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Chapter one
Labor Day Lakehouse


The sizzle of burger fat hitting the grill was supposed to be my soundtrack. Instead, I kept picking up on the shrieks and laughter from down near the dock, where my brother and his friends had set up a volleyball net with all the engineering skill of a half-drunk frat house. Our youngest cousins squealed and cannonballed off the end of the dock, waving water guns and leaving an endless parade of wet footprints across the weathered boards. Mom and Dad sat at one of the picnic tables, sipping cheap beer from red plastic cups, debating whether my potato salad was any better than last year’s. Maybe if I’d dumped an entire salt shaker in, I would’ve gotten a standing ovation.

But none of it really landed, not with Misha out there spinning circles around my self-control.

She played volleyball the way some girls dance, light on her feet, laughing too loud, sundress flashing bare thigh every time she lunged for the ball. The whole setup felt designed to torture me. Golden hair spilled down her back, catching in the breeze and haloing her face when she tossed her head back to call a score. Daniel had his arm around her whenever she came off rotation, like he needed the world to see exactly where she stood.

I tried to focus on the food. A guy can only stack so many burger patties before it gets sad, so I shifted to loading the cooler with ice and grabbing whatever drink was sweating the most on top. Every cheap beer in there practically screamed my name. Still, my eyes kept drifting.

It wasn’t just how she looked, though that was a problem all on its own. It was how she belonged here, in every photo frame on the wall, every holiday, every family joke. Even my youngest cousin, Julia, crawled into Misha’s lap between games, sticky with popsicle and grinning like she’d won the lottery.

“So, Eli, when are you gonna get out there and school your brother?” Dad called, waving his beer like a coach at halftime.

I shrugged. “Can’t let the burgers burn themselves, right?” Weak joke, but it bought me a reprieve.

Mom snorted. “He’s just worried Misha will outplay him. She’s got a killer serve.”

“Baby Brother never stood a chance,” Daniel crowed, digging his knuckles into my shoulder as he breezed past to set another ball in play.

There it was again. Baby Brother. Always the kid in the background, holding the camera or patching up whatever Daniel broke.

I reached for my beer, the can nearly slipping out of my hands. My palms were already slick, and I hadn’t even stepped onto the sand yet.

From the corner of my eye, Misha spiked a volleyball with enough force to make Daniel flinch. The ball landed in the shallows, sending up a spray that drenched the nearest cousin, who promptly howled about “cheating.” Misha threw her head back and laughed, sunlight catching the edge of her collarbone and lighting up every inch of bare skin the dress would allow.

The sight of her breasts, buoyant and impossible, had my head spinning and my senses strung tight as high-voltage wire. She moved just enough for them to shimmy, and the way they seemed to defy gravity nearly sent me over the edge. I struggled to swallow, my throat dry, caught up in the pure, aching want of it. I tried not to dwell on the thought of her walking into that lake, the way wet cotton would sculpt itself to every curve and hollow. It was enough to leave me trembling, the image burned behind my eyes.

Another spike, another point. My brother pumped his fist like he was winning the Rose Bowl. I put my focus on the grill, but I could still feel Misha’s laugh ricocheting around in my chest.

It’s a miracle I didn’t torch the entire batch of burgers. I lined them up on the plate, fanned the smoke away from my face, and tried to will my pulse back to a reasonable level.

But the universe had other plans. The next thing I knew, Misha was padding across the sun-warmed grass in bare feet, holding two drinks.

For half a second, I let myself watch her. The sway of her hips wasn’t meant for anyone, but it felt like a dare every time she moved. There were goosebumps on her arms from the breeze, and the thin straps of her dress refused to behave, sliding down her shoulder with every step.

“Hey, grillmaster,” she called, voice bright as the sky overhead. “You look like you could use some lemonade.”

She handed me the glass. Condensation slicked her palm, dripping onto my fingers as I took it.

“Thanks,” I managed, hoping my voice didn’t crack like a thirteen-year-old’s. Up close, her hair smelled like some expensive shampoo, coconut and maybe peach, and almost enough to make me dizzy.

I expected her to walk away, but she lingered. “You hiding back here all day? We’re about to start couples volleyball and I’m short a partner unless Daniel stops double-fisting beer long enough to play.”

Baby Brother. She didn’t even have to say it. I could feel the nickname lurking right there, waiting to finish the punchline.

I forced a grin. “Gotta keep the chef from getting sunburned. Wouldn’t want to ruin the burgers.”

She gave me a look, half fond, half teasing. “Classic Eli. Always thinking about everyone else. You sure you’re having fun?”

The answer caught in my throat. All I could do was nod and pretend the lemonade was the best thing I’d tasted in years.

She squeezed my bicep, gentle and electric. “Save one of those burgers for me, okay? I’m starving.”

“I’ll make a plate,” I said. It was the only thing I knew how to offer her.

She started to walk away, but stopped and glanced back over her shoulder. The sun lit her up, dress swirling around her knees, eyes impossibly blue. “You really are the best, Baby Brother.”

There it was. No one else on earth could shatter me with a nickname, but she managed it every damn time.

Misha paused, her bare toes curling into the grass. For a second she just looked at me. Not in the half-distracted, half-teasing way she usually did. This time it was a real look, eyes skimming me head to toe, like she was actually seeing me.

She tilted her head, and the corners of her mouth pulled up. “What the hell happened to you over the summer, Eli? I mean it. You look…” She trailed off, chewing her lip, then let out a little laugh. “Honestly, you look amazing. Like, GQ-model hot. When did Baby Brother turn into an absolute snack?”

Her words hit me like a shot of expensive whiskey. Warm, sweet, and a little bit dangerous. I knew I’d changed, sure. My last growth spurt had hit me late, but Mother Nature finally decided to go big or go home. My shoulders had filled out, my jawline sharpened up, and after a year of hitting the gym with religious fervor, I’d built a body that actually looked like I knew what I was doing.

But this was Misha. Misha, who saw every awkward phase, every hand-me-down hoodie, every time I tripped walking into a room. For her to look at me like that, like she’d just found a treat she wasn’t supposed to have, sent my ego into orbit.

I managed to play it cool, though my insides were doing cartwheels worthy of an Olympic tryout. “Are you hitting on me at a family barbecue?” I grinned, letting the joke cover how much it meant. “Should I do a slow-motion walk or something?”

She laughed, the sound fizzy and golden. “Don’t tempt me. I might start cat-calling and embarrass myself in front of your whole family.” Her gaze lingered on my arms, the chest that barely fit inside my t-shirt. I could feel her eyes drinking me in, hungry and just a little bashful. “Seriously, Eli. Daniel told me you’d been working out, but he undersold it. You look…wow.”

That was the problem, wasn’t it? She was Daniel’s, not mine. And yet, the way she looked at me made my skin feel too tight, like I’d grown a new body overnight and wasn’t entirely sure how to use it yet.

I shrugged, flexing just enough to make my bicep pop under her hand. “Guess I finally caught up to the rest of the Turner gene pool,” I said, but my voice was softer than I intended. “Maybe all those late-night protein shakes paid off.”

She rolled her eyes, but it was all affection. “Don’t downplay it. You’re hot. Like, ‘make the volleyball team lose focus’ level hot.”

I let out a laugh, and something inside me eased. For one shining second, her eyes were only on me. Not Daniel. Just me. I wanted to bottle the feeling and drink it every morning.

Then with that bombshell sufficiently detonated, she gave a cheerful little wave and jogged back toward the volleyball net, ponytail bouncing.

I watched her go. If anyone noticed, they didn’t say a word. I stood there with a cold lemonade in one hand, my cock getting hard just from the sight of her, and my heart somewhere between my stomach and the grass.

In another life, maybe I’d have been the guy she ran to. But here and now, all I could do was watch the game from the sidelines and pretend the only thing burning was the charcoal.

Sunlight crept lower, painting the lake gold. My brother slung an arm around Misha’s waist and hoisted her into the air with a yell. She shrieked and kicked, laughing so hard she nearly took out one of the cousins.

I leaned against the porch rail, letting the sweat cool on my skin. The glass in my hand dripped onto my shirt, but I barely felt it.

For the rest of the afternoon, I kept my distance, grill duty as camouflage, burgers and sodas as shields. But every time Misha’s voice rose over the water, I turned. Every time she flashed that smile, I felt the hit.

Maybe it was pathetic. Maybe it was all I’d ever get. Either way, I couldn’t look away.

And when the sun started to set, and the game wound down, I memorized the way her hair shimmered, the line of her shoulder, the easy way she fit into the madness of my family. Like she’d always been meant for it.

Just not for me.

***

You could always tell when Daniel wanted to talk about something serious. He stopped goofing around for a second, and the party-boy mask slipped just enough to give himself away. He caught my eye right after dinner, jerked his chin toward the water, and took off down the flagstone steps with the confidence of a guy who always expects to be followed.

I caught up with him halfway down the lawn. The boards on the dock were hot from the sun, humming under my bare feet as we walked toward the end. Daniel didn’t look back, just jammed his hands into his pockets and stared out at the open water. The little cousins had cleared off, leaving the dock empty except for the slap of waves and the sweet, slow chirr of crickets tuning up for the night.

For a second, we just stood side by side, watching the sunlight glitter off the lake.

Then he went for it, casual as you please. “So, I figure somebody should tell you, before you hear it from one of the guys or something. I’ve been… you know. Seeing other girls. Since last semester.”

The words hit like a punch I saw coming but couldn’t dodge.

He didn’t even glance at me. “It’s not a big deal. Misha still wants to wait. Says it’s important to her. So yeah, sometimes I go out, get what I need. And then I come home. She’s happy. Everybody wins.”

I gripped the railing so hard the old wood bit into my palms. My jaw locked down tight, and for a second, I couldn’t do anything but breathe through my teeth.

“You cheat on her?” I made the words as sharp as I could. “Just like that?”

Daniel shrugged, like we were talking about the weather. “Look, you know how it is. Misha’s awesome, but she’s got her standards. I got needs. I’m not gonna pressure her or anything. I just… handle it.” He grinned, crooked and lazy. “Honestly, she probably suspects. But she doesn’t ask, so I don’t lie.”

Heat crept up my neck and into my face. I wanted to hit him, god, I wanted to, except I’d never win that fight, and breaking his teeth probably wouldn’t fix any of this anyway.

“She deserves better than that.” My voice sounded raw, even to me. “You know she does.”

He finally turned, leaning against the railing and giving me that look. Half bored, half smug. “Come on, Eli. Don’t get all high and mighty. It’s been four years, and she won’t let me do anything but kiss her, and even then, it’s barely a peck. It’s college. If she wanted a Boy Scout, she could’ve picked you.” That landed with a smirk, just to twist the knife. “You always had that thing for her, right? Since, what, sophomore year?”

The boards beneath my feet felt ready to snap. Everything in me pulled tight, fists, shoulders, gut. I stared him down anyway.

“None of that’s the point. Why keep her around if you’ve already checked out?”

Daniel raised his eyebrows, like I’d missed something obvious. “Because I actually do like her. Misha’s great. I mean, look at her. She’s the hottest girl at Rosehaven. She’s basically perfect, and Mom and Dad love her. Just because I get bored sometimes doesn’t mean I’m gonna blow up what we have. She keeps things together. That’s her whole vibe, man. You get it.”

I shook my head, furious in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a little kid, back when Daniel used to take my stuff just because he could. “You ever even think how she’d feel? If she knew?”

He snorted. “I doubt she’d bail. She’s not really the dumping type.”

I stared out at the lake, gripping the railing hard enough to splinter it. The noises from the yard drifted out, somebody’s Bluetooth speaker, Uncle Mike making a dad joke for the ages, Misha’s laughter floating above it all.

Daniel let the silence stretch. Then he looked at me, all fake-friendly. “I’m saying this because I care, okay? You don’t want to get in the middle. Don’t go all white knight, trying to rescue people from their own choices. Misha’s my girl. Just… let it go.”

He pushed off the railing, stretching like he’d just wrapped up a tough set at the gym. “We done here?”

I didn’t answer. My whole body buzzed with adrenaline, every nerve sparking. It was all I could do not to swing at him or scream or both.

He fished another beer out of the cooler at the end of the dock, popped it open with his teeth. Like he hadn’t just dropped a bomb and stomped out the fuse.

Back up by the house, someone called Daniel’s name, and he shouted back, all smiles. The show resumed for whoever was watching.

I stood there, staring at the water, fists clenched and shaking. The dock creaked under my weight. I watched the sun flatten into the hills and wondered if anything about my family would ever make sense again.

The laughter from the backyard got louder. Misha was up there somewhere, shining for all of us. And even after everything Daniel had just confessed, I couldn’t bring myself to walk away.

Not yet.

***

Daniel didn’t say a word as we left the dock, just stalked up the hill, feet stomping the grass flat, like the conversation never even happened. By the time we hit the edge of the deck, his whole vibe had reset. He shot me a sidelong glance, eyes flickering, and for a second I thought he might try to apologize. I should’ve known better.

“So, random question,” he said, voice back to all easy charm. “Misha’s got this place lined up near campus, like a sorority house, but off the row. It’s a townhouse she’s sharing with a bunch of her friends. One of the girls bailed, so now they need to fill a room.”

He nudged my arm, grinning his lopsided “isn’t this hilarious” grin. “Honestly, you should go for it, Eli. They’d go nuts having a guy like you around. Maybe you’d finally get some action.”

The words landed harder than he probably meant them to. I stopped dead at the patio steps and let him get a few paces ahead.

“I already signed for an apartment,” I said, voice flat. “Pretty sure they don’t want random dudes in their place anyway.”

He just laughed, shoving his hands in his pockets. “With your luck? They’d probably adopt you. You’re handy around the house and totally safe. They would friend zone you within five minutes.” He turned and took the porch steps two at a time, already scanning for Misha.

I followed, even though every instinct screamed at me to turn the other way. From the grass, I watched Daniel wrap an arm around Misha’s waist. She twisted to meet him, blue eyes sparkling, face a little pink from the sun and the game. She laughed up at him as he whispered something in her ear, her whole expression open and trusting.

Not a trace of suspicion, not a clue what he was hiding.

My chest tightened. I didn’t want to watch, but I couldn’t help myself. That’s always how it went: me on the outside looking in, wishing I could change the story.

Behind me, Dad called out, “Eli! Burgers are getting low. You wanna help me flip the rest?”

I turned away from the porch, making my way over to the grill without a word. Long shadows crept across the lawn, the sun flattening itself against the far side of the lake. It turned the water to gold, the air humming with the scent of cut grass and charcoal.

Dad handed me the tongs, not missing a beat. “Everything okay, kiddo?”

I shrugged, going through the motions. Stack the burgers, scrape the grate, don’t look back at the porch.

“Fine,” I lied. “Just thinking about the drive tomorrow.”

“Don’t overthink it,” Dad said, squeezing my shoulder. “You’ve got a good head on your shoulders. Things work out. Your sophomore year at Rosehaven will change everything.”

Maybe he believed that. I tried to.

From the grill, I could still catch glimpses of Daniel and Misha. She leaned into his chest, hair fanned out across his arm, the two of them framed perfectly against the orange sky. Anyone would’ve thought they were the perfect couple.

I pushed down the ache, focusing on the hiss and pop of burger fat, the way smoke stung my eyes and disguised whatever else was brewing behind them.

We finished up in silence, stacking the food on paper plates while the chatter and music drifted in from the porch. By the time I carried the last tray over, the sun had vanished behind the trees, leaving everything tinted blue and silver. The world felt quieter, like the light had taken all the noise with it.

I grabbed a soda from the cooler and settled onto the steps, watching the lake go still. Misha’s laughter echoed across the yard, bright and intoxicating as champagne.

Maybe tomorrow, I’d forget some of it. Or maybe I’d remember every damn detail.

Either way, I’d be the guy keeping the grill running, the safe bet, the one who handles it.

Even if no one ever noticed.


Chapter two
Ashes to Opportunity


I’d pictured this moment a hundred times. The pride of living on my own, the ritual of shoving everything I owned into the trunk of a used sedan, sunglasses on and music blaring as I rolled up to my first real apartment. Maybe that was the problem. Expectations. They set you up just to enjoy watching you fall.

The only things standing when I pulled into the parking lot were the blackened bones of Building C.

Charred planks jutted at weird angles, like a giant’s game of pick-up sticks gone wrong. The sign for “Lakeview Court Apartments” wobbled in the breeze, half-melted and drooping, while someone’s old fridge door sat propped on the curb like a tombstone. Smoke hung in the air, faint but bitter, and the scorched smell of wet drywall stung my nose the second I cracked my window.

For a minute, I just sat there. No music, no air conditioning, just the hum of distant sirens and the metallic rattle of my own heartbeat. It took me thirty seconds to process what I was seeing. Another thirty to convince myself I wasn’t hallucinating.

“Of course,” I muttered, knocking my head back against the headrest. “Why wouldn’t my entire building catch fire the one day I’m supposed to move in?”

So much for my luck turning around sophomore year.

I stepped out into the late-morning heat, blinking hard. The sun reflected off the metal skeleton of the laundry room. It looked like an industrial grill from hell while ash dusted the parking lot, sticking to my sneakers.

Down the block, two fire engines were still posted up like sentries. Firefighters unspooled hoses and stacked equipment, their movements slow and leftover from the adrenaline of the night before. Police tape zig-zagged around the entrance, warning everyone to keep out.

I did a quick scan. Maybe I’d find my landlord, or a crowd of other desperate renters clutching duffel bags. No dice. Just me, burning like a moron in the open.

My hands itched for my phone, but I made myself walk closer first, weaving around broken glass and a spray of insulation blown across the sidewalk. Each step dragged me deeper into the disaster. The nearer I got, the more real it became. This wasn’t a TV special. My future home was toast.

A firefighter in full gear stood by the curb, chugging water like he hadn’t tasted it in days. I cleared my throat and straightened, hoping to at least pretend I had my shit together.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Was anyone—uh, did anybody…” I stopped, at a total loss. “Was this overnight?”

He turned, giving me a once-over, sizing me up like he’d seen this exact brand of dumbfounded college kid before. “Early morning. Electrical in the third floor, started around three. Nobody hurt, but the whole building’s a loss.”

My gaze cut to the twisted remains of the top floor. “What about…people’s stuff? And the apartments that weren’t on fire?”

He shook his head. “Everything’s ruined, kid. Got flooded or smoked out. You’ll need to call property management, but if you had a lease here?”, he gestured at the black mess, “I’d start looking for somewhere else to sleep.”

The world wobbled a little. I nodded, thanked him, and backed away, cautious not to step on anything that might fry my sneakers.

For a while, I wandered the lot, kicking at bits of debris just for something to do. Smoke still drifted from a pile of mailboxes that looked like oversized marshmallows, charred on the outside, sad and hollow inside.

I couldn’t decide what stung worse: losing out on my first real apartment, or realizing I was thirty minutes away from being homeless my first day back in Rosehaven.

Calls. I needed to make calls.

I tried everyone, a guy from my freshman dorm who once offered to let me crash, a coworker from the library, even a high school friend who lived out in Elmwood. No dice. Two had moved out of town. One already had a roommate. The last didn’t pick up, just let me spill my sad story into his voicemail and never called back.

I sent a desperate text to Daniel, almost against my better judgment. He was probably still asleep or worse, but hey, brotherly love. He responded right away:

LMAO are you serious

Try Misha’s place. They need a roommate. Told you!!!

I stood in the shade of a fire truck, clutching my phone like it might bite me. Replaying our talk from the night before, and the way Daniel tossed that lifeline, not knowing just how far I’d fall.

Misha. The only girl who could turn a basic rental into the world’s most dangerous territory.

I almost called Mom, before realizing she’d just worry herself sick and bring up Daniel’s name twenty times. No thanks.

That left one option, the nuclear option.

I stared at her name in my contacts so long it blurred, “Misha North” with a little sunflower emoji she’d put in when she was barely out of high school and I was a lovesick junior.

My thumb hovered for a full minute. I could feel my heartbeat, quick and stupid, in my ears.

Then I hit call.

She answered on the second ring, bright and wide-awake as always. “Eli? Are you here already? We’re just—”

I cut her off, voice breaking a little. “Hey. It’s a disaster. My building…there was a fire. Literally nothing left. All the apartments are gone.”

A burst of static on her end, then a flash of panic. “Oh my god, are you okay? Were you inside?”

“No,” I said, managing a weak laugh. “Just drove up to the graveyard. Fire took the whole building. Now I’m…well, I need somewhere to crash. Daniel said you might know of a place?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Our house! Eli, you’ll move in with us. I’ll get the girls together right now. The spare room is yours, obviously. Come to 317 Orchard. Just text when you’re close, okay?”

The rush of relief almost knocked me out.

At the same time, another feeling, sharp and cold, right through the ribs. This was the last place I’d ever wanted to land. Misha’s place, where she lived with her friends, where every piece of history I had with her would stare me down at breakfast.

Still, it was that or the back seat of my car. Decision made.

I thanked her, and she made me promise, twice, that I was fine and to come over the second I could. It was so like her, always first to fix things, never counting the cost.

The call ended, and I just stood there, watching a fireman refill his cup, wondering how the hell my life had ended up as campus horror story of the week.

The second my engine turned over, the familiar ache started, low and constant, that twin punch of want and dread. Asking for help was never my thing, not with her, not with anyone. But seeing Misha again? Knowing she’d be a floor away, maybe closer, every damn day? I’d just signed up for maximum self-torture.

The drive to Orchard Street was a blur of red lights and regret. My hands shook against the wheel, adrenaline tangled with a feeling I didn’t want to name. Lust, longing, maybe just the old fear of screwing things up, take your pick. I tried not to picture her on the porch, hair caught in the breeze, pretty as a magazine cover and completely off-limits.

The closer I got, the more out of place I felt.

Senior Territory looked exactly like I remembered: neat little duplexes and townhouses, sun glinting off windshields, the faint thump of music from Greek Row two blocks over. The air was thick with promise and leftover barbecue.

The GPS led me down a side street lined with arching maple trees. They burned gold in the sun, leaves already thinking about fall, each shadow rippling across my hood as I turned onto the last stretch.

The girls’ townhouse stood like a dare at the end of Orchard Street. Three stories of faded white siding, wrapped in a porch strung with mismatched café lights and at least five different welcome mats stacked at the entrance. Flowerpots lined the steps, some thriving, some half-dead, and a ragged volleyball wedged between the porch rail and a potted mum like someone had lost the will to rescue it.

Even before I parked, I picked up the little details that screamed “girls live here.” Vanilla and floral perfume drifted from the open windows. I caught a high laugh and the sound of something heavy thumping on the wood floor. The porch itself was a minefield of tangled shoes, sparkly flip-flops and battered sneakers, not a matching pair in sight.

I killed the engine and just sat there, sweat drying on my neck and arms. This wasn’t just a place to crash. It was enemy territory, and every inch of it looked ready to swallow me alive.

I wiped my palms on my jeans, grabbed my duffel, and debated leaving half my stuff in the car. No sense in looking like I’d shown up to stay forever.

The walk up the stone path felt like marching to my own ambush. Sunlight filtered through the leaves and splashed gold against the steps, highlighting every patch of peeling paint on the old wooden door. The string lights were on, even in daylight, making the whole place glow like a set from a prime-time reality show.

It was too late to turn back. I squared my shoulders, texted Misha that I was there, and braced for whatever chaos waited inside.

This was about survival. Anything more was just a fantasy I had no business chasing.

***

If the outside of the townhouse looked like a sorority photo op, the inside was its afterparty, equal parts chaos and charm, and not a single fuck given for traditional decor.

Misha answered the door with a hurricane smile, hair tumbling wild around her face. “Baby Brother!” she yelled, before I could even knock. Next thing I knew, she was wrapped around me, soft curves pressed close, vanilla and coconut shampoo in my nose, her bare arms cold from the AC. The hug was full-force, nearly knocking the duffel out of my hand. Holy shit, it was like coming home and being spun in the same moment.

She released me just enough to hold me at arm’s length, scanning for damage. “You okay? God, you look like you slept in your car. Come inside, I’ll get you water.” She yanked me in, my feet barely clearing the tangle of flip-flops and sneakers by the entry.

The first thing that hit me was the smell, coffee, perfume, and something citrusy, all fighting for airspace. Next came the visual: textbooks open on every surface, mugs half-full of cold brew, a pink thong draped over the banister like a warning shot. Pastel throw pillows threatened to overtake the sectional. Somebody’s curling iron still steamed on the entry table.

I barely had time to take it in before she was fussing over my stuff.

“You can dump your bags here,” Misha said, stacking my duffel on top of a pile of glossy fashion mags. “I’ll put out extra towels-oh! And if you’re hungry, there’s leftover Thai in the fridge. We have to force-feed the freshmen or they die.”

She gave my arm a reassuring squeeze and that nickname again: “Baby Brother.” If she said it one more time, I might have to commit a felony.

I almost got a second to breathe, but then the kitchen door banged open.

Hailey Brooks filled the doorway, literally. She was taller than Misha, legs for days, ponytail flicked to perfection. Her tank top clung to her chest in a way that made it impossible to forget just how stacked she really was.

“Well, shit,” she said, grinning, and the memory hit me like a sucker punch.

Spring of junior year in high school, back home. Hailey had been, and presumably still was, a volleyball phenom, highly recruited by several elite universities. I’d spent two weeks with Hailey, sneaking kisses in the gym hallway, her nails digging into my shoulders as she whispered what she wanted me to do to her. She liked me because I wasn’t an athlete. I liked her because she looked at me different, like I was a surprise she hadn’t figured out. Then the quarterback winked at her, and I was history.

High school. The first time a girl made me feel like a king and a pawn in the same breath.

Hailey crossed her arms, leaned against the fridge, and let her eyes do a slow up-and-down. “Eli Turner, looking like you could break a linebacker now. Not bad for the quiet kid, huh?”

I tried not to notice how she flexed when she moved, or how the hem of her shorts barely covered her ass. Tried and failed.

Misha laughed, elbowing me. “Ignore her. Hailey’s banned from hitting on housemates.”

Hailey shot back, “Don’t make rules you can’t enforce, Mish.”

The tension was so thick you could cut it with a butter knife.

Then a third voice floated in, syrup-sweet: “Did I hear ‘Baby Brother’ out here?”

Jenna Ramirez appeared from the hallway, dark hair twisted up, cleavage on display in a low-cut top she wore like a second skin. Her smile was pure trouble. She swept in, snagged a piece of ice from the counter, and licked it as she sized me up.

“Eli. Remember me?” she asked, innocence dialed to zero.

There it was: freshman year, finals week. Jenna in my lap, lips locked, her hands down my shirt. I thought we were on the edge of something real until she ghosted me and later told everyone it was a “good thing nothing happened.” I’d spent weeks reading too far into her texts, wishing for a redo.

Now she was back, closer and warmer and somehow more dangerous.

Jenna pressed in, not much space between us. “Welcome to the madhouse.” She winked, mouth close to my ear. “Hope you don’t mind loud neighbors.”

I choked on a laugh, cheeks burning. “Guess I’ll have to get used to it.”

Misha’s smile tightened. She stepped between us, threading her fingers through mine like she was afraid I might get stolen out from under her. “You missed breakfast,” she told Jenna pointedly. “No more caffeine for you until you finish your psych reading.”

Jenna rolled her eyes but let it go, though not before letting her hand drift across my lower back. It lingered, soft and suggestive, and left a trail of goosebumps in its wake.

I tried to keep up, but it was impossible. Every time I looked at one of them, I remembered a different version of myself: the kid desperate to impress, the guy always on the sidelines, or the one who screwed up his shot and never got it back.

Hailey came closer, pretending to be interested in the stack of mail on the coffee table, but she dropped her voice low. “So, how’s it feel to be the only guy in estrogen central?”

I snorted, letting the sarcasm protect me. “Kind of like stepping into a lion’s den, to be honest. Are the claws out already, or do I have a grace period?”

She laughed, a husky, throaty sound that went straight to my cock. “If you’re lucky, you’ll survive a week.”

Jenna perched on the arm of the couch, legs crossed in a way that made it impossible not to stare. “He’s got nothing to worry about. Unless he snores. Then it’s war.”

Misha tugged me down beside her, fingers still locked with mine. “He’s perfect. He’ll fix the Wi-Fi and—” her tone turned possessive, “he’s off-limits. Right, girls?”

It was like a gauntlet had been thrown. Nobody said “yes.”

I sank into the couch, Misha’s warmth flooding my side, feeling more like the prize pig at the county fair than a roommate.

And that’s when I realized: the real disaster wasn’t the fire or losing my apartment. It was this. The three of them circling, history wrapped around every word, and Misha trying to keep me for herself even when she couldn’t really have me.

The rest of the house was silent for now, but I could sense more surprises waiting upstairs. Toasted by the attention, I sipped my water and tried not to notice how Misha’s breasts pressed against my arm every time she shifted closer.

If this was awkward, I hadn’t seen anything yet.

***

The collision of girl energy about doubled when the front door slammed, signaling reinforcements. I heard the telltale sound of boots, expensive, scuffed, and impossible to miss, followed by the distinct harmony of Harper and Aria bickering about something academic. Two voices I knew quite well.

“I’m telling you, Nabokov’s unreliable narrators make the whole thing a head trip—” Harper’s voice rose as she stormed into the living room, arms loaded with coffee and slim novels, black hair shining like a billboard ad. She paused, sizing up the couch, the competition, and me in one sweeping glance.

Aria was right behind her, looking like she’d just stepped out of a campus recruitment flyer: hair perfectly done, posture straight-backed, arms crossed around a stack of color-coded folders. She gave the entire room an efficient once-over, eyes landing on my hand locked in Misha’s like we’d just gotten engaged.

“And yet, you quit the seminar after three weeks,” Aria shot back, a spark of challenge in her voice.

“Because it was run by a narcissist,” Harper deadpanned. “Unlike our favorite study buddy here.” She flicked her eyes at me, and something warm rippled through my chest.

Harper and I had history. Not the messy, sweaty kind, but the kind where you end up wandering campus at two a.m. because you both want to finish the conversation. We’d swapped dog-eared novels and half our secrets in the back corner of the library, where her smoky laugh felt like a private event.

Finals week, my freshman year, her sophomore. The same week, in fact, I had locked lips with Jenna. (it was a good week) The air tasted of espresso and desperation. We were both wrung out and punchy, swapping lines from old books across a pile of flashcards.

She looked at me, lips parted, hair wild, body built for sin and eyes brighter than the damn sun. Closer than ever. For one dizzy second, I thought, no, I knew, she was going to kiss me. My entire body lit up like a fuse. Then she ducked away, laughing too hard, tossing an old paperback at my chest. “Don’t tempt me, Turner. Not unless you want your heart broken.” That was the last night before she left for her music gig, and nothing ever quite picked up where we left off.

The memory threatened to tip me backward, but Harper just leaned on the armrest, letting one boot heel bounce against the hardwood. “So, I see the rumors were true. King Eli’s got himself a harem.”

Misha scowled, but Harper outflanked her, settling in close enough for our knees to brush. She offered me a conspiratorial smirk. “This place just got a lot more interesting.”

Aria set her folders down, all calm competence, just as smoking hot as I remembered her, maybe even more. But the way she bit her lower lip screamed tension. For a split second, her glance softened as she took me in maybe remembering the nights we’d spent side by side, textbooks open, arguing about brain chemistry and philosophy until sunrise.

With Aria, it was always about the slow burn. My first weeks on campus, she gave nothing away except her absolute focus. I’d worked up the nerve to ask for help with an impossible psych problem, and from that point, we were inseparable. Study sessions in weird corners of the library, “accidental” hand brushes, her laugh at jokes nobody else caught.

Spring semester, late night, rain hammering the windows, caffeine fogging my brain. Aria and I half-sprawled at a coffee shop, everyone else gone. I’d never seen her so unguarded, talking about family, fear, the future. When I finally asked her out, the answer hit like a brick: “You’re too important to lose as a friend. Please, let’s not mess this up.” She went quiet after that, eyes wide, like I’d tugged the safety net out from under her.

Now she hovered at the edge of the group, arms folded, as if prepping for battle. “If he’s living here, we should set ground rules. Unless you want drama when things get weird.”

Hailey fired back. “You mean, weirder than this?” She gestured at the three of us, sprawled and bristling, a whole season’s worth of reality TV crammed into one living room.

Jenna fake-pouted. “Don’t be jealous, Aria. I had him first, technically speaking.”

Harper cut in, “Please. The only thing Eli and I did together was melt the library Wi-Fi.” She winked, and my face went hot.

The entire room was a mess, voices overlapping, past and present tangling up until I didn’t know what year it was.

That’s when Camille peeked out from the hallway. Barely a sound at first, just the ghost of perfume and the shuffle of her oversized sweater.

Camille didn’t do drama. She hovered behind the doorframe, half in shadow, blue eyes wide and wary. When she finally stepped into the light, it hit me all at once: the shy girl from my French class last year, and the memory of her at Comic Con, hair dyed deep navy, eyes ringed with black and purple.

In French class we’d traded stares from across the room, circling each other with long glances that never quite lingered long enough. It was impossible not to notice her: a drop-dead gorgeous, stacked-as-hell blonde bombshell, curves so hypnotic I swear my jaw lost all memory of how to stay shut. One day, the urge to be near her took over. I worked up the nerve to slide into the seat beside her, pulse pounding. She spent the entire period blushing, cheeks flushed and smile twitching every time our eyes met. And yet, when the next day rolled around, she was there again, right beside me, picking the spot like it was the only one that existed. We became partners, two total strangers navigating a language neither of us understood. I watched as, little by little, Cami started to come alive, shedding layers of shyness as if every shared word drew her closer out of her shell.

Then I’d seen her at Comic Con and nearly lost my mind. She’d played the raven sorceress with total commitment, right down to the sharp stiletto boots and the sly, knowing grin she reserved just for me.

That night, she’d wandered from the convention floor and found me in an empty hallway. Said my name in a new voice, bold and teasing. She pressed close, feathers brushing my neck, hands roaming in ways I never would've guessed she had the guts for. When our lips hovered, an inch from kissing, she jerked away, blushing so hard the color ran down her neck.

The next day, she barely met my eyes. Acted like it never happened. French class ended after spring semester, and this was my first time seeing her since classes ended last May.

Now, standing in the living room, the look she gave me was all nerves and something extra, like she remembered every second.

Rosehaven wasn’t a small college, but somehow, fate had maneuvered me into a house filled with women who I’d longed for but couldn’t touch. It was time to either buy a lottery ticket or a pillow to cry into.

Misha released my hand finally, letting her arm slide around my shoulders. “Everyone, you remember Eli, right? He’ll be crashing with us for a bit.”

Hailey grinned. “Call it what you want. He’s the new house eye-candy.”

Where was this version of Hailey during my junior year of high school?

Jenna chuckled and fished for her phone. “I’m adding him to the group chat. Someone needs to keep track of who’s making him dinner every week.”

Aria shook her head, feigning annoyance but not moving away. “I don’t care about dinner, I just want my half-hour morning shower undisturbed. That’s the real negotiation.”

Harper’s voice cut through. “Stop pretending you don’t want to quiz him on Kafka in your pajamas,” she teased Aria, who flushed instantly.

The banter spun faster, everyone trying to plant a flag, staking claim to memories, inside jokes, embarrassing stories. All I could do was laugh and try not to crawl out of my own skin.

Again the thought struck me. What were the odds that six women who I’d shared history with, no matter how brief, lived under the same roof? Maybe my dad had it right after all. This was my lucky year.

Camille inched closer, hovering at the edge of the sectional. Her sweater swallowed her frame, but when she leaned over to hand me a mug, her thumb skimming my wrist, the jolt was electric.

She barely spoke above a whisper. “You, uh…doing okay? With all this?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to say much. Her eyes widened, and she smiled, quick and secret, before ducking behind her hair again.

The entire room pulsed with tension, every line of conversation doubled-edged. Hailey and Harper squared off, trading stories about my taste in movies; Aria rolled her eyes whenever Jenna tried to claim “oldest friend” status, and Misha just kept me anchored beside her, as if determined not to lose me in the chaos.

Somewhere in the noise, it started to click: these weren’t just random roommates. Every connection I’d ever fumbled was here, living under one battered roof. Chemistry. Unfinished business. A slow-burn disaster waiting to happen.

It was a miracle I could breathe.

At some point, the bickering leveled up. Harper declared, “We’re calling a house meeting,” and Aria seconded her before anyone else could object.

The six of them herded me into the living room, already plotting the rules of engagement. Mismatched furniture, wild-colored throw pillows, and a coffee table cluttered with textbooks and takeout set the stage for our showdown.

It wasn’t even dinnertime, and already, boundaries were about to be tested.

***

There’s something about six women debating your fate that makes a guy reevaluate every bad decision he’s ever made.

They surrounded me, full force, Misha in the middle of the couch, arms crossed and eyes sparking; Hailey draped over the ottoman, legs stretched like she owned the place; Harper perched on the windowsill, backlit by afternoon sun, practically purring with anticipation; Aria prim as ever, glare sharpened to diamond-point; Jenna squeezed next to her, bare thigh pressed boldly against mine; and Camille, hovering at the edge, doing her best impression of a wallflower if you ignored the way her gaze kept locking on me and darting away.

I stood near the threshold, hands shoved in my pockets. The only open seat was a beanbag that looked one wrong shift from exploding.

Harper cracked her knuckles as if prepping for a deposition. “Let’s get real. Are we seriously voting on whether he can stay? Because unless someone’s got another option, I say we let the guy crash here.”

Aria didn’t waste a second. “It’s not about letting him crash. There are logistics, space, bathrooms, people actually sleeping at night instead of hosting a rave…”

Jenna interrupted, shooting me a wink. “You say that like I’m the only one keeping people awake. Maybe Eli’s a night owl, too.”

The group snickered, except Misha, who looked ready to throw down.

Hailey rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying, it’s not like he’s a creeper. Eli’s basically family. If anything, he’s the safest person in Rosehaven to have around. Besides—” Her stare raked over me, slow and not at all subtle. “He’s got other talents.”

A chorus of laughter. I wanted to melt into the floor.

Misha’s possessive grip on the throw pillow was nearly comical. “He’s not here for your entertainment, Hailey. This is temporary, and only if everyone’s actually comfortable.”

Hailey cocked her head to the side, her voice light but edged with a teasing lilt. “Admit it. You’re just pissed because he skipped straight past cute and landed at full-on eye-candy hot, and you’re stuck dating his brother.”

The accusation hung in the air, a spark threatening to catch. Misha’s hand tightened around mine, her grip vice-tight, anchoring herself against the sting of it. She shot Hailey a glare sharp enough to cut glass. “It’s not like that.” The words came out tight, almost brittle, as if the truth behind them was too heavy to lift.

Harper must’ve sensed the rising drama, because she clapped her hands once. “Fine. Let’s make it official. Everyone, yay or nay?”

Jenna raised her hand. “Big yay. I am pro-‘get to know the new roommate.’”

Hailey followed. “Obviously, yes.”

Harper’s voice was velvet. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Aria hesitated just long enough to seem conflicted. “I’ll go along. But only if we have rules. Detailed ones.”

All eyes landed on Camille. She shrank inward but squared her shoulders. “I…I don’t mind. I think it’d be nice.”

Six pairs of eyes back to me, the world’s weirdest job interview.

I cleared my throat. “I promise not to start any raves. Or, uh, make anyone uncomfortable.”

Jenna bit her lip. “Too late for that.”

Misha gave Jenna a look that could have melted plastic. “Then we’re agreed, but with strict boundaries. House Rules.”

Harper grinned. “Put them in writing, Mish. You know nobody here will remember otherwise.”

Misha shot to her feet, snatched a neon marker from the coffee table, and started scribbling on the back of a ramen box.

She read aloud as she wrote, voice sharp and unmissable:

“ONE: No flirting.”

A round of groans swept the room.

“Two: No touching.”

Jenna immediately elbowed my side. “What counts as touching?”

“Three: No dating. Zero ‘situationships.’ No exceptions.”

Hailey laughed. “Geez, is this a college or a convent?”

Misha’s glare could have curdled milk. “Four. Absolutely, under NO circumstances, is anyone allowed to fall for Eli Turner.”

The silence after that hit louder than any shout.

Finally, Harper whistled. “That’s a tall order. He’s got ‘forbidden fruit’ energy just sitting there.”

I flushed, but nobody let me off the hook.

Misha posted the rules on the fridge, right above an old Chinese takeaway menu. “There. Binding contract.”

Aria gave her a slow clap. “That’ll last until the next party. Maybe Tuesday.”

Jenna leaned close, breath hot on my neck. “I don’t mind breaking a few rules, for the right reasons.”

Hailey just smirked, gaze promising every challenge imaginable.

Camille smiled softly, almost relieved at the finality. “Welcome home, Eli.”

It was official. If this was a trap, I’d walked right into it.

Misha showed me down the hall, heels clicking over the ancient hardwood. “Ignore them,” she said, voice low so only I could hear. “If they give you trouble, I’ll handle it, okay?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

The “spare room” was a cubby off the main floor, barely big enough for a desk and bed, but sunlight poured in through the window and the walls, for once, were blessedly quiet. I dumped my bags and took a shaky breath, listening to the war of voices drifting from the kitchen.

On the fridge, Misha’s rules glared back in neon marker. No flirting. No touching. No dating. Definitely no falling.

There was no way in hell this was going to work. And for the first time in months, I felt something sparking, possibility, wild and dangerous, just waiting for the rules to be broken.

This was the Orchard Street Townhouse. Game on.


Chapter three
Settling In


The first morning in the Orchard Street Townhouse felt like waking up in the backstage dressing room for a reality show I never signed up for. Sunlight barely streamed through my dusty blinds, some off-brand light filtered gold by the overgrown maple out front. For a second, I actually considered rolling over and pretending to sleep, but my brain was already in overdrive thinking about the day.

I forced myself out of bed and into clothes that didn’t scream “abandoned puppy.” My hands shook as I yanked on a t-shirt, then hesitated at the door, listening for signs of life. The place was silent, which was either a blessing or a prank in progress.

I opened my door with surgical precision, inch by inch, avoiding the death squeal of the hinges. There was already a shoe in my path, a glittery flip-flop, left like a booby trap. I sidestepped it, padded across the hardwood, and made a beeline for the kitchen. All I wanted was a glass of water and maybe, just maybe, a moment to myself before the estrogen storm hit again.

The kitchen was even more of a minefield. The entire place smelled like a triple shot of vanilla candles, last night’s curry, and something floral, maybe perfume, maybe air freshener, maybe girl magic. I moved as quietly as I could, hoping to avoid Misha at her most chipper or Jenna half-dressed in the hallway. So far, so good.

But the silence didn’t last. A low buzz of equipment, definitely not from the kitchen, drew me toward the living room. A few muffled curses followed, something about “stupid piece of shit cable,” and then the unmistakable thump of something heavy dragging across the floor.

Peeking around the corner, I finally got my answer: Harper. In her natural habitat.

She was hunched over a mass of guitar cases, an old tube amp, and an impossible tangle of cables. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy knot, wilder than anything I’d seen out at a party, and her jeans were faded and ripped in all the right places. Her band shirt was a faded, washed-out black, the fabric stretched tight over her large tits so the print warped and the cracked logo on the front practically punched me in the gut. It was the kind of worn, threadbare shirt that left nothing to the imagination, every curve on display, but it was the battered emblem that really got to me. The memory hit hard, like a slap to the chest, a mess of nostalgia and longing even as I stared at her, the old logo straining with every breath she took, daring me to touch.

“Is that a Drowned Saints shirt?” I blurted out, the words escaping before I could stop them.

Harper straightened, deadpan. “Didn’t peg you for someone with taste at six in the morning, Turner.”

I grinned, instantly at ease. “I could say the same about you. That’s vintage.”

She looked me up and down, then back at the amp. “Careful, you start throwing compliments like that around and people will think you’re flirting.”

My face went hot. “House Rules. No flirting. I’m just…impressed.”

She cocked an eyebrow, lips twitching. “So am I. You’re remarkably well-behaved for a guy living with six women.”

I laughed, the tension dissolving in an instant. “Is there a prize for that?”

“If there is, it’s definitely not buried under this pile of shit.” She yanked at a cable, almost losing her balance as the amp threatened to topple. “Do me a favor, knight-in-shining-armor, hold the end while I untangle this?”

“On it,” I said, moving instinctively to steady the amp. It was heavier than it looked, and Harper’s hands were smaller but strong, fingers calloused from years of playing. They brushed mine as she worked, the contact brief but electric. I tried not to overthink it, but every nerve seemed to notice.

We fell into a weirdly coordinated rhythm. She loosened the knots, I kept the amp off the ground, her arms brushing mine every so often as she bent to grab another pedal or cable.

I tried not to stare, but being this close made it impossible to ignore the details. The faint streak of purple in her hair, the flush on her cheeks from exertion, the way her shirt clung to her curves while she bent over the equipment. The air between us hummed with energy that had nothing to do with caffeine or sleep deprivation.

Harper noticed my gaze, of course. She shot me a mock glare. “You watching or helping?”

“Sorry,” I said, covering my embarrassment with a crooked smile. “I’ve just never seen anybody wrestle this much gear before breakfast.”

She snorted, rolling her eyes. “I’ve moved half a dozen amps hungover. This is nothing. The trick is not to drop it on your toe, unless you want to spend the night in urgent care.”

We managed to free the last cable, and she tucked it neatly into a battered tote bag before straightening up with a dramatic groan. “You’re a lifesaver. Didn’t think anyone here would be up before noon, let alone ready to flex some muscle.”

I shrugged, shifting the amp in my hands. “Early riser by default. Besides, it’s not every day I get called a knight in shining armor.”

Her expression softened, her eyes lingering on me for a beat longer than necessary. “Careful, Turner. If you keep it up, you’ll ruin my reputation.”

I laughed, caught off guard by how easy it felt to banter with her again.

We loaded up the rest of her gear, two guitars in soft cases, the pedalboard, cables, and a milk crate crammed with setlists and scribbled lyrics. Every time I reached for something, her hand hovered a little too close, fingertips grazing mine with a deliberate carelessness that made my pulse skip. She moved like a performer even offstage, all confidence and control, but her smile when she caught me noticing was something softer, real.

Harper led the way out back, slipping her keys out of her pocket. Her car, a battered silver hatchback, waited in the driveway like a portable recording studio, the backseat already lined with empty coffee cups and spare picks.

I slid the amp inside, careful not to crush her guitar pedals. She leaned in, steadying the case, and our hands collided again. This time, neither of us backed off immediately.

“Thanks,” she said, voice low. “Most guys would’ve bailed after the first tangle.”

I shrugged. “Maybe most guys don’t know a Drowned Saints classic when they see one.”

That got a real laugh. “Please. You name your favorite track and I might actually keep you around.”

I tilted my head, pretending to consider it. “Easy—‘Feverland.’ The solo at the end? Still gives me chills.”

