other people’s sex.”

“I’m pregnant and I have a supernatural sense of smell. It’s a gift and a curse.” She tasted the sauce, added salt. “Also, you were in the workshop for forty-five minutes, you came back with sawdust in your hair and your shirt buttoned wrong, and she walked out five minutes later looking like she’d been electrocuted. I can do math, Caleb.”

“Tracy.”

She turned. Her blue eyes were knowing and steady and completely without judgment. The woman who had walked around this house naked since the day she arrived, who had left doors open on purpose, who had performed for Courtney’s benefit through a cracked door. Tracy understood exhibition. Tracy understood desire as a shared experience. She wasn’t jealous. She was relieved.

“Is she okay?”

“I think so.”

“Good. She needed that. I could hear it in her voice all week. The way she picked fights. She wasn’t fighting us. She was fighting herself.” Tracy stirred the pot. “Dinner’s in twenty. Tell Diana to get the rosemary garlic bread out of the oven. And change your shirt. You smell like a crime scene.”

The household absorbed. The household always absorbed.

That night, lying in the master bedroom between Tracy and Courtney, I could still feel the imprint of Sloane’s pulse against my fingers. The hammering beat of Sloane Kovac finally, in a workshop full of sawdust and sharp tools, stopping.

The house settled. The joists creaked their nightly song.

In the east wing, the deadbolt clicked. And behind it, Sloane was lying in the dark, thinking about calloused hands and the sound of her own voice.

Don’t stop.


Chapter 8: Submission

The morning after, Sloane appeared at breakfast.

She sat in her usual chair. Arms crossed. Coffee in front of her. She didn’t speak. Didn’t make eye contact. Drank her coffee with the mechanical precision of someone performing normalcy as a survival skill.

Tracy studied her from across the table. Courtney studied her from the end. Diana studied her over the rim of her glasses. They all knew. The walls of this house were thick old plaster and solid timber, and the workshop was across the yard, but four women living together in close quarters had developed an animal awareness of each other. The slight change in Sloane’s posture. The way she held her coffee mug with both hands instead of one. The flush that hadn’t entirely faded from her neck.

Nobody said anything.

The electric silence in the kitchen was a living thing. Tracy’s blue eyes darted to Courtney. Courtney’s mouth pressed into a line that might have been a smile. Diana turned a journal page with studied nonchalance.

Sloane finished her coffee. Set the mug down.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing,” Tracy said brightly. “Muffin?”

“No.”

“They’re blueberry.”

Sloane took a muffin. Ate it in aggressive bites while staring at the table. Then she stood and left the kitchen without another word.

Courtney waited three seconds. “Well.”

Tracy: “I know.”

Diana: “The data supports the hypothesis.”

Tracy: “Diana.”

“I’m just saying. His hair was disordered and he smelled like sawdust and adrenaline when he came back yesterday. And she’s sitting differently this morning.”

“Differently how?”

Diana tilted her head. “More carefully.”

Tracy covered her mouth. Courtney’s mouth twitched exactly one millimeter, which for her was the equivalent of falling off a chair laughing.

I escaped to the hallway before they could turn their analysis on me directly.

Sloane was waiting.

She cornered me against the wall between the kitchen and the staircase. She blocked the hallway, feet planted, arms at her sides instead of crossed. She wore the same tank top, the same dark jeans, but the flannel was gone. No flannel this morning. Just the thin fabric and the body underneath it.

Her voice was low. “Last night doesn’t change anything.”

“Which part?”

She flushed. From her neck to her cheekbones, a wave of heat that she couldn’t control and couldn’t hide. “I’m not one of your breeding groupies.”

I stepped closer. She stepped back. Hit the wall. The plaster was heated against her shoulders, the way it always was in this house, as if the walls held something the heating system didn’t produce.

I put one hand flat on the wall beside her head. Didn’t touch her. Just closed the distance until I could see the green of her eyes darken and her breathing quicken.

“You’re here because you want what they have,” I said.

Her teeth clenched. Her chin lifted. “I’m here because the rent is cheap.”

I leaned in. My mouth was an inch from hers. Close enough that her breath ghosted across my lips. She smelled like coffee and something sharp and clean, like wind through cold air.

“Same time tonight?”

Her breath caught. Her eyes dropped to my mouth. Stayed there. She was humming with tension, the strain visible in her shoulders, the heat coming off her skin. She smelled like coffee and the cool morning air, and underneath it, something deeper. Something that remembered last night.

Her eyes came back up. For a moment, every hostile word she’d ever said was nothing but noise, and the signal underneath was clear and raw and undeniable. She wanted me. Had wanted me since the first day, when she’d watched me sand railing spindles shirtless on the porch and forced herself to look away. Had wanted me through every insult, every fight, every slammed door and thrown lock.

She pushed past me. Her shoulder brushed my chest and I felt the contact run through both of us like current. She walked away down the hallway, her boots hitting the hardwood with a rhythm that was slightly too fast, slightly too deliberate, the walk of a woman pretending she wasn’t affected.

But she nodded. Once. Without looking back. A single dip of her chin that cost her more than any insult ever had.

I spent the next hour in the kitchen, hanging the last pendant light above the stove. The copper fixture matched the others I’d installed over the island. The pantry shelving was stained and drying in the workshop, ready to mount by tomorrow. The kitchen was nearing completion, every surface I’d built or refinished catching the morning light through clean windows.

Two hours later, Diana took a pregnancy test.

She’d been at the estate approximately eleven weeks, past the 9.8-week threshold Harold’s data predicted for her psychological profile. She’d thrown away her ovulation chart. She’d stopped timing, stopped tracking, stopped measuring. And sometime between then and now, she’d done the thing she’d spent two years trying to schedule.

She told me first. In the study, with the green glass lamp casting its steady glow across Harold’s desk. She held up the test, the digital display clear and unmistakable. PREGNANT.

Her eyes were bright behind her glasses. Wet. The analytical lens through which she viewed the world was fogged over by something no lab could measure.

“I stopped tracking,” she said. Her voice was careful, the scientist reporting findings. “I stopped planning. I stopped optimizing. And it happened.”

She adjusted her glasses. Habit. Shield. But it didn’t quite work this time. The tears were coming.

“The correlation between psychological surrender and conception speed in this house is remarkable,” she said. “Harold’s data predicted 9.8 weeks for resistant or analytical profiles. I conceived at approximately week eleven. Within range, if you account for the two-week adjustment period where I was still actively testing and therefore psychologically defended.”

She set the analytical voice aside. Set it down carefully, the way she set her glasses on the nightstand before sleep, and let the woman underneath speak.

“I’m having your baby, Caleb.”

I held her. She let me. She pressed her face against my chest and cried, quiet tears, nothing dramatic, just the relief that floods out like a tide when a dam you didn’t know you’d built finally breaks. Her glasses pressed into my sternum and I didn’t move them. She held on.

“Patient ninety-eight,” she whispered.

“Diana.”

“I started to write ‘Patient 98’ in my notebook. And then I crossed it out. And I wrote my name.” She pulled back and looked at me. Her glasses were crooked, her eyes red. “I wrote ‘Diana Pritchard. Conception confirmed at approximately eleven weeks of residency. Status: happy.’”

I kissed her forehead. Her eyes closed at the contact.

Tracy’s reaction came in the form of a scream. A joyful, full-throated shriek that echoed through the estate from the kitchen to the east wing when Diana showed her the test. She grabbed Diana and hugged her so tight that Diana’s glasses went sideways. She was crying and laughing simultaneously, her pregnant belly pressing against Diana’s flat one, her hands on Diana’s face.

“You’re one of us now. Officially. The full breeding mansion experience.” She kissed Diana’s cheek. “I’m going to make you the best pregnancy care package. All the things. Ginger tea and saltines and cocoa butter and a really good body pillow.”

Diana, dazed: “Thank you, Tracy.”

“Also, we need to start thinking about nurseries. Your room or the east wing spare?”

“I haven’t processed this yet.”

“Process later. Nursery now. I have paint swatches. I’ve been carrying them since week two.”

“You’ve been carrying nursery paint swatches for me since my second week here?”

“I carry paint swatches for everyone. I have a set for Sloane. Don’t tell her.”

Diana laughed. A real, full laugh, the kind that came with tears still on her cheeks and joy still flooding every circuit. She looked at the pregnancy test on the counter, then at Tracy’s round belly, then at the kitchen I’d rebuilt with my hands, the maple countertops and the copper lights and the cast-iron stove that had been here since before any of us were born.

“Patient ninety-eight isn’t a patient,” she said. “She’s a mother.”

Tracy hugged her again. This time, Diana hugged back.

Courtney’s reaction was measured but visibly moved. She took Diana’s hand across the kitchen table, squeezed it, and held on for a moment longer than her usual contact.

“Welcome to the hormonal side,” she said. “It’s terrible. You’ll love it.”

Diana laughed. Wiped her eyes.

The household spent the next hour in a state of joyful chaos that would have been unrecognizable to the man who’d inherited a crumbling estate six months ago. Tracy made celebratory pancakes for the second time that day. Courtney produced a bottle of sparkling cider from a cabinet no one knew she’d stocked. Diana sat at the kitchen table with tears drying on her cheeks and a notebook full of data and a smile that belonged to a woman, not a scientist.

“I need to call my mother,” Diana said. Then she laughed. “I don’t know what to tell her. ‘Mom, I got pregnant at a Victorian estate with a mysterious fertility reputation, and the father is a twenty-two-year-old handyman who’s also sleeping with three other women.’”

“Lead with the grandchild,” Tracy advised. “Mothers love grandchildren. Details later.”

“Much later,” Courtney added.

Sloane watched the pregnancy celebration from the kitchen doorway. Her expression was unreadable. The crossed arms were back, her expression locked down, but her eyes told a different story. They moved from Diana’s wet face to the pregnancy test on the counter to Tracy’s round belly to Courtney’s gentle grip on Diana’s hand.

When Diana caught her eye, Sloane said: “Eleven weeks. Within the predicted range.”

Diana: “Just barely.”

Sloane: “Hmm.”

She turned and left. But I saw it. The hunger in her eyes. Not for data. Not for proof. For what Diana had. The baby. The tears. The women holding her hand and screaming with joy. The belonging.

That night, I knocked on Sloane’s door.

The lock clicked. She opened the door two inches and looked at me.

Then she opened it the rest of the way.

She was standing in the doorway in a black tank top and cotton underwear. No flannel. No jeans. No boots. Her feet were bare on the hardwood. Her arms were at her sides instead of crossed, her feet apart, her chin raised. The posture was open, deliberate, a decision she’d made before I arrived.

“Come in.”

I stepped through. She closed the door behind me. The bolt slid home.

“I bought something.” She crossed to her nightstand and opened the drawer. Pulled out a coil of soft black rope. Cotton, braided, clean. The kind you could buy at a hardware store or order online after a very specific search.

Her hands were steady but her voice was tight. “I want you to tie my wrists.”

I took the rope. Examined it. Soft cotton, easy release. She’d researched this. She’d been thinking about this, planning for it, long before last night. Maybe longer than she’d been at the estate. Maybe longer than she’d been alive in any way that counted.

I guided her to the bed. The iron headboard was old, sturdy, with bars that would hold.

“Arms up,” I said.

She pulled her tank top over her head. Sloane was lean, athletic. Smaller breasts than the others but firm and responsive, nipples tight in the cool air. Defined abs, sharp hip bones, the smooth flat plane of her stomach. She lay back on the bed and raised her wrists above her head, pressing them together against the iron bars.

I tied her wrists. Two loops of cotton around each wrist, then a figure-eight binding that held them together and secured them to the iron bar of the headboard. Firm but not tight. I could fit two fingers between the rope and her skin. I tested the tension, tugging the knot to make sure it would hold without cutting.

“Too tight?” I asked.

She pulled against the rope. Felt the resistance. Her wrists held, the cotton stretching just enough to flex but not enough to give. The sensation did something to her face that no amount of hostile emails or kitchen confrontations had managed. It stripped her. Every defensive mechanism she’d ever built, gone in the space between one heartbeat and the next.

Her breathing quickened. Her chest rose and fell, the small firm breasts catching the lamplight. Her arms stretched above her head, her frame elongated and exposed on the white sheets, lean and athletic and completely vulnerable.

“Perfect,” she said. The word came out rough.

I didn’t touch her immediately. I knelt between her thighs and looked at her. Let her feel the weight of being seen while bound. Her muscles flexed and relaxed, her abs tightening, her thighs pressing together and then falling open again. She couldn’t hide. She couldn’t cross her arms. She couldn’t turn away or walk out the door.

Then I pinned her thighs open with my knees. Ran my hands down her. Not gentle. Rough, possessive. My calloused palms scraped across her skin, over her breasts, squeezing them, thumbing her nipples until she hissed. Down her ribs, each one distinct beneath her skin. Across her hips, gripping the sharp bones, pulling her toward me on the mattress. She strained against the rope, not to escape but to feel the restraint. To test the boundaries. To know they would hold.

Her underwear was already damp. Soaked through the dark cotton, the fabric clinging to the outline of her pussy, the wet patch spreading from center to edges. I pulled them down her legs, slowly, watching the fabric peel away from her swollen lips, a string of her wetness connecting the cotton to her skin before it broke. The glistening evidence of her arousal was unmistakable. I tossed them aside. She was bare beneath me, tied, spread, trembling, her pussy pink and swollen and slick.

I ran one finger along her slit, from the bottom to her clit, gathering the wetness. She bucked so hard the headboard rattled. I pressed two fingers inside her and she moaned, low and desperate, her hips rolling against my hand, trying to fuck herself on my fingers. She was so wet my hand was coated instantly, her arousal dripping down my wrist. Evidence written in her wetness of exactly how long she’d wanted this, how many nights she’d lain behind her locked door with her hand between her thighs thinking about it while denying she was thinking about it.