She nodded, impressed. “Respect. That’s a deep cut. You’re full of surprises, Turner.”

We stood there, for a long second, orbiting each other in the early morning quiet. Sunlight crept over the fence, painting her hair gold at the edges. For a heartbeat, I wondered what would happen if I just let myself reach out, to hell with the damn House Rules and closed the distance.

Instead, I played it safe. “You got a show this week?”

Her lips quirked sideways, like I’d just called her bluff. “Thursday, The Blue Lagoon. You should come. Just…don’t bring the whole house, unless you want me to get heckled on stage.”

I grinned, unable to help myself. “I’ll keep it on the down-low.”

She slammed the hatch and leaned against her car, arms crossed. “Good. I don’t want my groupies following me home.”

Harper’s eyes flicked up, a challenge in them I remembered too well from our late nights in the library. There was history between us, not the messy, naked kind, but something unfinished, like a song you never quite learned to play.

That made me stupidly hopeful for reasons I couldn’t afford, so I did my best to steer us back to safe ground.

I wiped my palms on my jeans, suddenly aware of just how sweaty they’d gotten. “Need help with the pedals?”

She shook her head, but the smile lingered. “I’ve got it. Thanks for the heavy lifting. Next time, I’ll return the favor.”

“What, you gonna bench press my textbook collection?”

She shot me a look. “Don’t tempt me, Turner. You haven’t seen the biceps under this sleeve.” To prove her point, she flexed, mock-serious, and for the first time all morning I almost forgot my own name.

God, she was trouble.

But rules were rules. Battle lines had been drawn.

The walk back to the house was silent but not awkward. When we hit the porch, Harper paused, then nudged me with her shoulder. “For what it’s worth, you make a damn good roommate so far. Misha picked well. Don’t let the others scare you off.”

My chest tightened at the praise, stupid as that sounded. “I’ll try not to disappoint.”

She grinned, mischief dancing in her eyes. “Promise?”

I nodded, and our hands brushed again on the doorknob, just a whisper of friction that sent my brain into a tailspin.

Inside, the house was still quiet, the living room exactly as we’d left it, except for the faintest echo of Harper’s vanilla and citrus perfume, lingering in the air like a dare.

I watched her retreat down the hallway, every muscle in my body buzzing.

House Rule #1: No flirting.

House Rule #2: No touching.

I was already failing at both, and it wasn’t even seven a.m.

I grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen, forcing myself to stare out the window and not think about the way Harper’s smile had made me feel. Or how good her hand had felt, rough and sure against mine.

Maybe if I kept my distance, I’d survive the week. Or maybe I was already in way over my head.

Either way, it was the best damn morning I’d had in months.

***

You’d think a campus library before nine a.m. would be a ghost town, but here at Rosehaven it was already awake and humming, the soft clack of laptop keys, the hum of espresso machines from the corner café, and the ever-present thud of textbooks landing too hard. I dodged a group of hungover seniors arguing about economics and ducked into a back corner, trying not to look like I needed a tour guide.

I dropped my bag onto a table in the quiet zone, hoping I could navigate my way through the literature syllabus without advertising my confusion to everyone within earshot. The overhead lights flickered a little, throwing weird shadows across the tables, and for a second, I just let myself enjoy the silence. The only thing I wanted more than a caffeine IV was an hour to prep so I didn’t go into class blind.

Then, out of nowhere, Aria slid into the seat across from me.

She didn’t so much sit as compose herself, every motion deliberate. Her notebook landed square to the table’s edge, a rainbow of color-coded tabs jutting from the pages like a designer’s dream. She glanced up, luminous almond eyes cool and sharp, and nodded once as if she’d been expecting me all along.

Even Aria’s best attempt at library attire couldn’t contain her mesmerizing curves. The fabric of her blouse molded itself around her incredible rack, the soft weave struggling to corral the deep valley pressing against its buttons. It took every ounce of willpower not to let my gaze openly trace the generous swell of her breasts. The temptation was that palpable, tension humming just beneath decorum.

“Morning,” she said, soft but precise. “Didn’t think anyone else was insane enough to get here this early.”

I cleared my throat, suddenly self-conscious about the coffee stain on my sleeve. “Needed a head start. Turns out this lit course is already trying to kill me.”

She let the barest hint of a smile show before flipping open her notebook. The thing looked like it belonged in a museum, every page a marvel of handwriting, sticky notes, highlighter swatches, diagrams. My own battered stack of post-its felt like kindergarten art by comparison.

“You got the syllabus already?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound as lost as I felt.

Aria tapped the cover, her nails perfectly matched to her pale blue blouse. “Downloaded it last night. You’re in section three, right? Same time slot as me.”

My stomach did a weird flip. “Lucky me.”

Her gaze flicked up, a little longer this time. “Weird, isn’t it? All the courses in the catalog, and we end up in the same one.”

I shrugged. “You always were the brains of the operation. I just try to keep up.”

She snorted the tiniest, most elegant snort imaginable and slid a copy of the reading list across the table. “You should be fine. If you survived Intro Psych with me, nothing else can be as bad.”

She started outlining the first week’s reading, her pencil moving in precise, rhythmic strokes. The desk between us buzzed with the sound of graphite on paper.

We went over the syllabus line by line, and for the first time since moving in, my nerves felt halfway manageable. Sure, I was still one step from disaster, but Aria’s vibe made even the most brutal workload seem navigable. Maybe it was the way she broke everything down, or just that she never once made me feel stupid for asking.

The conversation drifted to our first assigned novel, a postmodern beast that lived and died by the unreliability of its narrator.

I leaned back, letting my thoughts tumble out. “So, do you actually buy any of what the main character’s selling? Or is it all just smoke and mirrors?”

She paused, adjusting her glasses with a practiced flick. Her eyebrows arched, skepticism written all over her face. “It’s never just smoke and mirrors. He tells you who he is in every contradiction. The trick is figuring out why he wants you confused in the first place.”

I thought about it. “So, it’s not about misdirection. It’s about control.”

Aria’s pencil kept tapping in that same precise rhythm. “Exactly. Narrators like that aren’t unreliable by accident. They want you off-balance so you question every truth, every memory they present. It’s a power play.”

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks, half from excitement, half from being absolutely owned in a debate before breakfast. “You’re saying every lie reveals something real.”

She smiled, just slightly. “Now you’re getting it. You always underestimate yourself, Eli.”

I tried to laugh it off. “You make it look easy. Some of us need footnotes.”

She shook her head, her voice softer this time. “Don’t sell yourself short. You see things most people miss, even when the author is working overtime to bury the truth.”

I stared at her, a little stunned. She was dead serious, her gaze locked on mine, eyes as clear as a summer sky. The air between us wasn’t just intellectual, something else simmered, the memory of all those nights cramming together, the tension I’d buried last year when I’d finally worked up the courage to ask her out.

Aria broke the moment first, flipping to the next page of her notes. “If you want, I can send you my annotated outline. Or you can just join the group study I’m running.”

I grinned, trying to hide my relief. “I’d take either. But the group study sounds less intimidating.”

She bit her lower lip, almost nervous herself. “It’s nothing formal. Just a table in the back of Elmwood Café. Thursdays at six.”

There was a pause while we both pretended to focus on organizing our books. But the silence didn’t feel uncomfortable, more like we were both waiting to see who’d make the next move.

Aria finally broke the spell. “Ready to face the professor?”

“Only if you walk me there,” I said, only half-joking.

She gathered up her things, sliding her pencil into a perfectly arranged case. “Come on. If we’re late, you’ll owe me coffee for a month.”

I stood, shouldering my backpack like a shield. As we moved through the aisles, I noticed the way she walked, purposeful, never a wasted motion. People glanced up as we passed, some recognizing Aria from psych seminars or climbing club, others just drawn in by her presence. She didn’t acknowledge any of them, just kept her eyes ahead, stride matched perfectly to mine.

On the way out, sunlight caught her hair and set it glowing against her cheekbones. For a second, I let myself wish for a redo, a version of reality where I hadn’t let fear or hesitation keep us locked in “just friends” forever.

But this was good, too. Maybe better.

She turned to me at the crosswalk, shielding her eyes against the glare. “You know, I missed this. Talking ideas. Arguing in public.”

My chest tightened in the best way. “Me too. It’s easier to think when you’re around.”

She flushed, the faintest tinge of pink along her jawline, then reset her expression to neutral. “Just don’t let the professor see you leaning on me. I’ve got a rep to protect.”

I laughed, then caught myself staring. House Rules. I’d already broken half of them in my head, but I kept the rest of it bottled up, letting the moment last as long as possible.

When we got to the building, Aria nudged my arm with her elbow. The touch barely registered, but it left my skin tingling.

“Try not to start a debate in the first minute of class,” she warned, but the glint in her eyes said she might be hoping for exactly that.

We slid into seats together, notebooks open, ready for battle.

If all my mornings started like this, maybe sophomore year would be survivable after all.

***

After a day spent dodging professors and bad coffee, the townhouse felt like an oasis. The porch was lit up even though it was still broad daylight, someone’s playlist drifting through open windows. I climbed the steps two at a time, anxious for a shower and a minute to myself. But as soon as my foot hit the hallway, I heard it: the unmistakable stutter and hum of a sewing machine.

Curiosity won out over exhaustion. I drifted toward the source, careful not to make too much noise. The smell of fresh coffee and sunscreen clung to the air, layered over the old scent of vanilla candle wax and whatever flowers decorated the stairwell.

Camille stood in her bedroom doorway, half-in, half-out, framed by the glow of her desk lamp. Long, gorgeous blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders, and her cheeks were pink from concentration. She wore a pale blue sweater way too big for her petite frame, sleeves shoved past her elbows, and a pleated skirt that barely brushed her thighs.

She was hunched over her machine, feeding a swatch of deep violet into the needle, lips pursed as she guided the fabric along a chalk line. The dress on her work table looked like it belonged to a storybook queen, layers of pale blue, silver trim, and delicate handwork I couldn’t even begin to name.

I froze, not wanting to scare her. But she noticed me anyway, the flush on her neck deepening.

“Oh—uh, hi! Sorry, I’m kind of…in the middle of a thing,” she stammered, brushing hair behind her ear.

I grinned, instantly charmed. “Sorry to interrupt. That looks seriously impressive.”

She ducked her head. “It’s just for a con. I mean, not just, but…I’m trying to finish by next weekend. I hope the machine noise wasn’t annoying.”

“Not at all. It’s kind of cool, actually. You mind if I see what you’re working on?”

Camille hesitated, twisting a strand of hair around her finger, then nodded. “Sure. If you want.”

She motioned me inside, instantly more animated as she switched off the sewing machine and moved to her desk. The room was a miniature wonderland, walls crowded with pinned fabric swatches and reference photos, sketches radiating out in organized chaos above the workspace. Shelves were stacked with art supplies and manga volumes, and a mannequin wore a half-completed gown that shimmered in the lamplight.

I stepped around a cluster of colored pencils and tried not to knock anything over. “Wow. You really go all in, huh?”

Camille’s eyes sparkled. “It’s kind of my thing. I mean, everyone has a thing, right?”

She reached for a notebook stuffed with sketches, flipping through pages so fast I barely caught the details, fantasy armor, capes, intricate dresses worthy of movie screens. “This is my favorite part,” she said, voice growing steadier. “The planning, researching how all the colors and fabrics fit together. Every character has a story, so the clothes need to tell it even before you talk.”

I was honestly blown away. “How long does it take to build something like that?”

She smiled, finally relaxing. “Depends. The big pieces? Weeks, sometimes months. But when it clicks, it’s worth it. Even if nobody sees all the little details.”

I thumbed through one of the sketches, the lines sharp and energetic, every page a new universe. “You could do this for a living, you know. It’s insanely good.”

Her cheeks went even pinker. “Most people wouldn’t think so.”

I shook my head. “You haven’t met the right people.”

We laughed, and the conversation drifted easily, favorite designs, weirdest cosplay requests, her secret wish to write fantasy novels one day. Her voice got stronger, her posture uncoiling with every word. Watching her talk about her art was like seeing a whole different person: confident, bright, alive.

She pointed at the mannequin. “If I get this one done, I’ll be at Rosehaven Comic Con as the Shadow Queen. My friends think I should join the competition, but I’m not…y’know, that brave.”

“I think you’d win,” I said, completely honest. “You have the talent. Plus, you killed it as Raven last year.”

Camille’s face lit up, softening with the memory. “You remembered.”

“Of course I remembered,” I said. “It was the best costume of the night. You didn’t even seem nervous.”

She laughed, twisting the skirt of her dress. “That’s because no one knew it was me. I could pretend for a while.”

Our eyes met, the silence suddenly charged. Then, instinctively, we both reached for the same sketchbook on the desk.

Her fingers brushed mine, warm, delicate, but trembling with surprise. She snatched her hand back like she’d touched a live wire, the color spreading all the way to her collarbone.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not…good at this.”

I wanted to tell her she was perfect, but I bit my tongue, settling for a smile instead. “You don’t have to be. I’m just glad you let me see.”

She hugged the sketchbook to her chest, but she didn’t hide behind her hair this time. “Thanks, Eli. Really.”

The sewing machine kicked back to life, but now her movements were lighter, hands flying through the rest of the stitches like she finally trusted herself.

I slipped out, heart thumping, struck by how good it felt to be trusted with her secret world.

Maybe I wasn’t the only one hoping for more.

***

Jenna hit the ground running. If there was an off switch, I never found it. Day one, hour one, and she was already out to rattle me.

It started innocently enough. I was hauling towels to the little laundry closet when the bathroom door swung open, steam pouring out like the set of an eighties music video. There she was, wrapped in nothing but a flimsy towel, barely that, honestly, dark hair clinging to her cheeks, beads of water tracing down her throat to the swell of her eye-dropping cleavage. The towel was so small it might’ve been cut down from a washcloth.

We collided in the hallway, her hand catching my chest to steady herself. The contact sent an electric jolt straight through me.

“Oh!” Jenna’s eyes went wide, but the smile that followed was pure devil. “Didn’t see you there, Eli. Is this your way of breaking House Rule number two already?”

My mouth went dry. “Sorry, just doing laundry. I didn’t think anyone else was up—”

She leaned in, the towel slipping dangerously down one hip, and lowered her voice. “You know, most guys would look a little happier to see me like this.”

I stared at the wall, desperate not to stare at her. “I’m just trying not to get in trouble.”

She snorted, a throaty laugh. “Trust me, you’d know if I wanted you in trouble.”

Before I could respond, she brushed past, the towel grazing my arm. Her scent lingered somewhere between orange blossom and midnight sin. I caught myself staring after her, replaying the curve of her body and the almost accidental flash of pink beneath the terrycloth.

I counted to five, then to ten, before I could move again.

The next round came later, when I was unpacking boxes in the living room. I’d gotten most of my stuff lined up, dented hand weights, a battered yoga mat, the entire collection of murder mystery paperbacks I pretended not to care about. Jenna flopped onto the couch in a tank top and gym shorts so tight the school dress code would’ve called an intervention.

She propped her chin on her hand and watched as I stacked books. “Didn’t take you for a workout junkie.”

I shrugged, focusing on the shelf. “It helps me clear my head.”

She hummed, eyes raking over my arms. “Yeah, I can see that. The biceps are working overtime. I bet half the guys at Rosehaven would pay for shoulders like yours. You’ve really blossomed from when we met last year, Eli. I’m definitely liking what I’m seeing.”

The words landed with more force than they should. “Thanks…I guess. Never really thought about it.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Well, you should. You’ve got the whole ‘strong and silent’ fantasy going. Just saying.”

Every muscle in my body tightened. I deliberately avoided looking at her bare thighs, the way the fabric bunched when she shifted, how her chest strained against the thin tank. And her scent, bottle sunshine laced with vanilla, nearly drove me off a cliff.

She stretched, arms up, the hem riding so high I caught a glimpse of pale undercurve and the edge of her black lace panties.

Jenna caught my line of sight and grinned. “Like what you see?”

I coughed, desperate to cover. “House Rules, remember?”

Her eyes sparkled. “Rules say no touching, Eli. They don’t say anything about looking.”

I went back to my boxes, pretending I didn’t care. But the truth was, every part of me was on high alert, and I was already hard. I could feel her watching, soaking up my discomfort, enjoying every minute.

The nights were even worse. I’d try to settle in for a late email or a lame sitcom rerun, but Jenna had other plans. She’d appear in the main room wearing sleepwear that barely counted as clothing: lace-trimmed camis, shorts so tiny they looked painted on, lips glossy with something that smelled like strawberry. Once she even wore a see-through robe that left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

She’d curl up on the sectional, legs tucked under, and shoot me a look that was half dare, half invitation.

“Movie night?” she asked once, patting the cushion beside her. “Don’t worry, I promise not to bite.”

I sat on the far end, pretending to care about the screen, but she scooted closer every commercial break. By the hour mark, her thigh was pressed against mine, warm, bare, deliberate.

She made casual conversation loaded with bombs:

“Nice shirt, Eli. Bet it would look better on me.”

“Is that your protein powder in the pantry? Maybe you could show me your workout sometime.”

“Honestly, you’re making this whole ‘no touching’ thing way harder than it needs to be.”

My throat tightened every time she spoke. I’d force myself to look her in the eyes, but they only made things worse, the way they crinkled at the corners when she laughed, the way she licked her lower lip when she was about to push another boundary. She was so insanely hot my head spun, and my cock raged.

Sometimes she’d lean over to “grab the remote,” her chest so close I could see every curve of flesh beneath the fabric. Sometimes she’d yawn and stretch until her camisole slid up, showing more bare skin than was healthy for anyone’s blood pressure.

I was sweating through my t-shirts, and it had nothing to do with the thermostat.

Other times, she’d catch me alone in the kitchen, raiding the fridge or scrounging for coffee, and corner me with a smirk.

“Making a midnight snack?” she teased. “Or just hoping someone would join you?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

She’d close the distance, barely a foot between us, whispering, “If the rules ever get boring, you know where I sleep.”

Once, she actually reached out and traced a finger down my forearm, light as a feather. “So strong,” she murmured. “You ever wrestle someone for fun?”

My whole body tensed, every nerve on fire. I froze, afraid to move, afraid to breathe.

She waited, holding my gaze, then stepped back. “Just checking. Wouldn’t want you going soft on us.”

Later, I’d replay every encounter in my head, wishing I’d said something smoother, wishing I hadn’t let her get to me so easily.

But there was no escaping Jenna. She was a force of nature, and resisting her felt impossible.

By the time the week was over, I was a mess of pent-up need and frustration. The worse part? I kind of liked it.

Every time I caught her in the hallway, I braced for impact. Every time she bent over the fridge or sprawled on the couch, I lost another round in the internal war between good intentions and basic instinct.

But somehow, holding the line became its own addiction. Every brush of skin, every sly comment, every glint of mischief in her eyes reminded me just how dangerous she was and how much I wanted to give in anyway.

Jenna was playing a game, and I was barely keeping up. But even if I lost, it wouldn’t be the worst way to go.

***

It was late, house quiet, lights low, the kind of in-between hour where every sound carried twice as far. I was shuffling toward my room, mind wrapped in cotton after a week of needing things I couldn’t have, when I heard her.

Misha’s voice, sharp and trembling, echoing from the front hallway.

“No, Danny, that’s not what I said, just that you promised you’d be here. Again.” She paused, breath hitching loud enough to catch from two rooms away. “This is the third time this month, Danny. I rearranged my entire schedule for you.”

A dull ache spread through my chest. I hovered by the staircase, every instinct screaming to leave her privacy intact, but I couldn’t move. Not when she sounded like this.

“I get it, you’re busy. But it just feels like I’m the only one trying lately. No, I’m not being dramatic.” She bit the word, anger flickering under the surface. “I…I just miss you. I want to see you. Is that too much?”

Silence. Then a quieter, desperate: “Can we not fight? Please?”

I heard her swallow, an audible, tight click, then: “Okay. Fine. Next week, then.” Another pause. Her tone dropped soft, defeated. “Love you, too. Good night.”

The call ended. I caught the faint sound of her wiping away tears, then a deep inhale, all rehearsed composure slotting back into place.

She turned, spotted me in the half-light, and forced a smile so fast it nearly knocked the wind out of me. “Hey, Baby Brother. Didn’t see you there.”

I tried to look casual, like I hadn’t heard every raw word. “Hey, Sunshine. Everything okay?”

She dug for a laugh, too bright to be real. “Totally fine. Just…Daniel being Daniel. You know how he gets.”

I wanted to ask: Why do you let him treat you like that? Or, hell, what would make you stay?

But I just nodded, swallowing a thousand things I’d never say. “If you need anything—”

She reached out and squeezed my hand before I could finish. “You’re sweet. Don’t worry, I can handle it.”

Her fingers were cold, or maybe it was just me. The contact lingered as she retreated to her room, and I stood in the hallway, brain buzzing.

I didn’t sleep much that night.

The house was empty when I wandered into the kitchen the next morning. No shrieking from the upstairs bathroom, no stomp of boots on old wood, just the hum of the fridge and the dull drip of the coffee machine.

Misha was at the table, hunched over a chipped mug, her hair loose and tangled around her shoulders. The sunlight caught her in a soft glow, but she looked tired, like the light might shatter her if it pressed too hard.

She didn’t see me at first. I watched as she twisted the mug in her hands, staring into her tea like an oracle, waiting for it to tell her how to fix everything.

I cleared my throat, not wanting to startle her. “Hey.”

She jolted, then flashed that practiced smile. “Morning, Eli. I hope I didn’t drink the last of the milk. It’s a crime scene in here.”

I pulled up a chair across from her. “Don’t worry, I’m more of a black coffee guy anyway.”

She laughed, but it faded fast. I let the silence stretch.

After a minute, she sighed, letting her guard slip just enough for the exhaustion to show. “Sorry. I know I should be, like, sparkling or whatever. Some days, I just…bleh.”

I shook my head. “You don’t have to be ‘on’ all the time. Not with me.”

Her shoulders relaxed, barely. “Thanks.”

Another stretch of quiet. I watched her pick absentmindedly at the sleeve of her sweater, eyes fixed on something far away.

“He used to make time for me no matter what,” she said suddenly, voice so small I almost missed it. “Now I’m lucky if I get a text back the same day. I know he’s busy, but…” Her hands trembled slightly around the mug. “Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’m just—”

I cut her off, sharper than I meant. “It’s not you.”

She blinked, surprised by the force, then smiled, grateful, sad, the whole tangle of emotions right there.

“I just want to matter to him, you know?”

My jaw clenched. I fought the urge to slam my fist on the table, to call Daniel and make him hear her right now. Instead, I curled my hands into fists under the table, nails digging into my palm.

“You should,” I said, voice thick. “You deserve better.”

She looked up, blue eyes impossibly wide. “You always know the right thing to say.”

I almost laughed at that. If only she knew.

We sat there, sunlight creeping across the scratched surface of the table, her pain hanging in the air like a third body.

“I’m sorry for dumping this on you,” she said after a while. “You probably think I’m crazy.”

I shook my head. “No way. I’m glad you told me.”

She smiled, soft and real this time. “Thanks, Baby Brother. You’re the best listener in the world.”

That nickname. It landed hard, cutting through every wall I’d tried to build.

I wanted to reach out, hold her, tell her everything Daniel was too stupid to see. But I didn’t. Couldn’t.

Instead, I just smiled back, hoping it looked steadier than I felt.

She rose, mug in hand, brushing my shoulder as she passed. “See you at dinner, okay?”

Her touch lingered, a warm echo against my skin. I listened to the sound of her footsteps on the stairs, then stared at the empty chair in front of me.

Somehow, sitting there in the kitchen, I understood exactly how she felt.

I’d always be the safe option. Supportive, silent, the guy who packs down everyone else’s hurt and never shows his own.

But if this week had taught me anything, it was that sometimes the rules weren’t just meant to be bent. Sometimes, breaking them was the only honest choice.

I just wasn’t sure I was brave enough.

Not yet.


Chapter four
Formal Invitation


Iwas twenty minutes deep into a Netflix spiral, shirtless, sprawled on the couch, popcorn shrapnel everywhere, when my phone rang. The screen lit up with Misha’s name and the little sunflower she’d left from some summer job years ago. I braced for a quick “Hey, can you fix the thermostat?” Not even close.

She didn’t waste time on hellos. “Eli? I am so, so sorry to do this, but you’re my only hope right now. Are you free tonight? Like, fully, unconditionally, drop-everything free?”

My insides twisted. Her voice was ragged, the way it got when she was trying not to cry or kill someone.

“Yeah,” I croaked, then tried to play it cooler. “What’s up?”

Deep inhale. “The sorority formal is tonight. Daniel—he just called. He’s not coming. Something came up, and now I’m literally going alone unless you bail me out. Please? It’s important to me. Like, so important. I’ll owe you. Forever.”

There was no universe in which I’d say no to Misha, not even the one where Daniel was being a complete asshole. Still, the idea of being her last-minute plus-one hit like a jolt of electricity and dread. Two seconds of silence stretched. “Yeah. Of course I will,” I said, my voice way too soft.

She exhaled, the relief pouring through the phone like sunlight. “Oh my god. You are a lifesaver. Black tie. Can you do that? I have to go finish hair and makeup but, just, thank you, Eli. Seriously. You’re the best.”

Before I could fumble for a clever reply, she hung up.

I stared at the ceiling, heart thundering. Of all the girls on earth, why did it have to be her? And why did the thought of seeing her glammed up for this formal make me feel like I was about to jump off a bridge?

It took me a minute before I finally managed to stand, legs numb and unsteady. There’s a special kind of misery in bracing for your own heartbreak; it sat heavy in my chest, but I forced myself through it anyway. I actually owned a tuxedo. My mom had insisted, back when my parents renewed their vows for their twenty-fifth anniversary. She’d practically shoved the thing in my bag when I left for college, saying, “You never know, honey. Maybe you’ll get invited to a formal.” I could still hear her voice ringing in my ears. Thank God for mothers who always expect the worst, or the best, depending on how you looked at it.

Shower, shave, stare at the mirror until my face made sense. I still looked like me, a little too serious, a little too tired, but when I pulled on the tux, something shifted. The suit was tailored, sharp at the shoulders, impossibly stiff compared to my usual jeans. I fumbled with the bow tie for ten straight minutes, cursing Daniel for not teaching me this part.

There was a little box in the bathroom labeled “emergency boutonnières” from some sorority girl party kit. I shoved one into my lapel, then checked the time. Outside, the neighborhood went golden and soft, the last light of day giving everything that dream-sequence haze. I hardly recognized the guy in the mirror, tall, all edges and intent, like someone about to give a toast at his own funeral.

It was time.

***

The Rosehaven Grand Ballroom wasn’t messing around. Just stepping inside, I felt like I’d crashed the set of a vintage Bond movie. Marble floors rippled with reflections from a dozen crystal chandeliers. The air simmered with perfume, cologne, and the faint backbeat of a live string quartet tuning up in the corner.

I texted Misha that I was here, then stood awkwardly by the main stairwell. Other couples paraded past, the girls in backless dresses and glitter, the guys in suits that cost more than my car. Every pair looked like they belonged on an Instagram highlight reel. I, meanwhile, felt like the world’s oldest prom king, waiting for his date who was permanently out of his league.

I was in the middle of a pep talk (“You’re just a stand-in. Do not imagine anything else…”) when I felt a ripple go through the crowd.

Heads turned. I thought maybe someone had set off a fire alarm. Nope, just Misha, arriving at the top of the stairs.

Everything I knew about her, every cookout, every family joke, every memory of her standing in my brother’s arms, collapsed in the face of this.

She was…holy hell. There aren’t enough words for what shimmered into view. The dress was blue, deep and electric, somehow managing to cling and flow at the same time. The neckline plunged with a vengeance, framing the softest swell of her breasts, bare and perfect. Diamond-bright stones winked at her collar and wrists. Her hair was swept up except for a few golden curls escaping, deliberate, effortless, like movie magic.

She froze at the top of the stairs, scanning for me. When she locked eyes, her smile was dangerous: lips painted a shade that made my brain short-circuit, cheeks flushed, eyes brighter than I’d ever seen them.

For a split second, nobody else existed.

She stalked toward me, not walked, stalked, predatory and electric in heels that made her legs look a mile long. Even the girls at the entrance couldn’t help but stare.

At three paces out, her eyes raked me up and down, and her breath hitched. “Wow,” she said, sounding like she’d forgotten the script. “You clean up nice, Baby Brother.”

The nickname landed like a body shot: two parts ache to one part hope.

I tried to return the compliment, but my mouth had lost its function.

“You look…” I trailed off, not trusting myself to survive the rest. “Seriously? I think you just won the whole night, Mish.”

She smiled, slow and glowing. “You’re not half bad yourself. If this was a contest, we’d be prom king and queen, easy.”

The way she said it, I could have believed her.

She reached for my hand, her fingers cool but strong, lacing together with mine, and pulled me into the swirl of music and light. The press of her body against my arm was soft, definite, a hundred miles from just friends.

“You nervous?” she asked, all confidence now, but her gaze flickered to my lips.

“Terrified,” I said, risking honesty. “You’re, uh…still the most beautiful girl in any room.”

She squeezed my hand, delighted. “Thank god you’re here. I’d have died if I had to walk in alone.” Her other hand smoothed my lapel, fingertips lingering too long. “I’ve never seen you in a tux. It’s illegal how handsome you look.”

There it was: two seconds into the night, and I was already dizzy.

The ballroom swallowed us whole, the crowd parting as if the world had planned it. I was hyper-aware of Misha’s every move: the sweep of her hips in that dress, the bare line of her throat, the way her breasts shifted with every breath. People stared, her friends, my old classmates, total strangers. We must have looked like a headline act.

“Can I get you a drink?” I managed, desperate for some excuse to recalibrate.

She grinned. “Only if you promise not to spill it on my dress.”

We hit the bar, where I snagged two flutes of champagne. Even the bartender did a double take at Misha; he poured generously, never breaking eye contact.

I passed her a glass, and she leaned close, so close I could feel the heat off her skin, the clean, sweet perfume that was all her, with an undercurrent of something wild. She tilted her head, letting her earrings catch the light. “Here’s to, uh…filling in at the last minute,” she whispered, voice catching.

We clinked, drank, and looked everywhere but at each other.

I could still feel her hand on my chest, the ghost of her lips in the air between us. Every nerve in my body vibrated with a mixture of longing and fear.

No one else noticed the struggle, not with Misha dazzling every eye, but I knew: this was going to be the hardest night of my life. The formal was supposed to be a harmless favor. Instead, it felt like the start of an avalanche.

And maybe, for once, I almost wanted to be crushed by it.

***

We swept into the ballroom on a rush of champagne and nerves. The place was even more over the top once you got past the entry: floors polished to a mirror shine, chandeliers throwing gold light everywhere, the kind of high ceilings that made every word echo like a secret. A string quartet perched on their own little stage, the music flowing out in sharp, glittering waves. Everyone here looked like they’d been born knowing how to move in silk and lace.

If I was anybody else, I would’ve flown under the radar. But with Misha on my arm, bare skin, blue silk, that impossible smile, we were instantly the center of the storm.

Every eye found her. I didn’t blame them.

Her sorority sisters hovered nearby, whispering behind champagne glasses, shooting glances at her chest. A few openly mouthed “wow” and gave her a thumbs up, like she needed permission to go full goddess. The way her dress fit? It was barely legal. The top barely covered the curve of her breasts; one slip and someone would have a heart attack.

I tried not to look, but every time she shifted, the neckline dove deeper, showing off sun-kissed skin and the perfect swell of cleavage. My brain was a scrambled mess.

We found our names on a little place card at a table near the dance floor. Misha giggled, curling her fingers around my arm. “I hope you’re ready for a long night, Baby Brother. I warned the girls you might be trouble.”

I almost choked. “I thought I was the safe choice.”

She smirked, voice low. “That’s what makes you so dangerous.”

Then the music changed. The lights dimmed, and couples spilled onto the floor, the swirl of color and motion ready to swallow us. Misha turned, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the current.

She planted her other palm in my hand, stiff as a board. “It’s a waltz,” she whispered, then added, “Just follow me, okay?”

I nodded, praying I wouldn’t step on her toes.

For a while, all we did was circle the floor in slow-motion. Every move was calculated: one hand on her waist (chaste, proper), her fingers barely resting on my shoulder. But even through the fabric, I felt her warmth. The scent of her perfume, fresh, sweet, maybe peony or peach, teased just below the music. Every time she glanced up at me, something tight and hopeful flickered in her eyes, like she wanted to say something but didn’t have the words.

Her skin was so soft under my fingers it barely felt real.

We glided through the steps, three turns and a pivot, as if we’d rehearsed it in another life. Even when we broke apart, her hand lingered, fingertips trailing over my knuckles.

“You’re good at this,” she murmured, clearly surprised.

I shrugged, trying to hide the nerves. “Had to sit through a lot of wedding receptions.”

She smiled, real and bright, and for the first time all night, didn’t seem haunted by the ghost of Daniel.

When the music faded, she didn’t let go. She pulled me out of the crowd, snagged two more glasses of champagne from a passing tray, and handed me one.

Her lips brushed the rim as she sipped. “If you’re trying to make all the other couples jealous, it’s working.”

I went pink, but the bubbles made it easier to joke back: “You’re definitely carrying our team. I’m just trying not to trip over my own feet.”

She laughed, the sound pure sunlight.

The next song was slower, almost syrupy. Couples huddled in close; some of the girls rested heads on their dates’ chests, swaying instead of dancing.

Misha looked at me with a hesitation I’d never seen before. “Is this okay?” she asked, her voice barely above the music.

“Yeah,” I breathed, “it’s perfect.”

She stepped in, pressing her body against mine, her cheek brushing the side of my throat. My hands circled her back, this time lower, finding the warm dip at her waist. The heat off her skin seeped straight through every barrier.

We moved together, slow and inevitable. Her breath tickled my ear, and her chest pressed tight against my shirt. I tried not to look down, but it was impossible. The way her dress parted when she leaned into me… every inch of her was temptation and home, all wrapped into one.

She finally spoke, breathless. “I’m glad Daniel canceled.”

I stopped moving, stunned.

She froze, realizing. “Wait, I didn’t mean—it’s just, you’re easier to be with. I—you’re always so calm. Not that Daniel isn’t—but—” She backpedaled, cheeks pink.

I squeezed her gently. “No, I get it. It’s fine. I’m glad I’m hear too. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

But it wasn’t fine, not really. The music kept going, and for one crazy second I let myself imagine this was a real date. That she was here for me, not just because of someone else’s mess.

We danced until the song melted away.

When we pulled apart, she was still blushing.

“Sorry,” she said, “That was weird, wasn’t it?”

I shook my head, unable to trust my voice.

By now, the party was peaking. Couples jammed the floor, string quartet replaced by some DJ mixing classic bangers and love songs. Misha dragged me into the thick of it, reckless and giddy. For the first time since we arrived, her guard was gone.

This time, there were no rules.

We spun, we laughed, we went full disaster mode in the best way. Misha threw her head back, ponytail bouncing, and pulled me into her orbit. When she ground her hips against mine, just for a second, just a joke, I almost lost my mind. The heat between us was nuclear. I felt it everywhere: hands on her waist, her breasts pressed to my chest every time we collided on the turn, the bright, wild sound of her laughter ringing in my ears.

We weren’t alone. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a group of girls watching us, one whispering, “Are you sure they’re not dating?” Another: “That chemistry is unreal.”

It made Misha stumble, face burning. For a second, she tried to put space between us, but I reeled her back, protective, not wanting her to feel embarrassed or exposed.

She rested her head against my shoulder, hiding from the world.

“You okay?” I whispered.

She nodded, fingers digging into my arm.

When the song crashed to a close, we found ourselves tangled in the middle of the floor, breathless. I could barely keep my hands to myself.

All around, couples leaned close, lips brushing ears. The room was a furnace. My shirt stuck to my skin.

Misha’s eyes met mine, bright with something I’d never seen before. “Can we…step outside? Air out the crazy for a minute?”

I nodded, grateful.

She threaded her fingers through mine, not caring who saw, and pulled me toward the French doors set along the far wall. The balcony waited, stone railings, deep shadows, the promise of something private. The noise faded as we slipped outside.

For a minute, we stood there side by side, letting the cool air slow our pulses.

I stared at her, at the way moonlight painted her shoulder, the tiny tremble in her hand as she smoothed her dress.

Misha laughed, shaky. “If anyone inside asks, I definitely needed this.”

Me too, I thought. More than she could ever know.

We leaned on the railing, hearts pounding, every part of me screaming for what came next.

But first, I let myself savor the moment: Misha on my arm, heat still thrumming between us, and the entire world about to change.

***

The Rosehaven campus glowed beneath us, porch lamps casting lazy gold halos over the trees. From the balcony, the ballroom was a memory, just the faintest pulse of music and the shimmer of crystal through glass. Out here, the only thing louder than the crickets was my own heartbeat.

Misha stepped to the railing, arms wrapped around herself, dress glimmering in the moonlight. The air was cold, raising goosebumps along her bare shoulders. For a second I just watched her, marveling, cursing myself, unable to look away.

“You’re freezing,” I said, voice thick.

She turned, eyes wide. “Maybe just a little.” That smile, half apology, half dare, floored me.

I slid off my jacket and draped it over her, careful, reverent, scared if I rushed I’d lose my nerve. The fabric dwarfed her, but she didn’t care. She clutched it close, breathing in deep, and for one wild second, the tips of her hair brushed my face, so close I could taste the vanilla and sweet champagne on her skin.

I meant to pull away, I genuinely did.

But when I hesitated, Misha reached up and caught my lapel, pinning me in place.

Her eyes flickered, fear, hope, something darker. “Don’t go,” she whispered.

All the oxygen left the night.

I searched her face, desperate to read her mind, to believe this was real. She swallowed, tiny, nervous. Then, barely audible: “I’ve wanted this for so long. You have no idea, Eli. I can’t pretend anymore.”

The words hammered through me. “You…you have?”

She nodded, color blooming up her throat. “It’s always been you, Eli. Even when I told myself it was Daniel, I—I just—” She broke off, breathless.

My thoughts splintered. I tried to speak, but instead, I just leaned in, closing the gap.

Our first kiss was shy, both of us shaking, years of want condensed into one trembling second. Her lips parted under mine, soft and desperate, her hands fisting the lapels of my tux like she was afraid I’d vanish.

I should’ve stopped, but I couldn’t. The more we touched, the harder it was to remember why this was forbidden.

She let out a tiny whimper, and suddenly everything sharpened. I pressed her back against the stone railing, her dress rustling, the chill air forgotten in the heat between us. My hands cupped her waist, then drifted up, hesitant, waiting for her to push me away, or tell me it was too much.

She didn’t.

She pulled me in, lips hungry, tongue slipping past mine. I’d never tasted anything so addictive, sweet, sharp, a lifetime of longing in every second. Her nails scraped my jaw, and she arched against me, chest pressing tight to my ribcage. My hands, out of control, slid up her sides, mapping every inch of silk and skin.

“Is this okay?” I gasped.

“More than okay. Please,” she whispered. “I want… I want you to touch me.”

The last of my resolve melted. I let my palms glide up, filling my fists with the fullness of her breasts, the fabric barely a barrier anymore. She sucked in a breath, head falling back, exposing the column of her neck, shivering but not from the cold.

No one had ever looked at me like that.

She guided my hand, covering it with her own, pressing my fingers to the soft, heavy weight of her left breast. The heat of her skin burned straight through me.

I squeezed gently. Her nipple bloomed hard under my touch, and she bit her lip to keep from crying out. For a minute, it was just the two of us, moonlight, shared breath, and the truth finally cracking open.

“I’ve never let anyone…” she started, then lost the words.

I kissed her again, deeper, letting every forbidden fantasy come alive. She arched, her tongue tangling with mine, dress slipping off her shoulder, the strap sliding low enough that my thumb grazed bare skin.

She didn’t let go. She wanted more.

Her hand found my wrist and held it, keeping me pressed to her breast. I rolled my thumb over her nipple, slow and steady, and this time she moaned, quiet, broken, but real.

She stared up at me, eyes glassy. “Eli, I don’t want you to stop.”

My mouth found her neck. I sucked at the delicate skin, leaving a mark I’d never want to erase.

In the dim light, her curves were unreal. The gown’s open front teased me with every breath she drew. My hands, finally allowed, explored: the rise and fall of her chest, the flat of her stomach, the trembling line of her thigh where the slit threatened to bare everything. She wasn’t shy now; she needed this as much as I did.

“I can’t believe this is real,” I whispered, desperate.

Misha laughed, low and shaky. “Neither can I. But don’t you dare stop.”

She reached for my face, kissed me again, then rocked her hips against me. There was no hiding my arousal, the gargantuan bulge straining my slacks was an open secret now.

She smiled when she felt it, bold and teasing. “I always wondered what you’d do if I really let you have me.”

The look in her eyes told me the question wasn’t rhetorical.

I pinned her to the cold stone, hands greedy, heart hammering. She hooked her knee over my hip, drawing me closer until I could feel the heat between her legs, the slick line of her panties through the slit of her gown.

“Tell me what you want,” I said, voice shaking.

She bit my ear, then whispered: “You. Now. All of you. All the way.”

It was the only answer that could ever matter.

We tumbled toward the shadows, rushing past every line we’d sworn to keep.

And for the first time in my life, I felt truly, terrifyingly alive.

***

We crashed through the last curtain, half-running, half-devouring each other until we found the most shadowed corner of the balcony. Here, moonlight barely touched, and heavy velvet blocked off the world. We could hear the faint thunder of music from the ballroom, but it might as well have been another planet.

Misha pressed me against the stone, her hands frantic, clutching my jacket, tearing at my hair. She kissed with abandon now, no more hesitation, just the hot, slick want of a girl who’d been denied for too long.

She broke off, panting, then hiked up her dress, blue silk pooling around her waist. The slit bared her thigh, smooth and golden and trembling. She wrapped her leg around me, grinding her core into my groin. I was so hard it hurt.

I fumbled with her dress, shoving the fabric down to bare her breasts. They bounced free, heavy and perfect, nipples flushed pink with arousal. The sight was nearly enough to undo me right there.

“Oh, fuck,” I muttered, reverent.

Misha’s fingers found my bow tie and yanked me closer. “Don’t stop now, Baby Brother,” she pleaded, the words strained with need and something deeper, naked, vulnerable, desperate.

I froze, one last standoff with my conscience.

“God, Mish, we can’t—what about Daniel—”

She shut me up with a kiss, teeth tugging at my lower lip. “He doesn’t matter. Nothing else matters. Just you. Please, Eli.”

I lost the thread. I wanted to resist, to slow down, but my body had its own script.

I sucked one nipple between my lips, tongue swirling, teeth grazing just enough to make her gasp. Her hands cradled my head, pressing me to her chest. She shivered, helpless, as I worshipped her with my mouth.

“Harder,” she begged, voice ragged.

I switched breasts, taking my time, rolling the other nipple between my fingers as I sucked. She arched, throat bared, legs squeezing my hips. Her panties were soaked, no, sopping wet, and I could smell the sweet, musky tang of her need.

When I slid my hand between her thighs, she was already open for me. Her panties were a wisp of nothing. I hooked a finger under the edge and found wet, slippery heat. She jerked, nearly collapsing against the wall.

“You’re so wet,” I whispered.

“For you. Only you,” she said, eyes blown wide. “I’ve never—no one’s ever—”

It hit me like a truck. She was giving this to me, not out of pity or anger, but because she wanted it, needed it, now. Maybe she had even saved it for me.

I fumbled with my fly, hands shaking, and freed my cock, hard, aching, already leaking. Misha reached down and stroked me, tentative at first, then bolder, running her palm over the length and marveling at the size.

“I always wondered,” she breathed. “It’s better than I imagined. You’re so big and hard for me, Baby Brother.”

If I had a heart left, it exploded.

She whispered, “Please don’t stop. I want you to be my first. Want you inside me. Now.”

Her hands guided me, angling my cock to the slick, swollen lips of her pussy. I pressed in, slowly, careful not to hurt her. The tip met resistance, hot, tight, virginal.

She gasped, digging her nails into my arms. “Fuck—it’s okay. Just do it.”

I pushed harder, breaking through. Misha moaned, arching her back, her body stretching to let me in. The sound she made was pure, helpless abandon. For a second, I thought she’d cry out and bring the whole party running.

I paused, buried halfway, the heat and tightness squeezing every thought out of my head.

“You sure?” I groaned, voice nearly gone.

She stared at me, eyes glassy. “Don’t stop. God, Eli, please don’t stop. I want it all. I want you to finish inside me.”

That did it.

I thrust the rest of the way, balls slapping her ass, her pussy gripping me like a velvet fist. She locked both legs around my waist, heels hooking behind me, pulling me impossibly deep.

We fucked like animals, desperate and silent, every drive a promise and an apology. I buried my face in her neck, biting her shoulder, muffling my own roar as I bottomed out inside her. Her breasts bounced with every movement, every thrust, and I couldn’t decide whether to kiss them, devour them, or just worship the feeling of her wrapped around me.

Misha lost it. She choked out, “Baby Brother! More—harder! Fuck me, please!”

I lost myself in the feel of her body, the frantic clutching of her arms around my neck, the way she writhed against me, legs locked at the small of my back as if she never wanted me to pull away. Every time I pushed in, I bottomed out, hips smashing her against the rough stone, the slap of skin on skin echoing beneath the drum and wail of the music inside. Her pussy gripped me in pulses, an unrelenting velvet vice that seemed to know how close I was to completely losing it.

She moaned my name, high and breathless, then lower, guttural, as if my cock was forcing the sound out of her throat. She bit down on my shoulder, hard, sending fire down my spine. I couldn’t help it, I pounded her harder, hands squeezing the globes of her ass through the bunching silk, shoving her up against the cold wall, with nothing but my body to keep her from falling.

Her breasts bounced against my chest with every thrust, so perfect I thought I was dreaming. I ducked down, mouth latching on to one nipple to taste the salt and heat of her skin, sucking until she gasped and her fingers jerked my head closer, as if she wanted me to bite right through her. With my mouth locked on her breast and my cock buried in her, I felt her start to unravel, her body going rigid and then loose, shivering into a kind of desperate, wild rhythm that had nothing to do with thought and everything to do with need.

I whispered her name, pleaded with her to tell me if it hurt, but she only whimpered, “Don’t you fucking dare stop. Please, Eli, please, oh my god—” The words came out broken, stuttering with each stroke. Her hands clawed at my shirt, popping buttons, then shredded at my bare skin. The world shrank to the tight, hungry coil inside of her, and the frantic clutch of her thighs cinching me in.

The slit of her gown had crept so high she was nearly naked from the waist down, her panties twisted at her knee, and her heels digging into my lower back as she rode me for all she was worth. Her hair stuck to her cheeks in sweaty strands. She looked absolutely ruined, feral and beautiful, and I wanted to fuck her until she couldn’t remember a time before this.

I slammed into her, slow at first, then fast, then losing all sense of pacing as I felt her getting closer and closer to the edge. I buried my face in her neck, sucking hard, tasting perfume and skin and the salt of her pulse. I wanted to mark her, to leave evidence that we’d been here, together, in this impossible moment.

Her hips bucked off the wall, meeting every thrust. I felt the first shudder rip through her, and she gasped, then pressed her hand over her mouth, eyes wild as she tried to hold back a scream.

And then it happened. Her whole body tensed, pussy clamping down, a gush of heat around my cock. Her eyes rolled back, and she tried to muffle the scream with her own knuckles. If it hadn’t been for the music inside, someone would have heard.

It hit me so fast I nearly blacked out.

Misha’s body went taut and wild beneath me, her hands clawing at my back and yanking me in, her velvet heat convulsing on my cock. She sucked me so deep I thought I’d break in half. The fireworks detonated somewhere behind my eyes, every nerve stripped raw, pleasure and pain fusing until I couldn’t tell where my body ended and hers began.

I lost all control. My hips slammed forward and locked, cock throbbing helplessly inside her. I came with a violence I’d never felt before, volcanic, unrelenting, as if a dam had burst after twenty years of drought and now nothing could hold it back. I was dimly aware of the hot, wet rush of cum pumping into her, filling her up in thick, desperate spurts. It was so much, so intense, I could feel it leaking out around the base, slick and obscene, dripping down my balls and oozing from the clutch of her pussy with every pulse.

Misha gasped, her face twisted in shocked delight, and clamped her legs even harder around my waist. “Oh my god, Baby Brother, yes—fuck, yes, I feel it, you’re so deep, you’re—” Her words melted into a tremor, her cunt milking every drop with frantic, greedy spasms. She shivered through another orgasm, the muscles of her thighs trembling, her nails raking my shoulders as if she wanted to keep me inside her forever.

The world tunneled down to the place where we were joined. I couldn’t stop thrusting, my body on autopilot, cock still rock-hard and slick with cream. Every motion sent another jolt of ecstasy through me, the friction never ending, never easing, just a slow, rolling aftershock that made me want to collapse and laugh and cry all at once. I pumped her in long, deep strokes, so slow the pleasure veered into agony and back, my head spinning as I watched her breasts bounce with each lazy drive. My hands gripped her waist, greedy for every inch of her.

She stared at me with raw, wet eyes, her lips parted, moaning softly as I rode the last of my orgasm out within her. The moonlight on her skin made her look unworldly, a goddess of sin and sweetness, and I wanted nothing more than to die right here, buried inside her, our bodies tangled on this cold, forgotten balcony. I bent to kiss her, tongue searching for the taste of her breath, the taste of the girl I’d wanted more than air since the first moment I’d seen her.

She kissed back with everything she had, her hands cradling my head, her hips rising to meet each slow thrust. She didn’t let go, not even when the tremors faded and I slumped against her, exhausted and shaking and utterly spent. My cock twitched a final time, leaking more cum deep inside her, and her whimper of satisfaction was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard.

We sagged against the stone, breathless.

My cock stayed buried inside her, twitching, as she clung to my neck.

For a long time, we didn’t move. All I could feel was the aftershock, her pussy still squeezing me, her heartbeat thundering through her ribs, the shared knowledge that nothing would ever be the same.

She cradled my face, kissing me softly, tears glimmering in her lashes.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” she whispered. “I’m—I’ve never felt anything like it.”

I brushed her hair back, kissed her again, trying to anchor us both in the moment.

I could still taste her on my tongue, feel her heat dripping down my cock.

If this was wrong, I never wanted to be right.

The world crashed in, but for those minutes, she was mine.

And that was everything.

***

Coming down felt like drowning in slow motion.

For a long time, Misha and I stayed tangled in the shadowed corner, clutching each other like survivors after a storm. Every inch of her skin was mapped on my hands, every sound she made burned behind my eyes. My cock finally slipped free, leaving a trail of sticky proof down her thighs, and she slumped against the wall, gasping.

Neither of us spoke. There were no words for what we’d just done.

Eventually, the cold crept in and the real world started to push back.

Misha straightened a little, hands trembling as she tugged her dress back into place. The silk clung to her skin, wrinkled and sweaty, the neckline still low enough to give me flashbacks of her bare breasts. She tried to smooth the bodice but couldn’t seem to make her fingers work.

I fumbled my cock back into my pants, refastened my belt, and tried to fix my shirt. My bow tie was a lost cause; I shoved it in my pocket and ran both hands through my hair, desperate for something to ground myself.

For a while, neither of us dared look up.

When we finally met each other’s gaze, the air snapped tight again.

She looked at me with eyes so wide and raw I thought she might cry. Or scream. Or beg me to fuck her all over again.

Instead, she shook her head and laughed, quiet, ragged, like she was two seconds from falling apart.

“We can’t tell anyone,” she whispered, voice cracked. “Ever. Not Daniel, not the girls, nobody. We have to pretend this never happened. Okay?”

It was my turn to nod, even as my chest threatened to cave in. “Okay,” I lied. “We’ll keep it between us.”

She exhaled, relief and sadness tangled together. “Thank you. I just—if anyone found out, I don’t know what I’d do.”

I stepped in, gentler now, and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. The little motions, the way her shoulders shook, the glassy sheen on her lips, nearly broke me.

“Are you really okay?” I murmured.

Her hand found mine, squeezed. “That was…” She trailed off, searching for words. “I didn’t know it could feel like that. I didn’t know I needed it so bad until it happened.”

I wrapped my arms around her and held on, clinging as if the sharp ache and gnawing hunger that pulsed between us could stave off the inevitable for just one more impossible second. The thought of Daniel ever laying his hands on her like that twisted my gut, a wave of nausea rolling through me so strong it was almost physical. I couldn't breathe past it. I just gripped her tighter, as if I could anchor us both against the tide of heartbreak that threatened to pull her away from me for good.

She fixed her hair, cheeks flushed, then scanned her dress for evidence. The bodice was still mussed and her nipples threatened to show through the silk, but there was nothing we could do. I pulled my jacket over her shoulders again, hiding what we could. She hugged it tight, shivering.

“Ready?” I asked, already knowing the answer was no.

She swallowed. “If I’m not, I’ll fake it.”

We waited until the hallway looked clear, then slipped back through the French doors one at a time. The music was louder now, and the lights had dimmed. A blessing, because we looked like we’d gone twelve rounds in a supply closet.

I let her go first, lingering just long enough to compose myself. My body felt battered, cock still aching, the scent of her sweat and sex and perfume haunting every breath.

Inside, Misha moved like a pro, gliding to the restroom with the excuse of “freshening up.” I circled the edge of the ballroom, tried to look casual, chatted with some random senior about football, but all I could think of was the heat of her pussy, the way she’d cried my name, the way her nipples had looked between my teeth.

We kept our distance for the rest of the night, no more dancing, no accidental touches. But every time I looked up, I caught her staring. Every time I caught her, she blushed to her ears, then tried to look away.

Once, a girl from Misha’s sorority sidled up to me, eyes full of trouble. “That was some balcony break,” she teased. “Did you two get lost?”

I managed a deadpan: “Guess time got away from us.”

She giggled, leaned in, and whispered: “You two are so much cuter than Misha and Daniel ever were. Don’t tell her I said that.”

I nearly choked.

Across the room, Misha caught the exchange and smiled, an inside joke, hot and wild, for me alone.

After midnight, I found her in the darkness just outside the ballroom, waiting for our ride in the hush of the marble corridor. We didn’t touch, didn’t say a word. But she glanced at my hands, at my lips, and I thought: we’ll never outrun this. Not ever.

She whispered, softer than before. “Thank you. For tonight.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

The car arrived. She slid in first, hair falling loose, fingers buried in my jacket. For the ride home, we sat apart, acting like nothing had happened.

But in the glow of campus streetlights, all I could see was the outline of her thighs and the wild, beautiful mess we’d made of each other.

That night, I didn’t sleep.

Every time I closed my eyes, I felt her, tight and trembling, her breath in my mouth, every inch of her written into my skin. All the promises we’d just broken played on a loop: her moans, her hands on my cock, the broken cry of “Baby Brother” as I fucked her into the shadows.

We told ourselves we could bury it, but even in the morning, the memory burned, hungry and impossible to ignore.

So I did what I always did: I braced for fallout, pretended nothing could touch me.

But deep down, I knew. This was just the beginning.


Chapter five
Fake Date, Real Feelings


The next day dawned with minimal fanfare: the usual creak of the rafters, a thud from somewhere upstairs, and the familiar scents of vanilla candle and cheap coffee mixing in the kitchen haze. I’d just finished manhandling the grounds into the coffee maker and was hunting for something edible when Jenna materialized in the doorway.

She wore scrubs, but only barely, like she’d poured herself into the blue top an hour too early, the neckline low enough to be a deliberate warning. Her hair was wild from a towel-dry, and she still had sleep creasing the edge of one cheek. Pure chaos, pure temptation. It’d be intimidating if I hadn’t already spent the past week bracing for her every move.

Jenna cut me off before I could open the fridge. “Just the guy I needed,” she said, voice pitched low and urgent. She shot a quick look over her shoulder, then stepped in close. The kitchen never felt smaller.

“Okay, not gonna lie,” she said, “I really need a favor. Huge one. Complete life-or-death.”

I set down the glass. “You hiding from the caffeine cops again?”

She almost smiled, but then the nerves took over. She chewed her lip, then dove right in: “This is going to sound insane, but I need you to be my boyfriend. Just for one night. For show.”

I blinked. If she’d asked me to rob a bank, I’d have needed a second longer to process.

She barreled ahead. “I, uh, may have told the girls at Sigma Zeta that I could get any guy I wanted for the mixer this Friday. You know, because they were acting like I’m only good for, like, fuckboys and disaster cases. Anyway. They called bullshit. Now I have to show up with the perfect date or I’ll never live it down.”

I tried not to laugh at the way she said “perfect date,” like it was a medical emergency.

“Why me?” I asked, genuinely curious.

She rolled her eyes, mock offense dialed to eleven. “You kidding? You’re like the safest bet on campus. Tall, hot, looks like you wrestle pianos for fun, and you’re not a narcissist. As a bonus, you don’t make a drama scene every time someone sees my boobs. Everyone buys that you’re too decent for casual hookups, which is, like…exactly what I need for this to work. Face it, you’re a unicorn, Eli.”

Heat crawled up my neck, but I covered it with sarcasm. “So, you want everyone thinking you’ve finally tamed me?”

She grinned, all teeth, and this time the nerves faded just a little. “That’s the idea. You’d be doing the public a huge service. Plus, you owe me from last semester for not telling anyone about the tequila incident.”

Fair point.

I tried to play it cool, but her next move killed the distance. She took my hand, yes, actually took it, and pressed her thumb to my palm, her nails grazing the skin. “Please, Eli. I really need you for this. No one else will work. And you’re not going to make it weird.”

The memories rolled in fresh: freshman year, her in my lap at the house party, tongues locked and hands everywhere, her tank top leaving nothing to the imagination. The way she’d brushed it off as “almost a mistake” burned more than I’d admit. If she wanted to pretend now, I’d go along, but it wasn’t nothing.

“Yeah,” I managed. “Sure, I’ll help. But we probably need to be on the same page, right?”

Jenna’s shoulders dropped with instant relief. “You are the best. And you’re totally right. We should probably coordinate our stories or whatever. Make it airtight before the party.”

I shrugged. “Guess that means a date before the date?”

She squeezed my hand, longer than necessary, then let go, the touch still sparking in my skin. “Rosehaven Roast?” she said, because of course she picked the busiest, most public café on campus. “After your classes tomorrow?”

I grinned, half-expectant, half-bracing. “Text me the time. I’ll try to look presentable.”

Jenna’s smile was pure sunshine. She leaned in, lips grazing my ear. “Tempting, but you’re hot enough when you look like you just rolled out of bed. Don’t overthink it.”

With that, she ghosted out of the kitchen, hips swinging, mission apparently accomplished.

I stood there, the taste of her words in the air, pulse racing at the thought of what came next.

A guy could pretend it was harmless. But I’d seen what happened when Jenna Ramirez set her sights on something.

The question was whether I was going to survive it.

***

Rosehaven Roast was peak coffeehouse: indie music, sunlight rolling in through wall-to-wall windows, and a line of students all pretending their lives would collapse without a triple espresso. I spotted Jenna right away at her corner booth, hair down for once, black top clinging to her curves like the barista had tailored it to spec.

She was already waving me over, her nails lacquered and her smile just a little too wide to be fake. There was a bear claw waiting for me on a napkin, sugar dust sparkling in the light.

I slid into the booth, close but not quite touching, and tried not to look at her lips remembering exactly how they’d felt on my tongue under neon dorm lights.

“Mission boyfriend begins now,” Jenna said, dead serious.

She spread out a notepad between us and started jotting bullet points. “We need to be air-tight. Girls at my sorority are basically ex-FBI. If you mess up my coffee order or say my dog’s name wrong, I’m toast.”

I leaned in, elbows on the worn wood. “All right. Hit me.”

She launched into Jenna 101 like she was prepping me for the SATs. “Favorite color: black. Or, I guess, purple if you want to be cute. Can’t stand mushrooms, makes me gag. I like my coffee strong but with a splash of oat milk, and if you pronounce my last name wrong, I will let you suffer in silence. Tuesdays are my hate day. Never ask to do anything on a Tuesday unless it’s napping. I always wear perfume, it’s Gucci, and I have a hidden tattoo, but I never tell anyone where. Go.”

It was so perfectly her I almost laughed. “Jenna Lore: No mushrooms, coffee plus oat, hates Tuesdays, perfume, and mystery tattoo. Got it.”

She grinned, pleased. “Now you. What’s our ‘how we met’ story?”

I sipped the coffee, savoring the silence. “Honestly? I say we play it straight. Met freshman year, clicked instantly, realized we were both too good for the Rosehaven dating scene, took our time.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You make it sound like we’re a power couple.”

The warmth beneath the words wasn’t lost on me. I shrugged, brushing her hand with mine as I reached for the pastry. The touch lingered, sending a jolt straight down my spine.

Jenna rolled with it, her fingers skimming the back of my wrist. “Okay, but add something embarrassing so it feels real. Like, you got lost on your way to the first party and I had to rescue you.”

“Classic,” I admitted. “Or you showed up at my dorm at two a.m., hammered, and made me watch The Bachelor until sunrise.”

She faked an eye-roll, then winked. “Fine, I’ll allow it. But only if you remember who won that season.”

I paused, racking my brain. “Rachel? Or was it Becca?”

She let out a laugh that made everyone in earshot stare for a second. “It was Becca. See, you pay attention. I should’ve dated you for real.”

The words hit hard, but I tried to play it off with a laugh.

Beneath the table, our knees brushed, and this time neither of us pulled away.

We volleyed more nonsense: the best pizza in Elmwood (Corner Slice), the movie she pretended to hate but secretly loved (Mean Girls), whether she boxed in high school (she did—broke her thumb punching a locker). I couldn’t help but notice every time she leaned in, her perfume hit me like a slow-building drug. Her lips glistened every time she licked the sugar off her thumb.

At one point, we both reached for the last swipe of icing on the bear claw. Our fingers tangled, sticky, warm. She held my gaze a beat too long.

“That’s the look,” she murmured. “Like you’d do anything I asked. Girls eat it up.”

I could barely breathe. “Probably because it’s not an act.”

That stunned her, just for a second. Her pupils dilated, and the playful mask slipped. I thought maybe she’d say something, but then she glanced away, cheeks burning.

That’s when I felt the shift in the atmosphere.

A shadow fell across our table, heavy and unwelcome. I looked up, bracing for trouble.

It was him, Jenna’s ex. He was taller than I expected, reeking of overconfident frat-boy, hair gelled to within an inch of its life. The kind of guy who believed he owned every room he entered.

“Jenna. Wow. Didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, voice loaded with fake friendliness.

The color drained from Jenna’s face. “Jake. Hey,” she said, all poker-face now.

He ignored me, turning the full wattage of his stare on Jenna like I wasn’t even in the equation. “Didn’t realize you had a…date.” The pause after “date” was pure venom.

Jenna’s hand went cold in mine. I saw the panic flicker behind her eyes. Whatever her history with Jake, she was not ready for this showdown.

So I closed the gap. I dropped my arm around her shoulders and yanked her flush against my side, turning my posture from “study buddy” to “no, actually, she’s mine.”

“Hey man,” I said, all bland confidence. “I’m Eli. Jenna’s boyfriend. Nice to meet you.”

Jake looked like he’d swallowed a bug. “Huh. Didn’t realize you’d moved on so fast.”

Jenna laughed, the sound brittle. “Life’s short, Jake. Why waste time on the wrong person?”

His jaw ticked. “Well, I hope you two are really happy. I mean, I always said Jenna deserved a guy who could keep her…entertained.”

The implication was nowhere near subtle. My fists clenched under the table, but I kept my face smooth.

Jenna looked like she was about to splinter.

So she did the only thing that made sense.

She grabbed my collar and kissed me, hard.

Her lips crashed against mine in a shattering blur of sweet and heat. She tasted of cinnamon and espresso and the impossible hunger that had simmered between us for two weeks. Her nails clawed at my shirt, pulling me in, and my hands found her hip, anchoring her to me like I could keep her from floating away. The world narrowed to just us, the booth, the soft lamplight, her knee pressed to mine and her breath hot against my tongue.

It was supposed to be for show.

But the second her mouth parted and her tongue flicked against mine, every cell in my body snapped to high alert. My cock surged to life, blood roaring in my ears.

Jenna whimpered, low and breathy, her hand fisting my sleeve. I deepened the kiss, tongue sliding against hers, daring her to break character. She didn’t. If anything, she doubled down, straddling my thigh under the table and grinding just enough to make me lose track of the room entirely.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Jake’s expression: crestfallen, then pissed, then blank. He muttered “good luck” and fled.

We never even saw him leave.

Jenna broke the kiss, face flushed, chest heaving. She stared at me, wild and blue-black eyed, like she’d just shocked herself.

For a second, neither of us moved. The air between us crackled, needy and exposed.

Then she licked her lips, voice hoarse. “Sorry. Had to sell it.”

“Yeah,” I said, but my voice went sideways, thick with everything I wasn’t supposed to feel. “You definitely did.”

She swallowed, looking everywhere but at me. Her hands still held my shirt, knuckles white.

“Guess that’ll get the gossip train rolling,” she joked, but the banter landed flat. We both knew this was way past gossip.

I tried to reset. “Want to go, or…?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

We slid out of the booth, careful not to touch, but our hands brushed anyway. The zap of contact lingered, even as we dumped our coffee cups and braced for the daylight outside.

I followed her onto the quad, jaw clenched, heart doing a marathon sprint. The taste of her was still on my tongue, sugar and cinnamon and a need that made me want to throw her down right there on the courthouse lawn.

But I played it cool. Rules. Boundaries. All the lies we told ourselves to survive this house.

Jenna turned to me, eyes shining. “Thanks for earlier. Seriously. You’re, well, you’re better than I deserve.”

She took a shaky breath, then smiled the old devil-may-care grin. “See you at the party, boyfriend.”

She vanished down the sidewalk, hips swaying, a warning and a promise in every step.

I watched her go, hands jammed in my pockets, trying to piece myself back together.

The plan had been simple: keep it fake, keep it safe, don’t get burned.

With Jenna, none of those rules ever lasted long.

***

The townhouse was a tomb. Even the creak of the old windows had called it quits for the night. What little light there was came from the TV, a slow-motion train wreck of late-night reality shows playing to an audience of one. I sprawled on the couch, sweatpants and exhaustion for armor, every muscle still wired from earlier with Jenna.

It didn’t matter how loud I cranked the volume, her taste clung to my memory, raw and unfiltered. One second it was her mouth on mine, the next it was the sting of her perfume on my fingers. I tried to convince myself I was just helping her out, a simple transaction, but the hammering in my chest said otherwise.

I was flipping channels, aimless, when I heard the soft pad of feet on hardwood.

Jenna glided in, all skin and attitude, shorts riding so high I memorized the shape of her thighs without even trying. Her tank top left nothing to the imagination, nipples pressing bold against the faded cotton. Her obsidian hair was wild, lips glossed with something subtle, like she’d rolled straight from her bed into my orbit.

She didn’t bother with pleasantries, just flopped next to me, her bare thigh blazing hot against my leg.

“You still awake?” she asked, voice deepened by sleep or secrets.

I shrugged, pretending the image of her wasn’t tattooed behind my eyelids. “Couldn’t wind down. Figured I’d background-noise myself unconscious.”

She propped her feet up, toes nudging my knee, and fixed her gaze on the TV. “This show is trash. But, like, in a good way.”

I risked a glance at her legs, instantly regretting it, the urge to touch was primal.

She didn’t miss a beat. “You don’t have to pretend nothing happened. That was…wild earlier.”

I braced for teasing, but instead there was something soft around the edges.

“Yeah,” I said, keeping it neutral. “Didn’t expect it to get that real.”

Jenna smirked. “You sold it. Jake’s probably crying into his protein shake.”

I laughed, but the sound came out strained.

Silence settled in, thick and electric.

She glanced at me sideways, voice shifting. “Seriously, thanks for having my back. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t been there.”

The air between us pulsed with every word. I tried to focus on the screen, but her knee drifted higher, inching between my thighs.

“Honestly?” I said. “You could’ve had any guy play pretend. Still not sure why you picked me.”

She turned, eyes bright and almost dangerous in the glow. “Maybe because I don’t have to pretend with you.”

That killed the last of my defenses.

We stared at each other, everything unspoken now loud as a megaphone.

Jenna made her move, no warning, no hesitation. She swung a leg over mine, straddling me in one fluid motion, her sleep shorts hiking to bare the undercurve of her ass. Her tank top rode high, making her look naked except for the briefest slip of fabric.

She grabbed my face, fingers sinking into my jaw, and kissed me like nothing else mattered.

There was no warm-up. Her tongue fucked into my mouth, desperate, daring me to match her.

I responded in kind, hands finding her hips and yanking her down onto my lap. My cock surged to full mast, straining my sweats, and she ground against me with a roll of her hips that made everything else vanish.

The couch groaned beneath us, but we barely noticed.

Jenna’s hands were everywhere at once, threaded in my hair, clawing my shoulders, pushing down my waistband so my cock sprang free, thick and throbbing.

“God, I knew it,” she gasped, eyes wide with hunger. “Knew you’d be huge. Fuck, Eli, I need it right now.”

She wriggled her shorts down her thighs, then yanked her panties to the side with a practiced flick. Her pussy was bare, wet, and absolutely ready. The scent of her arousal hit me harder than any drink, and my hands trembled as I gripped her ass, guiding her over the tip of my dick.

Jenna set her teeth, eyes wild. “Inside. Now.”

She grabbed my cock, lined me up, and impaled herself in one dizzy drop.

The heat of her, wet, tight, clenching in rolling spasms, made my world go white.

She bottomed out, moaning my name so low I thought it might wake the dead. Her pussy sucked me in, no resistance, just a velvet grip that threatened to unman me on the spot.

We fucked like we’d been starved for years, her hips pistoning so hard the whole sectional thumped against the wall.

My hands slid up under her shirt, palming her breasts, nipples pebble-hard and electrified. I latched my mouth onto one, sucking it through the cotton, biting gently until she whimpered and pressed my head closer.

She rocked in a wild, hungry flow, riding me with abandon.

It was animal, frantic, her nails digging my shoulders, our mouths locked and biting, my cock forced so deep inside her I thought I’d lose my mind.

“Harder,” she whispered, grinding down, her clit slamming the base of my cock with every bounce. “God, Eli, fill me up, I need it—”

She clenched around me, milking every inch, and my hands roved from her tits to her waist, then down, dragging the sleep shorts so far aside I could watch my cock disappear into her soaked pussy. The sound, wet, obscene, frantic, was pure music.

Jenna’s whole body trembled, sweat slick on her skin, hair wild around her face. The sight of her, naked and ruined in my lap, did things to me I couldn’t say aloud.

Jenna rode me with a hunger so savage it almost made me afraid of what she’d do if I tried to slow her down. She went after it like she was trying to erase a year’s worth of regret or maybe just to prove something, to herself or me, or the whole world. Every drive of her hips was a wild gamble, lifting her ass so that only the head of my cock stayed inside, then slamming herself back down so hard it rattled the boards beneath the couch and made my balls ache with the impact.

The pace was relentless, her abs flexing, sweat shining on her chest and throat, every muscle in her body laser-focused on taking me deeper, harder, as if she could climb inside and never come back out. Her hands were all over me, braced on my shoulders, clawing down my chest, then sliding behind my neck to draw me in so close I could taste her breath, thick and sweet with arousal.

Her hair whipped around in a black blur, sticking to her damp face and clinging to my mouth whenever I tried to kiss her. She didn’t care, didn’t slow, didn’t let up for even a heartbeat. The entire room shrank to her rhythm and my pulse. The obscene squelch of her pussy as she bounced on my lap mixed with the slap of skin and the ragged, feverish sounds she made each time I bottomed out inside her. The way her body seized and shuddered on every downstroke, how her tits jiggled under the thin tank top, nipples so hard they nearly tore through the old fabric. I couldn’t look away, couldn’t do anything but grab her waist, then her hips, then just hold on for dear life as she used me for all I was worth.

She started talking, half-words, curses and praises blended together: “Fuck, yes—Eli, fuck, god, you feel so fucking good, don’t stop, keep going, harder, harder, oh my god—”

I rand my hand down her back, under her top, tracing the dip of her spine to the waistband of her shorts. Her back arched at my touch, her entire body going tight for a second, thighs trembling, knees digging into the cushions for leverage. I peeled the shirt up, baring her breasts to the blue glow of the TV and the streetlight leaking through the window. They were big, round, perfect, flushed and heaving, and I buried my hands there, squeezing, thumbing her nipples until she gasped and nearly fell forward.

“You like that?” I growled into her ear, voice nearly shot.

She nodded so hard she nearly headbutted me, hair whipping across my face. “Yes—oh fuck, don’t stop—please, don’t—”

She rode me even faster, hips blurring, her pussy gripping so tight I thought I’d explode. I tried to match her, bucking upward, meeting every impact with force, but she was in control, drowning us both and loving it.

Her nails left streaks on my chest and neck. She kissed me, breathless, tongue wild and demanding. I bit her lip, drawing a startled moan. She responded by slamming herself even harder onto my cock, like she wanted to break me.

When I cupped her jaw and kissed her again, she melted, shuddering, whimpering my name with every bounce.

The pleasure was relentless, the edge so close I thought I’d explode.

I couldn’t hold back. I barely even got a warning before the wave swallowed me. The pleasure hit so hard, so sudden, I lost track of my own body. I grabbed a fistful of Jenna’s ass, bracing, desperate to keep her right there as I came. The sensation of her clenching and writhing on my cock, milking every drop, was too much for anything resembling self-control.

I buried myself as deep as I could, thrusting up and locking us together, and then I exploded, white-hot, blinding, banging through my skull and backbone in heavy, relentless pulses. My cum jetted inside her, thick and greedy, and Jenna threw her head back with a crackling gasp, her pussy spasming and sucking at me like she’d trained for it. She made this low, animal sound, victory and need all at once, and ground down on my cock, refusing to give up a single inch.

I went again, balls tight and emptying, shuddering as the aftershocks wrung me out. Jenna ground herself down with each fresh spasm, her clit furrowing against the root of my cock, and milked every drop I had to give. I felt it leaking out of her, hot and slick, and heard the obscene, wet sounds as she rocked and wriggled, painting the inside of her thighs with both of us. My head spun, my vision swam in blue static, but I couldn’t stop thrusting. I didn’t want to. The need to fill her, to claim her, was raw and primal. Jenna pressed her mouth to my jaw, biting, then let go just to whisper, “That’s it, Eli—fuck, give it to me, fuck me, fill me up—”

Her words sliced through whatever was left of my composure. I grabbed her hips, holding her down hard as I pumped every last bit into her. Each spasm was a miniature detonation, pure and savage. I wanted it to last forever and never end.

She clung to me, arms looped behind my neck, eyes squeezed shut, hair sticking to her forehead in wet, glossy whorls. I could feel her heart hammering through her ribs, wild and panicked, in time with mine. She locked her thighs around me, refusing to let me slip out, and rode out every aftershock, every twitch, every instinct she’d uncaged in both of us.

Everything slowed, thick and underwater. I could feel her pussy still quivering, drawing out the last drops from my cock, which throbbed inside her, hypersensitive and unwilling to surrender. The TV flickered blue shadows over her back and shoulders, painting her skin in shifting stripes. She radiated sex, her body bowed and trembling and absolutely wrecked.

I tried to catch my breath, but Jenna leaned forward, letting her chest rest against mine, sweat slick under her tank top, nipples stabbing through the fabric. She trembled as she kissed my neck and jaw, little nips and licks, still rolling her hips in tiny, greedy circles. My hands roamed her back, up to her shoulders, then down to her hips where I could feel the sticky, messy evidence of what we’d just done.

She muttered something, half words and curses, but mostly just my name, over and over, like she was praying or casting a spell.

I finally pulled my face back to see her better. Her eyes were huge and dark, mascara a little smeared, lips parted and shining with spit. She looked at me like she’d never seen me before, or maybe like she’d been waiting for this exact moment for her entire life. I kissed her, slow and deep, tasting sweat and lip gloss and something rawer, a little blood from where we’d bitten at each other. She kissed back, tongue soft now instead of demanding, arms squeezing me even tighter.

It took a full minute for my heartbeat to slow; another for my brain to catch up. She never let up the pressure, never let me out, her pussy still flexing around my cock, which was finally, blessedly losing its desperate edge but not its desire. I could feel my cum leaking back out, sticky and warm between us, but I didn’t care. She didn’t care either, just kept moving, slow and deliberate, all satisfaction and ownership.

When she finally stopped, Jenna let her full weight settle onto my chest. She exhaled, a sound halfway between a laugh and a sigh, and buried her face in my shoulder.

She collapsed against me, sweat melting her tank top to her skin, both of us panting.

As my cock softened, cum leaked from her pussy, sticky and warm where our bodies still connected.

We stayed like that for a while, tangled, both of us unwilling to move.

Jenna finally stirred, tracing the line of my jaw with her nails.

“Worth staying up for,” she whispered, voice teasing but shaky.

“Best episode yet,” I replied, not trusting anything else.

She half-laughed, then nuzzled my ear, lips gentle, almost sweet.

Her fingers lingered, stroking my cheek, memorizing the shape of me in the dark.

Then she slid off my lap, shorts barely covering her, tank top clinging to her nipples. She caught my gaze, all mischief.

“Night, boyfriend,” she said.

She sauntered down the hall, hips rolling, the glow of her skin haunting every step.

I watched her go, my cock still twitching, brain blank except for the electric aftermath.

The house was silent, but nothing felt safe or calm.

The rules were ashes.

I slumped into the couch, shirt rucked up, sweat and cum sticky on my skin, and stared at the TV like it could explain anything.

If this was war, Jenna had just dropped the first bomb.

And I had never wanted anything more in my life.


Chapter six
Game Night


The first hint that tonight wasn’t going to be safe came with Misha’s smell, the unmistakable blend of vanilla candles, lemon-laced disinfectant, and the edge of something floral drifting off her skin. She worked the living room like a perfectionist hosting her first Hollywood party. Board games stacked at the end table, a rainbow of Solo cups lined up by the TV, snacks poured out in perfect little rows: popcorn, Doritos, sour gummies. She’d even gone for the “girls gone wild” touch by spiking a pitcher of lemonade with vodka, the scent sharp and dangerous the second you got close.

I hovered near the hallway, taking it all in. I’d never seen anyone turn a chaos house into something that looked this deliberate.

Misha popped up from behind the couch, her hair pulled back in a glossy ponytail, cheeks flushed with the anticipation of being in charge. “You better get your game face on, Turner. I don’t do half-measures,” she said, winking as she adjusted the “Sorry!” board on the table.

She set out the shot glasses last, real glass, not plastic, like she was officially declaring war on the House Rules.

One by one, the rest drifted in.

Hailey landed first, striding in with her volleyball thighs on display and a sports bra barely containing her chest. She carried a six pack of hard cider under one arm.

“Look at you, Martha Stewart,” Hailey teased, tossing her hair. “Someone’s trying to make an impression tonight.”

Misha grinned, not missing a beat. “Just want everyone to have fun, Hails.”

“Bet you a shot this gets inappropriate before the first round’s done,” Hailey fired back.

“Only if you’re running your mouth,” Jenna said, sauntering in without apology. She’d ditched the scrubs, now in cutoffs and a stretch top with a neckline so low it was basically a wardrobe malfunction. Her scent hit first, something dark and sweet, and fuck if my cock didn’t remember exactly how she tasted. She flopped instantly onto the couch, legs pressed to mine, like she’d reserved the seat for life.

Harper and Aria arrived together, mid-debate. Harper’s black mesh tee was half see-through, her hair wild and eyes already sparkling with mischief. Aria had her gym leggings spray-painted to her curves, a loose sweatshirt hanging off one shoulder, large eyes flicking from girl to girl as she mapped the social terrain.

Cami drifted in last, lurking at the edge, sweater swallowing her lush curves, blonde hair loose around her face. She clung to a bowl of M&Ms for cover, but her eyes didn’t miss a single thing as she scanned the couch for where to fit.

I sat on the sofa, thinking the safest place was dead center. Worst call of the month. Misha slid in to my right, curling under my arm like she owned the spot, while Jenna staked claim to my left, leg pressed bold and warm against mine, her smirk pure challenge.

The tension was atomic. If either girl had fangs, I’d have been bleeding out by commercial break.

We started with a classic board game, Clue, which turned sexual so fast it was absurd. Within three turns, every room in the mansion was a double entendre, and every roll of the dice was a chance for the girls to outwit or roast each other. Hailey accused Misha of “secretly being the killer, because she’s hiding something.” Misha countered by drawing her card close to her chest, literally, giving everyone a show of cleavage even I couldn’t ignore. Jenna spent most of the round fake-sulking about not getting to be Miss Scarlet, until she started “accidentally” brushing her foot against my calf every turn.

Harper and Aria played as a team, tossing theory back and forth, Aria’s dry logic against Harper’s wild guesses. Camille hovered with the patience of a chess prodigy, eyes always darting to me before she dared make a move.

Every two minutes, another round of drinks was poured, and the laughter and volume ramped until it started to feel like we were all just circling the main event.

On my right, Misha’s thigh pressed closer, her hand fidgeting constantly with the hem of her skirt, sometimes grazing my knee, sometimes just resting, soft and possessive, above my wrist. On my left, Jenna’s hand found every excuse to correct my moves, readjust my shirt, or steal a shot glass from my grip, all with fingers brushing my skin.

If this was just a game night, I’d eat the board.

By the time we crowned a champion, Hailey, because she basically bullied her way to victory, the mood had shifted from playful to predatory. That’s when Hailey upped the ante.

She knocked back her cider and leaned forward, her cleavage distracting every pair of eyes in a ten-foot radius. “Board games are fine, but I say we play something with real stakes. Truth or Dare. But only if we ditch those House Rules for the night.”

I froze. The contract on the fridge was still fresh ink. Nobody wanted to be the first to swing at it.

Misha’s mouth opened, but Jenna cut her off, voice velvet-sweet: “Oh, come on. It’s tradition. And what happens during game night, stays at game night. Pinky swear.”

Harper flashed a grin. “I vote yes. Might as well see what Turner’s really made of.”

Aria’s eyes narrowed, calculating, but she lifted her glass in agreement. “Just for tonight. I’m not responsible for anything said after two more shots.”

Camille ducked her head but didn’t protest. She just scooted in closer, knees pressed to my shins, watching like she wanted to memorize every second.

Misha hesitated, then let her guard down, the smile returning. “Okay. But only if you promise to behave, Eli.”

On cue, every girl looked at me, and I pretended not to feel like a sacrificial lamb.

Jenna clapped her hands. “He has to go first. It’s only fair.”

The rules were simple: you got a Truth, you answered; you got a Dare, you did it, or you finished your drink and took whatever consequence the group assigned. No limits, no take-backs. The list of forbidden topics vanished.

Hailey leaned in, eyes wicked. “Eli, Truth or Dare?”

I played to the crowd. “Dare.” If you’re gonna crash and burn, might as well light the match yourself.

The table went silent as Hailey considered her options, but Harper beat her to it.

“I dare you to let me give you a lap dance. Full thirty seconds, no hands. If you chicken out, you drink.”

I lost sensation in my face for a full three seconds. “You’re kidding.”

“Not unless you want to drink,” Harper said, already on her feet. “Couch or chair?”

Jenna, ever helpful, slid a straight-backed chair into the center of the room like a ringmaster presenting the main event.

I sat, playing it cool, but my heart threatened to jackhammer out of my chest.

Harper straddled my lap, her thighs caging me in. The heat of her skin bled right through her thin shorts, and the mesh tee barely contained her tits. They bounced with every move, nipples hard and visible through the black. She rolled her hips, slow at first, hands braced on my shoulders, grinding right against my cock, which surged to attention instantly.

The room went dead silent except for the thump of some party playlist Harper had secretly queued on her phone. She rode the beat like she was on stage, hair whipping, tits bouncing, her whole body a sin-drenched dare.

She leaned in, lips brushing my ear. “You can’t touch, but you can watch, Turner. Think you can handle that?”

I couldn’t answer. My hands balled up in my lap, desperate to grip her ass, but I held the line.

She upped the ante, dropping her chest so her breasts pressed to my face, letting me inhale the smoky-perfume-sweat blend that was pure Harper. She ground down harder, and I was sure everyone could see the outline of my cock straining through my jeans.

With a flourish, she hooked her finger under my chin and turned my face up. “Timer’s not up,” she purred, “but I want to make sure you remember this.”

She kissed me, shameless, mouth hot and open, tongue sliding past my lips. Her hips never stopped moving, rubbing my erection through the denim, her hands threading through my hair as she deepened the kiss. She sucked my lower lip, biting just hard enough to make me moan, then tangled her tongue with mine, the oxygen stolen from my lungs.

It had to be the most public, most outrageous kiss I’d ever had.

She finally broke away, lips red, face flushed, hair wild.

The house erupted into catcalls and applause. Harper played to the crowd, bowing with a magician’s flourish, but the last thing I saw was the fire in her eyes, almost as if she wished there were no one else around.

My cock ached and throbbed, the denim almost painful against the hard-on she’d left behind. On the couch, every girl was transfixed with Jenna openly fanning herself, Misha’s fists balled in her skirt, Hailey biting her lower lip, Camille’s eyes wide as saucers, and Aria… Aria looking at me like she wanted to eat me alive.

Hailey wasted no time. “Aria, your turn to dare him. Go big or go home.”

Aria looked at me, then at the group, composure cracked just enough to show the pink in her cheeks.

“Okay. I dare you to let me demonstrate the perfect kiss. But you have to rate it honestly, in front of everyone.”

The challenge was electric. I didn’t hesitate.

Aria crossed the room, hips swaying in those painted-on leggings, and slid onto my lap, straddling me. Her hands cupped my face, deliberate and gentle, and her eyes locked on mine, deep and bottomless.

She leaned in, lips feathering mine, letting the anticipation simmer. Her breath was mint and anticipation. The first touch was soft, barely-there, a tease of what waited beneath the surface.

Then she opened her mouth, tongue tracing the seam of my lips, asking, and I let her in.

The kiss started slow, playful, tentative, but then her fingers threaded through my hair, nails scratching my scalp, and she pulled me hard against her. The next time our lips met, it was hungry, her tongue darting deep, dancing with mine, a hot and wet show of skill that sent a white-hot flash through my veins.

She rolled her hips once, just enough to press her heat against my cock, and she moaned into my mouth.

It took everything in me not to lose control and grab her by the waist.

I didn’t count the seconds, but the girls did: the kiss lasted far past what was necessary for a dare. When she finally pulled back, lips swollen, Aria kept her forehead on mine, breathing hard.

“That’s, uh…” I struggled for words. “That’s a ten.”

Aria laughed, high and shaky, and slid back to her seat, legs wobbly.

Every eye in the room tracked her, but her gaze never left mine, and something told me that memory would be with both of us for a long time.

Hailey hooted. “Man, the bar is high tonight. Who’s next?”

Camille raised a tentative hand, voice barely above a whisper. “Me. I—I want to do Truth for Eli.”

Hailey grinned, rubbing her hands together. “Go for it, Cami.”

Camille set her bowl of M&Ms down and straightened, all nerves and courage.

Hailey asked Cami her truth question. “Describe your ideal fantasy date. In detail. And you have to look Eli in the eyes the whole time.”

The group went quiet. Camille tucked her hair behind her ear, cheeks flaming, but her focus never wavered from me.

She started slow, voice trembling. “I’d want to be surprised. Maybe…a bookstore first? We pick out something for each other. Then… dinner somewhere quiet, somewhere we can talk without interruptions. I’d want to wear something special, just for him. And then, after…we’d walk home. And stop, maybe, on the porch, and he’d pull me close and…” Camille’s voice grew stronger, her hand inching over to my knee, squeezing gently. “He’d kiss me and tell me I was beautiful, and make me feel like the only girl in the world.”

My chest tightened, real emotion lacing the need.

She didn’t stop. “And then, inside, I’d want him to—” here her cheeks reddened to sunrise, “—to take his time. Strip me piece by piece, and…kiss every inch. Make me feel wanted. Needed. Like he can’t get enough, no matter how long the night lasts.”

For a split second, the air shimmered with the images.

Camille’s eyes locked on mine, full of longing. The room was so silent you could hear the music from the next house.

Jenna broke the tension, voice husky. “Sounds like you’ve given that a lot of thought.”

Camille smiled, shy but steady. “If it was Eli, yeah. I’d— I mean, I think about it all the time.”

The weight of the truth hit me hard. My own face was probably as red as hers.

Hailey raised a glass like a victory flag. “That was the best answer of the night. Hands down.”

Misha quietly slid her fingers into mine, squeezing hard. When I glanced over, her lips curved in the softest, most dangerous smile I’d ever seen.

Around us, the energy had flipped. Every girl sat a little closer, bodies pressed together, eyes hungry and bright. The air was thick with want and possibility.

I was the center of their orbit, and God help me, I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

It was only round one, and already, the House Rules were a distant memory.

The real game was just beginning.

***

They say sex is mental before it’s ever physical, and you never saw it clearer than when Misha and Jenna started swinging for blood.

It started light, a half-joking Truth or Dare volley where everyone expected dirty laundry, not real confessions. But underneath, you could feel it: every move, every dare was about claiming territory, and tonight I was the battleground.

Misha uncrossed her legs, posture perfect, and looked Jenna dead in the eye. “Truth or Dare?”

Jenna arched a brow, cool as the ice in her drink. “Let’s go Truth. I’m feeling honest.”

Misha leaned in, smile too sharp to be sweet. “Who do you actually find most attractive in this house? And don’t say yourself.”

The air pulsed with expectation. For a heartbeat, I thought Jenna would dodge. But she let it land, eyes never leaving mine.

She held my gaze, a flush rising up her neck. “Easy. It’s Eli. Always has been.”

The room exhaled, a chorus of oh-hell-yes from the sidelines.

Jenna didn’t back down. “And for the record, it’s not just looks. He’s the most real guy I’ve ever met. Loyal, strong, and—” she shot Misha a dagger smile, “—he actually cares when you talk.”

If there was a scoreboard, Jenna had just dropped a bomb.

Misha smiled, not missing a beat, but her grip on my hand nearly cracked bone.

Jenna licked her lips, “My turn?”

Misha squared her shoulders. “Bring it.”

“Dare,” Jenna said.

Jenna’s eyes sparkled with mischief and something hotter. “I dare you, Misha, to sit on Eli’s lap for three full minutes. No breaks. But you have to keep eye contact with me the whole time.”

The couch nearly exploded with catcalls and whistling.

Misha didn’t hesitate. She slid gracefully onto my lap, ass finding the groove between my thighs with impossible precision. Without warning, she shifted her skirt higher, the back hem threatening to bare her ass to the entire room.

She tucked her legs to one side, arms looped around my neck, soft curves molding against my chest. Even sitting still, I could feel the press of her heat against my groin, the pulse of need as she settled in.

She met Jenna’s gaze, blue eyes locked, a silent war raging across my lap as the group counted down.

The first minute was subtle, a shift here, a flex there. Misha’s hips rolled minutely over the bulge in my jeans, not enough to shock the crowd but enough to make my cock twitch. She let out a barely-there whimper, then clamped her thighs tighter.

Jenna watched, transfixed, eyes wide and hungry.

By minute two, my hands found her waist, bracing her, and she rocked just enough to graze her pussy against my cock. She leaned in as if to whisper, but held the pose, her lips barely touching my ear.

I could feel every ragged breath through the thin barrier of her panties. And I wasn’t the only one feeling it.

Jenna squirmed on the cushion, tongue darting over her lips, her eyes burning at the way Misha claimed the moment and me.

In the final minute, Misha upped the ante. She splayed her fingers at my nape, rubbing circles, then traced her nails over my jaw, forcing me to look at Jenna too. The electricity was insane. Every girl in the room knew it.

Misha never blinked. Not once. The way she drank Jenna in, the way she pressed her tits to my chest, made me dizzy with the want to rip her dress off right there.

When the timer finally buzzed, Misha let the world snap back into focus. She didn’t budge, just exhaled slow and deep, leaving my lap slick with sweat, my boxers soaked with pre-cum, and probably more.

If anyone doubted who wanted to win, the proof was hard in my jeans.

Hailey fanned herself. “That was the hottest thing I’ve seen all year.”

Aria’s cheeks were flaming. Harper looked like she wanted the next dare to be “fuck on the coffee table.” Camille hugged a pillow, eyes huge.

Jenna was smoldering, but her smile said “game on.”

Hailey seized the moment. “Can we just cut to the main event? Kissing contest. Eli judges. Winner gets… bragging rights. Or maybe more.”

Nobody objected. The girls lined up, each hungry for the shot. I braced myself, but honestly, nothing could have prepared me.

Misha claimed first go. She didn’t ask permission, just twisted in my lap, both knees astride me. Her hands cupped my face, tender but demanding.

She kissed me slow, patient, pouring everything into it. Her lips parted, soft, wet, addictive. She pulled me closer, and when our tongues finally touched, she moaned deep in her throat.

Then she whispered against my mouth, “God, you taste so good, baby. Nobody else even comes close.”

The word “baby” detonated something in my chest.

She kissed me again, harder, her hips grinding into my cock, letting the whole room see her claim.

She broke away, nuzzling my cheek, voice trembling. “You are so much more than he’ll ever be.”

The message was loud and clear for me, for Jenna, for anyone listening.