I pulled my fingers out. She whimpered at the loss, her hips lifting off the mattress, chasing. I positioned myself between her legs and entered her hard. No preamble. No gradual entry. One thrust, burying myself to the hilt in her tight wet heat. She arched off the bed, her wrists pulling against the binding, the rope creaking, a cry tearing from her throat that echoed off the bedroom walls. The heat of her was instant and total, blazing tight, her pussy seizing around me as if she was trying to keep me from ever pulling out.

I gripped her jaw and turned her face to me.

“Look at me.”

Her green eyes, wide, pupils blown so dark the green was barely visible, the defiance flickering like a flame in a draft. She looked at me. I held her gaze and set a punishing pace. Each thrust drove her into the mattress, her lean body sliding against the sheets. Each withdrawal made her chase me with her hips, her hips chasing me as I pulled back, unwilling to let me go.

She took every stroke. Wrapped her legs around me, her thighs locking against my hips, and met my rhythm with her own, her hips surging up to meet each thrust with a wet slap that filled the room. The iron bed frame creaked and groaned. The rope held. Her muscles flexed beneath her skin as she pulled and strained and surrendered and fought all at once, the tendons in her neck standing out, her abs flexing with each impact.

I grabbed her hair and tilted her head back. She gasped, throat exposed, that vulnerable column of skin where her pulse beat like a drum, visible, rapid. I kissed her neck, the hot skin, tasting the salt of her sweat, then bit. Not hard enough to mark. Enough that she gasped and she went rigid around me, sudden and violent, tight enough that I had to grit my teeth.

My hand found her throat. Light pressure. My thumb against one side, my fingers against the other, not squeezing, just present. Feeling her heartbeat through my fingertips, fast and hard and real, a hundred beats a minute. Her eyes widened and she went taut, every nerve firing at once.

She came with a raw, broken sound. She contracted in violent waves, her lean frame convulsing beneath me, every muscle firing and releasing in a rhythm she couldn’t control. Nothing controlled, nothing measured, nothing like the woman who arrived two weeks ago with lock demands and an arsenal of insults. This was the sound of something falling apart, and it was the most honest thing she’d said since she’d walked through the front door.

I drove through her orgasm, her pussy pulling at me in fierce spasms, and the pressure tore the finish out of me. I buried myself deep and let go. She felt me release inside her, felt the heat flood her, and she moaned through it, her wrists pulling against the rope, her legs locked around me, holding me buried to the hilt while she drained me completely.

She sagged against the ropes, spent, her chest heaving, sweat glistening on her lean frame, my cum cooling inside her.

I untied her wrists. Careful. Quick. The knots came free easily because I’d tied them that way. Safety was not optional. Not with anyone, and especially not with a woman who needed to know she could trust what happened to her. The cotton had left faint impressions on her skin, parallel lines like railroad tracks across her wrists, but no marks, no redness, no harm. Just evidence. Evidence that she’d been held, and the holding had been exactly what she needed.

She rubbed them, running her thumbs over the lines. Feeling the indentations, the ghost of the restraint, the memory pressed into her skin.

She didn’t speak for a long moment. Her chest rose and fell. Her hair was dark with sweat, plastered to her neck and forehead. Her lean body was still trembling faintly, the aftershocks of something that had been building since long before she’d walked through the front door. Her green eyes stared at the ceiling, unfocused, her lips parted, her face slack with something she didn’t have a name for yet.

Then: “I’ve wanted someone to do that for as long as I can remember.” Her voice was raw. “Every man I’ve been with was too careful. Too nice. Too afraid he’d break me.”

She turned her head and looked at me. “You’re not afraid of me.”

It wasn’t a question.

“No,” I said. “I’m not.”

She lay beside me. Not touching, but close. Close enough that the heat coming off her skin bled into mine, could hear her breathing slow from ragged to something approaching steady. She stared at the ceiling with the expression of someone reassessing every decision that had led them to this exact point.

“I’m not ready to be one of them,” she said. “The harem girls.”

“Nobody’s asking you to be.”

“But I’m going to keep doing this.”

I reached over and brushed hair from her face. She didn’t flinch. The contact was gentle, the opposite of everything we’d just done, and she softened into it instead of pulling away.

“I installed the deadbolt,” I said.

“I know.”

“You can lock me out anytime.”

She looked at the door. The brass deadbolt gleamed in the lamplight. Her safety net. Her emergency exit.

“I know,” she said again.

She didn’t lock it when I left.

I walked back to the master bedroom through the east wing hallway. The house hummed. Not a sound, exactly. A vibration in the walls, in the floor, in the still air. The garden’s sweet scent drifted through the hallway from directions that shouldn’t have been possible.

Three pregnancies. Five people. And Sloane in the east wing, learning, one tied wrist at a time, how to stop fighting.

In the master bedroom, Tracy was asleep on her side, her belly round and her hand curled beneath her cheek. Courtney was reading, one hand on her own belly, the silk camisole rising and falling with her breath.

She looked up when I came in. Took in whatever she saw in my face.

“Is she okay?”

“I think she’s getting there.”

“How far is ‘there’?”

“Further than yesterday. Not as far as tomorrow.”

Courtney considered this. Her analytical mind processing the variable, categorizing it, filing it alongside the kitchen budgets and the renovation timelines and the whiteboard schedule that mapped their lives.

“Good.” She closed her book. Set it on the nightstand. Removed her reading glasses. “Come to bed.”

I climbed in beside her. She turned into me, warm and soft against mine, her belly pressing against my hip. She kissed my shoulder.

“The house feels different tonight,” she murmured. “Did you notice?”

“I noticed.”

“Diana’s pregnancy. The house responds.”

“Every time.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her hand traced circles on my chest.

“She’ll be okay,” Courtney said. “Sloane. She’ll be okay. She just needs what Harold’s fighters always needed.”

“Consistency.”

“Consistency. And someone strong enough to meet her where she is.” She kissed my shoulder again. “You’re strong enough.”

She fell asleep against me. Tracy shifted in her sleep, her belly warm against my side, her hand finding my arm.

In the east wing, the deadbolt clicked. But slower than usual.


Chapter 9: The Garden Grows

Diana pinned the herb analysis to the corkboard in Harold’s study on a Tuesday morning. Three sheets of paper now. Three dead ends. She stood back and looked at the wall the way a general looks at a map showing no roads forward.

“The only variable that correlates with conception speed is psychological openness,” she said. “That’s not science. But it might be true.”

She added the conclusion to her Reeves Estate narrative. Not a research paper anymore. A history.

Tracy was at nineteen weeks.

Her belly was undeniable now. Round, firm, stretching the sundresses that had been loose when she arrived. She’d stopped wearing bras entirely, and the thin cotton of her sundresses showed everything: the swell of her belly, her darkened nipples visible through the fabric, the damp spots when her milk let down without warning.

She was more exhibitionist than ever. The pregnancy had amplified everything about Tracy, turning the dial from ten to twelve. She walked through the house barefoot, belly leading, breasts swaying beneath transparent fabric, humming songs she made up about pickles and babies and the structural integrity of kitchen countertops.

I found her in the garden at ten AM on Wednesday, sunbathing in just underwear. Belly and breasts to the sky, platinum hair spread on the blanket she’d laid out near the stone bench. Her tan lines were shifting with her changing shape, new patterns forming as her bikini tops failed to keep up with her expansion.

“The sun feels amazing on my skin,” she said without opening her eyes. “All of my skin. Don’t you think pregnant women should get more sun? I read an article about vitamin D and fetal development. I’m basically doing science right now.”

“Diana would disagree with your methodology.”

“Diana is too busy being pregnant to argue. Also, she threw up this morning. Not a lot. Just enough to be horrified about it. She said, and I quote, ‘This is not how I imagined the first week of pregnancy. I need a controlled environment and a bucket.’ Courtney brought her the bucket. It was very tender.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

“I survived three months of morning sickness. I’ve earned the right to narrate other people’s.” She rubbed her belly. “Besides, mine is kicking again. She does not like it when I lie on my back. She kicks until I roll over. Like a tiny personal trainer.”

“Maybe she’s trying to reposition.”

“She’s trying to run this pregnancy from the inside. I respect it. That’s my daughter.”

She opened one eye. “Come sit with me. You’ve been renovating all morning. Your shoulders need sun.”

I sat on the edge of the blanket. She rolled onto her side to look at me, and the movement shifted her breasts, heavy and golden, a faint gleam of moisture on her nipple where the sun caught it. Her belly was round and firm against the blanket, and she rested one hand on it the way she always did now, her fingers spread, feeling for the flutter she’d described.

“She kicked at three AM,” Tracy said. “Two kicks. Hard enough to wake me up. I told her to go back to sleep and she kicked again.”

“Takes after you.”

“Meaning she’s stubborn and beautiful and doesn’t take orders? Yes.” She grinned, the megawatt smile that lit up rooms and, in direct sunlight, was almost too bright to look at. “Also, I think she’s going to be blonde. I have a feeling.”

“You can’t feel hair color.”

“Watch me.”

I watched her instead. Lying on the blanket in the garden, pregnant and half-naked and talking to her belly about hair color, while the rosemary towered beside her and the bees worked the lavender and the sun painted her golden skin with light. She was, at nineteen weeks, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Not just the physical, though she was extraordinary. But the joy in her. The absolute, radiant, unshakeable joy of finally carrying a child after three years and ten thousand dollars of failure. She glowed. Not metaphorically. Literally. Her skin was luminous, her hair was thicker, her eyes were brighter. The pregnancy had turned Tracy from beautiful into incandescent.

She caught me staring. Didn’t mind. “Take a picture, stud. It lasts longer.”

“I don’t need a picture.”

“That’s sweet. Take one anyway. I want our daughter to know what her mother looked like at nineteen weeks.”

I pulled out my phone and took a picture. Tracy in the garden, belly round, breasts full, platinum hair in the sun. She made a face for the camera that was half model, half comedy, entirely Tracy.

Diana at four weeks was already changing. Subtle shifts: tenderness in her breasts that made her wince when she hugged Tracy too hard, a faint queasiness at the smell of coffee that she was desperately trying to deny.

“I’m not developing a coffee aversion,” she’d told Courtney that morning, her face slightly green as Courtney poured her French press. “I refuse. Coffee is not negotiable.”

“I said the same thing,” Courtney replied. “The baby disagreed.”

I spent the afternoon renovating the ground-floor bathroom, the last major system upgrade on the estate. The old plumbing was galvanized steel, corroded from inside out, the pipes lined with mineral buildup thick enough that the water pressure had been dropping for years. I cut the old pipe away with the reciprocating saw, section by section, each cut releasing a puff of rust dust and the sour smell of old water. The PEX tubing went in smooth, compression fittings at every junction, routed through the wall cavity to avoid the exterior where freeze cycles could damage the lines.

New fixtures: brushed copper to match the kitchen. New tile: white subway in a running bond pattern that I’d learned from YouTube and perfected through three bathrooms of practice. The old clawfoot tub stayed, its porcelain patched and resealed, the cast iron legs cleaned and oiled until they gleamed dark as coffee.

The work took focus. Deep focus, the sort that emptied my head and filled my hands, that turned hours into minutes and left me sore and satisfied and covered in dust. I liked it. The renovation had become more than maintenance. It was conversation. I listened to the house, and the house told me what it needed, and I gave it.

I was under the floor, sweating, threading copper through a junction I’d carved between two joists, when Sloane appeared and sat on the edge of the bathtub.

She was different now. Still sharp-tongued, still combative, but the edge had dulled. Not gone. Transformed. The hostility had shifted into something more like directness, the way a blade changes from weapon to tool depending on who holds it.

She watched me work without speaking. My shoulders in the narrow crawl space, my forearms flexing as I torqued fittings, the sweat tracking down my back. She watched the way she always watched: intently, hungrily, trying not to.

“What kind of man runs a breeding estate for forty years?” she asked.

“A man who didn’t understand why it worked but knew it mattered.” I emerged from under the floor, wiping my hands on my jeans. “Harold never had answers. He had results. And he cared about the women who came through here.”

“Did he love any of them? The women?”

“His journals say he cared about all of them.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

I sat on the floor, my back against the wall, and looked at her sitting on the bathtub’s edge. Her boots were untied, her hair was loose around her face, and the silver nose ring caught the bathroom light.

“I think he loved one of them. A woman named Margaret. Diana found a hidden journal about her in the east wing.”

“What happened?”

“She conceived. She came back twice after. Harold kept her photograph in a private study he built behind a bookshelf. When she left the last time, he sealed the room.”

Sloane was quiet for a moment. “He sealed an entire room because a woman left.”

“He sealed the room because sealing a woman inside him wasn’t an option.”

She looked at me. The hardness in her eyes was doing something I hadn’t seen it do before. Softening. Not dissolving. Just becoming transparent enough that I could see what lived behind it.

“You’re better at this than you should be,” she said. “The whole thing. The house, the women, the answers you give. You’re twenty-two. You should be terrible at this.”

“I’m good with my hands.”

She looked at my hands. The calluses, the small scar, the sawdust in the lines. “I noticed.”

The words hung between us, heavier than she’d intended. She flushed. Just a trace, across her cheekbones, a trace of color someone who didn’t know her wouldn’t notice. But I was learning her. Learning the way her defenses worked, the tells she didn’t know she had.

“I learned from Harold’s journals,” I said, giving her the exit she needed.

“You learned from more than that.” She paused. “The women here trust you. All of them. Tracy, Courtney, Diana. They trust you with their bodies and their futures and their children. That’s not something you learn from a dead man’s diary.”

“What is it, then?”

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she untied and retied her boots. A nervous gesture I was learning to read. “It’s something you are.”

She left before I could respond. Her boots on the tile were faster than usual, the pace of a woman retreating from something she’d said that was too honest for the armor she was still wearing.

Movie night. The second in the series. Diana picked: a documentary about unexplained phenomena in isolated environments. Crystal-clear springs in caves that shouldn’t have water. Trees that grew toward each other instead of toward the sun. Geysers that erupted on schedules no geologist could predict.