Jenna was next. She straddled my lap with zero hesitation, her ass rubbing every inch of my shaft. But her hands made it something else entirely. She slid them under my t-shirt, palms hot and rough, running up my sides until she found bare skin.

She pinched my nipples, then raked her nails across my pecs, igniting an electric fire all the way down my spine.

Her kiss was all tongue and lust, mouth greedy, teeth nipping at my lower lip. She whispered, “You have no idea what you do to me,” then slammed her lips to mine, tongue fucking my mouth until I nearly blacked out.

She didn’t break for air, not once. When she pulled away, her eyes blazed, hands still inside my shirt.

“That’s how you kiss a man,” she declared.

The couch went silent, everyone stunned at the sheer force.

Harper dove in next, and she didn’t bother to straddle, just grabbed my face and dragged me in like I was oxygen and she was suffocating. Her lips crashed to mine, her tongue slick and wild. Harper kissed like she lived, chaotic, fearless, all-in.

At one point, she bit my lower lip, drawing a cry from me and a round of cheers from the couch.

She pulled me so close I could smell the faint trace of whiskey on her breath, her hands tangled in my hair.

When she broke off, she left a mark, literal and figurative.

Aria was all calculation, but when she slipped onto my lap, her body said what her words never would. She straddled me, thighs bracketing my hips, tits mashed to my chest. She ran her fingers through my hair, tilting my head with surgeon’s precision, then kissed me softly at first, lips teasing, tongue flicking just the tip of mine.

But then she deepened the kiss, her hips rolling to grind her heat straight onto my cock. Her kiss was clinical and devastating, a masterclass in driving a man insane.

She pulled back, lips shiny, and whispered, “Rate that, Turner.”

My brain shorted out. “Perfect,” I gasped, and the word was gospel.

Camille’s turn. If anyone thought she’d fade in the crowd, they forgot what shy girls do when they hit the edge.

She sat beside me, slid a hand up my chest, and kissed me softly, coaxing my lips open. Her tongue flicked inside, gentle but sure. Then she nipped my lower lip, surprising us both.

It was tender, sweet, but hungry, like she’d been waiting her whole life for this moment.

She pulled back, breath catching, eyes never leaving mine. A shiver ran through her, but she didn’t look away, not even once.

Then Hailey. She didn’t walk, she stalked. She straddled me so hard the chair threatened to tip, her legs wide, her ass in my palms before I even realized it.

Hailey grabbed my face with both hands, crashed her mouth to mine, and fucked me with her tongue like she meant to leave dents.

She rolled her hips, her wet heat grinding into my cock, and moaned loud, wild, no filter.

I squeezed her ass, pulling her in tight, and she nearly lost it, grinding harder as she devoured my mouth.

When she finally stopped, she drew a line of spit from my lips to hers, grinning in victory.

“Winner, hands down,” she breathed, but the look in her eye said she’d never back down from a fight.

The room was a disaster. Every girl looked ruined, cheeks flushed, breaths ragged, nipples hard, thighs pressed tight together.

I had to pick a winner. I stared at them, each one wrecked in a different way, but two stood out. Misha, eyes glossy with need and hope, and Jenna, gloating but vulnerable, hands still shaking.

I swallowed, then played the only card that wouldn’t shatter the group.

“Tie,” I said, voice hoarse. “Misha and Jenna. No way in hell I could choose.”

It landed with a thud. First silence, then the unspoken realization that the game was now something else. No more rules, no more pretense.

Just the raw, wild escalation of what we’d always wanted.

The rest of the night blurred after that, everyone stealing glances, touches, longing for what came next.

But the real battle? That was just getting started.

***

The house didn’t so much wind down as splinter. One by one, the girls peeled off, Hailey to the showers, Harper juggling guitars and a bottle of water, Aria making a beeline for her laptop, Camille tiptoeing upstairs clutching a bowl of leftover M&Ms. The echoes of the game still danced in the air, every surface humming with aftershocks.

I lingered in the kitchen, counting ice cubes into a glass. My cock was still semi-hard, brain fried on adrenaline and the taste of lips, soft and wild, that I’d never be able to forget. I tried to focus on something normal. The cold sting of water, the hum of the fridge, even the weird glow of the porch lights through the window.

It didn’t help.

Footsteps padded up behind me, quiet as confessions in church.

Misha came in first, hair loose, cheeks bright with leftover heat. A beat later, Jenna slipped in from the other door, eyes dark and locked on mine.

Nobody said a word. For a second, it was just three bodies frozen in the kitchen, the air between us thick as cake batter.

Then they moved, unplanned, unscripted, closing in on me until my back hit the counter.

Misha’s hands anchored my shoulders. Jenna pressed against my side, her chest soft and insistent, her hand roaming to my ribcage. They sandwiched me in, close enough that I could barely breathe. My pulse punched the inside of my skull.

Their mouths found me at the same time.

Misha kissed me first, slow, searching, pouring out everything she’d kept bottled across a thousand family dinners. Jenna’s lips dove in next, wild, reckless, tongue tangling with mine as she bit at my jaw, then crashed her mouth into Misha’s for a second before coming back to me.

We melted into one hungry, tangled mass. Hands everywhere, lips everywhere, every rule we’d ever made dead on arrival.

I lost control. My palms slid down both their backs, groping greedily. First a handful of Jenna’s ass, so perfect it made me dizzy, then Misha’s, soft and hot in my grip. I grabbed their hips, yanking them in, pinning them both to my front as my cock strained to break free.

Jenna moaned, low and desperate, grinding her tits against my arm. Her hands wandered under my shirt, nails raking over my abs, fingers teasing my waistline. Misha clung to my neck, body pressed flush, her thigh wedged between my legs and rocking gently against me.

I didn’t care about consequences. I just needed more. More mouth, more body, more of the war between them that ignited every nerve in me.

Misha’s lips trailed to my ear. “Fuck, you taste so good, baby,” she whispered, her breath a living thing. Jenna answered by grabbing the back of my head and yanking me into another soul devouring kiss, her tongue darting wild and hot.

The two of them turned me inside out. My hands roamed freely, squeezing, pawing, fighting to decide whose ass, whose tit, whose body I wanted most. But the truth was, I wanted both, and right now, they wanted me just as bad.

For a heartbeat, Misha and Jenna kissed each other, messy, reckless, then fought over my lips again, taking turns, never letting up. The shock of it almost finished me on the spot.

There was nothing soft or careful, just raw, pulsing need. My cock strained, leaking pre already, as I squeezed and kneaded both girls, greedily savoring every moan and shudder.

That’s when we heard voices and laughter, Hailey and Aria coming from the living room, heading our way.

In an instant, the mood vaporized. Then, as fast as it had started, they jerked apart.

Both of them looked at me, faces stunned and open, lips swollen, hair wild. For a second, nobody breathed as the three of us let what we had almost done sink in.

Then Misha grabbed Jenna’s wrist, and without a word, they vanished down the hall.

Hailey and Aria appeared in the kitchen doorway just as I turned to the sink, my hands trembling, jeans tenting in front, the swollen head of my cock straining past the waistband. I tried to hide it, but the ache was impossible to mask; my cock throbbed, sticky from need, my body ruined by denial, so desperate I could barely stand still.

The girls didn’t even notice. They just cracked up, voices chiming in smug harmony, tossing sharp little jabs about our seven-way make-out session, promising to do it again soon. Their laughter ricocheted through the kitchen as they apologized in that singsong, taunting way, acting like it was all a big joke, sorry for leaving me totally blue-balled, but not sorry at all. They kept it up, relentless, reminding me that the house rules were back in play, no exceptions, not even for me. I couldn’t say a word. I just stood there stiff and aching, cock pulsing behind sticky denim, knowing relief was a million miles away.

When I finally headed for my room, I didn’t even pretend to play it cool.

Lying in bed, I stared at the ceiling, replaying the taste of them, the way their bodies had felt, the stolen glances, the heat that had nearly gone nuclear in that kitchen.

It should have ended there. But the house was old, walls thin, and the things I heard next only made everything crazier.

Misha and Jenna’s voices filtered through from the next room.

First hushed, then sharper, then urgent.

“I’m not giving him up,” Misha said, clear as crystal.

“We don’t have to,” Jenna countered. “We just need ground rules. If he wants both, we share. No drama.”

“You think it’s that simple?”

“It can be. We’ll take turns. Or… maybe all three, sometimes.”

“I’m not letting you win.”

“Or lose. So—deal?”

A long silence, then a burst of laughter. I heard the thump of a body against the wall, maybe tackling, maybe a hug. Hard to say.

After that, nothing but low, intimate whispers. The words lost, the meaning electric. The only thing I knew for sure was that the house rules were over. Extinct. Hell, they hadn’t even lasted our first full month together in the house. In this new world, everything was up for grabs.

I drifted off to sleep, cock still hard, haunted by the knowledge that this was only the beginning.

And that I didn’t stand a chance. Not against them. Not even against myself.


Chapter seven
Cosplay Companions


Iwas dead to the world when my bedroom door slammed open, rattling the hinges like it owed Camille money.

She blew in like a storm, blue-eyed and wild, clutching her phone as if it was the last thread holding her to reality. Her hair was half-fried from static or panic or both, and her face was pure mayday distress. She didn’t even knock, just barreled through, tripped on the edge of my rug, and skidded to a stop beside my bed.

I blinked, trying to process the shift from midnight sex zombie to full daylight cosplay drama. She wore an oversized hoodie and the kind of pleated skirt that might as well have been spray-painted onto her hips, but she didn’t notice the way her thighs peeked with every move. Her hands shook as she jabbed at her screen, muttering “No, no, no—oh god—no” with each furious swipe.

“Uh, Cami? Everything okay?” I croaked, grabbing for the nearest shirt to cover my chest.

She didn’t even look at me. She stalked over, eyes wild, and blurted, “I am so sorry. I know this is insane, but I need your help, like DEFCON-1 levels of help. Please. Please say you’ll listen before you say no.”

I nodded, because what else was I going to do? Half the time she was too shy to order pizza. Now she was breaking into my room like someone had set her on fire.

Camille brandished the phone, waving it like evidence at a murder trial. Her voice tripped over itself: “My cosplay partner just canceled on me. For RoseCon. The contest is TOMORROW and he bailed, won’t pick up, won’t text, nothing. I can’t—I can’t do it solo, Eli, I’ll get disqualified, and I spent weeks, months, on this. I don’t even have a backup. I’m freaking out, I’m actually going to die—”

She cut herself off, sucking in air. The panic was so thick it might as well have been syrup.

I tried to sound reassuring, but she ran right over it.

“Look, I know this is nuts, but you’re the only one who even fits the build for the character, and everyone else will be too busy making fun of me or just won’t get it,” she babbled, voice cracking. “It’s Moonlight Ronin. You know? The anime with—” She paused, finally looking straight at me. Searching for a spark of recognition.

The bottom dropped out of my stomach. Moonlight Ronin. My not-so-secret obsession, binge-watched in three days flat, every episode locked into memory. I never talked about it with anyone here, too easy to imagine the teasing, or worse, the pity.

Camille clocked the reaction instantly. Her eyes widened, voice suddenly hopeful. “Wait... oh my god. You do know it, don’t you? You’ve watched Moonlight Ronin!”

I tried to play dumb, but she pounced.

“You have! You totally have! Eli, please, I’m begging you. I’ll do anything. I can teach you the lines. The poses. You don’t even have to go in public if you don’t want, just—just wear the costume with me for the judging. I can’t lose after all this work. I can’t.”

She was nearly hyperventilating, hands balled into fists, hoodie sleeve nearly covering half her face. Her whole vibe had shifted from sad anime waif to woman-on-the-ledge and I was the only parachute in sight.

I swallowed, trying to keep up. “Okay, slow down. What exactly do you need?”

If anything, the plea got more desperate.

“I need you to be the White Ronin. The main male lead. I already built the whole suit, like, the full regalia, complete with armor plates, wig, even the boots. It’s you, Eli. You’re the only one who can pull it off—please, please—”

She wasn’t blinking. If this was acting, she deserved an Oscar. But there was more behind it: the tremor in her voice, the raw edge of hope and fear.

For a second, I just stared. No one had ever looked at me like that, like I was the last hope before total disaster.

Something soft cracked open in my chest.

I caved. “I’ll do it.”

For a heartbeat, I thought she hadn’t heard me. Then she exploded.

“Ohmygod, yes! Yes! You’re perfect. You saved everything!” Camille’s entire face transformed, terror melting into pure sunlight. The switch was so fast it made my head spin.

She spun in place, hair flying, then rushed forward and locked me in an impulsive hug. For a split second, her out-of-this-galaxy body pressed tight against mine, all desperate relief and warmth, and then she jerked back, mortified, cheeks on fire.

“Sorry! That was—just—thank you! I’ll go get the costume—wait here, don’t move, I’ll bring the pieces so you can see—oh my god, I have to—”

Words failed her. Instead, she wheeled around and rocketed out the door, a blur of bare legs and nervous energy.

Down the hall, I could hear drawers yanked open. The sound of something heavy thudding against the floor. Curses. The whir of her sewing machine starting up, straining at a seam.

Every trace of the old, quiet Camille was gone. This one was pure adrenaline, creative chaos, hurricane force.

And I was stuck in the eye of the storm, half-dressed and wondering if I’d just said yes to the weirdest date of my life, or maybe the best.

I let the noise wash over me, grinning like an idiot, hoping the rest of the house didn’t wake up and ask what the hell was happening.

Because “Moonlight Ronin” was go time, and Camille Foster was suddenly a lot more than just the shy girl in the next room.

***

Camille was a one-woman blitz when she reappeared: arms stacked with costume bags, boots, wig boxes, and something that looked suspiciously like a sword sticking out of a duffel.

She didn’t even knock. She just shouldered my door open, cheeks pink with excitement, and started dumping gear on the nearest flat surface.

“Got everything! I hope you’re ready, ‘cause this is a lot,” she said, barely pausing for air.

I started to sit up, but she was already yanking me by the wrist. “Never mind this. To the workshop! Can’t risk wrinkling the fabric before showtime,” she insisted.

The next thing I knew, I was stumbling through her bedroom door, into a creative fever dream.

If the living room was girl-chaos, this was a whole other level.

Every inch of wall was plastered in reference art, color palettes, pose diagrams, and hand-drawn sketches of swords, armor, and dramatic anime mid-battle stares. The bed was buried under spools of thread and foam plates shaped for armor. Wigs, blue and silver and black, glared out from styrofoam heads. Shelves were packed with neatly labeled boxes, makeup, adhesives, paint, glitter, gel. Even her window was half-blocked by a sewing machine perched next to a cup filled with color-coded pens.

The smell was wild: a hit of fabric softener, sharp glue, the faint sweetness of old perfume. Light from her desk lamp hit the gold details on the costumes, throwing shapes over the walls like something from a fever dream.

Camille barely noticed my brain melting down. She kicked a pile of fuzzy capes out of the way and motioned me into the center of the room. She worked fast, an assembly line of pins, buckles, and rapid-fire instructions.

“Base layer first, then boots, then armor. If you sweat, just tell me, I have backup shirts,” she babbled, already sorting through her treasures.

The “base” was a fitted black suit, soft and stretchy, like the world’s sexiest ninja pajamas. I ducked behind a half-curtain to wriggle into it, trying to remember how to breathe.

When I emerged, Camille was waiting, tools in hand. The artist had fully replaced the wallflower.

She sized me up, gaze hungry and analytical, then immediately stepped in close, fingers busy at my throat.

The first brush of her hand set every nerve on edge. She adjusted the collar, tugging the fabric until it sat flush, her breath ghosting across my skin. Every move was efficient, but intimate as hell.

Camille circled behind me, arms reaching around my chest to fasten a breastplate, the gesture almost-almost-a hug.

“I made this from triple-layer foam. Lighter than it looks,” she explained, her voice suddenly clear and confident. “The character’s a swordsman, so I reinforced the shoulders, but you should be able to move. Does it pinch?”

I shook my head, not trusting my voice.

She leaned in, face near mine, and buckled the left vambrace, then the right. Her hair brushed my jaw; the scent of coconut shampoo hit like a memory.

I tried not to think about the way her fingertips lingered on my wrists, or the fact that she was close enough I could count every detail of her glossy, bubble-gum lips as she frowned in concentration.

Next came the sash, white, with embroidered silver moon sigils. She knelt, expertly wrapping it around my waist, careful not to touch more than necessary. But every pass of her hands across my hips left me gritting my teeth, and I willed my cock to remain holstered.

Camille glanced up, suddenly bashful, but the pro never quit. “You’re holding up really well. I know this is weird, but you’re…honestly perfect for the part,” she said.

I couldn’t help the laugh. “You’d make an insane costumer for Hollywood.”

She grinned, bright as a sunrise. “Thanks. That’s the dream, someday. But first, we have to not die of embarrassment at RoseCon.”

She slid the final armor pieces over my forearms, fingers tightening each strap, her body bracketing mine as she adjusted the fit. Her concentration was ferocious: lips pursed, brow furrowed, eyes glowing in the lamplight.

For a long second, we were just a tangle of arms and fabric, and the rest of the world fell away. No house, no noise, just the slow, steady thunder of my own pulse.

Then, wig time.

She popped the box and withdrew a length of snow-white hair, already styled and glossy under the light.

“Stand tall,” she murmured, her voice suddenly low.

She stepped behind, gathering my real hair out of the way, fingers gentle but sure. I shivered as her knuckles grazed the nape of my neck, the feeling so intimate it should have been criminal.

She slipped the wig cap on, tugged the white hair into place, and fussed with the style until every strand fell just right. Her eyes narrowed, zeroing in on the tiniest imperfection, and she made a micro-adjustment before stepping back to admire her work.

The reflection caught me off guard. In the vanity mirror, I looked nothing like myself. The White Ronin glared back: pale hair, silver and black armor, eyes sharp in the half-light.

Camille hovered at my shoulder, gaze proud and hungry. “You look—wow. I knew you’d suit him, but that’s next-level. Just need to finish your makeup.”

She gestured for me to settle in front of her mirror. I did, hands suddenly unsure, nerves firing in all directions.

She took her kit from the shelf, selected brushes and powders, and rolled her chair close.

“Look up for me?”

I obeyed, trying not to notice how her knees pinned me between the counter and her chair. She worked quickly, outlining my eyes with smoky liner, adding shadows to sharpen my jaw and make the angles of my face match the character design.

Her fingers were cool, light, but when she needed a better angle, she cupped my jaw in both hands. The touch was gentle, reverent, like I might vanish if she wasn’t careful. I met her gaze in the mirror and nearly lost track of time. The girl was insanely beautiful.

Camille’s focus was absolute, her tongue caught between her teeth as she dabbed at a stubborn smudge, her brows drawn in fierce concentration. When she leaned so close I could see the flecks of gold and green in her irises, my breath stuttered.

She must have noticed. Her cheeks flushed pink, but she never broke the spell.

“This part is what makes the character come alive,” she said softly, smudging color along my cheekbones. “White Ronin’s whole story is that he wears a mask for the world, but he’s really just…tired of pretending. He only lets the Shadow Queen see his real self.”

I grinned, unable to help it. “Fitting, then. Is that who you’re cosplaying? The Shadow Queen?”

She ducked her head, shy and proud at once. “Yeah. She’s a little extra for me, but…I built the whole gown from scratch. I kind of live for her storyline.”

Her hands stilled, still holding my face. “You know, most people would laugh if they saw all this. The armor, the makeup, the drama. But you get it, don’t you?”

I swallowed, nerves raw. “Yeah. I really do.”

She finished the final touches, then spun the chair so we were face-to-face. “Ready for the reveal?”

She held up the phone so I could compare the reference to my reflection.

Holy shit.

I looked like I’d stepped out of the show, a perfect mirror of the White Ronin, scowling and sharp, every detail meticulously executed.

But the real showstopper was Camille herself. In the glow of the lamp, her face was flushed, pupils wide, lips parted as she examined her work. The shy housemate had vanished, replaced by an artist, a queen. The confidence was magnetic.

She ran a thumb over my cheek, proud and a little possessive. “You’re perfect. I mean it. Thank you.”

Her words sent a jolt through my chest.

The spell broke only when she sprang back up and began prepping her own costume, tossing instructions over her shoulder:

“We need to rehearse the poses! I’ll teach you the lines for the contest scene. The walk-on is at twelve sharp, so hydrate. I’ll finish adjusting your armor once I get my gloves on. Oh, and don’t even think about sitting on the bed in that gear. It wrinkles.”

I could only nod, dumbstruck by the transformation, not just in me, but in her.

It wasn’t just a costume. It was a whole new universe, built by her hands and brought to life, right here in a bedroom that smelled like lavender spray and two a.m. dreams.

And the girl who’d built it was suddenly the most interesting person I’d ever known.

I couldn’t wait to see what came next.

***

The Rosehaven Comic Convention Center hit like a punch to the senses.

From the second we crossed through the sliding doors, it was mayhem: wall-to-wall color, thundering music from a gaming booth, the ripe tang of con-floor popcorn, and the constant buzz of excited voices tripping over each other in half a dozen languages. Big banners hung from the rafters, glossy with animation stills and superhero fan art. Everywhere you looked, something gleamed, metallic capes, vinyl boots, painted skin.

Camille sidled up next to me at the entrance, every trace of nervousness wiped clean. She wasn’t the soft housemate anymore; she was the Shadow Queen, back straight, hips swaying, arms bare except for the elegant sweep of her costume’s dramatic sleeves. Her blonde hair, dyed pitch black for the role, rippled down her back. A feathered crown perched just so on her head, picking up every glint of overhead light.

She didn’t hesitate. Not once. She took my gauntleted arm, fingers slipping under the edge of the armor, and pulled me into the current of bodies.

“You must survey your domain,” Camille intoned, her voice gone smoky and low. If I’d closed my eyes, I would have sworn she’d ripped the line straight from the anime.

I almost laughed, but there was nothing funny about how she transformed. Her walk, her posture, even the way she looked at me, all power, all queen. It was hypnotic.

We’d barely made it ten steps before the first cluster of strangers asked for a photo.

A college girl in a skin-tight bodysuit flagged us down. “Wait. Are you two from Moonlight Ronin? That’s incredible!”

Camille’s entire face lit up. She leaned in, voice velvet. “Shall we give them a pose, my Ronin?” she purred.

I froze, but she moved like a natural, instructing me to square my stance, then slid in close so her hand cupped my jaw and pulled our faces together. In the anime, the White Ronin and Shadow Queen had a signature pose: his arm locked around her waist, her hand guiding his sword, their lips almost touching.

Camille didn’t just imitate it, she sold it. She pressed tight against my side, her thigh brushing mine, her eyes locked on my mouth as if she might just drag me in for a real kiss.

The flash went off. I didn’t move.

“That was perfect,” the fan squealed, already uploading the photo to Instagram.

We got mobbed for the next hour. Every time, it was the same: Camille radiated queen energy, taking command, improvising quotes or postures on the fly. She wasn’t shy about touching me, either. She’d use the excuse of “getting the pose right” to slide her hand inside my armor, grazing my chest, or thread her arm into mine, fingers seeking bare skin in the space between the bracers and glove. The heat of her body was impossible to ignore.

At the food court, she claimed a table in a shadowed alcove and sprawled, one leg elegantly perched on my lap. “The Ronin must always remember whom he serves,” she murmured, leaning in so close I could taste her breath. When I made a joke about her “ordering me around,” she deadpanned, “Obedience is not optional, White Ronin. You swore an oath.” She let the word “oath” hang, then ghosted her lips against my ear for effect.

I shivered so hard I spilled my drink. Camille laughed, wicked and unfiltered.

“Is this weird for you?” I asked, half-mortified.

She studied me, lashes low, a sly smile curling her lips. “Not weird. Fun. It’s easier to pretend I’m someone else.” The confession was so raw, it was almost out of character except she never broke the queen act for long. “Besides, you make a really convincing Ronin. I almost can’t tell if you’re acting or not.”

I didn’t know how to answer. So I just kept playing along.

She taught me three new poses on the spot, close, closer, and “every fan’s fantasy.” The last had us standing toe to toe, her hand at my throat, my face angled as if waiting for her to claim me. When the cameras flashed, she whispered the anime’s most famous line under her breath: “You are my sword and shield, no matter the darkness.”

Her lips brushed my skin. That was all it took. My entire body went tight, hot, electric.

Between the photo ops, Camille made up running commentary on the cosplays we passed. Sometimes she sounded silly and irreverent (“I swear there’s been six Shadow Queens and not one of them could swing a sword to save their life”), but other times she’d pull me aside and gush about a clever detail on someone else’s build. She geeked out over another competitor’s hand-painted helmet, dragging me in for a close look, then whispered, “I love when people go all in. It’s kind of addictive, isn’t it?”

I nodded, heart pounding, but she’d already moved on, waving at a little kid in Pikachu pajamas as if she’d ruled con floors her whole life.

I barely recognized her. The real Camille was so careful, so anxious about being seen despite her jaw-dropping beauty. This one? She hunted attention, craved it, glowed under every gaze. It was impossible not to fall into her orbit.

The tension wasn’t just for the audience, either. Every time her body pressed against mine, every time she snapped out an order in Shadow Queen mode, something between us ratcheted tighter and hotter. Acting or not, half the poses left us tangled and breathless, her lips a hairsbreadth from mine.

At one point, a vendor called us over and asked us to reenact the “wounded hero” scene from episode sixteen. Camille didn’t hesitate: she swept my sword hand to her chest, then slid her body down to “cradle” me as if I’d just survived a war. The physical contact nearly undid me. Her fingers found the inside of my wrist, not by accident, but slow and purposeful, and she held it to her heart while she looked up at me, eyes blazing.

“Promise me you won’t leave,” she murmured, quoting directly from the show.

Something in the way she said it made me want to answer for real.

I swallowed. “I swear it. Even if all the stars go out.”

The vendor clapped, snapping half a dozen more photos, but the real moment hung between us, silent and burning.

We kept moving, lost in the madness.

Camille took every twist and turn of the convention in stride: ducking into side halls to adjust a bracer, fixing smudged makeup under the awning of a vendor’s tent, dragging me through crowded aisles packed with screaming fans and lazy security guards. She greeted other cosplayers in character, never dropping the act. It was like she’d shed her skin and become a new creature, one that didn’t doubt anything.

I followed her, caught in the undertow.

Now and then, we’d catch other Rosehaven students in the crowd: a random girl from Misha’s sorority, a couple of frat guys who’d clearly come to check out the anime babes. Always, ever time, heads turned when Camille glided by, her gown and crown impossible to ignore. Sometimes she’d shoot me a private smirk, like she was daring me to break character, but I just rolled with it, secretly loving every second.

I don’t know when it shifted from play-acting to something else. Maybe it was the third or fourth time our hands found each other without thinking, or how easy the in-jokes flowed, private lines from our favorite episodes whispered between the flashes.

There was a rhythm to the whole day: pose, touch, laugh, repeat. The more I played her Shadow Queen’s Ronin, the more I wanted to know if the real Camille was anything like this bold, wild version she unleashed for the crowd.

The closer we got to contest time, the more the world collapsed into just us, her fingers twining into mine, lips at my ear, her voice going low and sweet when she said “Stay close. You make me braver.”

I was already hers.

The last hour before the contest, we ducked into the green room behind the stage, hearts racing, sweat prickling under the armor and velvet.

She set her hands on my chest plate, eyes shining. “Still with me?”

“Always,” I answered, and meant it.

Camille grinned, all teeth and promise. “Don’t forget the choreography.”

Then she tugged me toward the side curtain, ready to take on the world.

If I’d thought the convention would drain us, I was wrong. We were just getting started.

***

Stepping out onto the contest stage with Camille was like slipping inside my own head, the part where dreams edge into panic and euphoria.

The lights were brutal, white, endless, zero mercy for nerves. Rows of fans filled the space beyond the edge, faces masked by the glow, all eyes on us.

Camille didn’t hesitate. She swept into character, every step deliberate, heels clicking like a queen’s army.

I followed, pulse jackhammering.

Our routine was Camille’s masterpiece, a sequence from the show’s big, final-battle confession. She’d drilled it backstage, every pose, every glance.

First, the standoff: her at one end of the stage, me at the other, both turned in profile. In the anime, this was the cold war, the Queen daring the Ronin to cross the line.

She slashed her cape and pointed, voice ringing pure. “You! You will kneel, White Ronin. You will obey, or you will break.”

My cue. I stalked forward, boots loud on the plank, armor creaking. All I could see was her, the way the black gown hugged her waist, the flash of thigh as she pivoted, the wicked curl of her lip.

I dropped to one knee at her feet, sword across my palm.

“In this life and the next, I serve only you,” I said, voice steady.

The crowd gasped. Camille quivered, intent and wild.

She knelt to me, reaching for my cheeks, her painted nails scraping over my jaw. “No mask. No lies. Show me who you are, just for me.”

I let the helmet fall, white wig tumbling over my brow. Our faces were close enough to share air. She brushed a thumb along my cheekbone, gaze locked.

“You are my Shadow and my salvation,” I whispered, just as she’d taught me.

Camille’s lips parted. For the beat of a heart, we didn’t move.

Then came the clincher: the not-quite kiss.

She grabbed my collar, yanked me down, eyes wide with something that wasn’t acting anymore. Our mouths hovered, breath mingling, every nerve raw.

Someone in the audience screamed, “Kiss!” but that wasn’t the script. The tension did the work, the trembling hunger, the wish so sharp you could eat it.

She held me there, trembling, then let the moment crack.

We spun apart, swords drawn, backs together, ready to take on the world.

The lights faded. The MC’s voice boomed: “Give it up for your grand champions, Moonlight Ronin’s White Ronin and the Shadow Queen!”

The world exploded, cheering, whistles, the full sound of a hundred phones snapping our eternity. We took a bow, dazed, limbs shaking.

Camille turned, trophy in hand, and hurled herself at me with zero warning.

She leapt into my arms, legs hooking my hips, arms tight around my neck. And this time, she didn’t hesitate.

She kissed me.

Not a peck or a prop, this was the real thing. Her mouth claimed mine, full and soft and hot enough to melt the glue in my armor. I lost all track of the crowd, the judges, the rules. Just her, lips parted, tongue slick against my own, her whole body a live wire in my hands.

It lasted maybe a second, maybe an hour. The world came back in a roar.

She broke the kiss, face flushed, hair wild, eyes glazed. For a split second, she looked like she might cry, or scream, or rip the rest of the costume off me right there.

Instead, she grabbed my wrist and dragged me offstage, through the curtain, down a twisting back hallway, away from the crowd and the noise.

We staggered into an empty corridor, both of us panting, the trophy clattering to the floor.

Camille flung herself against me, pinning me to the wall. She was shaking, adrenaline, fear, hunger, all of it.

She pressed her forehead to mine, breath ragged.

In a lost, aching voice, she whispered, “If you die, I’ll go with you. Even if the world is drowned in darkness, I’ll find you, always.”

The show’s ultimate love confession. The line from episode twenty-six, the canon moment.

I swallowed hard, voice raw. “No night will ever keep me from you,” I whispered back, quoting the answer.

She trembled in my arms, and then all hell broke loose.

We collided, mouths desperate, hands greedy, bodies slamming together hard enough to make the vinyl of her bodice creak. Her lips parted for me, tongue slick and frantic, kissing like this was the only chance we’d ever have.

I grabbed her by the waist, yanked her close, feeling the heat of her thighs through the slitted skirt. She wrapped a leg around mine, grinding against my hip, the motion slow and obscene.

Her hands were everywhere, clawing at my jaw, threading into the wig, tracing the seam between armor and real skin. Every inch she uncovered, she feasted on.

She broke the kiss, nipped my neck, and moaned, “I want you. Right now. I want you so bad it hurts.”

I groaned, rolling her against the wall, pinning her wrists above her head. My mouth found her throat, then her shoulder, kissing the exposed flesh between the feathers of her cape. She shuddered, arching so her breasts mashed against my chest, nipples hard even through the gown.

I wanted to rip the costume open, but the thought of destroying her art snapped me back. I settled for sliding my hands under the skirt, palming the bare skin of her thighs. Her panties were black, thin as ambition. I hooked a finger into the waistband, tugged, feeling the heat and slickness already pooling between her legs.

She gasped, wriggling against me. “Eli—oh god, please—”

We couldn’t tear each other apart fast enough. I fumbled with the zipper at her side; she yanked the armor plate off my arm, letting it fall with a thud. She pushed up into my hands, greedy for every touch.

We kissed again, rough and gorgeous, her lipstick smearing onto my mouth. Her fingers scratched my jaw, claimed me, owned me.

My cock strained in the base layer, so hard it ached. I pressed it against her, grinding till she moaned.

She fisted my hair. “Please, I need to feel you—”

I slipped my hand between her legs, found the soaked band of her panties, and cupped the heat of her pussy. She bucked, biting my shoulder to kill the scream. I stroked her through the fabric, slow and relentless, loving the way her hips rolled in answer, grinding shamelessly on my palm.

Her head fell back, eyes squeezed shut. The only sounds were her breath and the slick, desperate rub of her cunt against my hand.

I hooked her leg higher, kneading her ass, the curve filling my palm. Her cape spilled around us like a velvet curtain, hiding our bodies from the world.

She finally reached down and found my cock, stroking the length through the tight fabric. I hissed, hips jerking. She stroked me, up and down, marveling at the size, the heat, the pure animal want.

“You’re so hard,” she panted, stroking faster. “I want to see it. I want to touch you, all of you.”

We kissed, hot and messy, while I fingered the edge of her panties, hunting for skin.

She parted her legs without hesitation, letting me slide a finger under the damp cotton, straight to the slick, throbbing lips of her pussy. She was swollen, wet, ready to be fucked right through the wall.

I circled her clit, gentle at first, then harder as she begged for more. Her hips jerked in time with every stroke. She covered my hand with her own, showing me exactly how she liked it, tighter, faster, slow circles with pressure at just the right angle.

The sounds she made were pure filth: whimpers, gasps, a desperate keen every time I rolled her nipple under my thumb.

I pinned her, both hands busy, one working her pussy, the other tugging at the corset to free her breast. The second I got it loose, it spilled into my hand: soft, full, round and perfect, nipple pale and flushed with need.

I rolled the bud, twisting gently. Her entire body wracked with shivers.

She moaned, voice urgent. “If you keep doing that I’ll—oh god, Eli—”

I dipped two fingers inside her, and she tightened around them, muscles pulsing. The heat and wetness was insane, unfiltered, raw, nothing shy left.

She fucked herself on my hand, grinding her clit against my thumb, her arms anchored around my neck. Her lips found my ear.

“I want you to come, too,” she whispered. “I want to watch you when you lose control.”

She yanked down my zipper, exposing the bulge beneath. The fabric snagged, then released, and my cock sprang free, hard and leaking. Camille’s eyes went huge.

She gripped it in her fist, stroking the length as if she’d been dreaming about it. The contrast, her delicate hand, my size, made her shudder with pleasure.

She bent, kissing the shaft, licking a bead of pre-cum from the tip. I could have exploded just from the sight of her on her knees in costume, tongue flicking over the head, her eyes blazing up at mine.

But she didn’t want slow. She wanted wild, frantic, messy.

She stood, pressed her body flat to mine, the whole length of my cock sliding over her bare thigh.

I reached up and cupped both breasts, loving the heavy weight and the way her nipples stabbed into my palms. I squeezed, twisted, and she nearly sobbed with need.

“I want you inside me so bad. Can we—do you—” She couldn’t finish.

I pressed her against the wall, letting her feel the length of me between us.

I found her mouth, kissed her deep, all tongue and teeth and lust.

My hand never left her pussy. I stroked and circled, feeling her get wetter, hotter, lost to the pleasure.

She jerked in my hand, nails digging into my back. I gripped her tighter, pumping my fingers faster, and her body bowed with release.

She clamped a hand over her mouth as she came, hips bucking, pleasure ripping through her in waves. Her pussy gushed around my fingers, soaking the fabric, making the sweetest mess.

I kissed her through it, devouring every gasp and shiver.

She didn’t let up, not for a second. Even in the aftermath, she kept stroking my cock, desperate for me to join her.

She broke off the kiss, stroking my cock in her fist, and her eyes went wild with hunger. “Please, Eli. I need you inside me, right now. I want you to be my first.”

The words hit like a jolt, raw adrenaline thundering through my veins, legs weak, cock throbbing. “Cami, are you sure?”

She nodded so fast her hair tumbled, her gaze desperate and bright. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

She didn’t hesitate, not for a second. Cami reached down and guided my cock right between her trembling thighs, lining me up so my tip grazed her soaked, needy lips.

Fire surged through me at that, my whole body wound tight. My cock pulsed hot against her slick opening, and I groaned, barely able to keep my balance.

She shifted her hips and took me in, slow but sure, her velvet heat swallowing me up. The world spun, air leaving my lungs as pleasure crashed over me.

I nearly lost it. My cock split her open, her pussy gripped me in soft, trembling squeezes that made my head spin. “Oh fuck, Cami. I won’t last long.”

“Come inside me,” she gasped, her voice just a whimper. “I want to feel everything.”

She locked her legs around me, pulling me against her as I pushed in deeper, groaning as her eyes went wild and her nails dug into my back. “That’s it. Don’t stop. It feels so fucking good.”

I worked forward gently, feeling the resistance, then I broke through, taking her virginity as pleasure threatened to wipe me out.

Cami cried out, her whole body shaking, tits bouncing, pussy clutching my cock in hungry waves, pulling me all the way in until I bottomed out, buried to the hilt.

It was like nothing I’d ever felt, pure lightning. I groaned and kissed her hard, our tongues tangling as the need roared between us.

Cami started rocking, slow and deep, fucking me in sweet, measured strokes that made every nerve stand on end. I matched her, thrusting in and out, the sounds of our hips slapping together echoing down the hall.

She pressed her shoulders to the wall, arms tight around my neck, staring into my eyes as we fucked in long, slow rolls. “I’ve wanted you forever,” she choked out, barely a whisper, eyes rolling back as she moaned.

That was it. The look she gave me shattered every last ounce of self-control, every feeble attempt at restraint, every sense of this being a bad idea. I snapped, the world shrinking down to the slick, desperate squeeze of her pussy and the fevered gasps tangling between our lips. I drove into her with wild, shuddering thrusts, fueled by months of wanting her and a fantasy I’d never allowed myself to name.


She met every move, hips rolling to meet me, her walls fluttering around my cock. Each stroke sent a charge through my spine, dizzy and electric, pleasure so deep it was almost unbearable. Gone was any thought of the hallway, the costume, the con, the whole dumb human context. It was just us, bodies pressed so close I thought we might fuse, Camille’s hands clawing at my shoulders and back, her legs locked across my hips so I couldn’t pull away even if I’d wanted to.


“Eli, don’t stop—fuck, please, don’t stop—” she pleaded, her voice gone to pieces, raw and hungry. “I want to feel you. I want every bit of it.”


Her dress was riding up, cape pooled at her waist, corset lopsided. The mess of it, the pure chaos, was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. I couldn’t get enough: I wanted to memorize every tremble of her thigh, every convulsion of her belly, the way her nipples blushed pink and stiff with every thrust.


I reached up and twisted them both, just hard enough to make her whimper. She bit my ear and then my jaw, lips leaving frantic teeth-marks down my neck. “You’re so good, Eli. I can feel you everywhere.”


It was so much, too much. I’d never experienced this kind of electric need with anyone, never felt so completely lost to another person. I buried my face in her shoulder, fucking her against the wall, the friction savage and perfect, her body a puzzle piece I’d been missing since forever.


Her hands were everywhere. Gripping my ass, digging into my back, then fumbling the wig off with a wild laugh. She yanked hard, nearly scalping me. “Much better,” she said, raking her nails through my hair. “I want you, not the costume.”


The words sent me right up to the edge. I groaned, feeling her pussy flutter in response, drawing my climax out like it wanted to milk me dry. She knew it, too. She clamped down, rocked her hips, and gasped, “Come for me. I want to see you lose it.”


The heat built, hot and sharp, my whole body tightening for the break. I braced both hands on the wall behind her and slammed in deep, once, twice, again, the slap of our skin echoing down the corridor. “Cami—fuck—” The orgasm hit like an overdose, pleasure detonating in my core and spreading out in pulsing, liquid fire. My cock jerked, emptying inside her in long, ecstatic bursts, each wave leaving me more hollowed out, more undone, than the last.


She didn’t let go. She clung tight, legs squeezing, arms clutching my neck, holding me pressed so deep I could feel her heartbeat against my chest. Her own climax broke through then, a stuttering, high-pitched whine as her pussy clenched around me, milking more out of me than I thought I even had to give. She spasmed, full-body, and I caught her as her knees buckled.


We stayed like that, locked together, trembling, hearts hammering in sync. The world came back slow: the chemical tang in the air, the wet heat leaking down her thigh, the thud of bass from the main con floor. We were hidden by her cape, but I realized anyone could walk by and see us at any moment. I didn’t care. I could have died right then and not regretted a single choice.


She finally loosened her grip, though she didn’t let go. She rested her forehead on mine, sweat-slick, eyes huge and shining. “You just ruined me for all future sex,” she said, still a little breathless.


I snorted, dizzy with the aftershocks. “You literally broke me,” I confessed. “I might never recover.”


She kissed me again, slow and deep, as if there was anything left to take. There wasn’t. We were both scraped raw, wide open, but somehow safer than before.


We sagged together, bodies sticky and spent, chests heaving. Her makeup was smeared, hair wild around her face, but she looked more alive than ever.

We clung to each other, shivering and dazed.

For a long time, we didn’t move.

She pressed her lips to my ear, tender now. “You really were born to be my Ronin.”

I kissed her, slow this time, gentle.

We cleaned up as best we could, her mopping the worst of my cum from her thighs, me straightening the armor plates. We collapsed onto a bench, side by side, her head on my shoulder, both too raw to speak.

For a few perfect minutes, it was just us and the echo of the last explosion.

We’d blurred the line between fantasy and reality, and neither of us wanted it any other way.

***

We found a bench tucked behind the auditorium, half a world away from the cameras and the chaos.

The second we sat, the mask of our characters started to slip. Camille peeled off her crown and set it in her lap, hands shaking just a little. I tugged the wig free, shaking out the sweaty mess of my real hair.

We looked at each other and cracked up, half-mad, half-exhausted.

Her makeup was streaked down her cheek, and there was a smudge of glitter at her collarbone. The costume’s silk sleeves drooped around her wrists. But the way she looked at me, eyes bright and searching, made it impossible to care.

We sat there in silence, catching our breath.

Finally, Camille spoke. “That was…something,” she said, her voice hoarse.

I nodded, still shell-shocked.

She stared at the trophy, then at the mess we’d made of our costumes. “I’ve never, never, ever, done anything like that before. Not the contest, not the…” She trailed off, reddening, but didn’t look away. “I’ve always been the quiet girl. The one who hides behind books and kind of lets life just…happen around her.”

Her words hung there.

“They would never guess what you pulled off today,” I said. “Not in a million years.”

A small, wry smile curved her lips. “Honestly? I thought if I went big for once, maybe I’d finally get to be noticed for something I actually cared about.”

She fidgeted with the edge of her cape. “But it’s not really me. Not the real world me. I mean, at least, nobody else ever thought so. The cosplay, the making things, the going full drama queen, I always figured if people saw that, they’d think I was weird.”

I reached for her hand, let my fingers rest there, casual but real. “Maybe that’s why it works. Because you’re letting yourself actually own it, even if you think it’s not you.”

Her voice went smaller. “Do you think it’s weird?”

I grinned. “Not even close. I think it’s—”

My tongue fumbled for the word, but I just went with the truth.

“—pretty damn hot. The way you owned the room? I didn’t know you could do that.”

Her hand tightened on mine, relief and something else, hope, maybe, shining in her eyes.

We drifted. The background noise faded, the hallway slowly emptying as cosplayers changed and fans drifted out.

After a while, she said, quieter, “Everything about today was perfect. Even the messy parts. Especially the messy parts.” Her gaze darted to the streak of cum I’d missed cleaning off her thigh. She blushed, but didn’t look away.

“I, uh, hope I didn’t wreck your costume,” I said, laughing.

She winked. “Honestly, it’s an upgrade. Nobody’s ever made me feel like that, Eli. Not even close.”

For a second, all the words jammed up behind my ribs, how much I wanted to kiss her again, to throw away the rules and just let it happen.

But Camille was the bravest girl in the world today, so I owed her my own honesty.

“I liked both sides,” I said. “The Shadow Queen was a trip, but so is the girl who geeks out about sewing patterns and fantasy novels. The way you lit up out there, it wasn’t just cosplay. It was you.”

She looked away, blinking fast, but the smile was real.

“You mean it?”

“Yeah. I mean it.” I couldn’t stop myself. I leaned in, tucked a strand of her real hair behind her ear. For a wild second, I thought she wanted me to kiss her, right there on the bench.

But sometimes, it’s better to let the silence stretch.

Her fingers found mine again, weaving together, tighter now.

We sat for a long time, letting the buzz of the day and the pulse of what we’d done linger in the air.

Finally, the con staff started folding signs and killing the lights. The last few cosplayers dragged themselves toward the exit, heavy with exhaustion but still laughing as they went.

Neither of us wanted to get up, but eventually, I sighed and stood, offering Camille my hand.

She took it, rising to her feet, the cape swirling behind her even as she walked. “Guess we have to go back to normal now.”

“Doesn’t have to be normal,” I said. “Not if you don’t want it to be.”

She bit her lip, cheeks pink. “Maybe I like a little fantasy with my reality.”

We wandered the tiled corridors, cutting through side doors and ducking around the last pockets of noise.

Outside, the day had slipped into twilight. Long shadows bled across the parking lot, and the campus clock tower glowed above the rooftops.

Neither of us spoke on the way to my car.

But every few steps, our hands brushed, and each time we lingered a little longer.

At the car, I fished the keys from my pocket, desperate for an excuse to keep her close.

She stopped me with a hand on my arm.

“Thank you for saving the day,” she whispered. “And for not thinking I’m weird.”

I turned, meaning to say something clever, and instead found her eyes again, wide and beautiful.

She leaned up, soft as a wish, and kissed me, gentle, the barest brush of lips, but it set every nerve aglow.

For a second, we just breathed each other in.

Then she stepped back, smiling, braver than ever.

We climbed into the car, silence humming with everything left unsaid.

On the ride home, I watched her in the dashboard lights, bare legs sprawled, fingers still fidgeting with the edge of her ruined gown.

When we pulled up in front of the townhouse, neither of us moved right away.

“See you inside?” I said, voice rough.

She nodded, glowing.

We stepped onto the porch. The air was still, close. Her hand slid into mine again, fingers threading, a silent vow in every squeeze. My pulse thudded, and Cami turned, eyes sparkling with mischief and that touch of disbelief, as if she couldn’t quite believe what we had done, and I felt the same, reeling, wanting her again even as we had to let go.