Sloane scoffed at the opening credits. “Pseudoscience.”

“It’s a documentary,” Diana said. “From a reputable channel.”

“A reputable channel about magic rocks.”

But she watched the entire thing. Sat on the couch next to me. Not touching. But close. Close enough that her warmth bled into my left side, the brush of her shoulder when she shifted position.

Tracy sat on my other side, her belly against my hip, her hand on my thigh. Courtney was in the armchair with her French press, her silver-streaked hair loose, her reading glasses catching the screen light. Diana was on the floor with a pillow, her journal open, taking notes on the documentary because she couldn’t watch anything without documenting it.

Halfway through the documentary, the subject of geothermal springs came up. Underground water sources with temperatures that defied geological models. Diana sat forward. Sloane, beside me, made a small sound that might have been interest.

“The researchers in Iceland found springs that maintained exactly 38 degrees Celsius,” the narrator said. “Year-round. Regardless of surface temperature. No geothermal source was identified.”

“Sound familiar?” I murmured.

Sloane looked at me. “It’s a coincidence.”

“Everything in this house is a coincidence.”

“That’s what makes it not a coincidence,” Diana said from the floor, not looking up from her notes.

When the credits rolled, Tracy was asleep on my shoulder, her belly rising and falling with slow breaths. Courtney was in the armchair with an empty mug and closed eyes. Diana was still writing in her journal.

Sloane stood without a word and walked toward the hallway.

“Same time next week?” Tracy called, instantly awake. She had a gift for sleeping through everything except social opportunities.

Sloane paused. “Fine.”

“I’m picking next week.”

“God help us.”

“It’s going to be a romance.”

“I’d rather chew glass.”

“It’s going to be a romance with a dog.”

“Marginally better.”

“See you Friday.”

Sloane’s mouth twitched. She left. But something was different as she walked away. Shoulders lower. Stride slower. Her boots on the hardwood sounding less like artillery and more like footsteps.

After the others went to bed, I sat in Harold’s study and read the 2002 journal entry Diana had flagged for me.

“The garden feeds the house and the house feeds the garden. I cannot explain it more simply than that. When the house is full of women, the rosemary grows a foot a month. When the house is empty, it barely survives. The herbs are not the cause. They are the symptom. Everything here is a symptom of something I will never identify.”

I read it twice. Harold at his most honest, his most bewildered. Forty years of testing and documenting and caring for women who came to his door, and at the end of it, the only conclusion he could offer was this: the house does what it does. The garden grows what it grows. And the only common variable is the presence of people willing to be present.

I closed the journal and turned off the study lamp. The study settled into darkness, the smell of pipe tobacco and old paper and the faint trace of lavender from the garden filling the air.

Later, Diana came to my room.

She was relaxed, happy, the pregnancy confirmation having freed her from the anxiety that had wound through her first weeks like copper wire. She wore a soft cotton nightgown Tracy had given her, and she slid it off when the door closed, revealing herself in the lamplight.

Thick hips. Heavy breasts, slightly tender now, swollen with the earliest changes of pregnancy. Freckles across her chest and at her wrists. Without the glasses, which she set carefully on my nightstand, her face was softer, her brown eyes wide and clear.

“I want you,” she said. “The way I like it.”

I pulled her close and kissed her. Slow, deep, a kiss that communicated everything words couldn’t. She melted into me, pliant and willing, and the softness of her against mine was a different sensation from Tracy’s pregnant firmness or Courtney’s dense curves or Sloane’s lean athleticism. Diana was her own territory. Her own landscape.

I went down on her first. Tongue on her clit, slow circles, tasting the sharp salt-sweetness that was distinctly Diana. My fingers slid inside her pussy, curling forward, and she was already soaked, her hips responding with a hunger that had nothing clinical about it. She came once on my mouth, her hips lifting off the mattress, grinding against my face, her hands twisted in my hair, pulling me harder against her. A flush crept from her breasts to her cheeks, mottling her pale skin pink. Her thick thighs trembled against my ears, clamping tight as she rode out the aftershocks.

Then she rolled onto her stomach and raised her hips. Her generous ass filled my vision, pale and round, the wide curves of her hips framing the view, freckled faintly at the base of her spine. Between her thighs, her pussy was swollen and glistening from her orgasm, the slickness visible on her inner thighs. She reached for the lubricant on the nightstand with practiced ease. Routine now, not ritual. The nervousness that had defined her early experiences was gone, replaced by confidence. She knew what she wanted and had stopped being afraid to take it.

She poured lube into her palm and reached back, slicking herself with unhurried fingers, working the lubricant around and into her tight hole. I watched her prepare, her fingers pressing in with practiced confidence, she opened for what was coming. Then she handed me the bottle. I slicked my cock, the lubricant slick from her hand.

I pressed the head of my cock against her, and she exhaled, long and controlled, the scientist in her still managing the process even as the woman gave over to want. I entered her ass slowly, inch by inch, feeling the tight ring of muscle stretch around my shaft, the staggering heat and pressure of Diana accepting me with a familiarity that hadn’t existed two months ago. The sound she made was pure satisfaction, a long low moan that vibrated through the bed and into my bones, pure want fulfilled, every inch of it.

Once I was fully seated, the sensation was overwhelming. Tight, blazing hot, the pressure entirely different from anything else, an unrelenting heat that made my cock throb. I could feel my own heartbeat pulsing inside her. She pushed back against me, pressing her full ass flush against my hips, taking me as deep as she could go, and made a small satisfied sound that was closer to a purr than a moan.

“Move.”

I thrust slow and deep. She dropped to her elbows, pressing her face into the pillow, and her hand slid between her legs. Her fingers found her clit and she began rubbing in fast tight circles, her pussy dripping onto the sheets below, the dual stimulation building her toward a climax I could feel tightening through every muscle. She tightened around me with each stroke, a deep rhythmic pressure from root to tip.

I pulled her head up by her hair. Gentle, not the rough grip I used with Sloane. Just enough to lift her face from the pillow, to turn her cheek toward the room.

“Let me hear you,” I said.

She let the sound fill the room. Moaning steadily, her voice rising as the rhythm accelerated, her thick body rocking on her knees. Her full ass bounced against my hips with each thrust, the pale skin rippling with the impact. The bed creaked with each stroke. She was dripping between her legs, her arousal coating her fingers, running down her wrist. The wet sounds of her fingers on her clit mixed with the slick friction of my cock in her ass, and the sounds she made between them, desperate and rising, combined into something overwhelming.

She came hard. She went tight around me, so tight the pressure was almost unbearable, her thighs quaking, her spine arching, a cry ripping from her that was surprised every time no matter how many times it happened. I could feel her orgasm through the thin wall between her passages, waves of heat and pressure that dragged me toward the edge. I gripped her thick hips and followed. The orgasm hit in one long wave and I buried myself deep, my groan pressed against her shoulder blade. Diana reached back and gripped my thigh, holding me inside her, her fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks, and the sound she made was raw satisfaction as she felt me finish.

She rolled onto her back. Reached for her glasses. Put them on. Looked at me with an expression that said she’d submitted her findings to the universe and gotten back a result she couldn’t quantify.

“I think I just disproved several of my own hypotheses about diminishing returns,” she said. She stretched, her freckled shoulders catching the light. “I’d publish, but the methodology section would be unprintable.”

I laughed. She kicked me with her foot. Gently. “Don’t be smug.”

I pulled her close. My hand found her belly, flat still, but something was there now. Something invisible and unmeasurable and entirely real, growing in the body of a woman who’d come here expecting to disprove a mystery and had become part of it instead.

She nestled against my chest. Her glasses stayed on. She liked to see clearly, even in the dark, even after sex, even with a baby growing inside her and a man’s hand on her belly and the scent of lavender drifting through walls that should have been sealed.

Her hand covered mine on her belly. Two palms on the same place where a third person was beginning.

“The vine,” she murmured, half asleep. “The one in the greenhouse. I measured it again today. Growth rate still three times normal. No sign of slowing. Dr. Fadel confirmed it’s Lonicera japonica, a common honeysuckle, but he can’t explain the vigor.”

“Same as everything else here.”

“Same as everything,” she agreed. “The herbs. The vine. The relationships.” A pause. “The babies.”

She fell asleep with her hand on mine, on her belly, where our child was beginning.

In the greenhouse, the honeysuckle vine had grown another three feet. Its white flowers were thick enough to cover the entire back wall, and their scent drifted through the cracked glass panels and the old iron frame and across the garden in the dark, heavy enough to taste on the night air.


Chapter 10: Walls Down

Three weeks in, and the household knew what I hadn’t told them.

Sloane was sleeping with me. Regularly. Her room, door locked, always rough. The rope came out most nights, though some nights it was just her hands gripping the headboard while I drove into her from behind. She’d asked for harder, deeper, rougher each time, testing herself, testing me, pushing the edges of what she was willing to feel and what I was willing to give.

She hadn’t told the others. She didn’t need to.

“She’s glowing and she doesn’t know it,” Tracy said over breakfast, watching Sloane cross the kitchen to the coffee pot. Tracy was right. Sloane’s skin had cleared. Her posture had loosened. The perpetual furrow between her brows had softened. Even her hair looked different, less like a statement and more like something she’d run her hands through while thinking about someone.

“You have a certain scent about you lately,” Tracy said. “Familiar. Heated. Like someone who’s been spending quality time in the workshop.”

Sloane froze with the coffee pot halfway to her mug.

“Not right now. In general. Lately. You have a… glow.”

“I don’t glow. Glow is not a thing I do.”

“Honey, you’re glowing like a traffic light. A very pretty, very angry traffic light.”

“We’re all sleeping with the same man, Sloane.” Tracy sipped her sparkling water with absolute serenity. “It’s not a secret. It’s a lifestyle.”

The kitchen was silent. Courtney looked at the ceiling with studied innocence. Diana buried her face in Harold’s journal with the focus of someone who had never found 1980s handwriting more fascinating. I contemplated whether the toast was ready or whether I should climb inside the toaster.

“You’re all insane,” Sloane said.

“Absolutely,” Tracy agreed. “It’s wonderful. Also, your skin looks amazing. Whatever Caleb is doing, it’s better than moisturizer.”

“Tracy.”

“I’m complimenting your glow.”

“I will throw this coffee at you.”

“You wouldn’t waste good coffee. I’ve seen how you drink it.”

Sloane’s mouth twitched. She fought it. Lost. The twitch became a compressed smile that she hid behind her mug.

“You’re all insane,” she repeated, but softer this time.

Sloane poured her coffee. Drank it black. Sat at the table. Didn’t cross her arms.

Progress.

I spent the morning finishing the ground-floor bathroom. The last major renovation. The copper fixtures gleamed against the white subway tile, the joints soldered clean, the supply lines running straight and true behind the wall. I’d refinished the clawfoot tub myself, sanding the exterior, applying three coats of marine-grade enamel, and resealing the drain assembly with fresh plumber’s putty. The new tile floor, laid in a herringbone pattern I’d learned from a video at two AM when I couldn’t sleep, was grouted and sealed.

I ran every faucet. Checked every joint. Tested every valve. Hot water in twelve seconds. No drips. No leaks. The pipes were silent and steady, PEX tubing running inside the walls where galvanized steel had corroded for decades.

Tracy came through to inspect, running her hand along the tile, testing the faucets, sitting on the edge of the tub.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Like a real bathroom. In a real house. Not a haunted Victorian with questionable plumbing.”

“The plumbing was never questionable. It was corroded.”

“My first shower here had brown water for thirty seconds.”

“That was rust in the pipes. It cleared.”

“It was haunted water and you know it.”

She left, humming. Courtney appeared ten minutes later, assessed the tile alignment with an eye that would have satisfied a building inspector, and nodded once. “Acceptable.” From Courtney, that was a Michelin star.

I stood in the finished bathroom and looked at what I’d built. Not just this room. The whole house. In six months, I’d rebuilt an estate from a crumbling inheritance into a functioning home. New plumbing throughout. Refinished hardwood on every floor. Restored fireplaces in the living room and the east wing sitting room. A kitchen with maple countertops and copper pendant lights that would make a contractor nod with respect. An east wing that had been sealed for decades, now open and lived-in, with seven bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a sitting room that felt like the heart of a second home.

Harold had maintained the structure. I had transformed it. And somewhere between the first leaky faucet and this final copper fitting, I’d become the man the house needed me to be. The hands that had learned plumbing from a YouTube channel called “This Old Drain” had become hands that could build furniture, turn spindles on a lathe, wire fixtures, lay tile, and hold a woman in the dark when she needed holding more than fixing.

In the greenhouse, the vine had been formally identified. Diana had confirmed it the day before: Lonicera japonica. Common Japanese honeysuckle. A species that grew in gardens across the temperate world. Except here, it had covered the entire back wall. Thick stems wove through the iron framework, tendrils gripping the crossbars with the determination of something alive and intentional. White flowers clustered at every node, their petals open, their fragrance filling the greenhouse with something that had nothing to do with temperature.

Diana stood beside me, measuring the growth against the marks she’d chalked on the iron frame two weeks prior.

“It’s added another four feet,” she said. “Growth rate still approximately three hundred percent of expected.” She touched a flower gently, her fingertip brushing the petals. “Dr. Fadel emailed back. One line: ‘Remarkable specimen. Where did you say this was growing?’”

“Like the herbs.”

“Like the herbs. Like the pregnancies. Like the rosemary that grows to chest height in a zone that should limit it to knee-level.” She paused. Adjusted her glasses. Looked at me with the expression of a scientist who’d made peace with the limits of her tools. “Same as the relationships.”

The greenhouse was humid around us, the glass fogged from inside despite no water source running. The vine’s flowers were close enough to touch from every angle, their scent wrapping around us like something tangible. Through the fogged glass, the garden was visible in soft focus: the raised beds, the stone paths, the staggering lushness of Harold’s herbs, growing as if fed by something no one could see.

Outside, the garden was at peak bloom. Every bed was lush. The rosemary reached my shoulders. The lavender was thick enough to lose a person in. Basil bushes stood waist-high with leaves broader than my palm. The stone paths between the beds were almost hidden by the overflow of growth.

Harold’s garden. Harold’s legacy. Growing with a vigor that no test could explain and no scientist could reproduce.

That evening, Sloane found me on the stone bench.

The sun was setting behind the tree line, painting the garden in amber and gold. The rosemary towered around us like walls, and the lavender’s scent was thick enough to taste. She sat beside me, closer than she usually did. Our shoulders almost touched.

Her eyes were red.

“I called Megan,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. “My sister.”

I waited.

“She said, ‘Give the house a chance.’ And I hung up.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. An angry gesture, furious at the tears for existing. “Because I’m already giving it a chance. I’m already sleeping with you. I’m already sitting at the breakfast table with the breeding cult. And I still can’t say it out loud.”

She turned and looked at me. Green eyes, bright with tears she was trying to hold back through sheer force of will. “I can’t say what I want. I’ve never been able to say what I want. Not to the doctors. Not to my boyfriend. Not to my mother. And definitely not to you.”

The garden was quiet except for bees and the distant sound of Tracy humming in the kitchen.

“You got here faster than Diana,” I said.

She laughed. Wet, raw, the sound of someone cracking open. “Diana had spreadsheets.”

“You had a deadbolt.”

“Same thing.” She looked at the rosemary surrounding us, the lavender wall, the greenhouse with its honeysuckle vine pressing against the glass. “The herbs didn’t explain it. The water didn’t explain it. Your blood didn’t explain it.” She breathed deep. The lavender filled her lungs. “And I’m sitting in a garden that shouldn’t exist, in a house that’s too alive, next to a man who tied me to a bed last night and made me scream, and I’m trying to pretend I’m not exactly where I want to be.”

I put my hand on the bench between us. The stone held its heat, as always, despite the cooling evening air.

She took it. Her grip was tight. Desperate, like a drowning woman finding something solid.

“I’m scared,” she said. “I’m scared that it won’t work for me. That Megan was lucky, that Diana was lucky, that the whole ninety-seven-out-of-ninety-seven thing is going to break at ninety-eight. That I’ll be here for three months and my body will keep doing what it’s been doing, which is nothing.”

“Harold’s average is 6.2 weeks for willing women. You’ve barely started.”

“I’ve barely admitted I’m here for what they’re here for.”

“That counts.”

She looked at our hands. Mine calloused, scarred at the knuckle, sawdust in the lines. Hers smaller, the knuckles sharp, the nails bitten short.

“I want to try,” she said. The words came out like they’d been dragged across broken glass. “Not just the sex. The… arrangement. The household. The stupid movie nights and Tracy’s muffins and Diana’s journals and Courtney’s spreadsheets.”

She squeezed my hand harder.

“I want what they have.”

The garden was quiet around us. The bees had gone wherever bees went when the sun dropped. The lavender swayed in the evening breeze, releasing bursts of fragrance with every gust. The stone bench held us both, solid beneath our legs, Harold’s bench, the place where truths came out whether you wanted them to or not.

She didn’t say anything else for a while. Neither did I. The grip on my hand loosened from desperate to steady, and I let her hold on for as long as she needed.

She came to dinner that night. Sat at the table. Sat in the chair that had been empty for two weeks and occupied for one, the chair that Courtney set a place for every evening with the patient certainty of a woman who knew it would be used.

The roast was Tracy’s. Potatoes roasted in rosemary from the garden, the herb stripped from stalks Sloane had touched two days ago, the same rosemary her sister had tried to grow at home and watched die. The meat was tender, falling apart, four hours of low heat and the relentless attention Tracy gave everything she loved.

Sloane sat. Didn’t cross her arms. Her hands were flat on the table, open, as if she was bracing for something but didn’t want to look like she was bracing.

Tracy put a plate in front of her. No fanfare. No celebration. Just food, offered with the same generosity Tracy offered everything: unconditionally, excessively, and with the complete confidence that love could be communicated through carbohydrates.

“Thank you,” Sloane said.

Tracy blinked. In all the weeks Sloane had been at the estate, she’d never said thank you for a meal. For anything. The words landed in the kitchen like a stone dropped into still water, and Tracy processed them in the space of one breath.

“You’re welcome,” Tracy said. Simple. No fuss. The perfect response.

“When’s the next movie night?” Sloane asked.

Tracy recovered from the second shock faster than the first. “Friday. I’m picking. It’s going to be terrible.”

“Can’t wait.” A beat. “Can I pick the week after?”

“You want to pick a movie?”

“I want to pick a movie that doesn’t involve a golden retriever or a woman running through an airport.”

“Those are the two best genres of film.”

“Those are the two worst genres of film. I’m picking something with explosions.”

“Deal. But only if you sit on the couch instead of the floor.”

“The floor is fine.”

“The floor is cold and you’re being stubborn.”

“I’m being independent.”

“You’re being stubborn and cold. Sit on the couch. There’s a blanket.”

Sloane looked at the couch. At the blanket. At Tracy, who was offering domestic comfort with the same relentless persistence she applied to everything.

“Fine,” Sloane said. “But I’m not sharing the blanket.”

“You’ll share it by the second act. They always do.”

Diana looked up from her journal. “She’s not wrong about the movie selection. Tracy’s last pick was a romantic comedy where the lead character’s dog was more interesting than the lead character.”

“The dog was a golden retriever, Diana. Golden retrievers are always more interesting.”

“That’s not a defense of the film.”

“It’s a defense of the dog.”

Courtney caught my eye across the table. The smallest nod. The nod that said: she’s coming. Give her the space, and she’ll come the rest of the way on her own.

After dinner, I washed dishes while Sloane dried. Side by side at the farmhouse sink, the deep porcelain basin I’d patched and resealed in my first week at the estate. Hot water ran over my hands, and beside me, Sloane dried each plate methodically, turning it in the towel, stacking it in the cabinet with more care than she’d shown anything since arriving.

We didn’t talk. The silence wasn’t hostile. It was the comfortable silence of two people doing a simple task together, a silence most couples took years to achieve and that the Reeves Estate seemed to produce on its own schedule.

Tracy walked through on her way to the sitting room, saw us at the sink, and opened her mouth. Courtney, three steps behind her, put a hand on Tracy’s arm and steered her away without a word. Tracy went, but she looked back over her shoulder with an expression that said: I will contain myself, but it is costing me.

When the last glass was put away, Sloane folded the towel and hung it on the oven handle with precision that would have made Courtney proud.

“Good night,” she said. And walked toward the east wing. Her stride was slow. Not combat boots on hardwood. Just footsteps.

Two hours later, she knocked on the master bedroom door. Tracy had already retreated to her old room for the night, and Courtney was asleep, curled on her side with one hand on her belly.

“Not here,” I said softly. “Your room.”

She nodded. We walked the hallway together, side by side, past Diana’s door where a light burned softly, past the east wing junction, to her room at the end of the hall.

She opened the door. I followed her in. The deadbolt stayed open behind us.

She was already in bed when I turned from the door. She was in a t-shirt and cotton shorts. The rope was nowhere. The flannel was draped over a chair, not worn. Her hair was loose on the pillow.

“I don’t want the rope tonight,” she said.

I undressed and climbed in beside her. She pulled me close and kissed me. Slow, searching. Different from the frantic hunger of our previous encounters, different from the rage-fueled collision in the workshop. This was a woman tasting something new. A woman figuring out what she wanted when the anger wasn’t driving.

I pulled her shirt off. She was taut, compact in a way that made every muscle visible beneath the skin. Small firm breasts with nipples that responded to the cool air instantly. Flat stomach, sharp hip bones, the faint muscles of her obliques framing her narrow waist.

I found it. The tattoo on her left rib cage. A small bird in black ink, simple lines, wings spread. I kissed it.

“A wren?” I asked.

She looked down at my mouth on her skin. “My grandmother called me her little wren when I was small.” A beat. “She’s dead now.”

I kissed it again. She shivered, and the shiver wasn’t about temperature.

I pulled her onto my lap. She straddled me, face to face, her legs wrapping around my waist. I took her wrists and held them behind her back, not with rope but with my hands. The restraint was the same. The contact was different. My skin on hers. My calloused fingers instead of cotton cord.

She relaxed into it. She softened against me, her wrists resting in my hands, her weight settling into my lap. She let the tension drain out of her shoulders, her jaw, her perpetually clenched fists.

I entered her and she sank down slowly. Inch by inch, feeling every part of me press into her, her tight pussy stretching around my cock, wet and hot. The position was intimate in a way our previous encounters hadn’t been. Forehead to forehead. Chest to chest. Her small firm breasts pressed against me, her nipples hard against my skin. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her breath on my lips, our mouths close enough that every exhale was a shared thing.

She rolled her hips in a slow grind. Not the desperate pace of the workshop or the punishing rhythm of the roped bed. Something patient. Something searching. Tightening around me with each rotation, slow and deliberate, a pressure I felt from root to tip. Something that had nothing to do with proving anything to anyone and everything to do with feeling me inside her, deep, present, real.

She looked at me. “I want a baby.”

The words cracked her open. Her green eyes filled. Her lips trembled. Her hands tightened behind her back, pulling against my grip, not to escape but to anchor herself against the force of what she’d just said.

“I want a baby and I’m terrified I can’t have one.” Her hips rolled against me, slow and steady, her hips rising and falling with each wave. “And I’m terrified that I’m wrong about this place.” She took a shuddering breath, her chest hitching against mine. “And I’m terrified that I’m right.”

I drove up into her. She gasped, her eyes going wide, going tight around me, so tight I could feel her heartbeat through her skin. “Tell me this is real,” she breathed.

“This is real.”

I thrust up again, deeper, holding her hips with one hand and her wrists with the other. She whimpered, her hips rocking in my lap.

“Tell me I’m not wasting my time.”

“You’re not wasting your time.”

I ground into her, slow and deep, pressing against her cervix, and she shuddered from her scalp to her toes, her pussy rippling around me.

“Tell me the house works.”

“The house works.”

She came with a sob. Not a scream, not the raw broken sound of the workshop or the sharp cry of the bound bed. A sob. The kind that comes from deep in the chest, from the place where fear lives and hope lives and the two are tangled together so tightly you can’t separate them. She broke in slow motion — her thighs trembling first, then her stomach, then her chest, the orgasm rolling through her like a wave she’d stopped trying to outrun. She tightened around me and held, curling inward, convulsing, her arms pulling against my hands. Her face pressed against my neck, her tears hot on my skin, trembling in my lap as the orgasm rolled through her in slow, shuddering waves.

I came inside her, deep, pressing up into her. Not a climax I controlled. Something she pulled out of me, her hips grinding down, her pussy clenching tight, demanding everything. She felt the heat spread inside her and moaned against my neck, a broken sound, and tilted her hips to take me deeper while I emptied. She stayed seated on me, legs locked, trembling, holding me in slow waves that kept me sealed inside her. Sloane felt it now. The same instinct Tracy had voiced from day one, Courtney had whispered in the dark, Diana had finally admitted when she threw away her chart. The primal satisfaction of being filled. Of hoping.

She cried. Not angry. Not frustrated. These were the tears that came after surrender, the ones that shook loose from somewhere behind the sternum when the last locked door swung open. She sobbed against my neck, her legs locked around me, her arms crushing my shoulders, trembling in my lap as something she’d held rigid for years finally let go.

I held her. She folded into me, the rigidity draining out of her shoulders, her spine, her clenched fists. She was discovering what it felt like to let someone else do the holding.

“Don’t tell Tracy I cried,” she said against my neck.

“She’ll know.”

Sloane, muffled: “She always knows.”

She fell asleep in my arms. Her breathing slowed. Her grip relaxed. The sharpness that defined her face softened into something younger, something that might have been the girl her grandmother called wren.

The deadbolt on the door was unlocked. In the morning, it stayed that way.

She came to breakfast without crossing her arms. She sat in her chair and drank her coffee and looked at Tracy and said: “The pastry this morning was good. The chocolate one.”

Tracy’s eyes widened fractionally. “Thank you.”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“Too late.”

Sloane’s room held its impossible heat. The radiator clicked softly in the night, a steady rhythm, not a heartbeat this time. More like a purr.


Chapter 11: Five

One month in, and the logistics of a five-person household had become a comedy nobody was writing on purpose.

Courtney’s whiteboard calendar in the kitchen looked like a military operations board. Five columns, color-coded. Blue for me. Pink for Tracy. Purple for Courtney. Green for Diana. Red for Sloane. Each column tracked meals, bathroom schedules, medical appointments, and renovation milestones. Courtney updated it every morning with the precision she’d honed through fifteen years of managing corporate restructures and found pregnancy hormones to be a less cooperative variable.

Cooking rotation: Tracy Monday and Thursday (specialty: roasts with garden rosemary, pancakes that could restart a heart). Courtney Tuesday and Friday (specialty: precise meals with exact portions and French technique she’d learned from a Michelin-starred YouTube channel). Diana Wednesday (specialty: pasta, always pasta, with garden herbs she measured with a ruler before chopping). Sloane had been assigned Saturday.

Her first pasta was edible. Barely. The noodles were overcooked, the sauce was underseasoned, and she’d somehow burned the garlic despite Tracy’s earlier instruction. But she’d stood in the kitchen for an hour making it, wearing an apron she’d borrowed from the hook by the stove, and the fact that she’d made food for other people voluntarily was a seismic event on the Sloane Kovac emotional Richter scale.

Her second was good. Genuinely good. The noodles had texture. The sauce had depth. She’d used rosemary from the garden, which she’d cut herself with kitchen scissors and a scowl that suggested the herbs were personally responsible for her ex-boyfriend’s inadequacy.