We kissed. Slow at first, lips catching, then deeper. The heat flared, her tongue tangling with mine, both of us chasing the taste of the other, savoring the final electric surge. When we parted, my lips tingled.

Cami drew away just enough to meet my gaze, her eyes shining. “Thank you, Eli. For everything.”

My throat tightened. “Anytime, Cami.”

A promise, echoing in the hush of the night, lingering between our hands.

The world was back to normal, but nothing between us would ever be the same.

And that was exactly how I wanted it.


Chapter eight
Thunderstorm Confessions


Thunder crashed so hard it made the walls stutter.

The old townhouse shivered, porch lights on the verge of surrender. Outside, rain came down in sheets, not just a drizzle but a full-on deluge, water hammering the windowpanes with bone-rattling force. Even from the third floor, I swore I could feel the yard turning to soup with every fresh burst.

It was the kind of storm that made you regret every horror story you’d ever read.

Inside, the world was oddly silent, but for the wind and the rush of rain. All the other girls had scattered before the wall of black clouds hit, Camille off to some late shift, Jenna to her friend’s, the others vanished like smart rats before a flood. Which left exactly two people in the Orchard Street Townhouse: me and the one girl who could short-circuit my rational brain even on an ordinary day.

Misha was in my room, perched on the edge of my bed in jean shorts and a battered Rosehaven hoodie, legs bare and folded neatly underneath her like storm-watching royalty.

Her presence filled the room the way sunlight used to, before the heavens went berserk.

We’d planned to cram for our psych midterm. Misha, always the overachiever, had a stack of color-coded flashcards so thick you could probably cinderblock a door with them. I’d brought the snacks, leftover cookies, the last of my good coffee, and about zero actual motivation to study.

It started off normal: note cards, highlighters, a little back-and-forth quiz game. The thunder was annoying, but nothing we hadn’t handled before.

Then the power blinked once, twice, and went out for good.

The sudden darkness was absolute. For a second, the only light was outside, the wild blue-white slap of lightning splitting the clouds.

I heard Misha’s breath catch in the dark. “Okay, that’s…creepy.”

I scrambled for my phone, but the display was a useless dim glow. “Hang on, I’ve got candles somewhere…”

I fumbled through my nightstand, nearly knocking over the coffee. Two minutes later, I coaxed a flame to life and set a trio of squat candles along the edge of my nightstand and window ledge.

The effect was instant.

Candlelight filled the room, painting the walls gold and orange. Every shadow stretched and danced. The storm outside was cut off by a thin bubble of moody, wavering light. The air went heavy with the sweet, warm scent of melting wax and the faintest trace of Misha’s perfume, something soft and clean with maybe vanilla or wildflowers hidden underneath.

Misha let out a low whistle. “Is it weird that I kind of love this? Feels like a sleepover from when I was ten.”

She tucked a curl behind her ear, hair catching the flame and turning it molten. The hoodie collar hung loose, and her bare knees were folded up to her chest, toes painted pale pink. She looked impossibly young and heartbreakingly beautiful.

I tried to focus on the notes between us. I really did.

But the shadows and the storm outside made it feel like we were carved out of the real world, just the two of us, sealed in together, every heartbeat twice as loud.

“Let’s see if I remember your process,” I managed, trying not to stare at her lips. “Start with the yellow for definitions, blue for case studies, pink for whatever you think is going to be the trick exam question, right?”

She blinked, then grinned, a fraction of her old sparkle peeking out. “You’re actually paying attention. I’m shocked.”

A flash of lightning split the sky, so bright it made every line of her face glow. For a second, she looked unreal, her hair haloed, eyes wide.

The next thunderclap landed just afterwards, deep, shaking, so close the windows rattled in their frames.

Misha jumped, hands flying to her knees out of reflex. The movement pulled the hem of her shorts even higher, baring the smooth sweep of her thigh.

For a moment, neither of us spoke. Just the rain, the flicker of candlelight, and the wild thumping of my heart.

Then, like nothing had happened, Misha ducked her head and started flipping through her notecards, lip caught between her teeth in concentration.

I watched in silence, letting the candlelight do its work.

Every shift of her body threw new shadows against the wall. The flames caught in her hair, gilding every flyaway strand, and cast her eyes in deep, impossible blue. Her jaw flexed when she was focused. In the hush, I could hear the whisper of her breath, see how her fingers tapped a silent rhythm on the bedspread when she was thinking hard.

Any time she moved, the subtle scent of her drifted across the narrow bed.

It was hypnotic.

I tried to answer the quiz questions, really. But after every answer, my gaze slid right back to her, her collarbone, the hollow of her throat, the tiny freckles along her forearm. All of it turned soft and tempting by the storm and the flicker of the candle.

She glanced up, caught me staring, and grinned.

“Earth to Eli. You spacing out, or did you short-circuit?”

I coughed, praying she couldn’t see the heat rising in my face. “Sorry. The storm makes it hard to concentrate.”

She arched an eyebrow, a move I’d seen her use a hundred times on Daniel or the other girls, but never on me like this. “Not scared, are you?”

I snorted. “You wish.”

Thunder growled again, like a warning. The windows shivered.

Misha hugged her knees closer, all softness and light. “I’ll be honest. Crazy storms always freaked me out a little. You ever wonder if a bolt’s going to just…take out the roof?”

I laughed, the tension easing. “If it does, at least we’ll ace the midterm before we get zapped.”

She stuck her tongue out at me, then shifted positions, drawing closer to the stack of notes between us. It brought her right to the center of my bed, not even a full hand-width away.

My brain barely registered the words after that point.

The study session moved in fits and starts. We volleyed questions, joked about the professor’s weird obsession with Freud, roasted Daniel’s last attempt at explaining “attachment theory.” The laughter loosened things up, cloaking the room in a blanket of safety, a weird, electric kind of comfort that belonged only to people stranded together in the heart of a storm.

All the while, outside, the thunder never let up.

The house was so old it carried every sound, rain gushing down the gutters, wind shrieking around the eaves, the pop and groan of settling wood. Lightning made Misha flinch, but she’d grit her teeth and keep going.

But what got me, what nearly broke my concentration completely, was watching her in candlelight.

She wasn’t just pretty. She was elemental.

The shadows sculpted her cheekbones, highlighted the little crinkle at the corner of her eye, the soft dip of her upper lip when she smiled. Her hair was a river of gold, tumbling down her back, catching the light with every careless toss.

Even the way she bit her lip, so unconscious, made the room heat up.

After a while, the candle burned down low enough that the entire bed was pooled in gold. Our knees touched once, then stayed that way. I could feel her warmth, the way her body was just barely trembling every time the thunder hit.

She shifted, head close enough I could see every line of her lashes, every fleck of color in her eyes.

“Weird confession,” she whispered, voice low. “I actually…like storms, when someone’s here. It feels different. Like we’re on our own little planet.”

My pulse skipped. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”

A little silence fell.

She started tracing absent patterns on the rumpled bedsheet, back and forth, like a metronome for her thoughts.

The rain got heavier, if that was even possible, turning the glass into a vertical river.

Inside, all was warm and hush and secret. I’d never felt so close to anyone, not even in the moments after sex, not that I’d had much experience with her, the memory still burning from the balcony weeks ago.

A flicker of longing twisted in my gut. I tried to ignore it.

But the way she leaned into the light, the softness of her skin in the glow, the tension in her voice when she spoke, it all felt scripted by fate just to fuck with me.

At one point, she caught me watching again.

A slow, shy smile spread over her lips, all sunshine and invitation. “You’re hopeless at hiding your thoughts, you know.”

I shrugged, busted. “Guilty.”

She set her notecards aside, letting them fall into the candlelit space between us.

For a minute, we both just sat there, knees touching, hands within easy reach.

Outside, the storm let loose another round of thunder.

Inside, the only storm was the one neither of us dared name.

And by the look in her eyes, I wasn’t the only one ready to surrender.

***

She sat, inches away, and just…looked at me.

The air in the room changed, heavier and close. Thunder rumbled through the bones of the house, but it couldn’t touch the silence between us.

Misha drew little circles on the bedspread, fingers dancing over the threads like she was afraid to look up. The candlelight painted her face in soft, wild colors, all shades of wanting and fear.

She started first, always the brave one, no matter what she said.

“I hate how fake I am around Daniel,” she said, voice barely a whisper. “With him, I’m always smiling, always careful. It’s like, if I say or do the wrong thing, he’ll just…shut down. If I show him the real me, he’ll leave.”

My pulse spiked. I wanted to grab her hand, tell her it was impossible for anyone to ever leave her. But I stayed put, letting her find her way.

She kept tracing the same spot on the bed, over and over, eyes shining in the glow. “But with you?” She risked a glance, then smiled, shy. “It’s different. There’s no script, no mask. It’s like I can breathe. Like maybe I’m not actually crazy.”

I swallowed, throat dry.

She laughed, the sound catching. “I didn’t mean to get all deep. It’s just…when you look at me, I feel seen. Not as Daniel’s girlfriend or the ‘good girl’ everyone expects. Just…me. Nobody has ever looked at me the way you do. The way you’re looking at me right now.”

The words hit harder than any thunder.

I couldn’t hold back anymore. The guilt I’d been dragging around for weeks clawed up my spine.

I clenched my jaw, trying to find the words that wouldn’t murder both of us.

“Misha, there’s…” I stalled, breath hitching, heart in my mouth. I watched her fingers; she watched my face. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

She went quiet, bracing. I could see her steeling herself for a bomb.

I forced my lungs to work. “At the Labor Day party at the lake, when Daniel and I chatted on the pier? He told me something. About you two.”

She tensed, hands balling into fists on the blanket.

“He said he cheated,” I said, jaw locked tight. “Not just once. He made it sound like it happened multiple times. Like for years. I didn’t want to believe it, god, I didn’t, but he was so casual, like it didn’t even matter.”

My hands shook. I couldn’t look at her, not right away.

“I should’ve told you sooner,” I managed, voice shot. “I’m sorry. I just…didn’t want to hurt you.”

Thunder crashed, a big one, rattling the glass. But the real storm was inside us.

For a long moment, Misha didn’t say a word.

She stared at the flames, light dancing in her eyes. Then, without warning, she exhaled through her nose and let her whole body relax.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t scream. She just sat there, like a girl standing in the rain, and let herself get soaked.

“That actually tracks,” she said, softer than before. “I kind of always expected it.”

That stopped me dead. “You did?”

She shrugged, weightless now. “I mean, I wouldn’t even let him touch me, not all the way. We kissed and did some over the shirt stuff, but I always stopped him. It never felt right, not once. At first I thought it was just, you know, nerves? But the more he pushed, the more I hated it.”

She glanced at me, a flash of guilt in her eyes. “Honestly, I figured if he wanted it bad enough, he’d find it somewhere else. Maybe I was just…hoping he would, so I’d stop feeling so broken.”

It hurt to hear, but also didn’t. Mostly, I wanted to kill my brother.

She went on, voice steadier now, the lines fading from her forehead. “You know what’s crazy? I don’t even care that he cheated. Not even a little bit. I just feel…relieved.”

She said the word like it was a confession, but her body told the truth. Her shoulders dropped. Her hands went slack, open-palmed, resting easy on the blanket like a weight had been lifted.

Misha didn’t look away, not for a heartbeat. Candlelight splashed her in molten gold, every shadow painting her hunger right onto her skin. “But you… that night, out on the balcony? It was magic. And I felt it, deep down, marrow and nerve, that it was right. Making love to you wasn’t just a choice, it was gravity, pulling us in. Like destiny, written into my bones. Like you are made for me. There’s no other way to say it.”

She fixed me with a look then, unfiltered, bright, devastating.

“It was never going to work with Danny, was it?” she said, the tiniest smile breaking through. “I kept telling myself it would get better, but it never did. It always felt forced. I think I was just scared to let go, scared to disappoint everyone.”

I nodded, every cell in my body aching for her.

She shifted toward me, the space between us almost gone. The storm outside faded to a dull, distant roar.

“Can I be honest?” she asked.

“Always.”

She bit her lip, then smiled for real this time. “I like who I am when I’m with you. Even when we’re doing nothing. Especially then.”

The admission hit like whiskey, hot and sweet and a little dangerous.

I let myself touch her hand, just a brush, afraid she’d pull away.

She didn’t. She turned her palm up, fingers twining with mine, settling into the contact like she’d been waiting for it all her life.

For a while, we sat like that, hands locked, eyes finding each other in the glow.

Every part of her body, her voice, her breath, the lazy way she leaned into me, screamed relief.

All the old tension evaporated.

The person facing me now wasn’t Daniel’s Misha, or the one she played for the sorority or my family.

No masks. Just her.

Thunder rumbled, old and tired now, nothing compared to the electricity running through us.

I wanted to say something brilliant, something to match the gravity of this moment, but nothing came.

I squeezed her hand, hoping she could read the truth in my skin.

She smiled, melting a little more.

And just like that, we crossed into deeper water.

This wasn’t about the past anymore. It was about finally, actually, being honest with each other.

She scooted closer, until her thigh pressed against mine, until the line between us was memory.

In the hush, I could hear her heartbeat syncing to mine.

Outside, the thunder built, ready for one last explosion.

Inside, everything was poised on the razor edge between wanting and surrender.

She looked at me, candlelight flickering across her skin, a question hovering between her lips.

“I’m glad you told me, Eli,” she whispered. “I’ve never felt safer than I do right now.”

I couldn’t speak. I just nodded, every muscle tight with need.

And in that silence, in that space where everything was finally true, the universe loaded the next moment with enough charge to set the world on fire.

***

The universe didn’t wait for a cue.

A flash outside turned the whole world white, followed instantly by a thunderclap so brutal it rattled the glass, made the floorboards skate.

Instinct won. Misha yelped and pitched forward, arms flying around my bicep. Her nails dug into my skin, anchoring herself as if the storm might rip her away.

Our knees knocked together, bodies fused in a tangle of nervous energy. Her face hovered bare inches from mine, close enough to count each haloed eyelash, close enough to feel the shiver running through her.

Time froze. I didn’t know if seconds passed or whole centuries.

She stared at me, eyes wide, lips parted, breath coming fast.

I couldn’t have moved away if I’d wanted to.

Her hand gripped my arm, knuckles white, but her focus never left my mouth.

The only sound was our breathing and the battering of rain.

I should have said something, should have asked, or waited, or given her room. Instead, I reached up, slow as a prayer, and brushed a wild strand of hair from her cheek.

My thumb lingered, tracing the soft gold line of her jaw.

Misha melted into the touch, eyes shining in the candlelight, every inch of her made for the moment.

She didn’t look away. She just leaned closer, lips trembling.

Her voice was so low I felt it more than heard it. “I know we said we’d forget, but I can’t.”

The last of my defenses cracked.

I leaned in and kissed her.

At first, it was almost nothing, just a question, lips brushing like a secret. But the second she answered, everything fell apart.

She clung to me, desperate, hands fisting the sleeve of my t-shirt. Her mouth was soft, parted, pure electricity against mine. Heat poured through me, sharp and hungry, winding every muscle tight.

She kissed like a drowning girl. I drowned with her.

The world pulled back until it was only us and the storm and the flicker of gold on her skin.

I cupped her face, deepening the kiss, letting my thumb glide over her cheek. Misha whimpered into my mouth, needier than I’d ever imagined she could be.

I tasted the salt of her skin, the sweetness of her breath.

I wanted to slow down, to savor. But the way she pressed into me, the way her body vibrated with tension, made it impossible.

She broke off, just a heartbeat, and stared at me, eyes glazed, lips swollen.

“I’ve needed this,” she whispered, “for so long. I can’t get you out of my head.”

“Me too,” I breathed, all honesty now.

Her lips found mine again, harder, wilder. Our hands roamed, her fingers sinking into my hair, my palms drawn to the heat of her waist, the bare skin exposed above her shorts.

Thunder rolled, but this time it barely registered.

The only storm that mattered roared between us.

She climbed closer, straddling my lap, pressing her body flat to my chest. I could feel her heart racing, or maybe it was just mine.

The taste of her, the heat, was like fire and honey and every wish I’d never dared say out loud.

We kissed through the next round of lightning, forgetting everything but the impossible need to be closer, always closer.

We broke every rule, every promise, and didn’t look back.

Her legs tangled with mine, thighs squeezing, hips rolling. My hands found her back, slid under her hoodie, fingertips counting every ridge of her spine.

She moaned, helpless, rocking against the bulge that strained my shorts.

I couldn’t stop touching her, couldn’t get enough.

We broke apart only long enough to breathe.

She looked at me, face lit by candle and want, and I thought I’d die if I didn’t have her.

“I want you, Eli,” she whispered, voice shaking. “I’m done pretending.”

I nodded, dizzy, undone.

The rest of the world could burn.

All that mattered was here and now.

I grabbed her face and kissed her again, letting the storm outside soak the walls, letting need swallow us whole.

Clothes, promises, guilt, none of it mattered.

We belonged to the night, and to each other.

***

The storm outside was nothing compared to us.

We kissed until the oxygen ran dry.

Her hands were everywhere, tangled in my hair, gripping my shoulders, tracing secret paths down my chest like she was starving for skin.

I wanted to memorize every inch of her. I wanted to make her feel so good she’d never doubt herself again.

We broke just long enough to breathe.

“I want to see you,” she whispered. “All of you.”

Her voice was low, trembling. It left nowhere to hide.

I slipped my fingers under the hem of her hoodie, feeling the heat of her waist. The fabric peeled away slow, a tease, lifting to reveal her bare stomach, the delicate cut of her ribs, and the perfect slope of her breasts under the thin lace of her bra.

I groaned, not even trying to hide it.

Misha squirmed out of the sweatshirt, letting her hair tumble wild around her face. She wriggled in my lap, thighs tightening around mine, and arched her back to pop the clasp of her own bra.

I watched, helpless, as she slid the straps down her arms, slow-motion, candlelight catching every shiver. Her breasts spilled free, big, round, perfect, nipples flushed pink and tight.

Holy mother of God, I couldn’t look away. She was simply the most beautiful girl on planet Earth.

She laughed, soft and triumphant, then raked her hands through my hair and pulled me in, mashing my mouth to her chest.

I lost myself in her.

I sucked her nipple, tongue swirling, then grazed with my teeth. She moaned and pressed me harder, both hands fisted in my hair. The weight and heat of her breast filled my mouth, her heartbeat thundering through her ribcage.

Her other hand roamed, tugging my shirt up and over my head. I yanked it one-armed, barely breaking contact.

Her hands mapped my chest and shoulders, nails scratching, palms caressing the slope of my back. I grabbed her ass, squeezing, letting her grind against my cock, hard and leaking, straining the limits of my shorts.

She gasped when she felt it, hips rolling.

I kicked my shorts down, fumbling a little, desperate for bare skin. She giggled at my urgency, then got to work stripping herself. Her panties were white, trimmed with blue, already damp at the seam.

I pulled them off, baring the soft, fragrant heat between her legs.

She was shaved bare, glistening and swollen, the slit parting to show the flushed pink of her pussy.

My cock twitched, nearly painful with need.

But I wanted to taste her.

She trembled as I kissed down her neck, nibbling the hollow of her collarbone. Candlelight flickered over her skin, turning every curve to gold.

She sprawled back on the bed, legs falling open in invitation. I trailed kisses from her chest to her stomach, pausing at her navel to circle with my tongue.

Misha whimpered, running her fingers through my hair, dragging me lower.

I knelt between her thighs, hands gripping her hips. The scent of her was intoxicating, sweet, salty, utterly feminine.

I kissed the crease at the top of her thigh, teasing, letting my breath dance over her pussy.

She squirmed, desperate now.

“Please,” she gasped. “Please, Eli—”

I licked her, slow, flat tongue from bottom to top, savoring every taste. She shuddered, hips bucking, hands clamped in my hair.

I flicked her clit with my tongue, circled it, then sucked gently. She arched, crying out, the sound raw and perfect.

I slid two fingers inside her, curling up to find the spot that made her shriek.

Her pussy was tight, wet, pulsing around me. The flavor was clean, sweet, and a little wild, like rain and honey and champagne.

She thrashed, clutching my head, grinding her cunt into my mouth.

I feasted on her, lapping every drop, fingers stroking deep and steady.

Her thighs locked behind my head, holding me captive.

She came hard, a wild, choked whimper. Her whole body seized, back arching off the bed as wave after wave rolled through her.

I didn’t stop, licking her through every shudder, drinking her down as she gushed, slick and messy, onto my tongue.

She sagged against the sheets, boneless.

I crawled up, kissing her milk-soft breasts, then her throat, then her lips.

She kissed me back, tasting herself on my mouth, greedy and grateful.

She hooked her ankles around my waist, dragging my cock against her soaked slit.

I propped myself above her, tip gliding between her folds. She was so wet, so ready, I nearly lost it.

I braced with both hands, grinding the head of my dick against her clit, coating myself in her slick.

Her body trembled with anticipation.

I paused, desperate to give her the chance to stop.

“You sure?” I whispered, voice raw.

She bit my jaw, eyes clouded with hunger. “Don’t even think about stopping.”

I lined up, pressed forward, and pushed inside.

She was tight, hot, velvet-soft, squeezing me so hard it was almost pain.

We gasped in unison, the sensation overwhelming.

I buried myself deeper, groaning, trembling, inch by inch, filling her.

She hooked her knees higher, locking me in.

I fucked her slow, at first. Long, deep strokes that made her bite my neck and whimper “yes, yes, oh god, yes—”

She dug her nails into my back, held on for dear life.

“Wait, are you on anything?” I managed, frantic.

She just clung tighter, rolling her hips up to meet mine. “No. I want to feel you. I want you to finish inside me.”

That nearly undid me right there.

I fucked her harder, slamming into her with everything I’d ever wanted to do to her, everything I’d never allowed myself to even think about. Each thrust bottomed out, grinding her clit in a way that made her arch and wail and grab fistfuls of my hair, my shoulders, anything she could hold on to while I unraveled her.

The sound was primal, skin on skin, wet and desperate, the slap and suck and squelch of bodies colliding in the dark. Sweat dripped from my brow, slicking our bodies, making every movement slide and fuse us tighter. Our bodies sang with friction and heat, nerves sparking with every collision. She cussed, whimpered, then yanked me down by the neck to bite my shoulder, a wild, animal thing that only made me want her more.

She clawed at my back, leaving marks, and I reveled in it. I wanted her to mark me everywhere, to carve herself into my skin so I wouldn’t forget the way we burned. Her tits bounced with every motion, nipples pink and hard, and every time I slowed to catch my breath she’d grind up, rolling her hips so my cock twisted inside her, hitting places that made her eyes roll back and her whole body shudder under me.

She was so tight, so wet, I lost track of everything but the rhythm of our bodies and the need to make her come again, to make her scream. I shifted my hips, angled to hit the spot that made her sob, and she begged, “Don’t stop, Eli, please, you’re so deep—” and all I could do was fuck her even harder, pace stuttering as I fought to hold myself back.

I slipped a hand between us, thumbing her clit, and she convulsed instantly, squeezing my cock so hard it nearly made me blow. She writhed and kicked, almost throwing me off, but I pinned her wrists above her head, holding her down while I drove into her, relentless. Her whole body tensed, arched off the bed, then she shattered, screaming my name, legs locked around my waist, pussy spasming on my cock as she came so hard she nearly passed out.

I didn’t stop. I fucked her through the aftershocks, chasing my own release, losing myself in the feel of her, the taste of her sweat and the smell of her hair. My balls tightened, my thighs shook, and she must have felt it because she dragged my face down to hers, kissed me with everything she had, and whispered, “Finish inside me, I need it, please—”

Outside, thunder and rain tried to drown us. They didn’t stand a chance.

Misha’s hair fanned over the pillow, cheeks flushed, nipples standing stiff as I sucked and grazed them.

She locked her ankles and pulled me in, every muscle straining.

Her pussy pulsed around me, squeezing, draining every ounce of control.

I watched her face as I fucked her, eyes glazed, lips parted, breath hot and wild.

She started to shudder, the telltale quake that meant she was close to another orgasm on the heels of the one she just had.

I wrapped an arm under her shoulders, braced myself, and pounded her.

She shattered, mouth open in a silent scream, cunt milking my cock in frantic waves.

I let go. For one impossible second, every pleasure nerve in my body fired at once, white-out bright, every muscle spasmed, every thought vanished, a total sensory erasure. My cock jerked, harder than ever, and the first pulse hit so fiercely I lost vision for a heartbeat. I thrust into her, once, twice, then again, and with each shuddering drive I pumped more cum inside her, the heat and urgency radiating through my bones.

Misha cried out, clamping around me, her body locking in perfect sync with mine. Her nails raked my shoulder blades, digging in, like she was scared I’d leave or vaporize if she didn’t anchor me to her body. The bedframe rattled against the wall; I could feel the wet slap of our skin, the mess of it leaking down, everything raw and real and unfiltered.

I stayed inside her, hips twitching, unable to stop. My cock kept pulsing, filling her with so much cum that I was sure she could feel it in her chest. She wrapped her legs tighter around my waist, pelvis grinding up, milking every last drop out of me. The aftershocks shocked me, sheer, animal intensity, and the sound of her voice as she gasped and whimpered through her own orgasm made me shiver.

She kept moving, little rolling undulations of her hips, riding the last waves, squeezing me, greedy for everything I had left. I collapsed onto my elbows, face buried in her neck, breathing her in. My body was spent, but every touch from her still lit me up, nerves hypersensitized. My thighs quaked. My whole body thrummed with the echo of release, and I could feel her heartbeat under my chest, frantic and reckless.

Neither of us said anything. I stayed inside her, buried to the hilt, both of us still shaking. The room was hot, air smoky with candle wax and rain. I kissed her, her jaw, her ear, her hairline, too fucked out to form words. I could taste her sweat, her perfume, the salt of her skin.

She hugged me, arms locked around my shoulders, face pressed to my cheek as we both struggled to breathe. I’d never felt so physically close to another person, so completely absorbed by them. Even when the spasms faded, her pussy still gripped me, gentle and warm, a silent demand to never pull out.

We clung together, bodies fused, sweat and cum and rain-sound blurring the rest of the world.

I stayed locked inside her, cock throbbing, not wanting to leave.

She held my head, kissed me rough, then gentle, then just panted against my neck.

I slid my hands over her hips, up her ribs to her breasts.

She moaned, arching into my palms, still greedy for touch even as her body trembled.

We stayed like that, tangled and sticky and shaking, until the candles guttered low.

When we finally slowed, she whispered it:

“I’ve never felt this way before. Not ever.”

Her words were a prayer.

We kissed, shivering, hearts beating out a new rhythm.

The storm outside was nothing compared to what we’d unleashed.

For the first time in forever, I wasn’t scared of what might happen next.

I was just grateful the universe had caved and given me this girl, naked and open, breathing in time with mine.

There would be guilt tomorrow.

But, tonight, all that mattered was the glow of her skin, the taste of her, and the stubborn, impossible truth of us.

***

Two hours later, slick with sweat, Misha lay curled against my side, skin glued to mine by a slick sheen of sweat, perfume, and the aftershock of what we’d just survived.

The covers barely reached her hips; I was too drained to fix them, too busy mapping every inch of her. I’d dreamed of this moment so many times that reality felt part hallucination, part electric fever.

Her hair spilled over my chest like a golden wave, wild and tangled from round after round of fucking her senseless. She was tiny but everywhere, curled into me with an intensity that bordered on animal. Her thighs pressed hard around my leg, and my cock rested, half-hard and leaking, in the sweat-wet valley between them, tucked right up against the sticky lips of her freshly fucked pussy.

She wasn’t letting go, not for anything.

My hand cupped her breast, thumb lazily tracing the peak of her nipple. The soft, heavy fullness barely fit my palm, and every time I squeezed or flicked my thumb, a little jolt ran through her, even through the sleepiness. I could feel her heartbeat, slow and content, pulsing against my fingers.

We didn’t speak at first. There wasn’t a need. The air said everything. I could smell her everywhere, that mix of her soap, floral perfume, and something raw underneath. Between our legs, the slick slide of my cum and her arousal glued us together, obscene and beautiful, a reminder that the old world was gone.

She exhaled, slow. I felt it before I heard it.

“Is this crazy?” she whispered, voice thick with exhaustion and awe.

The words stuck in my throat. “Completely,” I managed, stroking her breast.

She giggled, that sunshine-laced sound she usually reserved for public smiles, but now it was private, just for us. “I can’t believe we…it actually happened.”

I rolled to face her, the motion sliding my cock even tighter between her thighs. The heat from her pussy made my head spin, even after we’d both wrung ourselves dry five times. “You’re not dreaming, Mish. Promise.”

Her face was flushed, eyes wide and dazed. She laughed again, softer. “Would be a hell of a dream, though.”

We lay like that, tangled and silent, for a minute that could have lasted a lifetime.

Eventually, the real world crept in.

She turned, chin resting just above my nipple, voice even quieter than before. “What does this make us?”

I swallowed. The question hung there, naked and raw.

I didn’t have an answer, at least not one that wouldn’t break both our hearts.

So I went with the truth. “It makes us liars. But I don’t regret it. Not for a second.”

“Even with…Daniel?” Her voice wobbled, the name a ghost in the room.

A spear of guilt lanced through me. I clenched her tighter, hand flexing around her tit, as if the pressure could hold the guilt at bay. “Daniel hasn’t made you happy in a long time. He doesn’t see you, not like this.”

Misha’s eyes shone in the half-light. I could feel her searching my face for any sign of retreat.

“So what do we do?” she asked, breathing the words into my skin.

I squeezed her tighter, cock throbbing, not quite ready for round six but unwilling to back down. “Whatever you want. We keep this ours. Just you and me.”

Her smile was broken glass and sugar, relief and heartbreak in equal parts.

I thumbed her nipple, drawing a low moan from her, a needy sound even as sleep tried to claim her.

“Is it wrong that I feel…safe? After doing something so bad?”

I kissed her hair, breathing in the truth. “Feels more right than anything I’ve ever done.”

We drifted. The edges of the room went blurry; only the sensations mattered. Her skin, damp and fragrant, the flutter of her pulse under my fingers, the way her pussy clung to my cock even when it was limp and raw from overwork. The place between her legs was sticky with the mess we’d made, and every shift of her hips smeared another line of slick cum along my shaft.

We should have felt shame. We should have been panicking, plotting escape.

But all I felt was peace.

Her fingers traced lazy shapes on my stomach, mapping invisible territory. Under the covers, her heel pressed behind my knee, anchoring me.

“I used to think…if I ever cheated, I’d be sick about it forever.” Her voice was a thread, barely hanging on. “But I only feel sad that we waited so long.”

The honesty gutted me. “Me too.”

She nudged her hips, hiking my cock harder against her slit. The motion smeared the proof of what we’d done, my cum still slick and hot, leaking from her pussy and painting the insides of her thighs.

“You made me come so hard.” She grinned in the dark, pure mischief.

I smirked, nerves raw. “You about tore me in half. Not sure I’ve ever…”

She nipped my chest, her teeth scraping just enough to sting. “Don’t go mushy on me, Baby Brother.” The nickname held a new weight, claimed and intimate.

I stroked her hair, then let my hand slip back to her breast, molding the soft flesh until her nipple peaked again. “Never could say no to you.”

She pressed closer, lips skating up my jaw. “That’s why I picked you.”

The confession detonated inside me, need and joy tangled up.

We swam in it for a while, lost in the disbelief of now.

After a minute, she sighed, sleepy. “Are we really not going to talk labels?”

I grinned into her hair. “You want to call this something?”

She shook her head, nose bumping my clavicle. “Not yet. Just want to feel like this a little longer.”

“Deal,” I said, meaning it.

Misha’s body went heavy, boneless and warm, the last of her tension leaving in a slow exhale. She used my chest as a pillow, cheek mashed against my ribs, every inch of her glued to every inch of me.

I kept my hand locked on her tit, loving the feel of it rising and falling with her breath. Her nipple grazed my palm, still hard, still hungry. The weight of her in my arms grounded me even as my brain buzzed with fear and relief for what we’d risked.

She inched her leg higher, grinding my cock between her thighs. The pressure was perfect, keeping me nestled in the heat of her slit. The way she held me was possessive, primal, like if she let go, the world would spin off its axis.

We had broken the rules and destroyed every line we’d ever drawn.

But wrapped up in her, I finally felt chosen.

There was a rawness to it, the kind of belonging you can’t fake or buy. Her skin was sticky with sweat, her pussy leaking down her thighs, my cum forever sealed inside her. I traced lazy circles around her nipple, memorizing it.

Misha murmured against my chest, slurring her words. “Don’t let go, okay?”

“Never,” I promised.

She shivered, satisfied, then let her eyelids fall closed.

Within seconds, her breath evened out, the tiny hitch at the top of each inhale replaced by total trust. Even asleep, she kept my cock pinched between her thighs, her fingers tracing lazy patterns along my side.

I watched her sleep, every muscle in my body torched and alive.

I replayed the night, the way her body had quaked under me, the way her hands had clung to my shoulders and dragged me in deeper, the way she’d begged me to fill her and not to stop, ever. Even now, the smell of her, the raw, musky blend of sweat, perfume, and sex, coated the sheets and fogged my brain.

I was in uncharted, dangerous territory.

Every part of me screamed that this moment was a miracle, but the shadow of Daniel loomed just outside the door. If he ever found out, it would level everything.

I should have been panicking, plotting how to fix the mess before it exploded.

But Misha was asleep on my chest, my cum leaking from her pussy, her leg locked over mine like she’d never let me run.

And I knew, in the stupidest, most reckless way possible, that I’d do it all again. I’d pick Misha every single time.

I kissed the crown of her head, careful not to wake her, and held her softer.

In the silence, I made my own vow, one I could keep.

No more sidelines.

No more pretending.

From now on, Misha was mine.

And for once in my life, that was enough.

***

We stayed like that for hours, Misha dead asleep, breathing slow and shallow, her body tangled and fused to mine.

Sometimes she’d mumble, dream-words I couldn’t make out, but she never let go of my cock. She held it in the warm vise of her thighs, pressed to her slit, as if even unconscious she refused to forget what we’d become.

My hand stayed on her breast, fingers occasionally flexing as I drifted in and out of sleep. I loved the feel of her tit, how the weight filled my palm, how the skin seemed extra sensitive after the pounding I’d given her.

Now and then, I’d feel her pussy twitch, gripping at nothing, or a fresh trickle of cum seeping down to coat my shaft. The sensation was hypnotic, obscene in the best way.

What I liked best was the trust.

She was completely bare, completely vulnerable, sprawled on my chest with not a hint of doubt or shame. There was no wall left to hide behind.

I’d never felt a peace like this, not ever.

For the first time, I was more than the safe option, more than the guy who held everyone else’s heartbreak at bay. I was the storm, the comfort, the secret. The one she had chosen to break the rules for.

Maybe the price was too high. Maybe the fallout would rip everything apart.

But right then, with Misha’s heartbeat throbbing under my hand and her pussy still leaking my seed, I hoped the night would last forever.

I squeezed her just a little tighter, memorizing the shape of her in my arms.

If there was a heaven, this was it.

I drifted, body and mind finally going soft and weightless, the rhythm of her breath and the sticky heat of her thighs sliding me toward sleep.

Outside, the house was silent.

Inside, we were our own secret universe.

And for as long as she wanted me, I was never letting go.


Chapter nine
Boyfriend Material


The hallway outside pulsed with dance beats and a perfume haze that would have knocked out Dracula at forty yards. Even before we stepped inside, I caught the sound of glass and laughter hitting like a tidal wave from behind the apartment door. The whole floor vibrated, testosterone-free, but no less savage than any frat party I’d ever seen.

Jenna took one look at me, ran her tongue over her teeth, and smirked. “God, you look nervous. Don't worry, just stick to the script and I’ll do all the heavy lifting.”

I was about to reply, but then she winked and threw the apartment door wide, and it was game on.

Every eye in the place snapped to us. Not to me, exactly, to Jenna.

She didn’t just walk in; she owned the room.

Her dress was fire, some slinky dark-blue cocktail number that clung to her hips and hugged her breasts so tight it honestly should have come with a surgeon general’s warning. The neckline dipped low, flashing so much cleavage it gave me whiplash. For a second, I forgot how to breathe.

She looked like a young Salma Hayek, curves that could end civilizations, skin like molten caramel, eyes flashing with attitude. Every straight guy in a three-block radius would have dropped to their knees for a shot at her, and judging by the buzz, half the women in the room were ready to do the same.

Jenna hooked my arm in hers and drew me through the gauntlet of stares. I had enough sense to keep my head up and my hand solid at her waist, anchoring her just in case she wanted to claim the whole world before midnight.

In the middle of the room, a group of girls spotted us and instantly formed a mob. There were at least eight, all in cocktail dresses, hair and nails done to kill, their eyes magnetic. These were not background players or shy wallflowers. Like Jenna, these were future RNs, and they looked ready to dissect both the patient and his chart.

“Jenna! Oh my god!” The battle cry came from a tall girl in scarlet with a voice like a drill sergeant. She stalked over, phone in one hand, champagne in the other, and sized me up like I was a prescription she’d never seen before.

Jenna flashed a grin. “Told you I’d bring a date,” she said, sweet as bubblegum but with steel underneath. She pressed her hip to mine in case anyone missed who she walked in with.

Within seconds, we were surrounded. The questions started before I’d even finished scanning the apartment.

“Wait, is this him? You actually brought a guy?” “He’s hot. What’s your name?” “Are you sure he’s not a stripper?” “Oh my god, Jenna, you did not tell us you had a boyfriend!” The verbal barrage was relentless, one voice tumbling over the next.

Jenna leaned into me, fingers winding into mine, nails grazing my palm in a warning: Play it cool or die trying.

I went with the classic move, smile, squeeze her hand, and let the sharks circle.

“My name’s Eli,” I said, pitching my voice just loud enough to carry. “Jenna’s told me all about you guys. I was honestly intimidated to meet the legendary Rosehaven nursing crew.”

That won me half a second of silence.

Then the blonde to our left, with lashes so thick they should have had their own zip code, pounced. “Since when does Jenna Ramirez date good guys?” The words were razor-sharp, dripping with disbelief.

Jenna bristled, shoulders going rigid. “Since always, bitch,” she fired back, but there was no heat, just the banter of someone who’d been in this ring before. “It’s not my fault the rest of you are allergic to decent men.”

The laughter rolled, but no one let up.

The questions kept coming:

“Where was your first date?”

“What’s her coffee order?”

“Jenna, do you even know his last name?”

“Did you meet on Tinder or, like, did you stalk him in person?”

I schooled my features, no blushing, no flinching. “First date was Corner Slice. She tried to out-eat me on pepperoni, failed, then stole my garlic knots when she thought I wasn’t looking. Pretty sure she set a drinking record for cherry Coke, too.”

We had rehearsed our answers, arriving at a few fake dates that led up to my introduction to her friends. We left out the details of our actual first date at the coffeehouse.

In the pause, Jenna squeezed my hand, a perfect little “yes” running through her whole body.

The short one with a messy bun poked her glass in our direction. “That’s not a real date, that’s like, food court friend zone.”

I shrugged. “She did drag me into a midnight movie marathon after. The entire Bachelor finale, start to finish.”

Jenna grinned, wicked. “And you actually remembered who won. Which is more than I can say for my exes.”

That got a reaction, a whole round of “awws” and one “Seriously? Damn, girl,” from the back.

But Blonde Lashes wasn’t done. “Okay, but—Eli, right? What’s the weirdest thing about Jenna? Prove you know her, Einstein.”

Jenna’s fingers flexed against mine. I could tell she was ready to snap, but I beat her to it.

“Oh, easy,” I said. “She hates mushrooms, will throw them at you even on pizza. She eats the green Skittles first. She once broke her thumb boxing in high school and refused to let anyone sign her cast. Oh, and she’s got a tattoo on her wrist, but if you ask about it, you get a lecture about cardiac rhythms.”

That stopped the table. For a few seconds, even the ringleaders couldn’t find their footing.

Jenna purred, “See? I told you he was different.”

The next wave of questions started softening, losing some of the edge:

“How’d you two meet, then? For real?”

“We were in a chem section together freshman year,” Jenna lied, smooth as silk. “He helped me survive midterms, I helped him not eat like a raccoon. It was mutual rescue.”

The tallest girl arched a brow. “So this isn’t just, like, a setup for the Sigma Zeta thing? There’s no way you’d show up with a guy like this just to screw with us.”

Jenna’s hand found my chest, nails splaying through my shirt as she leaned in close. It was the most possessive touch I’d ever felt out of her, and honestly, I liked it.

“Why would I fake it?” she said, voice low and dangerous. “Just because none of you have the guts to try for a real boyfriend doesn’t mean I can’t.”

That silenced them. For a heartbeat.

I slid my arm around her waist, pulling her flush to my side. I could feel her heartbeat, wild under the silk.

The next attack came with a sly grin. “If you’re so into each other, prove it. What’s her pet name? Jenna doesn’t do ‘baby’ unless she’s hammered.”

I grinned, letting my fingers stroke circles on her waist. “We’re not really the ‘pet name’ couple. She did call me ‘Hero’ once, though, after I fished her phone out of the library toilet.”

Jenna cracked up, the sound infectious. “True story. He didn’t even bitch about it. Total white knight.”

The table rippled with laughter. The wall was cracking, even if they didn’t want to admit it.

The rest of the interrogation was a blitz: favorite ice cream (cookies and cream), best Rosehaven bar (The Den), who’s the messier roomie (me, apparently, thanks to my laundry aversion), and the kicker, what’s the secret to surviving Jenna when she’s mad?

I raised an eyebrow at her. “I let her win. Or bribe her with chocolate croissants. It’s safer for everyone that way.”

Jenna melted into me, all hips and heat, and for a heartbeat, it felt brutally real.

The nurse mob took it in, eyes narrowing, weighing every word and every body language flicker between us.

Around us, the party volume swelled, music, glass, the shriek of “Shots!” as someone started a round at the breakfast bar. But our little group was locked in, a full-on clinical exam of whether or not Eli and Jenna were the real deal.

In the midst of it, Jenna never let go.

Her hand lived on my chest, thumb strumming near my heart. Her other hand wove with mine, fingers tight, the nails digging in each time someone threw a low blow. Now and then, her hip would nudge mine, or her lips would ghost my ear like she couldn’t help it. She kept turning her body toward me, shutting out the world, every inch screaming “he’s mine.”

I never broke character.

If this was a test, I was acing it.

The tone began to shift. The pointed questions got fuzzier, the jokes warmer.

The girl in the red dress eyed us, measuring. “Okay, that was impressive, but don’t think we’re not still watching you. Last time Jenna claimed she had a boyfriend, he turned out to be her Uber driver.”

Jenna snapped back, “And he had a better five-star rating than your Tinder streak, FYI.”

I grinned, brushing her cheek with the back of my hand. “Should I expect a background check?”

The girls howled, and even the skeptics started to break.

Laughter rolled around the table, louder and less guarded. One of them leaned in and stage-whispered, “Honestly, you two look disgustingly cute together. It’s gross.”

Jenna squeezed my hand, her guard melting just a little. Her eyes found mine, real, soft, a flash of vulnerability so fast no one else caught it.

The aftershocks of the interrogation lingered, but the tide had turned. Every answer, every casual touch, sold the story deeper.

I felt Jenna’s tension leave her body, replaced by something looser, more honest.

The girls still shot the occasional skeptical glance, but their shots landed softer, tinged with envy instead of malice.

After a round of drinks and a few more inside jokes, the blonde with the lashes gave in first. She leaned toward her nearest friend and muttered, just loud enough for me to catch:

“I swear, that guy might actually be the one. Like, how is this real?”

The other one nodded, eyes darting from my face to Jenna’s cleavage. “She finally cracked the code. Give it a week and she’ll have him moved in.”

Jenna pretended not to hear, but her smile told another truth. She was glowing, triumphant in a way I’d never seen before.

Eventually, the group peeled away, lured by the promise of shots and a Just Dance battle on the battered flat-screen. Even then, Jenna kept me anchored, hand at my hip, dragging me in for whispered asides while her friends orbited and gossiped.

The party swelled and morphed, but we were locked in, her laugh, her touch, the scent of her perfume moving in waves around us.

The interrogation was over. The verdict was in.

We were officially, undeniably, “the real deal.”

And Jenna Ramirez was queen of the night.

***

If the first gauntlet was about surviving questions, the rest of the night was all about surviving Jenna.

She barely let go of me, not even for long enough to refill her drink. If I tried to drift, she’d snag my belt or tuck two fingers into my shirt, like she was tethering me to this world. Her hip pressed to mine, her thigh slid between my knees when we sat; if I blinked, she’d lace her fingers through mine, using my body to anchor hers as the drinks stacked up.

Within an hour, we were the center of gravity for every game, dare, and whispered conversation in the place.

Drinking games got wild fast, flippy cup with vodka, “Never Have I Ever” that turned savage, and some nursing school tradition called “Vitals” where you had to steal a pulse and hold it for a whole song. Jenna picked me, naturally, pressing my wrist to her cleavage and daring me not to break character.

At one point, I caught her friends trading glances, like they’d stumbled onto a secret they weren’t sure they wanted to share.

In the middle of the party, Jenna climbed into my lap as if it was her rightful throne. Her curves molded to me, dress hiked just high enough that the whole room could see her toned thighs. She didn’t bother hiding the way her hands roamed, palming my chest, brushing my biceps, cupping the back of my neck before nuzzling in for a whisper that always made my cock jump.

For the world, we were putting on a show. But it got harder and harder to believe she was faking.

She wasn’t shy about pulling me onto the dance area of the apartment when the tempo changed. Pop and rap hits gave way to a moody, pulsing slow jam, and Jenna didn’t hesitate.

She yanked me in close, hands planted flat on my chest, head tucked below my chin.

“Don’t freak out,” she murmured. “Just look like you want me.”

I almost laughed. No acting required.

Our bodies fused, heat rolling between us.

For the length of the song, nothing existed outside of the rhythm and the feel of her pressed to me. Her thighs bracketed mine, her ass rolling as she moved in time, small, precise, calculated for maximum effect. The skin of her chest, soft and smooth, grazed my jaw every time she looked up, and her perfume hit me in fresh waves, a blast of danger and sugar. She lingered, letting her gaze eat me alive.

I risked a hand to her lower back, pulling her tighter.

She rewarded me with a look that could have melted steel.

It wasn’t just a dance. It was a claim.

When the track faded out, she didn’t let go, not even when her friends started catcalling from the kitchen.

Someone shouted, “Don’t make out on the floor, lovers!” and Jenna shot them the finger, laughing, before refocusing on me with laser intensity.

I swear, if I’d dragged her into a back room, she would’ve followed.

But then the air shifted. I knew it the second the temperature dropped.

Jake was here.

He didn’t announce himself, just slithered through the crowd with the confidence of a guy who’d never had to try very hard. He wore a shirt two sizes too tight, hair styled to within an inch of its life, and enough smirk to stock a dozen used car lots.