“I burned the garlic,” she said, looking at the plate with the expression of someone who had personally failed at a task she hadn’t known she cared about.

“The sauce is excellent,” Courtney said.

“I burned. The garlic.”

“Nobody tastes it.”

“I taste it. It’s there. In the background. Mocking me.”

Diana took a bite. Chewed thoughtfully. “The burn adds a smoky depth that complements the rosemary. It could be intentional.”

“It wasn’t intentional.”

“It could be.”

“Diana, I literally watched it turn black and said a word I can’t repeat at this table.”

Tracy ate three servings and asked for the recipe. Sloane looked at her like she’d grown a second head. “It’s from the internet.”

“I don’t care where it’s from. I care that it’s delicious. I’m eating for two and this baby has good taste.”

“I burned the garlic.”

“Sloane.”

“What?”

“It’s delicious. Accept the compliment or I’ll hug you.”

Sloane stared at her plate. Her mouth tightened. The threat of physical affection from Tracy was apparently more motivating than kindness alone. “Thank you,” she said, very quietly, to the pasta rather than to any specific human.

Tracy pressed in, five months pregnant, belly round, breasts heavy, leaking faintly through a cotton shirt she’d stopped pretending to care about. At twenty-one weeks, she was unmistakably, gloriously, magnificently pregnant. Her breasts leaked every morning, her milk staining whatever she wore, and she’d abandoned the pretense of nursing pads two weeks ago. She walked through the house with damp spots on her shirts and a smile that dared anyone to comment.

Courtney at fifteen weeks was solidly into her second trimester. The morning sickness was a memory. The hormonal hunger that had replaced it showed in every line of her: thicker at the hips, fuller in the breasts, her wrap dresses now replaced with looser cotton because nothing tailored could contain what she was becoming. She was softer in every way. The composure was still there, but it had been rebuilt from different materials. Gentler. More porous. She called me “baby” outside the bedroom now, casually, over breakfast, passing in the hallway. The word had migrated from sex into domesticity, and it carried the same dual weight in both places.

Diana at approximately four weeks was quietly euphoric. The pregnancy was too early for visible changes, but she was shifting beneath the surface: tender breasts, a new sensitivity to smells, the faintest queasy mornings that she addressed with the same analytical distance she applied to everything. She documented her symptoms in a notebook that had evolved from clinical protocols to personal diary.

Her glasses stayed on her face or folded on the nightstand. No armor needed. Diana had stopped looking for answers that came in data form, and the peace of it showed in everything from her posture to her handwriting.

Sloane at two weeks of sleeping with me was someone none of us had expected. She still picked fights. She still had opinions about everything, delivered with a sharpness that could draw blood. But the fights had changed. The hostility was gone. In its place: directness. Challenge. Sparring that happened between people who liked each other and used friction as language.

In the workshop, I built a crib.

The second one. Tracy’s was finished, assembled in the nursery she’d claimed: an east wing room with soft yellow walls and morning light. The crib had taken me four days, working in the evenings after the renovation work was done. Each spindle turned on Harold’s lathe, each joint cut by hand. The wood was white oak, the same species I’d used for the bookshelves and the nightstands, the same wood that made up the wide-plank floors under our feet. It felt right, building a child’s bed from the same material as the house that had given them life.

This one was Diana’s. Matching dimensions, the rails planed smooth until they felt like water under your fingertips. I was using dovetail joints for the corner connections, the same technique I’d taught myself for Diana’s bookshelf, the interlocking fingers of wood that held without fasteners. It was slower. It was better.

Sloane found me there. She sat on the stool she’d claimed the first time she watched me work, the stool where the workshop confrontation had started, where everything between us had changed. She didn’t speak. Just watched my hands shape the wood, the plane sending thin curls of oak to the floor, the rhythmic sound of blade on grain filling the silence.

When I finished a rail and set it against the wall, she crossed the workshop and ran her finger along it. The pad of her index finger traced the edge, the curve, the joint where the wood met the vertical spindle.

“Smooth,” she said.

“That one’s yours,” I said. “When it’s time.”

She looked at me. Her green eyes were clear, unguarded, the combat-boot hardness gone. She didn’t argue. Didn’t deflect. Didn’t crack a joke or throw an insult or cross her arms.

She just looked at me, and I saw the woman her grandmother had called wren.

That evening, in the east wing sitting room, Tracy did what Tracy always did. She went straight for the thing nobody was saying.

The fire was burning. Wine and sparkling water poured. Five people in a room that Harold had sealed decades ago and I had reopened. The bookshelves I’d built lined the walls, filled with Harold’s collection and Diana’s growing library. The firelight painted everything amber.

“Okay.” Tracy set her sparkling water on the armrest. “I’m just going to say it.”

“Tracy,” Courtney warned.

“Sloane, are you sleeping with Caleb?”

The room went still. Sloane, who had been sitting on the couch with her legs tucked beneath her, went rigid. Her shoulders squared. Her jaw set. The old posture, the fighter’s stance, assembling itself from muscle memory.

I started to intervene. Tracy held up a hand. Not to me. To the room. She’d earned the right to say what nobody else would.

“Because if you are,” Tracy continued, “that’s great. But we do this as a household. No secrets, no separate arrangements. Everyone knows, everyone’s okay with it, or it doesn’t work.”

Sloane looked at each of them.

Tracy: open, steady, her pregnant belly resting against her thighs, her eyes bright with total absence of judgment.

Courtney: steady, a small nod. Permission. Acceptance. The organizational mind that had structured the household seeing a new element and making room for it.

Diana: a small supportive smile, her pencil tapping once against the journal on her lap. The scientist who understood that new data didn’t threaten the model; it enriched it.

Me: steady. Present. Holding her gaze without pressure.

Sloane’s teeth clenched. Her hands gripped her knees. For a moment, the fighter in her surged, and I could see the impulse to deny, to deflect, to attack. To grab her jacket and walk out the front door and drive her red pickup back to wherever she’d been before, back to the empty apartment and the failed IUI rounds and the boyfriend who’d calculated the ROI of her fertility.

Then it passed.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sleeping with him.”

Tracy’s face didn’t change. No triumph. No celebration. Just steady acceptance.

“And I like it rough.” Sloane’s chin lifted. “And no, I don’t want to discuss it further.”

“That’s all I needed.” Tracy raised her sparkling water. “To five.”

Courtney raised her ginger tea. Diana lifted her wine. I raised my bourbon.

Sloane stared at her glass of water. Then she raised it.

“To five,” she repeated. The words sounded like they hurt coming out. But they came out.

The conversation opened. I told them about Harold’s journal entry about the fighters, the women who arrived hostile and conceived fastest once they stopped. Sloane listened with her shoulders hunched forward, but her eyes were soft, following my words with the attention of someone hearing their own story told back to them.

“Every woman who came here hostile conceived faster once she surrendered,” Diana said. “The data is consistent across forty years.”

“I haven’t surrendered,” Sloane said.

Tracy looked at her across the firelight. “Honey, you cried during sex. That’s surrender.”

Sloane’s face flushed. “How do you know I…”

She stopped. Closed her eyes. “Tracy.”

Tracy grinned. “The walls are thin.”

“I’m going to soundproof my room.”

“Too late. We all heard you. It was beautiful.”

“It was private.”

“Nothing in this house is private, Sloane. I’ve been having public orgasms since the day I arrived. It’s freeing. You should try it.”

“I would rather eat a lightbulb.”

“Give it a week.”

Diana, quietly: “The walls are also thin enough that I can hear Courtney’s French press every morning at five-forty-five. It grinds loudly.”

Courtney: “It’s a burr grinder. Burr grinders produce superior particle size distribution.”

Tracy: “At five-forty-five AM?”

“Coffee doesn’t wait for polite hours.”

“Neither do orgasms, apparently,” Sloane muttered.

The room went quiet for exactly one second. Then Tracy laughed, and Diana laughed, and Courtney pressed her lips together but her eyes gave her away, and Sloane covered her face with her hands. But she was smiling behind them. I could see it in the crinkle at the corners of her eyes, and in the way her shoulders were shaking with something that wasn’t tears.

Later, the sitting room had emptied. Tracy had kissed my cheek and headed for the master bedroom. Diana followed, pausing to squeeze Sloane’s shoulder as she passed. Courtney stayed long enough to bank the fire and give me a look that said everything without words.

I looked at Sloane. She looked at me.

“Master bedroom,” I said. “All of us.”

She nodded. Once.

The king bed was barely large enough. Tracy lay on her side, her belly round against the mattress, her platinum hair catching the lamplight. She was already naked, because Tracy was always already naked, her pregnant body on display with the shamelessness that had defined her since the day she arrived.

Diana sat beside Tracy in a soft cotton nightgown, comfortable with the group now, her glasses on the nightstand. Courtney removed her own clothes with deliberate slowness, peeling away layers to reveal the pregnancy-enhanced body beneath: olive skin, heavy breasts, wider hips, the faint swell of her belly. She stood at the bedside and let herself be seen, the way she always did, controlling the revelation.

Sloane stood at the foot of the bed. Arms crossed. Jaw set. Breathing hard.

I crossed to her. Took her chin in my hand. Tilted her face up. Her green eyes were wide, pupils dark, the pulse in her throat visible.

“Stay or go,” I said. “Your choice.”

She held my gaze for three seconds. The longest seconds of her life, maybe. The room behind me held three women, each one watching, each one offering something different. Tracy’s openness. Diana’s solidarity. Courtney’s poised acceptance.

Sloane pulled her tank top over her head.

I started with Tracy. Spooning, my hand on her belly, careful of her size. At twenty-one weeks, she was big enough that certain positions required consideration, and spooning gave me access to everything without putting pressure on the child growing between us.

She pressed her ass against me and reached back, guiding my cock inside with practiced ease, the head parting her wet folds as she angled her hips. The moan she made was half performance, half genuine relief. She loved being watched. The exhibitionism that had defined her since her first night at the estate had never burned louder than in a room full of witnesses.

Her pussy was wet, familiar, the slick grip of a body I knew by heart. I thrust into her from behind, slow at first, my hand cupping her belly where our daughter kicked and rolled beneath taut golden skin. Tracy arched against me, pressing her ass back, taking me deeper with each stroke, her pussy drawing me in as I bottomed out. Her platinum hair spilled across the pillow and her blue eyes were open, looking at the others, making sure they saw every thrust, every inch disappearing into her. Making sure they watched.

Courtney watched from beside us, her hand between her own thighs, two fingers circling her clit with deliberate precision, her olive skin flushed from her chest to her throat, her full breasts rising and falling, the dark nipples beading with moisture. Diana knelt beside Tracy, one hand on Tracy’s belly, feeling the baby shift beneath her palm, her lips on Tracy’s shoulder. Sloane sat at the edge of the bed, breathing hard, her lean frame rigid with tension and desire, her green eyes locked on the place where my cock entered Tracy’s body.

“Yes,” Tracy moaned as I increased the pace, driving into her harder, her swollen tits swaying with the impact, her milk dripping from her nipples in steady drops. “Oh god, yes. Every inch. I want to feel you for hours.” Her voice was pitched for the audience, deliberate, glorious. “I always want all of you.”

Her whole body went rigid and then released at once, a full-body shudder that she announced to the room with a scream she’d been building for the last five minutes, shameless and jubilant, her head thrown back, her pregnant belly trembling between us. I pressed deep and the finish hit me like a wave, sudden and full, and Tracy felt it happen. She pressed back against me, her thighs clamping together, keeping me inside, her whole frame holding on. My hand stayed on the belly that held our child. Colostrum leaked from her nipples onto the sheets, thin trails that caught the lamplight, mixing with the sweat on her golden skin.

I eased out of her and she sighed, long and satisfied, rolling onto her side with one hand on her belly. A thick thread of cum slipped from between her swollen pussy lips and she pressed her thighs together, keeping the rest inside, a reflex that had become instinct across months of breeding. She was already pregnant. It didn’t matter. The act of keeping me inside had become its own language, a physical declaration that transcended biology.

She caught Courtney’s eye across the bed and grinned, lazy and sated, cum slick between her clenched thighs. “Your turn, gorgeous.”

Courtney was already moving. She climbed on top before I was fully ready, straddling me with the deliberate authority that defined her. Her breasts swayed above my face as she settled, pregnancy-swollen and breathtaking, the nipples dark and wide, the faintest droplets of her own milk beading at the tips and trembling in the lamplight. She was already dripping wet, her arousal glistening on her inner thighs, her hand between her legs having done the work of foreplay while she watched me fill Tracy.

She gripped my cock, still slick with Tracy’s cum, and positioned the head at her entrance. She sank down with a controlled exhale, taking me deep in one slow descent, taking my cock inch by inch until her full ass rested on my thighs. The heat of her was staggering. She was tight in different places than Tracy, the pressure deep and rhythmic, building with each inch like a second heartbeat. Then she rode me. Slow at first, grinding in circles, her hips rolling with a rhythm that was as old as the earth and as precise as a clock. The pregnancy had thickened her hips, widened her frame, and every movement carried weight and purpose, her ass rolling against my thighs, my cock buried to the hilt with each downstroke.

Diana leaned in and kissed Courtney’s neck. Her lips soft against the flushed olive skin, tongue touching the tendon. It was tender, unexpected, and something in Courtney broke loose. Her eyes closed. Her rhythm faltered. The control she’d rebuilt fell away, and beneath it the wanting showed, raw and overwhelming, her composure fracturing visibly, her rhythm stuttering.

“Baby,” she whispered. The word. Her word. Low and broken and wrecked. “Give me everything. Don’t stop. Mine. All of it.”

She came the way Courtney always came — resisting it until the last possible second, her jaw clenched, her hands braced on my chest, fighting for control she’d already lost. Then the dam broke. A low moan ripped from her throat and her hips stuttered, her rhythm collapsing, her pussy seizing around me in one long, devastating wave that lasted five heartbeats. I gripped her wide hips and thrust up into her through the orgasm, and I was gone. Finished inside her deep while she held herself perfectly still above me, breathing hard, the silver streaks in her wild hair catching the light. She felt me empty into her and her eyes closed, her chin dropping to her chest, and the sound she made was quiet and private and satisfied.

She stayed seated on me for a long moment, her pregnancy-swollen breasts heavy against her ribs, still trembling with aftershocks. My cum was deep inside her, and she knew it. She held me there with deliberate stillness, keeping me sealed. Her hand pressed flat on my chest, feeling my heart slow, her thumb tracing the muscle. Then she leaned down, kissed my forehead with lips that were both maternal and sexual, and rolled off. She lay on her back beside Tracy, their shoulders touching, two pregnant bodies side by side, one olive-toned and one golden, their bellies rising gently with each breath, cum slowly leaking from between their thighs onto the sheets.

“Beautiful,” Tracy murmured, reaching over to squeeze Courtney’s hand. Courtney squeezed back without looking.

Then Diana. She positioned herself face down on the mattress, her wide ass raised, her thick hips framing the view. Her pale skin was flushed pink, her pussy visibly swollen and wet between her thighs. She looked back at me over her shoulder. Her glasses were off, abandoned in the sheets, and her brown eyes were clear and steady.

“You know how I want it,” she said.

Her first time in front of others. The tremor in her thighs was visible as I reached for the lubricant on the nightstand and slicked myself. But she was ready. She’d been ready for weeks. The clinical distance was gone. Diana had shed every layer of defense, and what remained was someone who knew herself, knew her desires, and wasn’t afraid to let an audience see.

I pressed the head of my cock against her ass, and she pushed back, opening for me with a long exhale. The first inch was always the moment that tested her, the moment where she decided whether to resist or welcome. Tonight, in front of witnesses, she chose without hesitation. She took me in a single slow slide, her spine arching, her thick hips pressing backward until I was seated fully inside her. The pressure was consuming, the pressure entirely different, a relentless heat that made my breath catch. The sound she made was low and deep and completely unguarded. A moan that vibrated through the bed, through the room, through every woman watching.

Tracy reached out and stroked Diana’s auburn hair, whispering something soft and encouraging against her ear. My hand slid beneath Diana, finding her clit, swollen and slick, working her in fast tight circles while I thrust into her ass. The dual stimulation built quickly, her thick body rocking on her knees, her full hips pressing back to meet me, her pale ass rippling with each impact.

She came with her face buried in the pillow, a muffled cry that broke into a scream she couldn’t contain. Diana convulsed around me, her spine arching, her shoulders shaking. I felt every wave tear through her and the pressure dragged me over with her. I came deep inside her and we shattered together, her trembling pulling the finish out of me in waves while Tracy’s hand stayed in her hair and the room went heavy with the scent of sex and the sound of her gasping breath.

Then Sloane.

She was the last. The most exposed. She sat at the edge of the bed, compact and coiled, her small breasts rising and falling with rapid breath, her skin prickling with goosebumps. She was shaking with something that wasn’t fear. It was the exposure. The witnesses. The knowledge that what she needed was about to happen in front of people who would see her at her most raw, her most broken open.

I didn’t go to her. I commanded her.

“Come here.”

She crossed the bed on her knees. I pulled her down, flat on her back, and pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. Her green eyes went wide. Her taut body arched off the mattress, every muscle defined, her pussy visibly wet between her parted thighs.

The others watched. Tracy, satisfied and glowing, propped on one elbow, cum still cooling between her thighs. Courtney, still and soft-eyed, her hand on my arm. Diana, glasses off, eyes soft, her legs still trembling from her own orgasm.

I entered Sloane hard, one thrust, burying myself to the hilt. She cried out, sharp and involuntary, Sloane seizing around me instantly, and her legs wrapped around me. I gripped her hair with my free hand, tilted her head back, set a rough pace. Her pace. The rhythm that said I wasn’t afraid of her and I wasn’t going to be gentle. Each thrust drove her into the mattress, her lean frame sliding against the sheets, the wet slap of skin filling the room.

She fought it. Three strokes. Her teeth clenched, her jaw resisting the sound building in her chest, her wrists straining against my grip. She fought because fighting was her language, because surrender in private was one thing but surrender with an audience was something else entirely.

“Let go, Sloane,” Tracy whispered from beside us.

Sloane’s eyes squeezed shut. Her jaw trembled. She was betraying what her mouth refused to say, every muscle working against her will, pulling me deeper. And then she broke open.

She came with a scream that filled the master bedroom, raw and real and earth-shattering. Sloane arched off the bed, her wrists straining against my grip, her legs locked around my waist, contracting in violent pulses that I felt through every inch of contact between us. I drove into her through it and finished inside her deep. I came hard. Deep. Everything I had left pouring into her while she held me there with locked legs, shaking, her face turned to the side, her eyes wet.

Five bodies in the king bed.

Tracy at one edge, belly up, satisfied, her hand resting on her stomach. Courtney beside her, quiet and tender, her silver-streaked hair spread on the pillow. Diana in the middle, glasses abandoned in the sheets, her hand on my arm. Sloane at the other edge, curled on her side, facing me.

Her eyes were wet but she wasn’t crying. The shaking had stopped. The raw, broken sound of her orgasm had faded into the heavy silence of the room.

She reached out and touched my chest. Her fingertips on my sternum, light as breath. It was the most tender gesture she’d made since she arrived. Gentler than the garden bench. Gentler than the lap in her bedroom. Gentler than anything the woman in combat boots and crossed arms had ever allowed herself.

I covered her hand with mine. Her fingers were small, strong, the knuckles that were usually clenched relaxed for the first time. She let me hold her hand on my chest while the others breathed around us.

Sloane lay still, her fingers on my sternum, watching me with green eyes that had stopped fighting.


Chapter 12: What She Came For

Sloane made coffee for Tracy on a Thursday morning.

Nobody saw it happen. Nobody needed to. Tracy came down to the kitchen and found a mug on the counter, still warm, with two sugars and enough cream to turn it the exact shade of tan that Tracy liked. There was no note. No announcement. Just the mug.

Tracy looked at it. Looked at Sloane, who was reading Diana’s estate narrative at the kitchen table and pretending she hadn’t done anything.

“Did you make this?”

“It was sitting there.”

“It has two sugars. You don’t know how I take my coffee.”

“You say ‘two sugars’ out loud every single morning. I’d have to be deaf not to know.”

Tracy picked up the mug. Took a sip. Set it down.

“Thank you, Sloane.”

“Whatever.”

But Sloane’s mouth twitched. And the mug was exactly right.

She’d changed. Not transformed, not rebuilt from the ground up. Changed the way a house changes when you strip the old paint and find the original wood underneath. The sharp edges were still there. She still picked fights. She still had opinions about everything, delivered with a directness that made diplomats weep. But the hostility was gone. In its place: wit. Challenge. Friction that generated light instead of heat.

She asked Diana about the estate’s history over breakfast. Not to debunk. To understand. She asked about Harold’s journals, about Margaret, about the women who’d come before. She listened with an attention that would have been unthinkable three weeks ago.

She even laughed at Courtney’s dry observations. Courtney, who had watched Sloane’s integration with the same patience she’d brought to restructuring failing companies, had developed a quiet deadpan that caught Sloane off guard.

“The household’s coffee consumption,” Courtney said one morning, reviewing the grocery budget, “now rivals a small nation’s GDP. We spend more on beans than on property tax installments.”

“We have five adults and three of them are pregnant,” Tracy said. “Coffee is a human right.”

“You drink sparkling water.”

“I drink sparkling water because the baby won’t let me have coffee. I mourn every morning.”

“I’ve seen you sniff Caleb’s mug when he’s not looking,” Diana said.

“That’s different. That’s aromatherapy.”

Courtney looked at Sloane. “She sniffs his coffee.”

Sloane laughed. Not a harsh bark. A real laugh. Full and surprised, loud enough that everyone at the table looked up. It sounded like it came from someone who hadn’t expected to find anything funny in this house and was discovering, against her will, that she lived with the most ridiculous people she’d ever met.

After breakfast, Diana found me in Harold’s study.

She was carrying the hidden journal from the east wing, the one she’d discovered behind the bookshelf in the private study Harold had built and sealed. The leather was newer than the main study collection, the pages fewer, the handwriting the same neat left-slanting script in dark blue ink.

“I found another entry about Margaret,” she said. She sat in the armchair across from me and opened the journal to a marked page. Her glasses caught the green lamp’s light.

“2001,” she read. “Margaret returned for the third time. Not for fertility. Our daughter was twelve by then. She came because she missed the house. She said the house felt like the only place she’d ever been honest. She stayed for three weeks. We spent every evening in the study reading together. When she left, she said: ‘I wish I could have stayed forever. But I had a life to live.’ I wished the same thing.”

Diana closed the journal. Her brown eyes were bright behind her glasses.

“Harold loved her,” she said. “Actually loved her. Not as a caretaker loves the women he helps. As a man loves a woman.”

“And their daughter?”

“No name mentioned. Just ‘our daughter.’” Diana set the journal on the desk. “I’ve searched every entry in both the main collection and the hidden journal. He never names the child. It’s deliberate. Like he was protecting her.”

“From what?”

“From this.” She gestured at the study, the journals, the corkboard of crushed theories. “From the questions. From the attention. From people who would come here looking for answers and find a girl instead.”

The thread stayed open. Harold’s daughter, unnamed, unlocated, somewhere in the world. A seed planted in a field we hadn’t finished mapping.

Later, Sloane took a pregnancy test.

Three weeks of sexual activity. She knew the odds. Harold’s average was 6.2 weeks for willing women. She was barely past the halfway point. The test was negative. She knew it would be.

It still stung.

She told me in the hallway, standing in front of her room, holding the white plastic stick with the same expression she’d had when she arrived at the estate: controlled fury at a body that wouldn’t do what she needed it to do.

“Negative,” she said.

“It’s early.”

“I know it’s early.”

Diana appeared behind me, as if summoned by the sound of data being discussed. “Harold’s average is 6.2 weeks for willing women. You’ve barely started. And you’re only recently…” She searched for the word. “Willing.”

Sloane looked at Diana. “Willing.”

“Willing,” Diana confirmed.

Sloane turned the word over in her mouth like she was tasting it. “I guess I am.”

Diana reached out and squeezed her arm. A brief contact, researcher to subject, woman to woman. “I didn’t conceive until I stopped tracking. Until I threw away the ovulation chart and just… let it happen.”

“You’re suggesting I stop trying.”

“I’m suggesting you stop measuring. The house doesn’t respond to schedules.”

“Harold’s exact words.”

“Harold was right about a lot of things.”

Sloane looked at the pregnancy test in her hand. The white plastic stick with its digital display, the same technology that had disappointed her three times at clinics, the same answer she’d been getting for two years. She turned it over. Looked at the back. At the manufacturing label, the expiration date, the small print that nobody reads because nobody wants to read the fine print on their hope.

Then she walked to the bathroom and threw it in the trash. Not with anger. With decision. The way you throw out something you don’t need anymore. Not because it hurt, but because you’ve decided to stop letting it define you.

Tracy reached twenty-two weeks that Saturday. Her belly was prominent, round, firm, beautiful enough that strangers would have stared. Her lactation was steady now, her milk flowing at unpredictable intervals, staining everything she wore. She’d given up pretending to be embarrassed about it weeks ago. She walked through the house with damp spots on her thin sundresses and didn’t apologize for any of them.

Courtney, at sixteen weeks, discovered the same process beginning in her own body. She was standing in the kitchen, pouring French press coffee, when she looked down at her silk camisole and froze.

A small dark spot. Just over her left nipple. Clear fluid, the same clear fluid Tracy had been producing for weeks, seeping through the silk.

“Oh no,” she said.

Tracy looked. Her face lit up like sunrise.

“Oh yes,” Tracy said.

“This camisole is silk.”

“Welcome to the club.”

“I can’t leak through silk, Tracy. It’s a structural impossibility.”

“And yet.”

Courtney looked down at the growing spot on her camisole with the expression of a woman watching a quarterly earnings projection fail in real time. Then she sighed, pulled the camisole away from her breast, and accepted what her body was telling her.

“I’m going to need nursing pads,” she said.

“I have extras.” Tracy was already moving toward the stairs. “Also, your breasts are going to get amazing. I mean, they’re already amazing, but wait. Just wait.”

“Tracy.”

“Trust me. Caleb is going to lose his mind.”

Courtney looked at me across the kitchen. I was drinking coffee and trying to be invisible.

“He already has,” she said.

I spent the early afternoon replacing light switch plates throughout the house and refinishing the east wing hallway baseboards. Minor work. Cosmetic detail that turned a renovation from functional to finished. Each brass plate screwed in square, each baseboard sanded smooth and stained to match the golden honey of the floors. The house was close to done. The big systems were behind me. What remained was craft.

After the baseboards dried, I sat with Sloane on the stone bench in the garden. The rosemary surrounded us like walls, chest-high, fragrant enough that the air itself tasted green. The lavender buzzed with bees. The honeysuckle vine on the greenhouse was visible through the glass, its white flowers crowding the panes.

Sloane leaned against my shoulder.

A first. She’d sat close before. She’d held my hand. But this was different. This was weight. This was a body that had spent twenty-nine years holding itself upright, rigid, braced against everything, choosing to rest against someone.

“I owe you an apology,” she said. “For the slap.”

“Don’t apologize for the slap.”

She pulled back and looked at me. “Why not?”

“Because it’s what got us here.”

She stared at me. Then she laughed. Real, full-throated, unguarded. The sound scattered birds from the rosemary. “You’re saying I should hit you more often?”

“I’m saying you expressed yourself the only way you knew how. Now you have other ways.”

She was quiet for a moment. The garden hummed around us. The stone bench held its heat, as always, despite the shade from the rosemary hedge.