Jenna noticed him before I did. I felt her spine go straight, her grip on my arm steel-bright.

Jake glided up, already loading a nuclear warhead behind his grin.

“Hey, Ramirez. Didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, voice oily. His eyes flicked to me, dismissive, purely predatory.

I matched his stare, calm and cold. I remembered every word from the café disaster.

Jenna didn’t falter. Not even a blink.

She leaned closer, looping both arms around my neck and pressing her tits flat to my chest. “Hey, Jake. Guess what? I brought my boyfriend tonight.”

She said it like a dare. Her fingers flexed at my collar, and if I’d been less ready, it would have bowled me over.

Jake glanced between us, weighing the odds.

“Boyfriend, huh? Name?” he asked, pretending like he didn’t remember.

“Eli,” I said, offering my hand with the most neutral face in history.

He shook, barely, and then tossed it aside.

“Well, Jenna does have a type. Hope you’re not planning to stick around, man. She gets bored fast.”

His words were acid, aimed sharp. Jenna flinched, but only for a second.

“Maybe I just had shit taste until now,” she volleyed back, her voice dripping with sweet venom.

Jake sneered, widening his stance like it meant something. “Suit yourself, but everyone knows Jenna’s not the settling type. Don’t take it personal when she bounces.”

I felt the blood itch in my veins, but didn’t let it show.

With zero drama, I brushed my palm down Jenna’s spine, anchored her with an arm at her waist, and pulled her closer until she was molded to me, entirely, visibly claimed.

“Not worried,” I said, voice steady. “Jenna’s way more interesting than any other girl I’ve met. I’d be an idiot not to try.”

Jake’s smile cracked a little.

He huffed, then shrugged as if he’d already won. “Good luck, man. You’re gonna need it.”

Jenna ignored him, but the set of her jaw was pure attack. After Jake wandered off, she dropped her head to my shoulder and exhaled, shaky for the first time all night.

“I hate that guy,” she hissed. “He’s such a dick.”

“I noticed,” I said, keeping my focus on her.

She didn’t let go. If anything, she burrowed deeper. Every curve of her body was locked tight to mine, as if daring the rest of the world to try for a rematch.

We spent the rest of the party in our own orbit.

Between games, Jenna perched across my lap, letting her skirt ride high while she fed me shots and swapped savage stories about the other girls. If I reached for my drink, she’d intercept my hand, weaving her fingers through mine, then sliding my palm up the inside of her thigh just long enough to make my brain sizzle.

Her friends watched every move.

Even the ones who’d doubted us at first seemed convinced, especially after the dance floor showdown and the Jake incident. The whispers swirled: “They’re so hot together.” “Bet he makes her come, like, every night.” “I give them two weeks before she moves in.”

Jenna basked in it.

She laughed louder, touched me more, every word and smile calibrated to leave a mark.

But now and then, when the heat at the center of the room died down, I’d catch her looking at me, real, raw, searching for something no crowd could offer.

By midnight, the vibe had shifted from skeptical to envious.

A few stragglers slurred through their jealousy, but even the ringleaders seemed resigned to the new reality.

Hearts-and-flowers or not, I wasn’t letting go.

As the party wound down, and the other girls started plotting rides and selfies, someone tugged my elbow.

I peeled away from Jenna, only for a second.

It was her closest friend, the one in scarlet, sharp eyes, zero bullshit. She jerked her chin, signaling me toward the dim light of the hallway.

When we were out of earshot, she dropped the act: “She’s not as tough as she looks. Not really. She pretends, but it’s all armor. If you hurt her, I’ll make your life hell. Got it?”

No drama, no hint of threat. Just the naked truth.

I nodded, letting the words sink in.

“She doesn’t talk about her feelings. You have to watch for it.”

“I see her,” I said, dead honest.

The friend studied me, then softened. “Don’t be like the assholes. She deserves better.”

I didn’t have a comeback. Didn’t need one.

She left me alone in the hallway, the warning echoing.

When I got back to the living room, Jenna was waiting, eyes bright and a little unsteady. She’d kicked off her heels and now towered over the remains of the party, looking like a crowned goddess.

She found my hand instantly and laced our fingers.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, lips brushing my jaw. “I want you all to myself.”

The party lights faded behind us. The night air was cold, but the heat between us burned steady.

For the first time, it didn’t feel like an act.

Certainly not to me.

And from the way Jenna clung to my hand, her arm locked around my waist, I doubted she was faking, either.

Whatever we’d done tonight, we’d sold it. Even to ourselves.

And there was no going back.

***

The front door had barely clicked behind us before Jenna went full animal.

She dragged me by the wrist, heels in one hand, straight up the stairs. I heard the laughter of the other girls drifting from the basement, safe, muffled, not our world. The only thing that mattered now was the fire in Jenna’s eyes and the way she kicked her bedroom door shut behind us.

Then we were alone.

She didn’t waste a second. She shoved me against the wall, her dress already halfway off her shoulder, and locked her mouth to mine. She tasted like rum, sweat, and pure adrenaline, tongue darting between my lips, teeth nipping at my jaw.

When she finally let me come up for air, her words punched through the haze: “I want you. No strings attached.”

That was the only warning I got before she started tearing at my shirt.

I matched her, move for move, yanking the dress down and off. It hit the floor with a hiss, leaving her in nothing but a black thong and the most wicked grin I’d ever seen.

Her tits were fucking perfect, full, round, nipples dark and hard, bouncing with every grab and twist. She didn’t bother hiding them, either; she shoved her chest right up to my face, daring me to take what I wanted.

So I did.

My mouth found her nipple and sucked, hard, rolling my tongue around the swollen bud. Jenna arched into me, moaning, her hands tangled in my hair, grinding her tit against my mouth like she needed more.

I alternated between her breasts, wetting each one until the skin slicked, then biting just enough to make her gasp. Her hips rolled against my thigh, pussy so wet it soaked the fabric of my jeans.

She snapped the button open, shoved my pants and boxers down in one go, and my cock sprang free, flushed dark and leaking.

Jenna went wild.

She dropped to her knees, eyes locked on my shaft. She licked her lips, then trailed her tongue along the ridge, slow and obscene, making me shudder.

She sucked me in, inch by inch, lips stretched around the width, her eyes never leaving mine. Her nails dug into my thigh as she took me deep, gagging slightly but never backing off. She bobbed her head, twisting her mouth as she went, the suction tight enough to make my head spin.

Now and then she pulled off my cock with a wet, noisy slurp, only to flick the crown with her tongue, teasing me mercilessly. She peppered my shaft with sweet, sticky kisses, her lips shiny and slick with spit and pre-cum.

My knees wobbled; I reached for her head, guided her back down. Her mouth dove over my knob, engulfing me completely, lips sealed tight as my tip pressed into the heat of her throat.

The pleasure shot through me, almost too much, and I groaned, legs trembling, watching as she worked, slurping and sucking, her eyes never leaving mine.

Just as I started to lose it, balls tight and ready to blow, Jenna backed off.

She grinned, smeared with spit, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Don’t want you to finish yet, baby,” she teased, and shoved me flat onto the bed.

Her thong tore away in seconds. She straddled my face, knees on either side of my head, and lowered her pussy to my mouth with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she needed.

Her scent was rich, sultry, flooding my nose and tongue. I opened up, flattened my tongue, and licked her from slit to clit, savoring the taste and the shudder that ripped through her.

Jenna braced herself on the headboard, arching her back so her tits hung over my face. She rocked her hips, riding my mouth as I circled her clit, then sucked it between my lips.

She went wild, panting, cussing, grinding harder each time I flicked the sensitive spot.

I pushed two fingers into her, curling up, and she nearly screamed, the walls of her pussy clamping down.

I tongued her clit and fingered her at the same time, relentless. Jenna’s whole body trembled, sweat slicking her thighs, her hands scrabbling uselessly at the sheets.

She came hard, a rush of wetness on my tongue, her moans so loud I was sure the rest of the house could hear.

She collapsed forward, tits pressing to my chest, hips still jerking as aftershocks rolled through her.

I licked her clean, slow, loving every taste.

Jenna barely gave herself a second to recover. She wanted revenge.

She flipped me onto my back, straddled my thighs, and wrapped her hand around my cock.

She stroked the length, slow and tight, milking the pre-cum from the head.

“God, I love your dick,” she murmured, eyes glazed. “It’s perfect.”

She bent low, taking me to the hilt, mouth working in slick, ruthless rhythm. Her tongue teased the underside, then flicked at the head, while her hand kept pumping at the base.

I gritted my teeth, desperate not to lose it.

Just as I started to tip, she stopped again, pulling off with a pop.

I almost cursed.

Jenna grinned, pure mischief. “Not yet, babe. I want to ride you.”

She climbed up, lining my cock with her dripping pussy, and impaled herself in one long, desperate slide.

The heat and tightness made my vision go white.

She started riding me, slow at first, then faster, the slap of her ass against my thighs filling the room. Her breasts bounced, sweat-slicked and perfect, and she never took her eyes off my face.

She rode me like a woman possessed, her body greedy for every inch, every pulse, every split-second of friction. She bounced up and down my cock with no hesitation, no shame, a queen claiming her tribute, and I loved her for it. Each time she sank down and took me all the way inside, she let out a ragged moan that sounded equal parts pain and pleasure. Her sharp nails bit into my shoulders, digging deeper the harder she fucked herself on me, leaving marks that would last days. I didn’t care. I wanted them. I bucked up to meet her, matching her thrust for thrust, our hips clapping with a primal rhythm that was half violence, half worship.

Jenna’s sweat-slicked hair whipped in a midnight blur around her face. Her cheeks flushed deep red, lips parted, drawing in air like she’d just run a marathon. I grabbed her tits, kneading them, loving how full and heavy they felt in my palms. Her nipples were hard as diamonds, and I rolled them between my fingers, squeezing, tugging, making her arch her back and ride me even harder.

She braced her arms on either side of my head, staring down at me with this look that was pure hunger, pure challenge. Like she needed to prove she could take everything I could give and more. I reached up and grabbed her ass, spreading her wide, slamming her down on my cock, and she gasped, head thrown back, neck shining with sweat.

The bed creaked and rocked beneath us, the headboard rattling the wall. I could hear the faint sound of music and laughter from downstairs, but it may as well have been coming from another planet. Nothing existed except for the blistering heat between us, the tension wound so tight I felt like a wire about to snap.

She leaned down and bit my shoulder, hard, just to show she was still in control. I loved it. I loved her. The way her body moved, the way she took what she wanted, the way she looked at me like I was both her prize and her plaything. The more she rode, the wetter she got, slickness pooling between us, her whole pussy shuddering every time I bottomed out.

We were both feral, sweating and clawing and clinging like we’d never get another chance.

The sight of her, wild, sweaty, riding me like the world was ending, tore through my last restraint.

I thrust up to meet her, driving my cock deeper. Jenna shrieked, her pussy clamping tight as she came again, shaking hard enough to nearly throw herself off.

I held her in place, hands on her waist, riding out the storm.

When she finally slumped forward, panting, I seized control.

Flipped her onto all fours, ass up and perfect, tits dangling just right.

I drove into her from behind, hands wrapped around her waist. My cock slammed into her soaked pussy, the force rocking her forward with every thrust.

She watched her tits sway beneath her, moaning at the sight. “God, fuck me, Eli. Harder—don’t stop.”

I grabbed onto her hips and thrust into her with every ounce of frantic, animal energy I had left, each collision sending a shockwave through both our bodies and a wet, obscene clap rebounding off the pale blue walls. The sound alone was enough to drive me crazy: the slap of skin on skin, the rhythm of desperate gasps, the sharp, delicious profanity that poured from Jenna’s lips as I fucked her harder and harder. Every slam into her was answered by a greedy, needy squeeze of her pussy around my cock, as if she were trying to wring out every last drop of me with sheer willpower and muscle.

She buried her face in the pillow, letting out a scream that was pure, unfiltered need, and I nearly came right then and there. “Fuck, Eli, yes, yes, yes! Just like that. God, don’t stop.” She clawed at the sheets, pulling them tight, her back arching in a perfect curve that made her ass look almost impossibly round, every muscle in her body tense with the strain of holding on. Each time I withdrew, she tried to pull me back in, tilting her hips to keep me as deep as possible, and when I bottomed out, she let out a shuddering moan, half agony, half surrender.

It was like she was starving for it, like I was the only thing keeping her alive, the two of us locked in this brutal, beautiful frenzy. Sweat dripped from my brow and down my nose, landing in damp spots on her back, and my fingers dug bruises into her skin as I pulled her tight against me, owning her in a way that felt both sacred and savage. The bed frame banged against the wall in time with our bodies, drowning out even the muffled noise from downstairs and the metallic rattle of her necklace against the headboard.

“Come on, babe, don’t hold back,” she taunted, glancing over her shoulder, eyes wild with lust and challenge. “I can take it—fuck, I want it—harder!” Her hair was a dark, tangled halo, damp with sweat, clinging to her shoulders and the small of her back.

I obliged, slamming into her with everything I had, loving the way her ass quivered with every impact and how she shook when I hit that spot just right. I watched the muscles in her back ripple, watched her legs tremble and threaten to give out, watched how her whole body seemed to sing with electricity and raw, animal pleasure. My own control was slipping, but I was determined to hold out, to keep her riding that edge as long as possible.

“Fuck, Eli, don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop—” Her voice rose to a shriek as her pussy clamped down on my cock, tighter than ever, and she started to come again, whole body convulsing, a flood of heat soaking my shaft and balls. She shuddered, breathless, then redoubled her efforts to push back and take me deeper still. Even in the throes of ecstasy, Jenna wasn’t satisfied; she needed more, needed it again and again, and I was powerless to deny her.

Her orgasms came in waves now. She’d clench, spasm, then shudder, only to beg for more.

I ran my hands up her sides, then down to grope her breasts, kneading the heavy flesh as I fucked her.

She clawed at the sheets, rocking back to meet every drive.

I could tell she’s nearly reached her limit, so I grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulling her up until her back arched and her neck was bared.

She gasped, turning her head for a kiss, and I ground my hips so deep in her our skin fused.

She quaked, coming again, pussy drenched around me.

I wasn’t going to last.

Jenna must’ve felt it. She wriggled free, twisted in my hands, and tangled her legs around my waist.

She dragged me down, chest to chest, face inches from mine.

“I want you to finish like this,” she whispered, voice shredded. “Come inside me. I’m safe, I swear it. Please, Eli, do it. Fill me up.”

There was no stopping now.

Jenna’s legs instantly locked around my waist, heels digging into my lower back like she’d never let me go. She yanked me down, chest to chest, and her hands found their grip on my shoulders, nails biting deep enough to leave raw tracks in my skin, a perfect, desperate invitation to lose every last ounce of self-control. I braced myself with one hand at the nape of her neck, the other cradling the small of her back, and drove into her with a rhythm that was brutal, relentless, uncontainable. Each thrust hammered out a staccato chorus from her lips, gasps and shouts and feverish moans, her body arching up to meet me as if she could weld us together for good.

Our faces were so close I felt every pant from her mouth, every tremor in her jaw. She kissed me, hungry and frantic, tongues fighting for space, her teeth raking across my lower lip until she drew a sting of pain that only made everything sharper. I grunted into her mouth, the taste of sweat and her lip balm mixing with the wildness of the moment. Her hips rolled up to meet every drive, pelvis grinding, clit catching with each roll in a way that made her eyes go wide and blue and utterly unguarded. We held that gaze, neither of us blinking, barely breathing, just letting every surge and pulse and twitch between our bodies run the show.

I could feel her pussy clenching me, milking my cock with a hunger that was almost sentient, and her hands, god, she never stopped touching: dragging nails down my back, clutching at my biceps, pulling my face to hers for another brutal, open-mouthed kiss. Every nerve in my body was lit up, the pressure building behind my balls like an oncoming freight train, my brains leaking out the top of my head with every grind of her hips. I was holding on by a thread, and she could sense it, could taste how close I was, and she wanted all of it.

“Please, Eli—” she gasped, and the word came out like a sob. “Don’t fucking stop—harder, please, I need it—”

I doubled down, slamming into her until the bed moaned and shunted across the floor, forehead pressed to hers so our sweat mingled and dripped into our eyes. I tried to say her name but the only thing that came out was a grunt, every muscle drawn tight, every ounce of control bent to not letting go before she did. Her whole body started to shiver, muscles seizing like a live wire, her pussy clutching at me with frantic, helpless spasms, and I knew she was right there.

Jenna’s arms flew up, snaking around my neck, pulling me even deeper, and she bit my shoulder so hard I’d have the bruise for a week. She started to tremble, then broke. Her body convulsed, pussy spasming as she came, clutching me deep inside.

That was it.

The instant the last tremor rolled through her, my grip faltered, hips stuttering, and I gave in. I slammed into her, burying myself as deep as I could go, and let the tidal wave crash through me. The climax was cataclysmic, full-body, fireworks behind my eyelids and white noise in my ears. I groaned, felt my cock pulse and swell as I shot thick jets of cum into her, every spasm wrung out in desperate, shuddering waves. It was too much and not enough, pleasure so violent it almost hurt. I clung to her, fingers sunk into her hips, and Jenna milked every drop from me, shivering and whimpering, refusing to let me go.

She clenched around me, hard, tilting her hips up to take me even deeper like she wanted to drain me dry. Her legs locked around my waist, heels digging in, and she looked up with this wild, greedy grin, sweat-damp hair sticking to her forehead, bite marks blooming red on her lower lip. The hunger in her eyes was pure and sharp; she wanted all of me and she took it, rocking back into every aftershock with a shuddering moan.

The pressure built, spiked, then broke again, and I could feel myself still coming, still emptying into her as if my whole body needed to be inside hers. I gasped, jaw slack, and for a second the whole universe narrowed to the impossible heat and grip of her pussy, the scent of her sweat, the taste of her tongue when she pulled me in for a savage kiss. Every sense was overwhelmed, sight, sound, smell, touch, all fused and short-circuited by the sheer force of it. I’d never felt anything like it, not even close.

She dragged her fingernails up my spine and gripped the back of my neck, holding me in place while she squeezed every throb and pulse out of me. Jenna’s body was searing hot, slick, trembling, and I realized my hands were leaving bruises on her hips, but she loved it, loved that I was losing control for her, that I was wrecked and undone and completely hers.

Even after the first rush faded, I kept pumping into her, driven by instinct and pure need, desperate to keep the connection alive. Our bodies slapped together, sticky and frantic, until my legs finally gave out and I nearly collapsed on top of her. She nipped my shoulder, wrapping her arms around my back, and I felt her cunt flutter and squeeze as another, smaller orgasm rippled through her.

I didn’t even have words. My head spun, my limbs shook, and all I could do was dig my mouth into the hollow of her neck and cling to her, riding out every last tremor.

We writhed together, sweat and heat and mess binding us until we finally collapsed, tangled and shaking.

Every nerve ending fizzed, raw and alive.

When I pulled out, my cock and her pussy were both dripping, cream leaking down her thighs and staining her sheets.

We lay there, breathless, only the pounding of our hearts filling the room.

Jenna cradled my head, her body slick and hot against mine.

She smiled, victorious, then kissed me slow, tongue lazy, lips sweet.

“Worth every minute,” she breathed.

I could barely speak.

I just wrapped my arms around her, pressing our sticky bodies together, savoring the taste and the truth of what we’d done.

No more pretense.

No more act.

Just two people, naked and exposed, worshiping the mess we’d made.

And there was nobody else, anywhere, that I’d rather have been.

***

In the long, sticky silence after, Jenna melted across my chest, boneless and sated.

She nuzzled me, tits squished against my ribs, thighs locked tight around my leg. Her face was half-buried in the crook of my neck, lips grazing my skin with every slow, shallow breath. Her body was a furnace, sweat drying in streaks down her back, and every inch of her still hummed with spent energy.

I stroked her hair, slow, letting my palm drift over her shoulders, down the curve of her spine. Even now, her hips rolled lazily against my thigh, as if her body refused to admit we were done.

For a while, neither of us said anything.

The only sound was our hearts, racing and then slowing, and the rain tick-tick-ticking at the window.

Jenna was first to break.

She let out a laugh, rough and honest. “You know, you were way too good at the boyfriend thing. I was waiting for you to screw it up, but you…didn’t.”

She propped her chin on my chest, eyes sparkling in the dark.

“Don’t tell me it was all just acting,” she teased, but there was a question under it, a hope, maybe, that I’d seen her.

I stared back, refusing to play the game. “It was easy because I genuinely like you, Jenna. A lot. I didn’t have to fake anything.”

A heartbeat of silence. Something shifted, her armor, the joke, dropping away.

She traced circles on my chest, her voice small. “That’s…nice. Maybe too nice.”

I waited, letting her get there at her own speed.

She bit her lip, glanced away, then confessed it: “I don’t do the whole exclusive thing well.” She peeked at me, gauging my reaction. “I mean, I like you. A lot. But the whole monogamy label? It’s never worked for me. Maybe we keep it open, but still have fun together?”

Her words were shy at the edges, so different from the party queen everyone saw.

But I got it. I really did.

“Works for me,” I said, honest as I could be. “No pressure. We do what feels right.”

Relief split her face. She beamed, dizzy with the freedom of it.

Then she wrapped herself even tighter around me, pressing her cheek to my heart. Her leg hooked over my hip, tits blanketing my chest, arms cinched around my ribs so I couldn’t have left if I tried.

“Good,” she whispered, already half-asleep. “Because this? I like this.”

I held her, savoring the weight and heat. The sweat on her skin, the perfume at her throat, the proof of what we’d just done still smeared between our legs and leaking onto the sheets.

For once, she wasn’t putting on a show.

She was soft, raw, almost fragile in my arms.

Even as her words said “keep it open,” her whole body made the opposite promise, never let go, never pull back, at least not tonight.

I brushed her hair back, kissed the crown of her head.

She shivered, happiness and need intertwined.

Within minutes, her breath evened, every muscle loosening as sleep claimed her.

I lay awake, running through every touch, every line, every second of the night.

It wasn’t simple and it wasn’t perfect.

But it was ours.

And I stopped worrying about what would happen next.

I just let her hold me, skin to skin, heart to heart, and drifted off with her, the safest I’d ever felt.

If this was what boyfriend material felt like, I was all in.

Even if it was just for tonight.


Chapter ten
Harmony's Rhythm


Ifound Harper in the kitchen, bracing herself on the counter like she was about to perform open-heart surgery on a stick of butter.

It was late afternoon, the light outside watery and gold, but the kitchen was pure Orchard Street chaos, mail scattered, vanilla candle burning on the stove, the hum of a distant dryer adding percussion to the house’s usual chorus of girl sounds.

Harper was in jeans and a faded Bowie t-shirt, hair pulled back in a messy knot that still managed to look like an album cover. She clocked me immediately, eyes wild, thumb tapping the counter like a drummer’s nervous tic.

She barely let me hit the threshold before she unleashed:

“I need a huge favor. Like, nuclear-level, possibly-insane favor.”

I didn’t blink. Harper didn’t do half measures.

“Okay,” I said. “Hit me.”

She inhaled like it physically pained her to ask for help then blew it out, voice tumbling.

“So, my next show at The Underground Lounge? There’s going to be music industry people there. Real scouts. I found out today, and it’s…” Her hands flailed, reckless. “It’s a thing, Eli, like, actual label reps and all that. I’ve never had a shot like this.”

She paused, studying my reaction, as if expecting me to laugh.

I didn’t. Instead, I said, “That’s fucking amazing, Harper.”

She blushed, which I’d never seen her do sober.

“It would be, except I’m already panicking. They want to see an ‘artist with her shit together.’ And my manager, God, he barely counts as a manager, he’s just my friend’s cousin, but he said I need to look stable, reliable. Like I’m not a mess who’s going to drop dead of an overdose in the green room.” She rolled her eyes, but underneath, the nerves were real.

I cracked a smile. “So, you want me to be your clean-cut boyfriend? A walking anti-red flag?”

Harper snapped her fingers, grateful. “Yes! Exactly. Like, boyfriend energy, but make it supportive and non-disastrous. You’re the only guy I trust to sell it.”

I tried to process that. Had she and Jenna traded notes or something?

“You know everyone already thinks I’m the world’s most boring white knight, right?”

“Which is perfect! I want you to be my human Xanax,” she fired back, coming alive. “Just…show up, hold my hand, look at me like you believe in me. Nobody has to know it’s fake unless you want to go full method and actually fall for me.” She grinned, trying to play it off, but her fingers never stopped tapping the counter.

I should have made a joke, but the truth was, I’d wanted to be near her since the day we reconnected in September.

So I nodded. “I’m in.”

Relief crashed over her. “God, thank you. Seriously. I might owe you my soul after this.”

She hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. “The only thing is, uh, can we practice a little? Like, I want it to look natural. We could fake an Instagram post or two. Or just hang out so it’s not weird when you show up backstage.”

I shrugged. “Whatever you need. Want to start now?”

Her eyes lit up, a thousand-watt surge. “You’re the best.”

She cut around the kitchen island, already plotting next moves.

“Okay, so, this sounds dorky, but can we use the basement?” she said, lowering her voice. “I’d rather not have the whole house watch me freak out. Plus, my guitars are already down there.”

She grabbed my arm and towed me toward the back stairs, prattling directions as we went. I let her lead. When Harper was on a mission, you just tried not to get trampled.

***

The basement was classic Rosehaven rental, damp air, concrete floor, the faint tang of old detergent and somebody’s forgotten gym shoes. The lights were dim, just a couple of weak bulbs dangling from exposed pipes, but Harper’s world was all over it.

Her gear was stacked in the corner: two battered amps, a snarl of cables, and three guitars lined up with obsessive care. A threadbare plaid couch sagged in the middle of the room, its cushions bearing the stains of a thousand study sessions and at least one margarita disaster.

Harper dropped her backpack, shrugged off her t-shirt to reveal a cropped tank underneath, then tossed a bottle of water at me.

“Hydrate, soldier,” she said, already energized by the setting. “We’ve got the room for at least two hours before the volleyball crowd comes home.”

I took it all in. The smell of old wood, the muted thud of pipes overhead, the way her perfume cut through the dust.

She moved to the guitars, scanning for the right one, then plucked a blue Stratocaster from its stand.

“Okay, here’s the drill. Industry types love when artists have a ‘support system.’ So if you’re my boyfriend, you should at least know how to fake a D chord.” She grinned, then softened a little. “Don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you.”

She patted the couch next to her, and I dropped beside her, knees almost touching. The cushion caved under both our weight, dragging us closer than I’d planned.

She held out the guitar. “You ever played before?”

I shook my head. “Closest I got was Guitar Hero. I don’t think that counts.”

She snorted. “Guess we’ll start from scratch.”

She inched closer, hip to hip now, and positioned the neck of the guitar in my lap.

“Left hand here,” she said, guiding my palm to the fretboard, her fingers curling over mine. The contact was electric.

She placed her hand over mine, warm and sure, showing me how to arch my fingers to hit the right fret. Every brush of skin shot through me. She was so close her hair tickled my jaw.

“Like this,” she whispered, her lips right at my ear. “Press, but not too hard. You don’t want to bend the note sharp.”

I tried to follow, but every nerve was tuned to her breath on my neck.

She adjusted my grip, her nails grazing the inside of my wrist.

“Good. You’ve got long fingers, should be easy for you.”

A loaded pause. I heard the words underneath, but kept my poker face.

She went on, showing me how to position my thumb behind the neck, then covered my hand in hers to demonstrate the exact pressure.

Each time she corrected me, she held on a beat longer than necessary.

I tried to focus, but Harper was right there, all warmth and muscle and secret perfume.

After a few repeats, she nodded, impressed.

“Nice. Now strum with your right hand.”

She leaned across my chest, grabbed the pick from the little table, and pressed it into my fingers.

Her hair fanned over my shoulder, her cheek nearly brushing mine.

“Just downstrokes, slow.”

I obeyed, strumming awkwardly. The chord buzzed, a little off, but Harper just smiled.

“Not bad for a first try. But you’re supposed to show off in front of the other boyfriends, so we have to get you concert-ready.”

She grinned, then shifted her hand so her palm rested on my thigh, steadying herself as she adjusted my left hand.

The touch was casual, but the heat lingered.

We went through three or four more chords. Each time I fumbled, she’d fix my fingers, her nails scratching my skin, her breath hot enough to fry eggs.

Once, I missed a note and made a joke about my “sausage fingers.” She cracked up, then covered her mouth, cheeks flushed.

But when it was her turn to demonstrate, her confidence faltered.

She played the same chord sequence, slow, then stumbled and played a wrong note.

She winced, instantly annoyed. “Ugh. Terrible. If I do that in front of scouts, I’m screwed.”

She reset, jaw clenched, and tried again. This time it was perfect.

I was about to compliment her, but she beat me to it.

“I know I look chill on stage, but it’s a total act,” she confessed, softer now. “Every single show, I’m convinced I’m going to fuck it up and everyone will know I’m a fraud.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. No one ever accused Harper of being the vulnerable type.

She handed the guitar back to me, fingers trembling just a little.

“Try again. You were better than me just now.”

I followed her lead, and this time I nailed the chord.

She beamed, pride shining in her eyes.

“See? You make it look easy.”

Her hand fell on my shoulder, squeezing.

We cycled through the basics. Sometimes she played, sometimes I did, but every round brought us closer.

She’d lean in to whisper a correction, and I’d catch the scent of her hair, notes of vanilla and something wild. When she laughed, it was low and real, nothing like her on-stage persona.

The repetition, the ritual, made the air thicken.

At one point, I flubbed a chord and she laughed, then laid her head on my shoulder for just a second.

“You’re actually calming me down,” she admitted. “Usually, I’m a disaster the week before a big gig. I can’t eat, can’t sleep, just stalk the kitchen like a ghost. But right now, it feels…” She stalled, searching for the word. “Safe.”

I swallowed, heat crawling up my throat.

She straightened, blinking, then started to pack up. I noticed her hands shook a little.

Before I could call her on it, she beat me to the punch.

“I know the whole ‘badass rocker’ thing is just armor. I mean, I want it to be real, but most days it isn’t. Not underneath.” Her voice dipped to a whisper, softer than I’d ever heard. “If those scouts hate me, it’s not just a lost gig, it’s like, confirmation that I’m a joke. That I was stupid to ever think I could make it.”

I set the guitar down and looked her dead in the eye.

“I get it. But you’re not a joke, Harper. You’re incredible. Even if they don’t see it, plenty of people will.”

The words landed hard. For once, she had no snarky comeback.

She looked away, biting her lip.

I reached over, covered her hand with mine.

For a minute, neither of us spoke. Just the clink of furnace pipes and the electric charge circling the two of us on that busted old couch.

She finally exhaled, slow.

“You ever get scared shitless, Eli? Like, totally convinced you’re going to bomb out and everyone will know?”

“Every day,” I answered, truth raw and simple.

She relaxed, tension draining from her shoulders.

We sat in that basement, not quite touching except for our linked hands, the guitars silent, the world upstairs far, far away.

Eventually, she broke the spell.

“I like practice runs,” she said, voice flirty but sad at the edges. “Makes the real thing less scary.”

I squeezed her hand.

“I’ll be there. Front row, boyfriend mode fully activated.”

That got a real laugh, bright and unguarded.

We packed up the guitars, but neither of us was in a hurry to leave.

For the rest of the night, every time I replayed the basement session, all I could think about was the way her hands felt over mine, guiding me, daring me not to lose control.

And how, for just a little while, she let me see the Harper nobody else got to touch.

***

The Underground Lounge was alive, breathing in beer fumes, sweat, and adrenaline.

From the street, the entrance looked like the mouth of a cave, neon sign, chipped paint, stairs dropping straight to hell. But inside? Pure chaos.

Every sense was blitzed at once. The floor stuck to my shoes and reeked of years-old lager. Basslines throbbed up through the soles, rattling my bones with every heartbeat. The air was thick, perfume and liquor and maybe, somewhere in the back, a ghost of cigarettes nobody admitted to smoking. Lights pulsed blue and red, barely illuminating the clusters of students packed shoulder-to-shoulder along the walls.

I barely recognized Harper at first.

She owned the corridor leading to the stage, every inch calibrated for maximum impact. The black leather skirt clung to her hips, hem barely grazing mid-thigh, putting her legs on full display. Her top was all plunge and no apology with cleavage deep enough to get lost in, straps hugging her shoulders, the fabric clinging to her curves like a second skin. Her lips were already painted a violent red, hair tumbling loose, eyes lined in jet. She looked like a woman ready to break hearts and collect souls.

But backstage, it was a different story.

The green room was a glorified janitor’s closet with paint peeling, folding chairs, fluorescent lights that made everyone look dead. Harper sat on a crate, mirror propped up on her knees, hands shaking as she tried to draw her lipstick clean.

She saw me and smiled, but the usual fire was missing.

“This is so stupid,” she muttered. “Why am I freaking out? I’ve played here a hundred times.”

I saw the tremor in her fingers before she could hide it.

It was like seeing Superman get a nosebleed.

She tried to twist the lipstick, but her knuckles hit the edge and the tube tumbled to the floor.

I moved in, scooped it up, and knelt in front of her.

“You’ve got this, Harp,” I said, voice low. “Trust me. You’re a fucking star.”

She managed a bitter laugh. “If I crash and burn, it’s on you.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” I said, then, softer, “Let me?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

I slid a hand under her chin, steadying her. The other I uncapped the lipstick, then gently touched the color to her lower lip.

Her breath caught. For a second, no music, no nerves. Just her, trembling, letting me do the thing she couldn’t.

I finished her mouth with a slow, careful sweep, then smoothed it with my thumb to catch the edge.

Harper exhaled, a shaky release.

“Thanks,” she whispered.

Just as she tucked the tube away, footsteps thundered in the hallway. Her bandmates, two guys, neither of whom looked old enough to rent a car, were frantic with last-minute panic.

“You ready, H?” the drummer barked.

Harper rolled her shoulders, tried to summon her trademark smirk. “Always.”

But I caught her glancing past me, scanning the crowd through the open doorway.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She shivered, the stage armor slipping for half a second.

“They’re here,” she said, voice quivering. “Table by the bar—the scouts.”

I peered over her shoulder and clocked them: three sharp-dressed vampires with iPads, notepads, and zero humanity. They didn’t look up from their drinks. But I could feel Harper’s fear from six feet away.

She started to shrink, body tensing.

I didn’t let her.

I grabbed her waist, pulled her in, and whispered against her ear.

“They don’t get to you unless you let them. Show them what everyone else already knows. You’re the best fucking act in this state.”

She leaned back into me. Her ass bracketed my hips, full and perfect through the leather. I could feel every shake, every breath.

“You’re good at this,” she said, voice almost accusing.

“Years of being my brother’s PR team,” I whispered. “Now it’s your turn.”

I laced my arm around her, fingers splayed against her stomach, a public claim. When the scouts looked over, Harper planted her hand on mine, holding me tight.

We walked out front together, me in full boyfriend mode.

By the time we hit the edge of the stage, the crowd was a wall of energy comprised of Rosehaven students, a pack of regulars, even a few professors hiding in the back. The scouts sat dead center, front row seats with their phones already recording.

I positioned myself as close to the stage as humanly possible. Harper stalked up the steps, band trailing, heels clicking like gunshots.

She looked terrified, at first.

Her hand shook as she grabbed the mic.

She glanced down, found my eyes, and clung for dear life.

I nodded, cheering silently. You got this, Harp.

She hit the opener, a gutsy cover with a tricky vocal. The first verse was rough, voice thin, a little ragged. I saw the tremor, the way she gripped the microphone like a lifeline.

But each time she found me in the crowd, she loosened. Her hips started to move, her hands relaxed on the mic stand, the power coming back to her spine.

Second song, she killed it.

By the back half, she was a force of nature.

Her voice wasn’t just good, it was scary good. She had a belt like whiskey and fire, then would drop to a whisper that ran chills over the whole room.

Every lyric landed. The crowd went still when she wanted it, then exploded on the chorus.

I never took my eyes off her.

Neither did the scouts.

Harper strutted the full width of the tiny stage, skirt riding high on her thighs, hair tumbling wild, sweat beading at her throat. She went full rock goddess, dropping to her knees at the solo, flipping her hair, letting the low cut of her top show off every inch the crowd had come for.

The band clicked behind her, but she was the star.

She locked eyes with me. Each time, her mouth quirked up, a secret only we got to share.

By the final song, she was dripping sweat, lips parted, eyes wild.

She gripped the mic, tore into the bridge, and the crowd fucking lost it.

People screamed her name.

The scouts leaned forward, actually smiling.

She ended on a high note, held it, then let the sound die and just… stood there, eating the silence.

For a moment, the whole bar was hers.

Applause detonated. The walls shook with it.

I watched as Harper let herself believe it. For just a second, she looked up, searching for me, and when she found me, still there, still hers. She glowed like a supernova.

She bowed.

The crowd ate it up.

Backstage, as she stumbled down the steps, I met her at the bottom.

She was shaking with adrenaline, relief, maybe both.

I didn’t say anything. I just opened my arms. She dove in, face buried in my chest.

That’s where she melted, finally letting go of the performance.

“Was it okay?” she whispered.

I laughed, dizzy with pride. “You torched the place. They’ll remember you. Hell, I’ll never forget it.”

Her hand found mine, knuckles white.

In the glare of the EXIT sign, she was all sweat and lipstick and raw, hungry success.

Harper Monroe, rock star.

And, for tonight, my girl.

***

The set had barely ended before the swarm gathered.

Harper didn’t even have time to unstrap her guitar before fingers grabbed for her arm, fans shouting her name. There was a squeeze of bodies, guys hoping for a selfie, girls wanting autographs, the occasional “Harp, you rock!” scream over the chaos.

It was carnage, pure and simple, but Harper ate it up.

She traded hugs and insults, flashed her megawatt grin, scribbled her name on everything from napkins to a girl’s bare shoulder.

The whole time, I trailed in her wake, keeping her from being swallowed whole.

We were almost to the edge of the bar when she spun and grabbed my wrist, fingers iron-locked. She didn’t slow down.

She hauled me through the mass of sweaty bodies, dodging a bachelorette party with pink sashes, past a crowd of frat guys arguing about pedal brands, past the bouncer who barked “Nice work, babe!” but not a single soul tried to stop her.

Adrenaline crackled off her skin.

I barely kept up.

“You were amazing,” I told her, as we finally broke into the cool of a side hallway.

She turned, eyes wild, chest heaving, the flush on her face brighter than stage lights.

“No, you,” she shot back, voice shredded. “I was dying out there until I saw you. Then it just…clicked.”

Before I could answer, she shoved open a door marked STORAGE and dragged me into the black.

Inside, it was the size of a walk-in closet, packed with amp crates, cables, and a defunct popcorn machine in one corner.

The second the door slammed shut, Harper pounced.

She pressed me to the wall, mouth urgent, hands already tugging at my shirt.

The kiss was like nothing before. Hot, hungry, her tongue invading instantly, teeth clashing with mine. I tasted sweat, lipstick, raw electricity.

She mashed her body up against me, tits crushed to my chest, leather skirt rasping as she hiked one thigh up between mine.

I lost it.

My hands slid down, grabbed her waist, then cupped her ass outright, squeezing through the curve of leather.

She groaned, not shy at all.

Her hands roamed my chest, then up to my shoulders, fingers digging in like she was checking the goods.

We kissed sloppy, savage, no pretense. Her lipstick smeared a red warpath across both our mouths.

I found the bare skin at her waist, fingers sneaking under the edge of her top.

She arched into me, guiding my hand higher, until I could feel the band of her bra, nerves thrumming under my palm.

A whimper escaped her throat, pure want.

She found my jeans, slid a hand beneath the waistband, fingers tracing the line of my hip, threatening to make me lose control.

We stayed like that, rutting through our clothes, her thigh grinding against my cock, me palming her ass so hard I left fingerprints.

She broke off, just to breathe, eyes glazed.

“Holy shit,” she panted. “You have no idea.”

“Try me,” I rasped.

She kissed me again, biting my lower lip.

Her hand slid lower, almost palming my cock through my boxers, just enough pressure to make my knees go liquid.

I pushed my hand up, edging under her bra, thumb brushing the underside of her breast.

She gasped, bucked into me, and kissed harder, desperate for friction.

Our bodies slammed together, heat ramping to fever.

My cock jerked so hard I thought I’d blow through my jeans. Harper mashed her tits against my chest, hands tearing at my shirt while her thigh ground my crotch with no shame. She was wild, mouth locked to mine, tongue hungry and filthy and perfect. The taste of her lipstick and sweat had me dizzy, pulse thundering in my ears.


I grabbed her ass in both hands, squeezing until she gasped, then slid one hand up, under her leather skirt, fingertips finding the bare skin of her thigh. She shivered, grinding harder, her pussy mashing against the bulge in my jeans with enough force to bruise.


“Fuck, you feel good,” I rasped. It wasn’t poetry, but it was the truth.


She clawed at my belt, hands frantic. “I need you,” she whispered, voice raw and shredded. “Right now. Don’t make me beg.”


That was all the invitation I needed. I kissed her, deep, letting my teeth nip her lower lip, then dropped my hand and hooked my fingers in the waistband of her skirt. Harper helped, wriggling, desperate to shed anything in the way. Her hands trembled as she shoved my jeans down, boxers barely clinging to my hips.


My cock sprang free, flushed and wet, throbbing with every heartbeat. Harper’s eyes went huge, hunger and disbelief mixing in one gorgeous, filthy look.


“Jesus, Eli,” she breathed, licking her lips. “No wonder you radiate boyfriend energy.”


She rucked her skirt up around her waist, revealing a tiny pair of black panties already soaked through at the crotch. She yanked them aside, flashing the slick, glistening pink of her pussy. My brain short-circuited.


I traced a finger along her slit, gathering wetness, then circled her clit. Harper threw her head back, moaning, legs shaking.


“Don’t tease,” she hissed, grabbing my cock in her fist. She stroked it, slow and tight, using my own pre-cum to slick the head. “I want you inside me. Right now. I want to feel every inch.”


I lined up, heart pounding. Harper balanced herself against a stack of crates, leaning back, legs spread and ready. I pushed the tip of my dick against her entrance, felt the heat and slippery give, and nearly lost it then and there.


She grabbed my shirt, yanking me closer until our chests smashed together. I slid in, slow and steady, letting her body swallow me whole. Her pussy gripped my cock, velvet heat and desperate squeeze, wet and tight and fucking perfect.


Harper dragged her nails down my back, every inch a brand.


“God, you fill me up,” she moaned into my neck. “Harder. Fuck me harder, Eli.”


I slammed into her, hips pistoning, hands locked on her ass to hold her in place. Each thrust drove her up the wall, her tits bouncing, mouth open and wild. She clung to me, grounding herself on my cock, milking every inch.


The sound of us was obscene: wet, sloppy, slap of skin and the raw purr of her voice as she writhed in my grip.


Harper was a fucking vision, wild hair sticking to her flushed cheeks, lips smeared red and parted for breathless moans. Her tits bounced with every thrust, nipples peeking over the edge of her top, so tempting I wanted to devour them. I palmed her ass, spreading her wide, driving my cock deeper with every ragged stroke. Her pussy clung to me, hot and slick, milking me for all I was worth.


She grabbed the back of my neck and yanked me into another bruising kiss, tongue greedy and desperate. The taste of her sweat, perfume, and lipstick sent my brain into overdrive. I slammed her harder against the crates, grinding into her, my cock bottoming out in her velvet heat. She shuddered and locked her legs around my waist, heels digging into my ass, pulling me deeper still.


“God, Eli, don’t stop, don’t ever stop,” Harper hissed in my ear, voice shredded from screaming on stage. She bit my jaw, left a crimson mark, then raked her nails down my spine so sharp it made me groan.


I yanked her tank top down, freeing one perfect breast. Her nipple was flushed, already hard, begging to be kissed. I took it in my mouth, sucking hard, letting my tongue flick and circle until she gasped and ground her cunt back on my cock with frantic hunger. Her whole body trembled. She was close. I could feel her walls fluttering, tightening with every punishing thrust.


I fucked her against the crates, the angle forcing my cock to drag over her clit with every slam. The wet slap of our bodies filled the little room, obscene and perfect. I wanted to make her scream, wanted to ruin her for every other man, to prove she was mine, even if it was just for tonight.


Her hands clawed at my back, then fisted in my hair, dragging me up for another filthy kiss. Our tongues tangled, breath hot and wild. She broke the kiss, panting. “Don’t hold back,” she begged. “I want to feel you lose control. Want you to fill me up, Eli, fuck, please.”


That was it. My balls drew up, cock twitching inside her. I slammed in deep and held, grinding my pelvis against her clit as I pinned her to the wall. Harper convulsed, screaming into my neck, her pussy clenching me like a vice. I felt the gush of her orgasm, slick and flooding, coating my cock, dripping down my balls.


I couldn’t stop. I drove into her, relentless, every muscle straining, until the pressure broke. I slammed in deep, cock buried to the hilt, and let go. I came inside her, pulsing in hot, shuddering waves, every spasm wrung out by her greedy cunt. I groaned, forehead pressed to hers, lost in the wild, messy perfection of Harper Monroe.


We shook together, bodies fused, her pussy milking every last drop from me.


When I finally stopped, I stayed inside her, both of us trembling, sweat slicked and locked together like we’d been welded at the hips. For a second, I thought neither of us would ever be able to move again. Harper’s breath sawed in and out of her, lashes fluttering while her whole body tremored in aftershock. I wrapped her up in both arms, pinning her to my chest as I tried to keep my knees from buckling.


Her face was a debauched masterpiece. Red lipstick smeared across her cheek, strands of wild hair glued to her temples. Her top had gone sideways somewhere in the melee, baring one perfect breast and a line of hickeys that would be hell to explain if anyone caught us walking out. Her thighs clamped tight around my waist, and her pussy still squeezed my cock in lazy, greedy pulses as if she couldn’t stand to let me go. I didn’t want her to.


I buried my face in her neck, breathing in the raw perfume of sweat, sex, and victory. The scent of her was everywhere now, clinging to my skin, mixing with the vanilla of her shampoo and something wild beneath. She shuddered in my arms, then went molten, the tension leaking out of her like air from a balloon.


“Holy fuck,” I managed, voice shot. “I think you just short-circuited my nervous system.”


Harper gave a shaky laugh, then clawed a hand through my hair and mashed her mouth to mine. The kiss was messy, all tongue and spit and stolen breaths, but I loved it. The taste of her lingered on my lips, sweet and coppery with the tang of spent adrenaline.


We broke apart, panting, foreheads pressed together. My cock was still buried in her, throbbing in the slick heat of her pussy, every twitch sending aftershocks up my spine. A river of cum drooled out around the base, making an absolute mess of her ruined panties and the inside of her thighs. I watched the cream leak down her leg and groaned, barely resisting the urge to fuck her again right there.


She wasn’t in any hurry to move either.