Then she kissed me. She leaned in and pressed her lips to mine. Gentle. Searching. Not the rage-fueled collision of the workshop or the desperate hunger of the tied bed. Just a kiss. The first one she’d initiated that wasn’t a prelude to sex.

Her lips were soft. She tasted like coffee and the pastries Tracy had left on the kitchen counter that morning. She kissed me like she was saying something she didn’t have words for yet. Like the words hadn’t been invented, and her lips on mine were the first draft.

When she pulled back, her eyes were clear. The green was bright, unshielded, the combat eyeliner slightly smudged from earlier in the day. She looked at me without the visor, without the defenses, without the architecture she’d spent her whole life building between herself and the world.

“I want what they have,” she said. “All of it.”

I kissed her back. Slow, firm, a kiss that said: you already have it. You just didn’t know.

We sat on the bench until the sun dropped behind the tree line and the garden went blue with twilight. The rosemary released its evening scent, deeper and darker than the daytime version, and the lavender bees retreated to wherever bees dreamed. The stone bench still radiated. It always did.

When we stood to go inside, she took my hand. Held it all the way to the front door. Didn’t let go until we stepped into the hallway and the sound of Tracy’s humming reached us from the kitchen.

“If you tell Tracy I held your hand, I’ll deny everything.”

“Understood.”

“And if you tell her I kissed you in the garden, I’ll key your truck.”

“Also understood.”

Her mouth softened. “Good.”

That night, in Sloane’s room, the rope was laid out on the bed. But beside it, on the nightstand, something new. A strip of black silk, folded neatly. A blindfold.

“I want more,” she said.

She stripped without ceremony. Stood naked in the lamplight of her room, fighter’s frame bare, the bird tattoo on her left rib cage visible, her small firm breasts rising with each breath. She lay on the bed and held her wrists up.

I tied her wrists to the iron headboard. The cotton rope held her firmly, the knots practiced now from repetition. She tested the tension and I watched the familiar shiver run through her, the one that came from feeling resistance.

I tied the blindfold over her eyes. Black silk against her skin, covering her vision completely. She exhaled, long and slow, and she went still. Not tense. Still. Total surrender. Nothing left to hold, nothing left to control.

She couldn’t see. She could only feel.

I ran my hands down her without entering her. Traced every line. The ridge of her collarbone. The flat plane of her sternum. The gentle slope of her small breasts, the hard points of her nipples that responded to my palms. The dip of her waist, the sharp angles of her hip bones, the taut muscle of her thighs.

She arched into every touch. Desperate. Blind. Every nerve ending amplified by the absence of sight.

I took my time. More time than I’d taken with her before. More time than she’d ever allowed. The rope and the blindfold together created a space where patience was possible, where I could explore her inch by inch without her deflecting or fighting or running.

My mouth on her neck, where her pulse hammered beneath the skin. I kissed the hollow of her throat and she swallowed hard, the movement pressing against my lips. Her collarbones, sharp ridges beneath thin skin that I traced with my tongue. Her breasts, small and firm and perfect, the nipples drawn tight. I sucked one into my mouth and she whimpered, her back arching off the mattress, the rope creaking.

Her stomach, where the muscles contracted under my lips, the defined abs flexing with each shuddering breath. Her hip bones, sharp enough to bite, and I did, gently, feeling her jolt. The bird tattoo on her left rib, the wren her grandmother had named her for. I kissed it and she made a sound that wasn’t a moan but something softer, something that came from the girl beneath the fighter.

Her inner thighs. I kissed and licked and breathed hot air against her skin until she was pulling at the ropes and begging, her hips lifting off the mattress, seeking contact that I deliberately withheld.

“Please,” she said. “Please, Caleb. I need you.”

She’d never used my first name during sex. The sound of it in her voice, raw and desperate and blind, hit me somewhere behind the sternum.

I spread her thighs wide and settled between them. Her pussy was exposed, swollen and glistening, the slickness visible in the lamplight. I pressed the head of my cock against her opening and entered her hard. Immediate. One thrust that buried me to the hilt. She cried out, her back arching off the bed, her wrists straining against the cotton rope, the iron bars rattling. Without sight, every sensation was amplified tenfold. Every thrust was a detonation. She felt me deeper than she had before, felt every inch of my cock stretching her, filling her, and maybe it was because every other sense was working double, every nerve ending firing without the distraction of sight. Every inch of contact between our bodies was electric.

I gripped her hips and drove deep, pulling almost all the way out and slamming back in. She moaned beneath the blindfold, her jaw open, her head thrown back, the tendons in her neck standing out, her lean frame arching off the mattress with each stroke. She was soaked, her pussy pulling at me with each thrust, each stroke producing a wet obscene sound that filled the room. Her legs wrapped around my waist and pulled me closer, deeper.

My hand found her throat. Light. My signature with her. The pressure that said I was here, that I had her, that she could let go completely because I would hold her together. Her pulse hammered against my fingers, wild and fast.

I felt the pressure building. She tightened, gathering toward something I could feel in the tension of her thighs, her abs, her white-knuckled grip on the iron bars above her head. Every stroke required more force, her pussy fighting to keep me inside with each withdrawal.

“Breed me.”

The words tumbled out. Unplanned. Unstudied. Ripped from somewhere deeper than her chest, somewhere she’d been keeping them locked for weeks, for months, for years. Sloane Kovac, who had slapped him the first time he’d told her the truth, saying the two words she’d been running from since her sister came home pregnant with twins.

“I want a baby,” she gasped. “I want yours. Breed me, Caleb. Put a baby in me.”

Her legs locked around me, her heels digging into my lower back, pulling me impossibly deep. I drove into her with each word, meeting the rhythm of her hips with my own, burying myself to the hilt with every thrust. Her hips surged against me, pulling me in, wanting, desperate, the blindfold turning every sensation into something she couldn’t defend against.

“Harder. Don’t hold back. Give me what you gave them. Every drop. I want it. I want all of it. I want to feel it and know that it means something.”

I gripped her throat lightly with one hand and her hip with the other and drove into her with everything I had. The pace was punishing, the bed slamming against the wall, the rope creaking, her lean frame bouncing beneath me. She was tight, vibrating beneath me, already climbing toward the edge. Her back arched off the mattress. Her bound wrists pulled against the rope, the muscles in her arms standing out. The blindfold was damp with tears she hadn’t known she was crying.

“Breed me,” she begged. “Give me a baby. Please. Cum inside me, Caleb. Please.”

She came with a raw scream that echoed off every wall. It was a detonation — her spine snapping into an arch, wrists wrenching against the rope, legs crushing around me, every muscle firing at once. She went impossibly tight and then broke, violent spasms ripping through her like detonations, each one wrenching a broken sound from her throat, each one dragging me closer to the edge until the pressure tore the orgasm out of me. I finished inside her as deep as I could reach, pressing against the deepest part of her, and Sloane felt the moment it happened. Felt me let go inside her. She sobbed with it, the sensation of being filled mingling with the orgasm until they were the same thing, and her legs crushed around me, holding me there with a strength that came from somewhere beyond muscle, as if letting me go now would mean losing something she’d spent her entire life looking for.

She trembled under the blindfold. Shaking. Not from cold, not from exertion. From the enormity of what she’d said.

I removed the blindfold. Her eyes were wet. Bright. Wide open. Seeing me clearly, completely, the last wall torn down.

“I said it,” she whispered. Her voice cracked. “I actually said it.”

I untied her wrists. She rubbed them, the faint marks of the rope already fading. She looked at her hands, at the impressions in her skin, and then at me.

“I want what they have,” she said. “All of it. The baby. The family. The stupid movie nights and Tracy’s terrible cooking.”

From down the hall, clear as a bell through the old plaster walls: “I HEARD THAT.”

Sloane’s hand flew to her mouth. Her eyes went wide. For one second, the world hung in the balance between horror and hilarity.

Then she laughed.

Full, real, helpless laughter. It came from the belly, shook the shoulders, squeezed her eyes shut, made tears run down cheeks that were already wet. Laughter that rewrote a person, that took everything she thought she was and reshuffled the cards and dealt a new hand.

She laughed until she couldn’t breathe. Until she was clutching her stomach and gasping. Until the laughter had finished what the tears and the sex and the rope and the blindfold had started.

“Oh god,” she said, wiping her eyes. “She’s never going to let me live that down.”

“Never.”

“I insulted her cooking while tied to a bed during an orgasm.”

“Tracy has been collecting material on you since the day you arrived.”

“I’m doomed.”

“Completely.”

She pulled me close. The laughter faded into something steady and solid, the way a fire dies down to embers that burn hotter than the flames. She pressed her face against my chest and I could feel her heartbeat against my ribs, fast and strong. She had just done the bravest thing she’d ever done.

“I mean it,” she said. Her voice was hoarse from screaming and laughing and crying, all three in the space of ten minutes. “All of it. The baby. The family. This stupid, impossible, haunted house with its haunted radio and its haunted herbs and its twenty-two-year-old patriarch who ties women to beds and makes them say things they’ve been afraid to say for years.”

“It’s not haunted.”

“Caleb.”

“Okay. Maybe the radio.”

She laughed again, softer this time. Pressed her lips to my chest.

She didn’t lock the door that night. The deadbolt stayed open. And in the morning, it was still open, and Sloane was still beside me, and the sun came through the east wing window and painted her sleeping face in gold.


Chapter 13: What the House Gives

Two weeks later, the household had a rhythm that ran like a well-tuned engine.

Five people at meals. Five columns on Courtney’s whiteboard. Five sets of boots, shoes, flip-flops, and bare feet on the wide-plank oak floors. The kitchen I’d rebuilt hummed with life every morning: Tracy’s pancakes on the stove, Courtney’s French press on the maple countertop, Diana’s journal open beside her coffee, Sloane’s mug sitting next to Tracy’s with the correct number of sugars already added.

Sleeping arrangements had evolved into a rotation. Two women per night in the master bedroom, the king bed large enough for three but not comfortably for six. Me always center. The others rotated: Tracy and Courtney most nights, Diana joining twice a week, Sloane claiming the left side, closest to the door.

She still needed an exit. She never used it. But she slept better knowing it was there, the way some people kept a packed bag in the closet even when they had no intention of leaving. Habits die hard. Especially the ones that kept you alive.

The logistics of a five-person sleeping rotation were, predictably, a Courtney production. She’d created a color-coded schedule that hung on the inside of the master bedroom closet door. Tracy had immediately nicknamed it “the sex spreadsheet,” which Courtney refused to acknowledge and Diana photographed for her estate history.

“It’s a sleeping arrangement optimization,” Courtney said.

“It’s a sex spreadsheet,” Tracy said. “Own it.”

“I will not.”

“You have color-coded who sleeps with our boyfriend on which nights. That’s a sex spreadsheet.”

“The term ‘boyfriend’ is reductive.”

“Fine. Who sleeps with our breeding patriarch on which nights.”

“That’s worse.”

Sunday mornings had become the household’s unspoken pause. No renovation. No research. No schedule. Just five people in a house, existing together. Tracy cooked elaborate breakfasts that could feed a construction crew. Courtney read the newspaper on her tablet with her feet tucked under her on the couch. Diana wrote in her journal. Sloane sat in the garden. I sat wherever someone needed me, which was usually everywhere.

Tracy at twenty-three weeks was a vision that stopped me in doorways. Her belly was round and prominent, stretching every sundress she owned. Her breasts had grown beyond anything her old bras could have contained, and she’d stopped trying months ago. They were heavy, full, with darkened nipples that leaked throughout the day, leaving damp trails on every surface she touched. She’d started wearing Caleb’s old t-shirts exclusively, the ones that had been loose on her once and now stretched tight across her chest and belly.

She was planning the nursery with the intensity of a military campaign. Soft yellow walls, painted last weekend with Sloane’s reluctant help. The crib I’d built, white oak, smooth rails, positioned against the wall beneath the east wing window. A rocking chair from an antique store in town, refinished with new cushions. A changing table Courtney had ordered with specifications detailed enough to build a spacecraft.

Courtney at seventeen weeks was rounded beautifully, Courtney settling into the second trimester with the same deliberate grace she brought to everything. Her wrap dresses were gone, replaced by loose cotton that couldn’t hide what was happening beneath. Her breasts were fuller than they’d ever been, beginning to leak like Tracy’s, the clear fluid appearing at unexpected moments on her silk camisoles. She’d ordered nursing bras and wore them like someone who’d lost a negotiation with biology and was filing the paperwork.

She called me “baby” outside the bedroom now. Casually. Over coffee. Passing in the hallway. The word had become domestic currency, spent freely, valued always.

Diana at six weeks was in the early grip of first-trimester symptoms. Tender breasts. A queasiness that crested each morning and receded by noon. She documented everything in her notebook, the one she’d started on her first day at the estate with testing protocols and water sample schedules. The early pages were clinical. The recent pages were personal, written in a hand that had loosened, the block letters giving way to something closer to cursive. She’d stopped numbering herself. She was Diana now, not a data point.

Her glasses stayed on her face. Just glasses now.

Sloane at five weeks of sexual activity was not pregnant. She’d stopped checking. She’d stopped counting days and tracking windows and running the math in her head. Some mornings she stood in the garden and breathed deep, filling her lungs with rosemary and lavender, and she didn’t ask the herbs for anything. She just breathed.

The ovulation calendar she’d never admitted to keeping had been torn from her notebook and thrown in the kitchen trash, where Tracy found it and said nothing, just smiled into her sparkling water.

Some mornings Sloane stood in the garden and breathed deep, filling her lungs with rosemary and lavender, the way I’d seen her do that first midnight when she’d walked the hallways in bare feet and an oversized t-shirt. But the posture was different now. Then, she’d been exhausted and guarded, breathing defensively, assessing escape routes. Now she breathed with intention. With openness. With the patient trust of someone who’d decided to stop fighting the thing she wanted. The combat boots were still on. The combat boots would always be on. But they sat differently on feet that had stopped running.

Harold’s data said 6.2 weeks for willing women. Sloane was barely past five. And she was only recently, as Diana had put it, willing.