Harper nuzzled my jaw, kissing and biting, fingers tracing lazy patterns over my shoulder blades. “I can’t feel my legs,” she whispered, totally awed. “You broke me in the best way.”


I grinned, still dizzy. “Fair’s fair. You wrecked me first.”


We held each other like that, bodies shivering and fused, until the world tilted back into focus. It wasn’t just sex. There was something bigger simmering in the space between us, a relief and a hunger that went bone deep.


I cupped her face, thumb brushing away the lipstick smeared at the corner of her mouth. She stared up at me, eyes wide and open, all her usual armor gone.


“You’re incredible, Harp,” I said, letting the truth land.


She blinked, a little stunned, then smiled so soft I felt it right in my gut. She kissed me again, slower this time, savoring the connection.


Eventually, the post-coital haze started to fade and logic elbowed its way back in. Probably not the best idea to camp out naked in a storage room with my cock still throbbing inside her. As perfect as it felt to stay fused together, sticky and tangled and spent, there was no way the universe would let us keep this moment secret forever.


I pressed my lips to Harper’s temple and nipped her ear. She shuddered, arms locked around my ribs, her body glued to mine like we belonged together. Even as reality tried to creep in, her pussy kept milking me, coaxing every last pulse from my cock.


“Fuck,” she whispered, voice shredded and raw. “I never wanna let go.”


I grinned, savoring the aftershocks. “Then don’t. I don’t want to move, either.”


We clung to each other, letting our sweaty bodies cool down just enough to think straight. Eventually, my knees gave out and we slumped together, Harper straddling my lap, skirt still bunched at her waist, panties twisted and stained with the mess leaking from between her thighs. My cum oozed out of her, glistening on her skin, and the sight sparked a fresh pulse of pride in my chest.


Harper’s hair was wild, her makeup a disaster, lips swollen and bruised from kissing. She looked like she’d just stumbled out of a backstage brawl, but her grin was pure satisfaction. She cupped my jaw, thumb smearing lipstick across my cheek.


“I can’t believe you just did that to me,” she said, shaking her head in awe.


I smirked. “I could say the same. You’re even hotter than I imagined, Harp.”


She snorted, but her eyes went soft. “You know this isn’t a one-night thing, right? Not after that.”


The words hit like a jolt, raw vulnerability flashing between us. I didn’t hesitate.


“I don’t want it to be,” I said, dead honest. “I want more. A lot more.”


A real smile, slow and dangerous, curled across her lips.


“Good,” she whispered. “Because I’m not finished with you.”


She kissed me again, slow and deep, tongue tangling with mine as her hips rolled lazily in my lap. Even drained, I could feel my cock twitching, greedy for another round.


We finally peeled ourselves apart, both of us laughing at the mess we’d made. Harper fished a handful of napkins from one of the crates and wiped her thighs, then dabbed at my cock, eyes sparkling as she cleaned me off. She straightened her top, wriggled back into her panties, then fixed my shirt with hands that lingered a little too long at my waistband.


I tucked myself away, still half-hard, and tried not to stare at the way her skirt hugged her ass when she bent over to grab a water bottle.


Harper caught me looking and grinned. “Like what you see?”


I rolled my eyes, but I didn’t look away. “Can you blame me?”


She tossed her hair and shimmied her skirt down. “Better get used to it. I’m gonna have you hooked.”


We shoved ourselves back together, wiped off the worst of the sweat and lipstick, and did our best to make ourselves presentable.

She squeezed my hand once, secret and sure, then vanished into the hallway to claim her victory lap.

***

Later, I found her by the bar, collapsed into a metal chair, empty water bottle in hand.

She looked wrecked in the best way, hair wild, makeup running, chest still glowing with sweat.

I offered her another water. She took it, staring at me with something new in her gaze.

We ditched the post-show afterparty in record time.

She never let go of my hand. Not as we wove through the murmurs and stares, not as we climbed the steps to daylight.

In the car, the silence was loaded.

She slouched low in the passenger seat, skirt riding up, legs bare and perfect on the console, all her facade melted away.

For a minute, neither of us said shit.

I drove, knuckles white, replaying every second backstage, every taste of her skin and the way her pussy pulsed around my cock.

Then she spoke, voice gone soft and dangerous.

“You know, music was always my armor. Like, the one place I could be real and not get wrecked for it.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to interrupt.

She fiddled with my hand, tracing the lines on my palm.

“But tonight?” She paused, biting her lip. “You became part of that. No one’s ever been inside that part of me before.”

The words hit harder than any kiss.

I glanced at her. She was watching me, pupils blown, sweat drying at her throat in little diamond beads.

“Did it freak you out?” I asked.

“Honestly?” She grinned, the old Harper peeking out. “It’s scarier than the damn label scouts.”

I wanted to pull over and kiss her again, but the moment was too heavy to risk breaking.

We rolled through the city in silence, hands joined, every block burning with possibilities.

When we finally coasted up to the house, neither of us moved to get out.

She looked at me, raw, hopeful.

I squeezed her hand.

“You killed it tonight,” I whispered, meaning every word.

She dropped her head, hiding a smile.

Then, in the dark, she said, “Next time, let’s not wait till after the show.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I promised.

As if that settled everything, she leaned over and kissed me, slow and sweet, nothing like the storage room riot. Just a seal on the truth we’d built.

We sat there, suspended, hearts pounding, until the night finally let us go.

Whatever waited on the other side, I was all in.

And from the look in her eyes, Harper was, too.


Chapter eleven
Insatiable


We snagged the best seat in the house. A battered tufted armchair and a spindly chair dragged up to a tiny round table at the very edge of the window, tucked just far enough from the refills station to avoid the worst foot traffic. Sunlight poured through the glass, a molten stripe across the floor and halfway up the wall, catching in Misha’s hair and turning her into a goddess. Her blonde was never just blonde: right then, it glimmered every shade of white gold, catching the motes of drifting dust like the spotlight from a stained-glass cathedral.

We were, allegedly, there to study. Her motivational flashcards were stacked in the center of the table, color-coded and optimistic, but neither of us had touched them in the last hour.

Our knees bumped under the battered tabletop. Every so often, she’d let her calf linger against mine, daring me to react, her pink-painted toes drawing lazy patterns on my shin. I let her win every time. Either she didn’t know what she was doing to me, or she knew exactly and loved it.

The place was alive with the Rosehaven regulars: baristas in branded tees pouring caramel swirl lattes in double-time, students hunched over laptops in various states of panic, a group of sorority girls trading gossip and bites of pumpkin bread at the window seat. The sound mix was its own brand of chaos. Espresso machines shrieking, chairs scraping, the steady basso of indie music pulsing under the Saturday afternoon chatter.

But our corner felt like its own world. A little hotbox of anticipation, insulated from everything but the scent of cinnamon, vanilla, and whatever chemistry was turning my brain to mush.

Misha leaned in, her elbow on the table, fingers tracing the rim of her mug. The way her wrist flicked, graceful and precise, drove me nuts. Every shift of her posture pulled her Rosehaven hoodie tighter across her chest, making her look both softer and more dangerous than any girl in the place.

She caught me staring at her hands and grinned. “You okay over there?” she whispered, voice just for me.

I coughed, busted. “I honestly can’t remember a single psych term. My brain’s fried.”

Instead of going for the flashcards, she nudged her foot between my ankles, pressing hard.

“That’s because you’re thinking with your other brain,” she said, a devil in an angel’s disguise.

I flushed. “Not exactly subtle, are you?”

She shrugged, sipping her coffee, eyes dancing. “When have I ever been subtle with you?”

I liked the direction this was going.

I ran my thumb up her wrist, slow, savoring the shiver that raced through her. The air was heavy with the scent of her perfume, something sweeter than usual, and every nerve in my body stretched for the next contact.

She glanced down at where my hand cupped her arm, then back to my face, cheeks pink. “What would you do if I told you I wore this just for you?”

I played it cool, even as my blood pressure spiked. “I’d say it’s working.”

She grinned, all teeth and challenge. “You didn’t even ask what I’m wearing under this.”

I leaned in closer, so that our faces were inches apart. “What are you wearing under that, Misha?”

She smirked, stared pointedly at my mouth, then whispered, “Nothing.”

A bomb detonated behind my ribs.

I let my thumb circle her pulse, slow and relentless. “You’re kidding.”

She shook her head, gold hair tumbling over her shoulders. “Nope. Got dressed too fast, figured I’d just risk it.”

The imagery nearly shorted my brain.

I could feel her breath on my chin, the heat radiating off her skin, the way her knees pressed into mine under the table.

We could have been anywhere, in a cab, in my room, on another planet. But right then, nothing existed outside the four feet of space boxing us in.

She bit her lip, the move calculated for maximum damage, then ran her fingers along my forearm, nails featherlight.

“I’ve been thinking about last night,” she said, voice gone husky. “All day. I can’t get it out of my head.”

After Misha had found me in my room and announced she had officially started birth control, we’d gone late into the night, nothing held back, fucking relentlessly until the clock bled past three a.m. There’d been no counting the orgasms. I’d wrung them out of Misha until the sweat cooled on our skin, but I’d finished deep inside her every time, filling her completely, and the thought of doing it again today already had me aching to make another mess between her thighs.

She drew a little circle on my skin. “You made me feel…” She trailed off, searching for the word, cheeks darkening. “Wrecked. In the best possible way.”

I swallowed, hard. “You weren’t the only one.”

Her hand inched higher, tracing the line of my veins.

“So tell me,” she murmured, “when we get home, what are you going to do to me? Don’t hold back.”

I almost laughed at how bold she was, but the need in her eyes was the real deal.

I leaned even closer, so our noses brushed. “First thing, I’m going to get you in my room and lock the door. Then probably pin you against the wall and remind you what you do to me.”

She shivered. I felt it down to my shoes.

Misha squeezed my arm, nails digging in, her voice trembling. “And then?”

I leaned in until our lips nearly touched. “Then I’m going to undress you slow, watch your nipples get hard, and taste every inch of your body until you beg me to fuck you…again.”

She blinked, stunned, but then a wild smile took over her whole face.

“I want you inside me the second we get back,” she whispered. “No games. I want you to come so deep I can feel you for days.”

My cock lurched, warning me to keep my hands above the table. As many times as we’d fucked in the past week, I was sure she was feeling me every minute of every day.

“You just want me to lose control,” I accused.

She ran her fingers up my inner thigh, just under the lip of the table. “I want you to lose your mind.”

The air went molten. Our faces hovered, not quite kissing, as her nails walked higher and higher. My palm found her thigh under the table, and she parted her knees just enough to make every promise real.

Her foot slid along my calf, then up, rubbing the denim tight over my cock.

She gripped her coffee, barely, but her whole body leaned toward mine. “I haven’t stopped thinking about your cock inside me. It’s all I want, Eli.”

She was so blunt it nearly broke me.

I let my hand drift from her thigh to her waist, hidden by the tablecloth.

I squeezed, hard enough for her to gasp. “You want it raw?” I muttered, voice shredded.

She nodded, fever-bright. “I want you to fill me. Want to walk around all day knowing your cum’s dripping down my legs.”

I nearly came right then.

Instead, I kissed her.

It started as just a brush, so minor nobody would have noticed, but then her mouth opened, soft and hungry, and I was gone.

Her tongue found mine, needy and slick, and every inch of self-control vanished. My hand curled tighter around her waist, drawing her into me, while hers tangled in my hair, anchoring us together.

We could have been alone in a hotel suite or pressed against a bathroom door. The world blurred out. The crowd, the baristas, the laptops and laughter, none of it mattered.

She kissed like she’d waited her whole life for this exact five seconds.

I pulled her closer, hands sliding up her hoodie, palm flat against the warm bare skin just above her shorts.

She moaned, low and private, but it vibrated straight through me.

Our lips crushed and parted, then fused again, tongues entwining, every second more explicit than the last.

She broke off only to whisper, “You make me so fucking wet,” then bit my lower lip.

The groan I let out was pure reflex.

I let my hand roam, palm cupping the side of her tit, thumb tracing the curve, loving the weight and heat of her under my hand.

She arched into me, mouth hungry, breathing hard.

If we’d been anywhere else, I’d have bent her over and fucked her right there.

The kiss deepened, wild and endless, hands everywhere, until the world felt paper-thin around us.

The only thing that could’ve stopped us was a bomb.

And that’s exactly what hit.

***

Daniel’s voice cut through the caffeine haze like a gunshot.

“What the fuck is this?”

For a split second, the café didn’t register. Then all at once, the music cut, the baristas froze mid-pour, and every single pair of eyes in Rosehaven Roast locked on our table.

Misha’s hand jerked away from my crotch, but I kept my arm braced around her waist, refusing to flinch.

Daniel stood in the entryway, sweating rage in a Greek Row windbreaker and stone-washed jeans, his hair perfect, his face twisted. He looked ten feet tall and ready to murder someone, and that someone was me.

My blood chilled.

But Misha didn’t even blink.

She sat up, spine ramrod straight, eyes clear as a dawn sky.

Daniel stormed up before I could even inhale. His voice boomed off the brick. “You were fucking cheating on me? With my brother?”

The question hung, ugly and raw.

I expected Misha to crumble, or at least stammer a defense.

She didn’t.

Instead, she folded her hands in her lap and looked him dead in the eye.

“This isn’t cheating,” she said, calm as a bomb squad. “Cheating is what you’ve been doing to me for years.”

Daniel paled, fury pivoting to shock and back in a heartbeat. “What are you even talking about?”

Misha wouldn’t let him have the narrative. “All those late nights, all those ‘study sessions’ that ended up with you at frat parties or some random girl’s apartment? Don’t insult my intelligence, Daniel. You’ve been unfaithful our entire relationship.”

The words rang out, sharp enough to shave glass.

All around us, strangers pretended to keep typing, but nobody blinked.

Daniel’s jaw worked soundlessly. He tried to rally. “You’re just making shit up so you can fuck my baby brother in public?”

I felt the room tilt, but then Misha’s hand found mine again, squeezing hard.

She lifted her chin. “Don’t act surprised when someone actually treats me with respect. You lost the right to complain the first time you lied to my face.”

The only sound was the hiss of an espresso machine gone rogue.

Daniel stared, breath heaving, then he flicked his eyes to me. His voice dropped, venomous. “You’re dead to me, Eli. You hear me? Don’t ever speak to me again.”

The words twisted something deep inside, but I held Misha’s hand tighter, refusing to look away.

Daniel spun on his heel and crashed out of the café, the force of his exit shaking the door so hard the chimes screamed.

In the vacuum, nobody spoke.

The whole world seemed to shrink to the space between Misha’s hand and mine, the thin gold thread binding us together.

For a long minute, we just breathed.

She stared at the table, not crying, not shaking. Just steady.

I squeezed her fingers, trying to let the truth carry through skin and bone.

Around us, the sounds of Rosehaven Roast slowly rebooted, blenders whirring, laptops ticking, baristas resuming their routines as if nothing seismic had just happened.

We didn’t move.

She looked up at me, eyes shining.

“You okay?” I whispered.

She nodded, lips parted, then managed a smile that was half relief, half heartbreak.

“Yeah,” she said, voice raw. “For the first time in a long time, I actually am.”

There was nothing left to say. The moment belonged to us.

We finished our coffee in silence, knees pressed together under the table, the weight of the world crashing down and then rolling the fuck off our backs.

When we finally stood, the barista caught my eye, and for a second, I thought she might say something.

But she just nodded, private and supportive, like she’d seen a hundred breakups and knew exactly which side to root for.

We walked out hand in hand, the only sound the echo of the door chime behind us.

If the whole world was burning, we were the match and the gasoline.

And I didn’t regret a damn thing.

***

We walked home with our fingers fused tight, but said nothing.

The sidewalk was wet from rain earlier, leaves stuck flat to the concrete like someone had pressed pause on every season. The air still smelled like espresso and ozone, and every breath felt raw like we’d both smoked half a pack, even though neither of us touched the stuff.

We must have cut a hell of a picture: me, six-two and stone-faced, Misha, a foot shorter, hair wild from the wind and her lips still swollen from my mouth. Nobody stopped us. Nobody dared.

Every step away from Rosehaven Roast felt heavier. Like if we spoke, the intensity would splinter and vanish.

By the time we reached the porch, her hand was ice in mine. I squeezed, desperate to anchor her.

Inside, the townhouse was silent. Not even a whisper from the other rooms. For once, the universe cleared the deck and left us alone.

We climbed the stairs without a word. At my door, Misha paused like she was waiting for the world to catch up.

I let us in.

As soon as the door clicked shut, I locked it and turned.

She waited, back pressed to the wall, eyes shining.

For a second, she looked so breakable it scared the shit out of me.

I wanted to say something heroic, or poetic, or, hell, just not fuck this up.

Instead, I blurted the truth. “I’ve loved you for years, Mish. Since before either of us pretended this was just a friendship. Watching from the sidelines while you were with my brother has been torture.”

She flinched then cracked.

Tears burst, but her voice was clear. “I stayed with Daniel because I was afraid if I left, I’d lose you too. You were always the only one I wanted. It’s why I would never let him touch me. There was never a second where I didn’t wish it was you. Always you.”

The words detonated in my chest.

Wall, meet tidal wave.

I crossed the space with two steps and caught her, crushed her to my chest, mouth greedy for hers.

She tasted like salt and tears, but also something new, something sharp and electric.

We kissed, wild and wasted, backs slamming the wall. Her nails dug into my scalp, dragging me deeper. My thigh pressed between hers, lifting her slightly, pinning her against the plaster.

Our bodies collided, hands everywhere, urgent as hell.

She ripped at my shirt, nails raking my ribs, hips grinding against the bulge already straining my jeans.

I returned the favor, peeling her Rosehaven hoodie and t-shirt in one go, baring her completely, two perfect tits, nipples already flushed and hard, her skin pink from the cold and my touch.

“God, I need you,” she whimpered, clawing at my fly.

I yanked her shorts down, panties following, leaving her naked except for the tangled fall of her hair.

She wrapped both arms around my neck and yanked me in, the force of her hunger knocking every thought out of my head.

I shoved my jeans to my knees and lifted her, one arm under her thighs, the other braced against the wall.

She hooked her legs around my waist and guided my cock to her pussy, the tip sliding through her soaked folds, so hot and ready it nearly undid me. And then, just like that, I pushed inside in one thrust, buried to the hilt.

She gasped, loud, guttural, pure relief and clamped around me, pussy gripping my cock so tight it was almost pain.

I fucked her standing, crushing her between my body and the wall, the impact every time enough to rattle the drywall and probably leave a dent. Each thrust was hard, deep, driven by months, fuck, years, of wanting that had finally split open and set us both on fire. The way she clung to me, mouth locked to mine one second, then biting down on my jaw or gasping out loud, made my vision white out at the edges. My arms were shaking, not from strain but from the desperate need to hold her so tight she’d fuse to my skin. Sweat pooled between our bodies, streaking her chest and the backs of her thighs where I lifted her, hands under her ass, fingers digging in deep enough to bruise.


She sobbed and moaned against my mouth, the noises broken and shameless. Every time I drove into her, her nails raked my scalp, pulling me closer, like she couldn’t get enough air unless it was sucked straight out of my lungs. The friction, the heat, the wet sound of us, it was obscene and addictive, and I never wanted it to stop.


I could feel every pulse of her, every ripple around my cock as I buried myself over and over, the tight grip of her body making it impossible to slow down. She started chanting my name, soft at first, then louder, until it was the only word in the room. “Eli, Eli, Eli—” like she was praying and cursing and worshiping at the same time. It didn’t matter that my bedroom wall was probably going to be a crime scene after this. All that mattered was the way she looked at me, eyes wide and wet, lips swollen and red from kissing and biting.


“Harder,” she breathed against my ear. “Don’t stop.”


I could barely think, just nodded and fucked her harder, her whole frame bouncing, tits pressed flat against my chest, nipples scraping my skin. My thumb found her clit and I circled, fast, rough, the way I knew she liked. She bucked so hard I had to pin her tighter, and the sound she made then was pure surrender.


Her skin was slick, this velvet heat under my hands, all muscle and softness. I felt her legs start to tremble around my waist, her breath tearing in and out, every part of her begging.


I gripped tighter, hand splayed across her lower back, feeling the flex of her as she arched and pulled me deeper. I wanted to remember everything: the taste of her sweat, the way her hair stuck to her forehead, the perfect line of her jaw thrown back in ecstasy. This was it, the moment I’d replay every night for the rest of my fucking life.


She started shaking, full-body, desperate.

I knew she was close.

I angled my hips, driving upward and in with every piston stroke, each grind coaxing a new sound from Misha’s throat. The sensation of her slick, pulsing heat was so fucking intense it made my knees shake. She took all of me, greedy for every inch, her nails scoring my back as if she wanted to rip my soul out and claim it for herself.

Every time I pulled nearly out, her hips snapped after me, starving, dragging me back in, the friction and suction insane. Her hair stuck to her flushed face, eyes wild with need, pupils blown so wide the blue was nearly gone. She arched off the wall to meet me, her tits pressed flat to my chest, nipples scraping against my skin, and raked her hands down to my ass, yanking me so deep the breath left my lungs.

Her pussy clamped around my cock like a living fist, the fluttering squeeze almost too much to handle. I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, just kept moving, faster and harder, until the slap of our skin echoed off the walls and sweat dripped from my forehead onto her bare shoulder.

She wrapped her ankles behind me, locking us together, every muscle in her thighs trembling. “Don’t stop,” she panted, voice raw. “Don’t—” She broke off in a gasp as I changed the angle, rolling my hips so the crown of my cock ground against that perfect spot inside her.

Her head slammed back, brow furrowing, lips open in a silent, desperate plea.

I watched it happen, the shudder building in her, the way her nails dug deeper, the way her whole body tensed and then started shaking, wild and helpless, lost to anything except the sensation of me inside her.

She started to come, a wild, silent scream, her pussy convulsing around me, milking my cock.

That broke me. I couldn’t hold back a second longer. The tight, desperate clutch of Misha’s pussy yanked the orgasm out of me, and I bottomed out inside her, slamming as deep as anatomy allowed. Her body seized around me, hips rolling like she wanted to drag me in and never let go. I was undone, blind with sensation, my entire universe narrowed to the white-hot lightning running down my spine and the heat blooming in my core. The first spurt of cum hit so hard I almost blacked out, and I heard her gasp, a stutter of surprised pleasure, as she felt me flood her.

I kept thrusting, raw and helpless, riding out the high as pulse after pulse of cum shot into her. It was reckless, primal, a lifetime’s worth of tension detonating in a single, stupidly huge release. Misha’s ankles locked behind my back, heels digging into my ass, holding our bodies fused together so tight that for a second I couldn’t tell where I stopped and she started. She whimpered. Fuck, I’d never heard Misha whimper before and wrapped both arms around my neck, pulling me down so our foreheads smashed together.

“I love you, baby,” Misha said, her voice quaking. “I’m yours, forever.”

She was shaking, whole body quivering with each aftershock, and I could feel her pussy milking every last drop from me, as if she was determined to claim it all. My arms gave out and I collapsed against her, sandwiching her between my chest and the wall, grinding into her until I was empty and numb. She didn’t complain. She just clung tighter, nails leaving little half-moon dents in my skin, shuddering through the tail end of her own orgasm.

We were locked like that, panting messes, my cock still twitching inside her and the reality of what we’d just done slowly seeping in. My cheek pressed to hers, both of us slick with sweat, her hair wild and sticky against my neck. I was vaguely aware that we were still halfway clothed, my jeans bunched at my knees, her hoodie crumpled useless on the floor, but it didn’t matter. Nothing else existed except the burn in my lungs and the sweet, post-coital haze making my brain float.

Eventually, gravity remembered us. My legs buckled and I slid down the wall, taking her with me. She didn’t resist; she just melted into my lap, arms and legs still wrapped around me, our bodies welded together by spent passion and a thin sheen of sweat. We ended up sprawled on the carpet, tangled and sticky and utterly spent.

But that was just round one.

***

On the way to the bed, I undressed the rest of the way, leaving a trail of clothes like a crime scene.

She crawled on, glancing back with a grin that nearly stopped my heart. Her ass was perfect, round and soft and begging for punishment.

I followed, hands greedy, mouth hungrier.

I dragged her to the edge of the mattress and dove face-first between her legs. My cum leaking from her didn’t matter. Only Misha mattered, and I wanted her to fill my mouth.

She opened instantly, thighs wide, feet braced on my shoulders.

Her pussy was bare and soaked, the pink of her slit practically glowing. I licked her, teasing the clit with my tongue, then sucking it between my lips.

She convulsed, wild, hands shooting into my hair and yanking me in harder.

I fucked her with my tongue, then slid fingers inside, curling to find the spot that made her lose her mind.

Misha thrashed, moaning and panting, hips riding my face.

She came fast, so fast I almost missed it, pussy squirting, her legs clamping around my head as she screamed.

I drank it, loving every drop, loving her rawness and the way she didn’t hold back.

When her body finally went slack, I crawled up, kissing her breast, then her jaw.

She caught my face and kissed me, tasting herself, hungry as ever.

This time, she rolled me onto my back and climbed on top.

Her fingers wrapped around my cock, stroking slow, eyes locked on my face.

“You have no idea how much I want this,” she whispered. “God, Eli. I love you so much.”

“I love you too, Sunshine.”

She lined me up, then sank down, taking me deep in one slick, perfect glide.

She started to ride, slow at first, rocking her hips, letting my cock fill her completely.

Her tits bounced with every move, nipples standing stiff and pink, and I grabbed them, kneading and teasing, loving her reactions.

She rode me faster, harder, fucking herself with abandon.

Skin slapped, sweat dripped, the sheets went damp and tangled.

Her voice broke, raw and honest:

“I’m yours, Eli. Fuck me. Fill me up.”

Her pussy clamped me tight, over and over, milking every inch.

I grabbed her hips and took control, slamming up to meet her.

Time warped around us, the minutes and hours melting into a fever dream of sweat, tangled limbs, and raw need. We didn’t just fuck, we devoured each other, over and over, swapping roles, flipping from wild animal to slow-burn worship and back again in the space of a heartbeat.

Misha’s need was bottomless and matched only by mine. She’d dig her nails into my shoulders, ride me like she wanted to break me, then collapse, trembling, only to pull me over her and beg for more.

We’d go hard and frantic until our bodies couldn’t take it, then slow down, fingers exploring, lips brushing everywhere, soaking in the aftershocks and letting the next wave build. Every new orgasm stripped us naked in a different way, sometimes shattering, sometimes sweet, sometimes so intense it hurt. Sometimes I’d pull out just in time to watch her come, her pussy spasming, her whole body seizing, the sight so hot I almost blacked out from wanting her more. Other times I’d finish inside her, holding nothing back, feeling my cum spill out and mix with the mess already leaking down her thighs. We would pause, panting and exhausted, only to start again when her hand drifted down to stroke me back to life or when I caught a glimpse of her flushed, sweat-slicked skin and felt the hunger all over again. It was endless, glorious, absolute, like we were making up for a lifetime of holding back.

She came again, shaking, arms locked around my neck as she sobbed and screamed my name.

I shot another load deep inside her, heat flooding her pussy, and she shivered, basking in the fullness.

We collapsed, glued together by sweat and cum, the taste of her still on my tongue.

But we weren’t finished. Not even close. All those years of pent-up longing had finally found their spark, a single careless match, and suddenly it was everywhere at once, fast and ravenous, eating up all the air between us. Our desire burned, untamed and insatiable; no amount of time or reason would ever smother it now.

***

Every time, She dragged me back for another round until I lost count, her body, and mine, impossibly greedy.

She sprawled on her belly, ass raised, and begged me to take her from behind in the prone position.

I obliged, lining up and sinking into her, loving the way she trembled at the first contact.

I fucked her slow, deep, savoring the tight, wet heat.

My hands roamed, gripping her waist, then sliding up to palm her tits, stroking her nipples until she shook.

She clung to the sheets, moaning, then shoved her ass higher, demanding more.

I slapped her ass, and she gasped, loving it.

I fucked her harder, faster, skin clapping, her pussy gushing with every stroke.

She came, no words this time, just wild, helpless sounds.

I held her in place and pounded her, chasing my own release.

My cock swelled, balls aching. “You want me to come inside you?”

The question was ludicrous as she already had a river of cum leaking down her thighs from her ruined pussy, but I wanted to hear her say the words.

She nodded, breathless. “All of it. I want all of you.”

I let go, hips slamming, then emptied myself inside her, cock jerking as I filled her with another load, my well seemingly bottomless.

She whimpered, greedy and grateful, soaking it up.

Afterwards, we collapsed side by side, bodies wrecked, hearts pounding.

She curled into me, tiny and warm, her skin sticky with sweat and sex.

Her breath fanned my collarbone, and her perfect tits pressed to my chest.

I held her, never wanting to let go.

***

We drifted in and out, sometimes dozing, sometimes fucking again, every round messier and wetter.

Sheets turned into a disaster zone, damp from sweat, smeared with cum, perfumed with the scent of her skin and the raw, musky sweetness of our bodies colliding.

She’d rest her head on my chest, fingers tracing circles, then bring me back to life with her mouth until we both rose to the challenge.

Sometimes, in the lazy aftermath, she’d confess things, quiet, silly, painful.

“Did you ever think I was broken?” she whispered, once.

“Never,” I said, meaning it. “You just needed someone to actually care.”

She kissed my cheek, softer than a promise.

“I always imagined you, instead,” she confessed. “Even when we were just ‘friends.’ It was always you in my head. God, I wanted you to just take me so many times.”

That made my whole soul ache.

I traced lines over her bare back, loving the feel of her muscles twitch under my palm.

She rolled on top, tits flattening to my chest, hair fanned wild, and started kissing me, slow and deep.

One time, she guided my cock to her slit and rode me lazy, body undulating, wringing another orgasm out of both of us.

At one point, she squirted, really squirted, soaking my lap, drenching my balls and the sheets.

She didn’t even blush. She just grinned, then laughed, burying her face in my neck.

I kissed the top of her head, loving every impossibly real second.

Round after round, the connection only grew needier, more raw, as if we were trying to cram four lost years into a single, endless night.

Her pussy hugged my cock with every thrust, draining me in ways I didn’t know were possible.

By the time the sun dipped behind the window, we lay in a puddle of exhaustion, bodies fused together, our souls finally at peace.

***

She rested on my chest, hair a wild mess, sweat cooling in streaks down her back.

I traced slow patterns over her skin, not ready to let go.

For a while, we didn’t speak. Just let the hush fill every space.

She was the one to break the silence.

“I don’t want anyone else,” she said, voice so soft I almost missed it. “But I need time. You’re the only thing I’m sure of, but…I don’t want to jump from one relationship to another. That said, I can’t live another day without you. Does that make sense?”

I understood her better than anyone. “You can have all the space you need,” I said. “I’ll be here. Always.”

She squeezed my side, then nuzzled my chest.

“I like that you don’t rush me,” she whispered. “I trust you to do what’s right.”

We lay there, hearts synchronized, sweat cooling on our skin, the whole world distilled to the space under the covers.

After a minute, she rolled to face me, propping her chin on my heart.

“Can I ask something weird?” she said, eyes sparkling.

I nodded, bracing for anything.

She wet her lips, then grinned.

“I’ve kinda noticed how Jenna looks at you,” she whispered, mischief in every syllable. “And, um, after last time, after game night…I kept thinking about it. What it would be like if we invited her up here, with us. Or…any of the girls, really. Girls like that. It doesn’t freak you out?”

For a second, my brain short-circuited.

I’d spent years fantasizing about this exact scenario, but having it tossed into the sheets, post-orgasm, by the girl of my dreams? It was almost too much.

“Honestly?” I said, voice shredded. “It sounds…fucking incredible. But only if you want it.”

She giggled, face flushed.

“I mean, it’s not like I’m jealous. I just want you happy. And I’m curious what it would feel like…to share you. Not lose you, never ever that, but…let other people see what you really do to me. Like, I want to watch you wreck Jenna. Or Cami. Or Hails. Or whoever.”

The thought was wildfire in my veins.

But mostly, I just wanted her.

“Maybe we start with us,” I said, kissing her nose, “and see where it goes?”

She nodded, snuggling closer.

“I like that,” she sighed. “But if I ever change my mind, you’ll be down for it?”

Always.

She didn’t have to say another word. Her breathing slowed, her body melted into mine.

I wrapped her up, treasuring every inch, every secret and every hope she’d handed me.

Sleep found us while the world outside spun, but inside, we were perfect.

For the first time in either of our lives, the next chapter was ours to write.

And I planned to fill every page.


Chapter twelve
Academic Allies


The Rosehaven Library’s private event space was airless with expectation. Even the light had a weighed-down feeling, filtered through frosted glass like no joy would dare sneak in uninvited. Every table was a warzone disguised by white linen, glittering flatware, and stacked plates of bland, university-catered food.

Aria sat at the edge of her seat, spine straight enough to splinter. Her skirt barely creased at her thighs, blouse buttoned so prim it could have been armor. The only thing moving was her right knee, bouncing a frantic staccato beneath the linen, the motion so rapid she could have powered a small desk fan off the nervous energy.

Her mother sat to her left, defense attorney’s poise and all. She had a stack of printed degree audits in a clipboard folder, actual paper, not even a laptop. The red ballpoint in her hand might as well have been a scalpel.

Her father, more chill on the surface, wore his blazer with the quiet authority of a man who played squash every Saturday at a country club. His “casual” shirt was blue and crisp as a bank statement, and even when he smiled, there was calculation under the surface.

The interrogation had been running for ten minutes, and Aria was losing ground fast.

“I want to understand,” her mother said, tapping the first page so sharp the utensils jumped. “You abandoned a perfectly reasonable pre-law track for… creative writing. Can you explain what, exactly, you plan to do with that degree?”

Aria’s voice was as taut as piano wire. “The psych major is still primary. Writing is just a—”

“Your advisor said you’d ‘pivoted focus,’” her mother cut in, eyes slicing sideways at the paperwork. “That’s not just an elective, Aria. That’s a full commitment.”

Her father steepled his fingers, gaze cold and clinical. “You know, we have an excellent pipeline for corporate attorneys at my firm. I spoke to Senior Partner Lacy, she’d be more than happy to mentor you if you want to maximize your law school prospects.”

Aria’s nails dug into the napkin in her lap, crushing it almost to pulp. Her eyes had that wild, cornered look, and the tip of her tongue flicked the inside of her lip, silent plea for rescue.

The air was hurricane-level tense, bottled up between the boxed-in bookshelves and the clink of too-formal flatware. Around us, other families tried to make small talk, but every word at our table was a landmine.

I stood just outside the little privacy partition, two grande lattes in hand, scanning for the opening.

Aria must have seen me, because she shot to her feet so fast she almost toppled her chair.

“This is Eli. My boyfriend.”

The words detonated like a bomb in the stately quiet.

Her mother froze, pen hovering midair.

Her father’s eyebrows nearly left orbit.

For a split second, Aria looked like she might pass out. But she held my gaze, daring me not to flinch.

I crossed the room in three strides, set down the coffees, and took the empty chair beside her. The “boyfriend” label rang in my ears, loud as a dinner bell.

“Hi,” I said, sliding a coffee her way. “I hope I’m not crashing anything.”

Her mother recovered first, eyes scanning me like I was a suspect in a Ponzi scheme.

“How long have you known our daughter?” she said, voice smooth as courtroom silk.

Aria’s heel tapped my shoe under the table, the message loud and clear: Save me.

I smiled, easy. “We met freshman year, actually. We took Cognitive Psych together. Aria was the only reason I didn’t flunk the midterm. Her study guides are basically legendary.”

Her father’s lips twitched, halfway between approval and threat. “And you’re majoring in…?”

“English. With a focus on literary analysis, but I’ve got minors in philosophy and economics. I’d be a law school cliché if I didn’t love books so much.”

He nodded, as though checking off a box. “And after graduation?”

“Honestly?” I said, careful not to overstep. “I’m still weighing my options. Grad school’s on the table, but I’m not opposed to jumping straight into, well, whatever needs fixing. I’ve got a knack for problems nobody else wants to touch.”

Aria’s mother eyed me, then her daughter. “And you support this… secondary major in writing?”

I could feel the panic rising off Aria in waves.

I leaned in, conspiratorial.

“I’d be a hypocrite if I didn’t,” I said. “You know, Austen’s work gets misread constantly, but what I admire most in her structure is how she writes women who challenge the social contract, like, the smart girls who refuse to get boxed in.”

Her mother’s face flickered, just for a second.

I went on. “Honestly, the only thing I’d ever litigate is how brilliant Aria’s thesis is.” I shot my best deadpan at the table. “If she was running for Supreme Court justice of the written word, I’d campaign for her.”

Her knee stilled under my touch, just for a second.

Beside me, Aria’s eyes darted from my face to her mother’s, hope draining the panic inch by inch.

Her father tried to reroute. “So you’re a fan of the classics? What’s your take on, say, the limitations of agency in nineteenth-century fiction?”

I ran with it. “It’s not just about who marries whom. It’s about who owns their own narrative. Like, take Aria’s current paper on Wuthering Heights. It’s not just rehashing the love story. She’s arguing for a radical reinterpretation of Catherine’s motives. The way she frames the question of madness versus resistance? Blew my mind.”

Her mother, now at DEFCON one, targeted Aria again.

“And you think that’s a viable path forward? Not law, not medicine, but… literature?”

The energy at the table was crackling, Aria’s foot vibrating under mine now, but her voice came clearer.

“I want to pursue what I’m best at,” she said. “And the research supports—”

“You’ve always been a strong presenter,” her father mused, “even back when you were winning math competitions. Maybe funnel some of that into a career that won’t leave you…well, dependent.”

That one stung. I could see it in the way Aria’s jaw set, muscles tensing.

I decided to double down.

“Not to brag, but her work is already changing how people see the material. Her professor came to her for help prepping this weekend’s department seminar. I’m just the groupie. It’s wild how many ideas she pulls out of a single paragraph.”

For the tiniest fraction of a second, Aria’s hand drifted over to mine, squeezing under the cover of the tablecloth.

The conversation looped, her parents volleying concerns about loans, “marketable skills,” and the “practical reality of life beyond the university.”

Each time, I threw the answer back in a way that made Aria look good.

When her mother worried about “distractions derailing her focus,” I smiled and said, “Believe me, she sets the bar for work ethic. Nobody’s distracting Aria Park from her goals.”

When her father asked if I’d been to any of her presentations, I said, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Tomorrow she’s on a panel, actually, it’s the highlight of my weekend.”

By the time dessert arrived (mini cheesecakes, dense and flavorless), the table had shifted. The interrogation was no less intense, but at least it was a conversation instead of a firing squad.

Finally her father set down his coffee, folding his hands.

“We’ll attend the panel tomorrow,” he said, scanning Aria as if the words were a contract. “But this is your chance to prove this is a real path, not just a phase.”

Her mother adjusted Aria’s collar, straightening it with surgical precision.

“Don’t embarrass us,” she whispered, her voice so soft it barely reached the end of the table.

Aria didn’t say a word, but her hand was a vise on my thigh.

The dinner wound down, the sound of other families rising in the background as people left to roam the university or take a twilight stroll through the quad.

We stood together, the four of us, but the air had never been heavier.

As we exited the library’s event hall, her mother hovered behind Aria, fussing with her hair, brushing invisible lint from her shoulders.

Her father pulled me aside for a moment, voice low.

“You seem like a good man, Eli. Take care with her. She works herself harder than she lets on.”

I nodded. There wasn’t a comeback that wouldn’t sound fake.

They swept out ahead, already eager to regroup at whatever reserved “parental” hotel the university had conned them into booking.

Which left Aria and me alone in the echo-high corridor, bathed in the orange glow of sunset filtering through the ancient glass.

She sagged. The tension drained from her shoulders all at once, leaving her shivering and shaky.

“Thanks,” she whispered, but the word barely had substance.

I reached for her hand and squeezed, wishing I could do more.

“You killed it,” I whispered, hoping it would stick.

A ghost of a smile touched her lips, and for a moment, she pressed her forehead to my arm, gathering strength for what came next.

Whatever happened tomorrow, I’d be right there, front row, ready to play groupie all over again.

If what we just survived was a war, the next round would be pure survival.

And right then, I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

***

It was standing room only in Hartwell’s largest lecture hall. Bodies jammed every row, students, faculty, even a stray parent or two. The air was a mix of wet wool, spent deodorant, and late-morning panic, spiked with the cold, chemical note of institutional coffee. Every eye was on the podium, and at the center, braced like a soldier caught in enemy fire, was Aria.

She looked immaculate, every detail sharp. Her jet-black hair loose for once, gliding over her blouse, high-waisted skirt tailored to perfection, her lips painted a soft, unyielding pink. From my seat dead center, I could see her fingers trembling as she fanned the index cards, each one annotated within an inch of its life.

In the row behind me, her parents sat rigid as court reporters, her mother’s jaw clenched, her father scribbling invisible notes on a program. Up front, the professor, Dr. Bryant, the terror of Rosehaven’s Victorian studies, balanced on the edge of his seat, a wolf in tweed, eyes already narrowed to slot-machine slits. My money said he was prepping to play “gotcha” before Aria even opened her mouth.

When her name was called, the sound barely registered over the blood in my ears.

She stepped to the mic, exhaled, then launched.

“My thesis today proposes a re-examination of Catherine Earnshaw’s role in Wuthering Heights, not as an overemotional cautionary tale, but as a deliberately radical, proto-feminist rebellion.”

It was a hell of an opener. So crisp, half the crowd snapped to attention.

Aria mapped her argument in sharp, surgical strokes. She hit on Brontë’s subtext about marital imprisonment, the coded language women used to resist control, and the way madness doubled as social camouflage for female rage. Every line, every citation, was loaded for bear.

The only sign of nerves was in her hands: the index cards fluttered, a tiny quake at the edge of every page.

Her professor was ready, barely waiting for the first pause.

“Forgive the interruption,” he said, voice syrupy. “But isn’t this simply a sentimental anachronism? Catherine’s actions were anything but rational or by the book. She’s delusional, even psychotic.”

The tension hit like a cattle prod.

Aria froze. For a second, her foot slipped, and her knuckles went white around the podium edge.

From my seat, I caught her gaze. She was close to a tailspin, but her eyes flickered, landing on me, begging for a lifeline.

I mouthed, “You’re right.”

At first, I thought she missed it.

Then she squared her shoulders, lips tightening to a line.

She grabbed her battered Brontë paperback and slammed it on the podium, the sound detonating across the silence.

“My argument doesn’t ignore the context. If anything, it demands we challenge it. Brontë herself wrote dozens of suppressed letters about the brutality of Victorian marriage, the isolation, the lack of legal agency, the expectation of self-erasure. Catherine’s so-called ‘madness’ is a direct response to her constraints. She weaponizes it.”

She went on, voice gaining steam with every sentence.

“When Brontë’s own sister tried to publish similar work, it was dismissed as ‘dangerous.’ The letters—” she read directly from a faded printout, paraphrasing Brontë’s complaint about ‘being bound, body and soul, to a master’ “—outline not insanity, but a survival strategy. Catherine isn’t crazy. She’s cornered. And the only weapon she has left is to refuse the script.”

A hush dropped, thick as a velvet curtain.

You could practically measure the shift in the crowd.

Aria’s final line landed with a sniper’s precision:

“Catherine’s rebellion wasn’t madness, it was survival.”

No one moved. Then, applause broke out, a rolling shockwave, fistfuls of students actually on their feet for her.

The professor’s face crumpled, a masterwork of sour. He finally managed: “Provocative… if unorthodox.”

Even Aria’s mother blinked, as if she’d watched a conjuring trick.

I couldn’t move. I was so fucking proud of her I wanted to drag her up and kiss her in front of the whole university.

Aria stepped down, skin flushed, hands shaking, but the relief in her eyes was a sunrise, melting away all the fear and old panic.

Suddenly, every eye in the room was hers.

The rest of the session blurred. I barely heard the next presenter. All I registered was the memory of Aria’s voice, solid and clear, and the wild hope that maybe, for the first time, she’d gotten a taste of victory.

If this was what rebellion looked like, I was obsessed.

And I was pretty damn sure I wasn’t alone.

***

Aria didn’t walk, she prowled, still high on the kill from the lecture hall. The second the applause faded, she set her sights on me. Before I could call her name, she’d gripped my sleeve in both hands and was dragging me deeper into the maze of Hartwell Hall, past award plaques and shadowy reading alcoves, up a narrow staircase littered with old seminar flyers.

She didn’t stop until we hit the forgotten Victorian lit classroom where the walls had seen more secrets than the campus confession board. Light filtered through stained-glass panels, painting the chalkboard with shards of color. Even the desks were shunted off to the sides, as if to clear the ring for whatever was about to go down.

Aria slammed the door and spun on me.

Her hair was a mess from the presentation, lips bitten red, eyes wild with adrenaline and something even hungrier.

She backed me straight into the chalkboard, chest-to-chest, her heartbeat thrumming like a warning siren.

Above my head, someone had scrawled “I cannot live without my soul – Heathcliff” in perfect cursive.

Her breath hitched, and she muttered, “No offense, but I’d rather fuck you than analyze this for the seventy-fifth time.”

Then she was on me.

Mouth crushing mine, tongue insistent, hands working the buttons down my shirt with zero patience for fig leaves or deniability. She wanted me, and she was done pretending otherwise.

Her hips pressed against me, and her skirt slid higher, baring smooth thigh. The collision sparked heat up my spine, and every sense doubled down, her perfume sweet and spiced, sweat cooling at her collarbone, the slight tremor in her hands as she pawed at my chest.

I let her take the lead.

She yanked the shirt open, nearly ripping the last button, nails dragging over my abs and up to my shoulders. Then she braced herself and pressed her whole body flush to mine, grinding against my thigh, breath ragged as if she’d sprinted a mile.

My own composure shattered in seconds.

I caught her by the waist, finding the edge of her blouse untucked, fingers roaming beneath to trace the delicate line of her ribs. The buttons of her blouse strained against her chest, fabric stretched taut over breasts fuller than her academic sweaters ever revealed. No corset, no armor, just skin, velvet-warm, trembling under my touch as my hands climbed higher toward where the cotton fought its losing battle against curves.

She gasped at the contact, then bit my jaw, hard, to show who was in charge.

“You know the scene they cut out of the Penguin edition?” she panted, lips at my ear. “The one where Catherine claws Heathcliff bloody?”

I nodded, half-delirious.

She grinned, a flash of teeth, and dug her nails into my back, raking all the way down.

The sting was perfect.

She rode my thigh, skirt hiked indecent, panties damp and hot as she rocked herself against me.

Our hips found a rhythm, savage and relentless. The chalkboard rattled behind us, and every time I slid my palm higher, just under her bra, her whole body juddered with want.

Aria’s need was white-hot, unguarded. She clawed at my shirt, then shoved my hands up to her tits, daring me to touch all of her.

I did.