That morning, the household moved in its rhythm. Tracy made pancakes, chocolate chip again, singing to the baby while the batter sizzled. Courtney updated the whiteboard with the week’s schedule, pausing to blot the damp spot on her camisole with the nursing pad she now kept in her pocket. Diana sat at the table with her notebook, documenting her third day of morning queasiness because she believed nausea could be defeated with sufficient data.

“Ginger tea within ninety seconds of waking,” Courtney told her. “Saltines before your feet hit the floor.”

“I’ve read the research. Saltines within ninety seconds reduces first-trimester nausea by forty percent.”

“I know. I told you the research. Four months ago.”

“And I filed it as anecdotal. I apologize.”

“Apology accepted. Drink the tea.”

Sloane came through the kitchen with her coffee, paused, and set a box of saltines on the table in front of Diana without a word. Then she went to the garden.

Tracy watched her go. “She bought those at Brickman’s yesterday. I saw the receipt.”

“She’s caring for people,” Courtney said. “Through supplies.”

“Same way Caleb cares for people. Through fixing things.”

“Some people show love with words. Others show it with saltines.”

I read Harold’s final herb journal in the study. The 1994 entry again, the one that had become the epitaph for every crushed theory. I didn’t need to read the full passage anymore. The last line was enough.

“Presence. Warmth. Purpose. Willingness.”

I closed the journal and set it on the desk beside the others. Harold’s voice, clinical but kind, patient across decades. The mentor I’d never met in person, teaching me through ink and time.

“Thirty years apart, and we landed in the same place,” Diana said from the study doorway. She was leaning against the frame, her hand resting on her belly. A gesture she’d started unconsciously, the way Tracy did, the way Courtney did. The hand on the belly that meant something is here, something is growing, something is mine. “Every measurable variable is normal. The only thing that correlates is the willingness to be here. To be present.” She paused. “Harold called it willingness. I’d call it openness. Neither of those is a variable a lab can test.”

“Does that bother you?”

She smiled. “Ask me again in six months.”

That afternoon, Tracy pulled me into the nursery.

The room was almost ready. Soft yellow walls, glowing in the afternoon light. The crib against the east wall, white oak gleaming. The rocking chair by the window, its new cushions a pale green that Courtney had chosen. A changing table against the opposite wall, stocked with supplies Tracy had been accumulating for weeks.

The room where our child would sleep. The room that existed because a platinum blonde woman had driven a yellow VW to a crumbling estate five months ago and said “I want you to breed me” before the sun went down.

Tracy closed the door. She was in a thin sundress, damp at the chest where her milk had let down during lunch. She pulled the dress over her head.

Tracy was extraordinary. The belly, round and firm and golden-tanned, the skin taut and smooth. Her breasts, swollen and full, with darkened nipples leaking in steady droplets that ran down the undersides and glistened in the afternoon light. Her tan lines had shifted with the pregnancy, new patterns where her bikini tops had given up, pale crescents against golden skin.

She sat in the rocking chair. Spread her legs. Her feet were bare on the hardwood floor. Her blonde hair fell past her shoulders in waves.

“Come here,” she said.

I knelt between her legs. Kissed her belly first. The skin was smooth, stretched tight and luminous over the life inside. I could feel movement through the wall of muscle and skin. A flutter, then a kick against my lips. Our child, making itself known, pressing outward where I pressed in.

I kissed upward. Over the swell of her belly, the soft skin beneath her breasts where the tan faded to pale, and then her breast itself. She gasped when my lips closed around her nipple, the dark swollen flesh filling my mouth, and her milk flowed immediately, sweet and thin, coating my tongue. The taste was ancient, something I recognized at a level below thought. Tracy feeding me the way she would soon feed our child.

She gripped the armrests of the rocking chair, her knuckles going white. “Oh god. That’s…” She couldn’t finish. The sensation of being nursed triggered something deep, a cascade of arousal that ran from her breast through her belly and between her legs, a direct line from my sucking mouth to her swelling clit. Her hips rolled in the chair, pressing her pussy against the cushion, grinding, her thighs spreading wider.

I switched to her other breast. The right nipple was already leaking freely, her milk running in a thin trail down the heavy underside of her tit, catching the afternoon light as it traced the curve, dripping from the swell onto her round belly. I caught it with my tongue at her belly and licked upward, following the slick trail across her skin, tasting the sweetness all the way to the source. I sucked her nipple into my mouth and the flow resumed, thin and steady, pulsing with each gentle suck, and she shuddered from her chest to her hips. Both hands left the armrests to grip my hair. Her fingers twisted in the strands, pulling my mouth harder against her breast, pressing the heavy flesh against my face.

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was breathless, pitched higher than usual, cracking at the edges. “It feels so good when you do that. I can feel it all the way down. From my nipple to my pussy. Oh god, it’s connected to everything.”

My hand slid between her thighs while I nursed. She was soaking. Not damp. Soaking. Her pussy swollen and slick, her clit engorged, and when my fingers found it she jerked hard enough to rock the chair. I rubbed in slow circles, matching the rhythm of my mouth on her breast, sucking and stroking in tandem. She became a single circuit: mouth to breast to clit, everything connected, everything building. She moaned, loud and uninhibited, the sound filling the empty nursery, echoing off the yellow walls and the bare floor, bouncing back to us amplified.

The rocking chair creaked beneath her as her hips rolled. She was grinding against my hand, her pussy soaking my palm, pressing her leaking breast harder into my mouth, trying to feel everything at once. Colostrum flowed steadily between my lips, pooling at the corners of my mouth, the sweet thin taste of Tracy doing exactly what she was designed to do. I swallowed and sucked harder and she nearly came off the chair.

“Both,” she gasped. “Don’t stop doing both. Oh god. Oh god, Caleb. I’m going to cum from your mouth on my tits. That’s never happened before. Don’t stop.”

I lifted her from the chair. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her belly pressing between us, her arms around my neck, her nipples leaking against my chest, slick trails running down between our bodies. I lowered her onto the soft rug I’d laid in front of the crib. Missionary, careful of her belly, my weight on my forearms, and I entered her in one deep thrust. Her pussy was so wet there was no resistance, just heat and slickness and the heat of her closing around me.

She arched beneath me as I began to move. Her breasts leaked with every thrust, each impact sending drops of milk running down her sides in thin trails, pooling on the rug beneath us, glistening on her golden tan-lined skin. The sight of it, Tracy pregnant and producing milk while I fucked her, her milk-slick tits bouncing and dripping, her swollen belly between us, her pussy tightening around me with each stroke, was elemental and staggering and beautiful.

She moaned without restraint. The exhibitionist volume was there, amplified by the empty nursery’s acoustics, but underneath it was something more intimate. This wasn’t performance. This was a woman being exactly what she was designed to be: full, fertile, overflowing, leaking from her breasts and soaking between her thighs, producing and receiving and giving all at once.

“Fill me up,” she gasped. “Even though I’m already full. I want to feel it every time. Cum inside me. Deep as you can go. I want to feel you for days.”

I latched onto her nipple and thrust deep simultaneously. Her milk flooded my mouth as I drove into her, and the dual sensation, the sweetness on my tongue and the pressure of her around me, broke her apart. She shuddered from her scalp to her toes, every nerve going electric, every nerve firing at once. Her back arched off the rug and she screamed, legs locking behind my back with crushing force, the orgasm tearing through her in great shuddering waves that she rode without resistance, the sound raw and ecstatic and layered with the raw emotion of three years and ten thousand dollars and countless needles, and all along the answer had been a crumbling estate and a man with calloused hands and his mouth on her leaking breast. I followed her over the edge. Buried deep, pressing against her, and the finish was less a climax than a surrender, everything in me letting go at once while her milk flowed between our chests, milk and cum and sweat mixing on her golden skin.

She held me there with her legs locked, trembling, gasping, tears on her cheeks, still holding me in slow waves, keeping me sealed inside her.

“We made this room,” she said. Her voice was thick with emotion. She looked at the crib against the wall, the rocking chair, the yellow walls. “We made this baby. We made this family.”

She looked at me. Her blue eyes were bright and wet and shining.

“The house helped. But we did the work.”

I kissed her forehead. She kissed mine. Maternal and sexual simultaneously, the duality that had defined her since the day she pulled up in a yellow VW and changed everything.

We cleaned up. She pulled the sundress back on, already damp where her milk soaked through the cotton. She kissed my shoulder as we left the nursery.

The door stayed open behind us.

That evening, I checked my email at the desk in Harold’s study. Harold’s lamp cast its usual amber pool. The journals lined the shelves. The corkboard on the wall held three crushed theories in a row: bloodwork, water, herbs. All normal. All dead ends.

Two new inquiries about the estate.

The first was polite, generic, unremarkable. A woman looking for affordable housing in the county, asking about lease terms and pet policies. I’d respond in the morning.

The second was different.

From: Dr. Katarina Brenner, Reproductive Endocrinology, Zurich Fertility Institute.

The email was precise, clinical, written in flawless English with the formal structure of an academic correspondence. She wasn’t inquiring about tenancy. She wanted to study the estate under controlled conditions. Her research team had identified the Reeves Estate through a cross-referencing of fertility network databases and published outcome data. She was requesting access to the property, Harold’s historical records, and the opportunity to conduct environmental and biological monitoring over a three-month period.

She was prepared to cover all costs. Laboratory equipment, housing, and a consulting fee for the property owner. The Zurich Fertility Institute would provide full indemnification and institutional oversight.

Attached to the email: a curriculum vitae that ran twelve pages. Dr. Brenner had published 147 peer-reviewed papers on reproductive endocrinology, held patents on three diagnostic instruments, and served on the editorial boards of four international journals. She’d received the European Society of Human Reproduction’s Distinguished Researcher Award in 2019. She was, by any metric, one of the most credentialed reproductive scientists alive.

And she wanted to come to a crumbling estate in the American countryside to test the same things Harold had tested, Diana had tested, and every instrument ever pointed at this house had failed to explain.

I read the email twice. Showed it to Diana.

Diana read it three times. Pushed her glasses up. Read it a fourth time.

“Zurich,” she said. “Top three reproductive science centers in Europe. Dr. Brenner has published in the Lancet. Twice.” She looked at me over the rim of her glasses. “This is institutional interest. Not a woman with a canvas tote bag and a testing kit. This is a university-backed research team with a seven-figure budget.”

“Should I respond?”

“You should think about what it means for someone at that level to care about this house.”

“What does it mean?”

“It means the reputation has gone international. It means the data I collected, the outcomes Harold documented, the pattern that no one can explain, has reached the point where mainstream science can’t ignore it.” She set the email down. “It also means they’ll find nothing. Because the herbs found nothing. The water found nothing. The genetics found nothing. And whatever the Zurich Fertility Institute brings, this house will resist it the same way it’s resisted everything else.”

Sloane appeared in the study doorway. She’d been listening. “She’ll figure it out. Or fail like the rest.”

Diana: “Nobody figures it out. That’s the pattern.”

Sloane looked at me. Something complicated moved through her green eyes. “If they come here with a seven-figure budget and the best instruments in the world, and they still find nothing, then it’s not nothing they’re looking for. It’s something that doesn’t have a name yet.”

Diana stared at her. “That’s the most scientific thing you’ve ever said.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Tracy appeared in the study doorway. “Who’s writing to you?”

“A Swiss fertility doctor.”

“Is she hot?”

“Tracy.”

“It’s a valid question. If she’s coming here, I need to know if I should be threatened or welcoming.”

“You’ve never been threatened by anyone.”

“That’s true. I’m welcoming, then.” She leaned against the doorframe, her belly round, one hand resting on it the way she always did now. “Is she going to figure it out? The mystery?”

Diana answered before I could. “No. Nobody figures it out. That’s the pattern. Harold didn’t. I didn’t. The Glendale lab didn’t. Zurich won’t either.”

“Then why let her come?”

I thought about it. “Because Harold never turned anyone away. And because maybe the house wants to be studied. Even if it knows the studies will fail.”

Tracy tilted her head. “That’s very Harold of you.”

“I learned from the best.”

“You learned from his journals. Which is technically learning from a dead man’s diary. But sure, the best.”

I closed the laptop and walked out to the front porch.

Evening light. The golden hour that made the estate look like it belonged in a painting. The oak-lined driveway stretched out in front of me, a quarter mile of arching branches and wild blackberry. The garden was to my left, lush beyond explanation, the rosemary and lavender and basil creating a wall of green and purple that scented the air for a hundred feet in every direction. The greenhouse glass caught the sunset and turned it amber.

Four women inside. Three pregnant. One trying. And a fifth on her way from Switzerland.

The front door opened behind me. Tracy, in a damp sundress, her belly round, her hand on the doorframe. “Dinner’s ready. Sloane cooked.”

“How is it?”

“She didn’t burn the garlic.”

“Progress.”

“Massive progress. She also set the table without being asked. And she laughed at dinner. Twice.” Tracy put her hand on my arm. Her touch was steady, the calluses on her fingers from months of cooking and gardening and nesting. “Come inside, Caleb. Everyone’s waiting. Diana’s documenting the meal. Courtney’s critiquing the wine selection. Sloane is pretending she doesn’t like us. It’s a whole thing.”

I took one last look at the estate in the golden light. The house rose behind me, its restored facade golden in the sunset, the windows glowing amber from within. The oak-lined driveway stretched away through the trees, the quarter-mile tunnel that every woman who’d changed my life had driven through.

Ninety-seven out of ninety-seven. Ninety-eight, counting Diana. And one day soon, if the house was willing, ninety-nine.

The house gave what it gave.

I went inside. Five voices overlapped in the kitchen. Sloane’s pasta was apparently not burned. Tracy was claiming credit for the garlic. Courtney was adjusting the whiteboard. Diana was documenting everything in her notebook.

The AM radio clicked on as I sat down. Nobody had turned it on. Nobody ever did.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:
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More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.
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