I cupped her breasts, loving the weight and the heat. Her nipples strained under the thin fabric, pebbling the blouse until I wanted to tear it off just to feel the real thing.

She moaned into my mouth, tongue dueling mine, taste sweet and electric.

I edged us backwards, knocking into a battered seminar table. She seized the chance, hopped up, then wrapped both legs around my hips and yanked me in. The move lined her pussy up perfectly against my cock, the pressure so intense I almost went blind.

Through it all, Aria kept her eyes locked on mine, pupils blown, cheeks flushed. She wanted to come undone, and she wanted me to watch every second.

I rocked her back against the table, grinding my cock between her legs through layers of fabric, loving the way she arched and bit her lip to keep from crying out.

She locked her ankles behind me and started riding my thigh for real, every movement slicker and wilder than the last. Her skirt rode higher, just shy of flashing me bare. I snaked a hand under the hem, palm coasting up the inside of her thigh, until I reached the damp cotton clinging to her. She shuddered, clutching at my arms for balance, and let out a sound so raw it made my heart skip.

I worked her clit through her panties, slow at first, then faster. She melted, writhing against my hand, hips rolling, pussy wetter by the heartbeat. The pressure of her riding my leg, the heat of her body, fuck, it was all I could do not to rip my jeans open and take her right there.

She was close. I could tell by the shaky way she dug her nails in, the way her thighs started to tremble.

But Aria never gave up control.

She clamped down on my thigh, fingers digging in with white-knuckle ferocity, and the heat rolling off her body was pure, undiluted want. Every muscle in her legs went tight, skirt bunched so high I could see the slick, darkened cotton clinging to her pussy. My cock strained against my pants, throbbing in time with her desperate rhythm, and I knew if she told me to crawl across broken glass, I would’ve begged for the privilege.


Aria didn’t hesitate. She wanted, so she took.


Her hands fumbled at my belt, popping the buckle with a speed that bordered on violence. No games, no apology. She yanked my zipper down, and my cock sprang free, hard and flushed, eager as hell. She wrapped her fist around the shaft, squeezing just hard enough to set my nerves on fire.


“God, you’re fucking perfect,” she said, voice gritty with need.


She shimmied forward, so her ass was right on the edge of the battered seminar table, legs spreading in a scandalous V. The move hiked her skirt to her waist, baring her thighs and the soaked strip of panties glued to her slit. With a wicked little grin, she hooked two fingers and yanked the crotch aside, exposing the flushed, glistening pink underneath.


I nearly lost it right there.


Her pussy was dripping, lips swollen and glistening, practically begging to be filled. The scent hit me next, a wave of sharp, sweet arousal that went straight to my head. I fisted my cock, stroking once, jerking at the feel of her eyes locked on my tip.


“You want it?” I managed, voice shredded.


She didn’t blink. “I want every fucking inch. Now,” she ordered.


I obeyed.


I lined up, the head of my cock grazing her entrance. The heat of her was unreal, melting against my tip and spreading slick all over the crown. The second I pushed, her body welcomed me, greedier than anything I’d ever felt. I eased in slow, savoring the stretch, the obscene tightness of her cunt as it swallowed me.


She gasped, head thrown back, teeth bared as her hands grabbed my hips and dragged me in deeper.


“More,” she hissed. “Don’t you dare hold back.”


Her ankles locked behind my ass, sealing me to her. We fused, pelvis to pelvis, my cock buried balls deep in the velvet squeeze of her body.


The sensation was fucking electric.


Every thrust ground my dick over her clit, making her legs shake and her whole body twitch with raw anticipation. She clung to my shoulders, nails raking tracks down my back, the pain sweet enough to make me want to pound her through the desktop.


We moved in perfect sync. Every time I drove in, she rocked up to meet it, her pussy quivering and milking my cock, wetness leaking in hot pulses around the base. The slap of skin echoed off the chalkboard, every collision a fresh shockwave of pleasure.


She grabbed the back of my neck, yanking me down until our mouths met, tongues fighting for space, her teeth scraping my lip. I kissed her like it was the last time I’d ever taste her, hands braced on either side of her hips to hold her in place for every savage, desperate stroke.


Aria broke the kiss, breathless, hair stuck to her cheeks in wild, black strands.


“You feel how wet you make me?” she whispered, voice wrecked. “You want to ruin me, Eli? Do it. Fuck me so hard I can’t walk out of here.”


Her words detonated in my chest.


I slammed into her, hard, making the table rattle and her tits bounce against the open buttons of her blouse. I watched the glimmer of sweat bead at her collarbone, the way her nipples stabbed through the thin white fabric, perfect and obscene. I wanted to rip her shirt open and suck them until she screamed, but she was in charge, and this was how she wanted it.


She rode my cock, wild and relentless, hips rising to swallow every inch. Her pussy clenched and rippled, squeezing me so hard I saw stars. The friction was insane, every slide tighter than the last, the heat between us building to nuclear.


“You’re close, aren’t you?” she panted, eyes locked on mine. “Don’t hold back. I want to feel you come inside me. Fill me up. Right here, right now.”


God, I was already right there.


I fucked her faster, jackhammering my cock into her, loving the way she moaned with every impact, her whole body shuddering with release. She started to come, pussy spasming around me, the wet heat flooding down my shaft and dripping onto my balls.


The sight and sound of Aria losing control was all it took.


My orgasm hit like a car crash. I slammed in deep, hips grinding, and emptied myself in hot, pulsing jets, flooding her cunt with every drop. The pleasure spiked so hard my brain shorted out. My vision whited, and I clung to her like she was the only thing tethering me to reality.


“Fuck, Aria, I’m coming,” I groaned, and she clamped down, milking every spasm from my cock.


Her thighs shook, legs locked tight around my waist as she rode the aftershocks, her nails digging deep into my ass to keep me buried. The feeling of my cum filling her set her off again, and she jerked under me, every muscle straining in perfect, helpless surrender.


We held each other, fused together, the mess of our bodies leaking down her thighs and pooling on the battered wood.


For a second, nothing else existed.


Then, from somewhere down the hall, I heard footsteps and Aria’s mother’s voice, sharp and searching.


“Aria? Are you up here?”


Panic detonated. We scrambled, bodies still shaking, hands fumbling with clothes and buttons.


I pulled out, cock slick and glistening with her juices, and tucked myself away, zipper barely fastened before Aria yanked her skirt down and tugged her blouse into place. She swiped two fingers through her slit, wiping up the worst of the cum, then licked them clean, meeting my eyes with a smirk.

Outside in the hallway, her mother spoke again with icy precision: “Aria, where are you? We need a word before you go off with your friends.”

We kissed one last time, desperate, sweet, the kind of thing that could have rewritten history if anyone cared to look close enough.

Voices drew nearer. “Aria, now please,” her father barked, closer.

She slid off the desk, skirt barely decent, blouse wrinkled beyond hope, and ran a hand through her hair, trying to rein it in. I started to fix my shirt, but she stopped me, grabbing my wrist.

“Leave it,” she whispered. “I want to remember exactly how this felt.”

I grinned, dizzy with her.

She glanced at the door, then back at me.

Her eyes darkened. "Next time, we go somewhere they can't find us," she breathed.

I nodded, unable to hide my own hunger for more than just her body.

She planted one last kiss on my lips, then, with impossible composure, smoothed her skirt and unlocked the door.

The second she stepped out, her parents’ voices engulfed her.

Maybe tomorrow, she’d put the armor back. For now, though, Aria Park was a force of nature, and every mark on my body proved it.

Some stories begged to be censored.

Ours was just getting started.


Chapter thirteen
Rivalry Ignites


The sunlight over Orchard Street was a joke, all lemon stripes and fake cheer, but the hallway was still cold and silent, every creak of the floorboards a shot fired in the war for turf.

I hadn’t even made it to my door yet before I heard movement. Soft, delicate steps, like a cat burglar after a score. My room was still dark, sheets twisted around my legs and body sore in all the best ways from what Misha and I had done the night before. But just beyond the thin drywall, the story was unfolding.

Jenna always woke early on class days. I’d seen her in the kitchen at six a.m. before, hair wild, face bare, stalking coffee like a jungle predator. But this morning was different. She didn’t drift. She pounced.

She opened her door so quietly I never would have heard it if I hadn’t been listening for trouble. For a beat, she hovered, owl-eyed and silent, taking in the scene.

That’s when Misha’s door clicked open, three steps down the hall.

Only, Misha didn’t step out of her own room.

She emerged from mine.

Caught red-handed, or, more accurately, red-faced and ragged.

Misha looked every inch the satisfied sinner.

Her sleep shirt, one of those oversized, sorority-crawl charity numbers, hung off her shoulder like she’d lost a fight with the collar. Her legs were bare, the golden tan of her thighs glowing in the weak sunlight. Her hair was a mess, strands tangled and wild, as if someone (me) had spent a few hours tugging and knotting it between his fingers. Cheeks flushed, lips swollen, and a look in her eyes that screamed “just ruined and loving it.”

If there was ever a time Misha North looked less like a teacher’s pet and more like a centerfold for “I Got Fucked Right,” this was it.

She didn’t see Jenna at first.

She just tiptoed out, careful as hell, closing my door with the tiniest click. She hugged herself with her arms, face still lit up with the afterglow of a dozen orgasms. Her nipples poked through the thin cotton, pebbled from the chill and whatever memories were still zapping her brain. She hurried for her own room, totally focused on escape.

Jenna stood frozen in the shadow of her doorway, and I watched the gears turn behind her eyes.

Fists clenched at her sides. Shoulders went stiff. Even from across the hall, I could feel her heart rate spike, a low rumble like pre-thunder.

She watched every step Misha took.

Every guilty glance over her shoulder.

Every hint of cockiness that slipped through in the way Misha’s hips swayed, even as she pretended to be sneaky.

When Misha finally vanished into her room, shutting the door soft as a secret, Jenna just stood there, soaking it all in.

For a second, I thought she’d break, maybe scream, or laugh, or storm after her.

But Jenna didn’t do drama in broad daylight.

She locked in, jaw flexed, then retreated silently back into her room, the door closing with surgical precision.

The air in the hallway tasted electric. A new front had opened. The truth wasn’t just out; it was graffiti-tagged across the walls for anyone with eyes to see.

***

I only found out later how much the moment hit her.

Jenna wasn’t just mad. She was turbo-charged, competitive instincts at full tilt.

Every little detail about Misha’s recent moves, the extra smiles, the way she always sat closer at dinner, the subtle hair flips and sweet-baby-voice moments, clicked together like a beautiful, infuriating puzzle. Of course Misha was making a play. Of course she was “claiming” me in her own quiet, sugary way.

But Jenna? She wasn’t the type to roll over and let a blue-eyed, blonde sweetheart win without a fight.

I could almost hear her plotting from across the hall.

Maybe she hadn’t been one hundred percent sure before, but now? The evidence was criminal. No more pretending. No more hoping she was just imagining things every time my gaze tracked Misha’s curves or every time Misha lingered in the common area a few minutes too long.

She’d seen it for herself: the girl-next-door act was just that—an act. Underneath, Misha wanted what Jenna wanted.

And Jenna Ramirez was not here to lose.

Inside her room, Jenna went full bunker mode.

The shades drawn, her laptop already open, and the rest of the hallway fading into white noise.

She sat on her unmade bed, the covers a tangle of navy and cream, the faint scent of coconut conditioner and perfume pooling around her like a force field. Her coffee was already cooling on her desk, but she ignored it. Eyes laser-focused, jaw set, she replayed the hallway scene in her mind.

It stung.

She’d always known Misha had a soft spot for me. Hell, Jenna had flirted with the idea herself once or twice, just to see if she could bait out a reaction.

But this was next-level.

She hated losing. Hated it more than shitty coffee, more than pop quizzes, more than ex-boyfriends with commitment issues. The thought of sweet, helpless Misha North sneaking out of my room, glowing with post-orgasm triumph, made something primal twitch in Jenna’s chest.

She would not be outmaneuvered by a girl who color-coded highlighters.

Jenna fumed, every memory of the past week rerunning on instant replay.

All the little telltale signs: Misha’s “accidental” trips into the kitchen when I was there. The way she’d lean against my shoulder when we studied on the couch. Those dumb, flirty giggles at every one of my corny jokes. The way Misha’s perfume seemed to linger in the air for hours.

God, how had she not seen it before?

Misha was playing for keeps.

And Jenna just got proof, delivered on a platter.

She flexed her fingers, staring at the pale marks on her own palm from clenching so hard in the hallway.

No fucking way was she ceding ground now.

Not when the stakes were this high.

Jenna spent the next fifteen minutes mapping out her response.

It wasn’t about revenge. Not exactly.

It was about making sure she didn’t get boxed out. Making sure I didn’t forget who’d gotten there first, who could make me lose my mind on command, who knew how to leave bite marks that wouldn’t fade until the next semester.

If Misha wanted to play dirty, Jenna would go nuclear.

She changed tactics instantly, cycling through possible moves like a chess grandmaster on espresso.

Option one: Draw me out in the open, go full PDA. Too obvious.

Option two: Play coy. Maybe wait for Misha to make a mistake. Too passive.

Option three: Hit early, hit hard, and remind me, and anyone else paying attention, what set Jenna Ramirez apart from the competition.

Her mind was already scripting the confrontation. The next time she found me alone, she’d make her move. Quick, ruthless, undeniable.

She didn’t just want to fuck.

She wanted to win.

And nothing, especially not a fragile, angel-faced roommate, was going to get in the way.

***

By the time I shuffled toward the kitchen, the house vibes had already shifted.

Misha was nowhere to be seen, probably crashed back in bed, her dreams all tangled up with mine.

Jenna’s door was cracked, the murmur of music and the click of laptop keys leaking out. But when I walked past, I could feel her eyes on me, the heat and hunger in her glance a promise for later.

If I’d had a sixth sense for disaster, it should have been ringing alarms.

Jenna wasn’t just a woman scorned.

She was a woman on a mission.

And by dinner, the fire she’d lit under herself would be impossible to ignore.

***

Morning in the house was never quiet, not really.

But that day, even the pipes and radiators seemed to hush, waiting for the next shot.

In the standoff that was about to go down, there’d be no safe neutrals.

I was the prize, the battlefield, and the last line of defense all at once.

I just didn’t know it yet.

But Jenna did.

And when the time came, she’d leave no question about who I belonged to.

***

Laundry never got the credit it deserved for being dangerous.

Maybe it was the hum of machines, or the fact that most people did it in sweatpants, heads half somewhere else. But in the Orchard Street townhouse, the laundry room was about as safe as a bear trap.

The space was barely big enough to turn around in. Dryer on one side, washer crammed against the opposite wall, a leaning stack of plastic baskets threatening to avalanche with every vibration. The heat was stifling, moist, sticky, the air dense with the smell of detergent and whatever heat the dryer managed to cough out. Every surface seemed to pulse with static and tension.

I’d just started sorting my stuff, jeans, boxers, a few t-shirts that probably should have gone in a separate load, when a shadow blocked out the sliver of hallway light.

Jenna.

She didn’t walk in. She took the room over, hips squared, eyes lit with hurricane intent.

She leaned one hand on the door frame, muscles flexed, using her body like a living roadblock. I looked up and caught the first warning shot: a wicked smirk, eyes narrowed, hair pulled back in a way that meant business, not comfort.

She stared at me a few seconds, just letting the temperature wind up.

“So you and Misha, huh?”

Right to the jugular. No warm-up, no pretense.

I fumbled a sock, tossing it into the wrong basket. “What?”

Jenna stalked closer, barely bothered by the sweat already pearling at her hairline. The heat made her skin glow, every inch of her on the verge of ignition.

She fixed her stare on my face.

“You heard me,” she said, tone low. “You and Misha. Is that what we’re doing now?”

For a second, I thought about trying to lie. The words lined up on my tongue, innocent, clumsy, hopeful.

But Jenna saw right through it.

When I didn’t answer fast enough, she cut the distance, thigh to thigh, so close I could feel the tremor running through her.

“Gonna deny it, Eli?” she pressed. “Tell me you’re not sleeping with her.”

She watched my answer form, picking apart every twitch of my jaw.

I shuffled my laundry basket in front of my crotch, the only armor I had left. “We’re… just figuring stuff out,” I muttered, guilty as hell. “It’s not—”

She didn’t let me finish.

Jenna grabbed the basket, tossed it aside like a prop, and put both hands dead center of my chest, shoving me backwards until my ass hit the washing machine. The thud rattled detergent bottles and made my bones hum.

She pressed in, bodies fused, her hair smelling like some hybrid of drugstore shampoo and pure, distilled jealousy.

“You think she owns you now?” Jenna demanded, nails dragging a trail up my pecs.

I opened my mouth to protest, but her lips crashed down, ruthless enough to leave bruises. Her tongue forced mine open, teeth biting hard on my lower lip. I tasted a rush of copper, adrenaline, and the rawness only a woman on a mission could deliver.

The kiss was war, not love.

She yanked my shirt with both hands, nearly tearing the collar, then clawed it down my arms, trapping my wrists. In half a move, she spun me and drove me to my knees. The linoleum was hot and hard, but her body was already straddling me, pinning my arms overhead against the washer. My head spun with the speed of it.

For once, I was speechless.

She kissed down my jaw, nipping with enough force to make my whole body clench. Her hands never stayed gentle; they roamed, squeezed, claimed. There was nothing sweet or slow about the way she palmed my cock through my jeans, grinding the bone of her wrist into the spot that made my vision tunnel.

Jenna’s voice stayed just above a growl.

“Let’s see if she left anything for me,” she taunted, eyes locked on my flushed face.

She popped the fly on my jeans, then yanked them and my boxers down in one furious move.

My cock swung out, already hard as stone, flushed and leaking. Jenna grinned, victorious.

“Yeah, that’s more like it,” she purred, and bent down, latching her mouth around the head.

Her lips felt even hotter than the room. She worked me with absolutely no preamble, just a dirty, muscled rhythm that dared me not to come in the first minute. Tongue flicking, suction tight, she bobbed up and down, eyes glued to mine, making it impossible to fake any kind of control.

Whimpers escaped me, as much from humiliation as pleasure, but Jenna ate it up. She bobbed faster, hand pumping at the base, the other pinning my wrists out of play above my head.

Just when I started to shudder, a warning tingle at the base of my spine, she pulled off with a wet pop and licked her lips.

“Not yet,” she snapped. “You don’t get to finish until I say so.”

She straddled my lap, tiny shorts riding up to flash the bottom curve of her ass. She dragged her t-shirt over her head, letting her tits tumble out, heavy, perfect, nipples dark and already hard from the heat.

She didn’t bother teasing.

She lined up my cock with her pussy and sank down, one hard, merciless stroke.

The heat and pressure was unreal. Jenna’s cunt was slick, velvet-wrapped steel, and she took the full length without flinching. Her head tipped back, mouth open in a wild gasp.

I choked on the need to come right then.

Jenna started to ride, hips slamming down, using gravity and anger to wring out every sensation. Her tits bounced in my face with every move, sweat gleaming between them, the scent an intoxicating mix of clean and dirty.

“Don’t you dare hold back,” she ordered, slamming me back against the washer for leverage.

She ground down, every thrust rougher, hands digging into my shoulders.

I tried to resist, to hold on, but she owned the tempo.

Jenna wanted to leave a mark, and she did, biting from my ear down to my throat, leaving welts and red patches that would last for days. Her nails scored my chest and biceps, pure animal.

She locked my wrists above my head, then rode me harder, the slap of her ass against my thighs echoing in the cave of the laundry room, drowning out even the rumble of the machines.

She leaned in, lips at my ear.

“Who do you belong to?” she breathed.

All I could do was gasp her name.

Jenna’s answer was to slam herself down harder, clamping around my cock with a muscular precision that left no question about who was in charge. She didn’t pace herself, didn’t ease the tempo or offer any mercy. The only thing that existed in her universe was the contest of flesh, her body a vice and a weapon, using me as the battlefield. She gripped my wrists so hard it was almost painful, securing them against the vibrating top of the washer as she started to ride me like she was out to prove a point.

Every time her hips hit mine it was a shockwave, skin on skin, the wet slap punctuated by the feral snarl in her throat. Sweat beaded along the arch of her chest, ran in slick trails between her bouncing tits, the heat and humidity of the makeshift sauna turning her skin flushed and glowing. She wasn’t looking for eye contact, but I caught her gaze anyway, dark, wild, locked dead on me, daring me to break before she did.

She leaned in, bringing her face only an inch from mine, breath hot, the taste of her still clinging to my tongue. “Don’t you fucking quit on me,” she hissed, every syllable a threat and a promise.

I tried to keep my composure, to last, but the way she flexed her pussy every time she bottomed out made it a lost cause. She milked me with internal muscles I didn’t even know existed, squeezing in erratic, unpredictable pulses that shot fireworks up my spine and made my vision blur at the edges.

She arched her back and changed the angle, grinding down in tight circles so the base of my cock was flattened by her clit. She was chasing her own orgasm, reckless and greedy. The feel of her, hot, slick, impossibly tight, short-circuited my thoughts until the only words left were her name, over and over, in my head and out of my mouth.

Jenna’s nails raked my shoulders, the sting chasing the next wave of pleasure. She slammed her hips down, then started to piston, using the leverage of the washer to drive herself faster, harder, deeper. The clatter of the machines and the slap of flesh was a symphony for the gods of chaos.

The pressure built so fast it was terrifying. I was seconds away from exploding, my balls drawn tight, every muscle in my legs and abdomen locked and trembling. She must have felt it, because she clamped down even tighter, grinding furiously on my lap, teeth bared in triumph.

“Jenna—fuck, I’m about to—”

She set a brutal, relentless rhythm.

“Inside me. Now,” she commanded.

There was no choice, no question. My body obeyed.

I lost the thread of words and breath both at once, every nerve ending going supernova as the orgasm detonated from the base of my spine. The pressure had been building for so long and so sharp it was like the release might kill me, a rupture running from groin to skull that left me a shaking animal. Jenna’s cunt was a furnace, every muscle clutching and milking my cock as if she could wring out every last drop of me, every ounce of resistance, before she let me go.

I slammed up into her with the last of my air, hips leaving the floor with the desperation of drowning, and emptied myself in a series of involuntary, wracking spurts. The first pulse made my vision white out, a bright flash behind my eyelids; the second nearly blacked me out. I heard myself grunt, a sound too primal and raw to be mine, shaking from the force of it as my balls drew tight and then simply gave up. She ground down even harder, pelvis locked to mine, her clit grinding the base of my cock as her pussy convulsed around me. It was like she needed proof of conquest, physical evidence, and wasn’t satisfied until she’d milked out the last shudder, the last spasm, the last helpless, twitching spurt.

Jenna never relented. She held my wrists pinned, her grip bruising, her thighs clamped so tight around my hips I could barely breathe. She rode every aftershock, determined to take every stray flicker of pleasure and make it hers. Her own orgasm hit nearly in sync with mine. She let out a ragged, guttural gasp, fingernails digging so deep into my shoulders I thought she might draw blood, her whole body tensing and shuddering as she ground herself down on me, hips locked and trembling. The sound she made was equal parts victory cry and raw need, a war whoop muffled by the press of sweaty skin.

I could feel the heat of her, the slickness running down my cock and pooling against my thighs, mixing with the sweat and the musky, ozone-laced scent of sex that filled the tiny, claustrophobic room. It was the most complete kind of annihilation, body, mind, soul, all reset by the force of her will and the violence of her need.

When it was finally over, she didn’t bother with a post-coital kiss or even a word. Jenna’s arms buckled, and she collapsed forward, her weight dropping onto me in a boneless heap. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, her face buried in my neck, her breath coming in loud, uneven gusts. Every inch of her shook, from the aftermath of the orgasm but also, maybe, from something more than physical. A shiver of relief. Or triumph.

For a few seconds, all I heard was our panting and the drone of the dryer.

When she finally slid off, my cock was still twitching, hot semen dripping from where we stayed locked together.

She snagged a towel from the shelf to wipe herself clean, then grabbed my t-shirt and tossed it at me.

“Get dressed,” she murmured, smile sharp as a blade.

***

We scrambled back into our clothes, breathless and still sweating.

She checked her neck in the warped laundry room mirror, then flashed me a look that said “don’t you dare tell anyone.”

I tried to fix my shirt, but the collar was hopelessly stretched, and my chest was already striped with red marks from her nails.

She stepped in close, tugged my collar straight, and muttered, “You’re not going to tell Misha about this, right?”

I shook my head, still dazed.

Jenna pressed her lips to my ear, her next words dripping with territorial warning.

“This isn’t just casual anymore. And I don’t share what’s mine.”

She smoothed down her top, tucked a stray hair back, then steeled her gaze one last time.

“Next time you think about her, remember who fucked you first. And best.”

I never told Jenna that Misha had fucked me first, or that Misha’s appetite for sex edged on the predatory. If anything, Misha North was a sexual progeny. The girl was insatiable, devouring every encounter like it was oxygen, making me wonder if she was truly a nymphomaniac.

But it wasn’t like Jenna needed to know; she matched Misha on skill alone, a perfect foil to the other’s endless stamina and ferocity. Jenna knew how to ride my cock with just as much hunger, just as much ruthless precision, and she could wring an orgasm out of me even when I thought I was spent. Misha might have raw power and the kind of energy that left my body bruised and aching, but Jenna’s technique got into my head until I was begging for more. In the end, I couldn’t put one over the other. They both left me ruined in completely different ways.

With that, Jenna slipped back out into the hallway, leaving me alone with the rattle of the machines, the taste of her still fresh on my tongue, and the bruises to remind me exactly who was winning this round.

There was no fixing the laundry.

No hiding the marks.

I wiped down the floor, then leaned my head against the washing machine, trying to catch my breath.

The war was officially on.

And if I thought for a second that I could keep the peace, I was an even bigger idiot than I looked.

***

By dusk, the kitchen was staged for disaster.

Even on a good night, dinner on Orchard Street was an exercise in controlled chaos: mismatched plates, hand-me-down chairs, the perpetual scent of something just a little burnt. But tonight, all of it felt like background static behind the main event.

Three chairs. One guy. Two women who, until this week, pretended to be friends.

The air buzzed with possibility also with the faintest tinge of bloodlust.

Misha arrived first, soft-footed, hair braided over her shoulder, a look in her eyes that said “I’m feeling myself.” She wore an oversized sweater, legs bare, and even though she played it demure, I saw the flush under her cheeks. The glow hadn’t faded since this morning, and she was hungry for more.

She smiled at me as I took my seat, a private, knowing thing.

Jenna didn’t even try for subtle. She swept in five minutes late, claiming the spot across from me, her tank top showing just enough bruised skin at the collar to send my pulse into overdrive. Her eyes swept the table, then zeroed in on Misha with the intensity of a surgeon prepping for open heart.

It wasn’t even subtle.

The first ten minutes were all small talk, but every word was a loaded bullet.

Misha started it, naturally. “Did you have a good day, Eli?” Her tone was all sunshine, but she added, “You looked so tired this morning. Maybe you didn’t sleep enough?”

The tip of her pink tongue flicked out, tasting the hint.

I thought I might choke on my pasta.

Jenna pretended to ponder for a second, as if considering whether to join. “Maybe Eli just had a long night,” she said, grinning wicked. “He’s got a lot of energy to burn if you’re not careful.”

Their eyes met across the table, old West duel, but with more lip gloss and fewer horses.

I tried to focus on my food, but the tension was impossible to ignore.

Misha speared a tomato, then reached for the salt shaker. “Here, Eli. Let me,” she said, voice soft, fingers brushing mine as she pressed the glass into my palm. Her touch lingered, nails grazing my skin, just a second longer than necessary.

The electricity was instant, and I nearly dropped the damn salt.

I caught Jenna watching, her jaw tight, eyes glittering.

She smiled, but it was all teeth.

“Speaking of help,” she said, dropping her fork to make sure she had the spotlight, “I gave Eli a hand with his laundry earlier. I’m pretty sure I left some marks. Those machines are brutal.”

For a second, I thought Misha would spit her drink.

But she just straightened, blinking slow.

“That’s so sweet,” Misha countered, voice ice beneath the honey. “He’s always so quick to do things himself, sometimes I have to remind him to let me help too.”

They traded these backhanded compliments like knives, both smiling, both barreling toward the cliff’s edge.

I sat there, watching the slow-motion crash.

Every time I shifted in my seat, one or the other would lean toward me, crowding my space, trying to block the other out with touch or talk.

The food might as well have been sand.

Misha leaned in, voice dropping lower. “You know, Eli and I were planning to study together Saturday. He always keeps me motivated.”

She punctuated it with a nudge of her knee against mine, under the table where nobody else could see.

Jenna didn’t miss a beat.

“That’s too bad,” she purred, her smirk dangerous. “Eli already promised to help me with a project. I guess we got our wires crossed.”

She winked, slow, as if to say “checkmate.”

I nearly swallowed my tongue.

Misha’s hand curled around her glass, knuckles bleaching. She didn’t back down.

“Oh, that’s right. Eli’s always so generous with his time. But he’s excellent at multi-tasking. I’m sure he could handle both.”

They locked eyes again, more than a little wild, both grinning but not an ounce of warmth in it.

I tried to disappear behind my water, but the glass shook.

It just kept going.

Every topic was another battlefield.

“Eli makes the best coffee. Did you know that?” Misha offered.

Jenna flicked her hair, snorted. “He’s even better with his hands, honestly. Saved my ass twice today.”

Misha arched a brow. “I guess I’ll have to see that for myself.”

Round and round. The entire meal became a master class in backhanded aggression and subtle digs.

By the end, both women flashed brittle, too-white smiles, nothing left of the earlier truce.

Every muscle in my body was tense.

I pushed back my plate, mumbled an excuse about a late assignment, and practically fled the table.

Behind me, their voices stayed sweet, but every syllable was a warning shot.

In the hallway, I had to steady myself, hands braced against the wall as the reality crashed in.

They weren’t just circling each other anymore.

I was the new battleground, and the fight had barely started.

If dinner was this wild, I could only imagine what tomorrow would bring.


Chapter fourteen
Court Advantage


It started with an ambush.

I’d barely made it to the end of the upstairs hall when Hailey cornered me. She stood between me and the staircase, arms folded, lips drawn tight, like she was prepping to run a suicide drill but wasn’t sure she’d survive the finish.

She didn’t waste time.

“Eli. I need a favor. A dumb one.”

I braced for something like “kill a spider” or “carry my textbooks for a week.” Instead, she hit me with:

“I need you to be my boyfriend. Tonight. For real but also fake.” She said it in a single exhale, cheeks flushed. “My parents are coming to the team banquet. They…they think I have a boyfriend.”

There it was again, that old, reckless urge to fling myself in front of the oncoming train of someone’s feelings, bracing for the hit and secretly hoping I didn’t end up in pieces. What was it with the girls in this house? Hot, every one of them, each one sexy enough to make their own rules, to pick any guy and play at boyfriend for a night or a month. Yet it always circled back to me, like fate with a twisted sense of humor. And honestly? I couldn’t complain. Hailey Brooks had already fueled more than one late-night fantasy; I would’ve played her fake boyfriend all night, every night, if she asked. I tried to keep it cool, tried to wear my indifference like armor, but the heat was always there, simmering just beneath the surface.

“Why do they think that?”

“Because I told them,” she admitted, rolling her eyes. “Mostly to get them off my back. Every weekly call: ‘Are you seeing anyone?’ ‘Don’t waste time on dumb jocks.’ ‘Remember your future.’” She impersonated her dad with a bulldozer monotone.

I almost laughed, but she looked so desperate it stopped me cold.

“So…you want me to pose as your plus-one?”

Her relief was immediate. “Yes. Just for the banquet. Smile, say nice things, maybe hold my hand if my dad gets weird. I need a buffer between me and my parents.”

I shrugged. “I can do that.”

She eyed me, skeptical. “You don’t have to—”

“It’s not a big deal,” I said, defaulting to my own catchphrase. “Really.”

She hesitated, then looked away, mumbling. “You’re the only guy I trust not to make it weird.”

I don’t know what she was expecting, but I could see a little of the tension melt from her shoulders.

“Dress code?” I asked.

She smirked. “Blazer or button-down. Or whatever you’d wear to a wedding where you don’t want to upstage the groom.”

Fine. I could do that. I’d even iron my shirt.

She lingered at the top of the stairs, biting her thumbnail. “My parents are intense. If they get pushy, just…don’t take it personally. I’ll owe you forever, Eli.”

“Deal.” I offered my hand. She shook it, grip surprisingly soft for a girl who could spike a volleyball through drywall.

I figured that would be the end of it.

I had no idea.

***

For three hours, I didn’t see her. Not in the kitchen. Not even in the stairwell. It was like she’d vanished, maybe to pace her nerves out behind a closed bedroom door.

At 6:30 sharp, just as I finished tying my shoes, I heard the soft click of the stairs.

I looked up and lost all ability to function.

Hailey descended slow, one hand grazing the banister, eyes fixed dead ahead. Gone were the gym shorts, the team hoodie, the hair in a messy bun. In their place was all-out lethal glamour. Her cocktail dress was black, classic, but engineered for maximum carnage. The neckline dipped into a deep V that showcased her cleavage but never crossed the line into “strippergram.” Her waist was cinched, hips hugged, hem barely grazing mid-thigh so her legs were on display with every step. Her calves looked even longer in the strappy heels, a detail I’d never noticed before.

She’d done her hair in a high, bouncy ponytail, the strawberry-blonde waves catching the light with every turn of her head. Makeup was minimal but masterful: a swipe of eyeliner that turned her blue eyes glacial, a hint of blush that made her cheekbones look carved, and a soft pink gloss on her lips.

She was Sports Illustrated swimsuit model meets living, breathing Fit Girl magazine cover; more than hot, hotter than language had any right to express. Standing there, she looked like a goddess—a flawless statue come alive for my cock alone. One glance and my cock was already at attention, steel-hard, throbbing. No way in hell “hot” was enough. Not for her. Fuck, she was on a whole other level.

She didn’t walk. She fucking glided.

If she’d ever shown up on court like this, the other team would have forfeited on sight.

She scanned me head to toe, pausing a half-beat longer at the shirt I’d actually ironed. Satisfaction flickered in her eyes.

“Nice. You clean up okay,” she said, smirking.

“All your fault,” I deadpanned. “Your standards are terrifying.”

She laughed, but it was nervous, not her usual shit-talking swagger. She kept fiddling with the pale clutch bag in her hand, opening and closing the clasp, rhythm shivering just off-beat.

“You ready?” I asked.

She nodded, but her throat worked as she swallowed. “If I bolt, just tackle me.”

I offered her my arm, as instructed. She hesitated, then latched on like a life preserver.

Her perfume was subtle. Some kind of vanilla sport scent but grown-up, not high school. Up close, her skin glowed, soft and a shade paler than I’d ever noticed next to the black fabric.

As we walked out, I couldn’t help glancing down. Her hand was clamped so tight around my forearm, my skin mottled from the pressure. I kept my own hand over hers, steadying her.

The second we hit the porch, her attitude reset. The old Hailey was back, jaw set, eyes daring the world to come for her.

The transformation was instant and a little scary.

We barely spoke on the way to the car. She checked her reflection in her phone, fixed a strand of hair, reapplied lip gloss like battle armor. As soon as my seatbelt clicked, she hit send on a text.

“They’re already there,” she whispered, not looking at me.

“Still want to go?”

She shot me a glare. “I don’t back down from shit.”

That was the Hailey I knew.

But the way her leg bounced through her entire reflection check told a different story.

***

The Rosehaven Athletic Center didn’t mess around for banquets. The attached hotel was all glass and steel, the kind of place visiting parents thought proved the school was worth the out-of-state tuition. We followed a trickle of guests to the double doors of the main ballroom.

Inside, it was instant overload.

The lights were dim, but not sleepy. More expensive, like a black-tie New Year’s Eve. A glitter bomb had gone off overhead: chandeliers in clusters, raining light across polished wood floors so clean you could do surgery on them. The tables were circles of white linen and gold-rimmed plates, every napkin folded with the kind of care I’d only seen at actual weddings. Waitstaff in black vests weaved between the tables, carrying trays of sparkling water and something that looked suspiciously like store-brand champagne.

The ballroom was a sea of athletes in formal wear. Guys from the football and basketball teams looked like they’d been poured into their suits. Girls from volleyball and track wore everything from minidresses to full-length gowns. Coaches clustered together, trading war stories, while the parents crowded near the buffet like a pack of sharks in high heels and blazers.

Hailey took it all in, then squared her shoulders, face shifting to game-time.

We threaded through the crowd, her heels barely making a sound but her grip on my arm locked like a vice.

People noticed. We got more than a few glances, but with her on my arm, I felt like a completely different guy. Nobody looked through me; they looked at us.

A teammate whistled as we passed.

“Damn, Brooks, who’s your man?” one of the girls called, her voice all tease.

Hailey didn’t miss a beat. She winked over her shoulder. “He’s my dirty little secret. Hands off.”

The girl snickered, then elbowed her date.

I grinned, despite myself.

But even as she played it off, I could see Hailey’s knuckles whitening around her clutch. Each time a waiter passed, she fumbled to rearrange the tassel on her purse, or smooth the hem of her dress, or check if her lipstick had smudged.

She scanned the crowd, eyes darting, until she locked on a tall, broad man in a navy jacket and serious tie. Her whole body tensed.

“My dad,” she muttered, voice barely audible.

“Want me to run interference?”

She hesitated, and for a second I saw the barest hint of panic. Not the break-your-leg kind, but something deeper. Like her grip on the world was slipping, and this was the one thing she couldn’t power through.

We were ten feet away when her father clocked our approach. He looked like every midwestern salesman who’d ever threatened to “speak to the manager.” Blue eyes, thinning hair cut too-short, handshake already pre-loaded for intimidation. Next to him was Hailey’s mom, perfectly turned out and clearly in charge of social optics, but she hung a half-step back, letting her husband set the tone.

When he spotted us, his eyes zeroed in on my face, then dropped to Hailey’s dress with a frown.

For a second, I thought he’d yell at her to change.

Instead, he raked his gaze over me, sizing me up.

“Hailey. Introduce us to your… friend,” he said, voice professional but just a little cold.

She pasted on a smile. “Dad, this is Eli Turner. He’s my…boyfriend.” Hailey’s lips barely formed the word.

Her father grunted, then offered his hand. His shake was firm, but not sadist-level. Just calculated.

“And you’re majoring in…?”

“English,” I said, steady. “Literary studies, but I have a side gig tutoring.”

He nodded, not impressed.

“Well, a humanities major.” He shot his daughter a look. “You can do better, Hailey.”

Her hand curled even tighter around my arm. For a second, I felt her trembling.

I made a snap decision: I covered her hand with my own, thumb tracing small circles.

She calmed a fraction, but I could tell she was still bracing for impact.

Her mom tried to lighten the mood. “So nice to finally meet you, Eli! We’ve heard so much.” She emphasized the ‘finally,’ eyes cutting to her daughter’s bare shoulders.

Hailey blushed. “We wanted to keep it low-key,” she mumbled.

Her dad nodded, but his eyes never left me.

“Well, you’re here now. Hailey, can we talk after the awards?”

She nodded, mute.

Her father seemed satisfied. He turned away, already scanning for someone more interesting.

Hailey let out a breath I didn’t realize she was holding.

She clung to me as we made our way to our assigned table, squeezing my hand again, then letting go as if afraid she’d drawn too much attention. Her eyes darted from face to face, but never lingered on anyone for long.

We found our seats, Table Twelve, right up near the edge of the dance floor. Our names printed on cards in script so curly I could barely read them. Hailey sat first, still fidgeting with her purse, then dropped it in her lap and smoothed her dress like she could iron out her nerves with pure pressure.

I settled in next to her, keeping my posture open, ready for whatever came next.

She glanced at me, a ghost of her old confidence flickering for half a second.

“Thanks for…not making it a disaster,” she said, her voice so quiet only I could hear.

“Easy duty,” I said. “You’re doing all the hard work.”

She almost smiled.

But her hand found my thigh under the table and rested there, fingers digging into my leg every time someone new approached.

And when the lights dimmed and the MC called her name for the opening procession, she froze.

Her confidence was a suit of armor, but tonight it had holes. The nerves, the fidgets, the little flashes of terror every time her family’s gaze landed on her, none of that fit the legend of Hailey Brooks, team captain and social queen of Rosehaven.

But sitting next to her, feeling the tremor in her hand, I realized how much it cost her to play the part.

This wasn’t about volleyball.

This was about surviving the night, without letting anyone, not even her own parents, see the cracks in the facade.

Maybe being boyfriend for a night wasn’t such a fake job after all.

As the banquet started, I could feel the tension winding tighter, every breath a countdown to the moment she’d have to face her father one-on-one.

I took her hand under the table, squeezing it back.

Real or not, she didn’t let go.

I was in the trenches with her now.

And no one was getting past me tonight.

***

Dinner was a blur, mostly chicken breast and polite conversation, Hailey barely ate, just picked at her salad while her eyes flicked to the stage every time the MC tapped his microphone.

Around us, the noise level never dipped below “airport baggage claim.” I tried to keep the mood light, cracking jokes about how the rolls were weaponized carbs, but even that didn’t break through her nerves. She’d smile, but it never touched her eyes. Each time her phone buzzed, she flinched, glancing at the screen like it might explode.

Her teammates cycled over, all glossy hair and killer dresses, each one dropping a “Brooks, you look fucking incredible” in a way that left their own boyfriends grinning nervously. A few parents stopped by, making small talk about the next season, scholarships, internships. Every time, Hailey would revert to robot polite, smile, nod, dodge the question, repeat.

Finally, they dimmed the lights, and the awards started.

All at once, the clatter of forks went dead. The MC, some assistant athletic director who probably peaked playing JV in high school, droned through the list of team accomplishments, sprinkling in bad jokes and coach’s anecdotes. The girls in sequins and eyeliner whooped and called out names. Each award, “Best Defender,” “Team Spirit,” “Most Improved”, called a different teammate to the stage. Each time, I watched Hailey shrink a little, shoulders more rigid, breathing shallow, like she was convincing herself she didn’t care if she won or not.

Then, the Main Event:

“MVP this year, no surprise to anyone in the room, is captain Hailey Brooks. Get up here, Brooks!”

The place detonated with applause.

Hailey froze for a split second, then pasted on her game face and stood up. She wasn’t wobbling, but the hand she laid on my shoulder was ice cold and clamp-tight. “Wish me luck,” she whispered.

I squeezed her hand. “You got this.”

She broke away and glided to the stage, the sort of walk that would have crushed souls on a red carpet. The dress, the hair, the poise, she looked untouchable. When she took the trophy, her teammates lost it, banging on tables, whistling like construction workers.

At the mic, she hesitated, scanning through the glare. Her voice wavered, just once.

“Thank you. It’s an honor. I mean, we all fought hard, every game, every week. I couldn’t have done any of it without you girls. Or Coach. Or…Mom and Dad, who made every tournament and never let me quit, even when I probably should have.” She glanced at her family’s table, where her dad sat stone-faced, arms folded. “I just wanted to make you proud.”

For a second, her eyes found mine in the crowd.

Her hand trembled around the trophy, but she gripped it tighter and soldiered on.

She nailed the rest of her speech, short, humble, but with a little bite at the end. “I’ll see you all on court next semester. Watch out.”

People laughed, cheered, the MC made a joke about her vertical leap, and then she walked, no, stalked, back to our table, trophy cradled to her chest like it was half shield, half armor.

I wanted to grab her and twirl her around, but her body language said Do Not Touch. Instead, I stood up and let her melt behind me, out of sight for all but me.

She didn’t say a word. Just sat, staring at the tablecloth, running her fingers over the engraved plate on the award.

That’s when her father struck.

He appeared beside us, looming, shadow falling across both our plates.

“Hailey.” His voice was a scalpel. “A trophy’s nice. But I hope you understand it’s not a substitute for academic achievement.”

She flinched, the protective shell peeling away. “I’m not. Dad, this is a big deal.”

He didn’t blink. “It’s athletics. Not a career. You know that. Law school applications require research, certifications, internships. Not another season of chasing a ball up and down the court.”

Her lips parted, but no sound came out. She looked down at her lap, shoulders collapsing inward, all that MVP confidence leaking onto the damn parquet.

I saw red.

Maybe it was the sight of her clutching the trophy like a teddy bear, or the way her mouth was pinched so tight it went white at the edges. Or maybe I just finally got sick of adults treating people like lines on a resume.

I stood up, slow, and squared to face him. Other parents and teammates tuned in instantly, like it was the final round of Family Feud.

“With all due respect, sir,” I said, keeping my tone as calm as I could, “Hailey’s dedication and leadership skills are exactly what top graduate programs want. She’s maintaining a 3.8 GPA while being the best player and the captain on her team. Most people would kill for that track record.”

He bristled, not expecting the challenge. His nostrils flared, not enough to go off, but enough to betray the ego bruise.

“Athletics is a distraction,” he said, voice tight. “Numbers matter. Not popularity or team spirit.”

I wasn’t backing down. “Leadership, time management, resilience. Those aren’t just words on a brochure. I’ve seen her pull all-nighters before midterms, show up early for tutoring, and still captain the team to a winning record. If there’s a more valuable candidate for law school, I’d like to see them.”

All around us, heads turned. A couple of her teammates grinned, totally invested. Even the MC did a double-take from the dais.

Her dad didn’t so much as twitch.

“We’ll see if that’s enough when application season comes,” he said, voice flat as the bottom rung on a ladder.

He spun and disappeared, taking his weird power trip with him.

Silence crashed over the table, the kind that echoes the length of a gymnasium.

I realized my fists were balled tight at my sides.

Hailey hadn’t moved. She just stared at me, eyes huge, like I’d sprouted a cape and started flying around the room.

“Why did you do that?” she whispered.

I sat back down, steadying myself. “Because it’s the truth. He’s wrong, and I don’t like watching him treat you that way.”

She let out a shaky breath, blinking fast, then whispered, “Thank you.”

Right then, I wanted nothing more than to punch her dad and tell her she never had to prove herself again.

But all I could do was squeeze her knee under the table, a quiet I got you in the middle of a night designed to tear her down.

All around us, the buzz started up again, teammates whispering, parents casting glances, coaches eyeing her like she just broke a school record for mental toughness.

Hailey didn’t say another word.

But she never let go of my hand for the rest of the night.

And I never once let go of her.

***

We drove home in silence, the kind of silence that prickled under your skin and refused to let go. The whole way, Hailey kept both hands wrapped around her MVP trophy, head turned toward the window like she was inventorying every streetlamp in the city.

The dress that had started the night as armor now looked a little wilted, strap slipping, a faint smudge of makeup on her collarbone, hem riding higher every time she fidgeted in the seat. Her hair was still perfect, but it lacked the bounce from before; even the ponytail seemed to droop, like it was exhausted from holding up the weight of her universe.

I wanted to say a thousand things. None of them landed.

She didn’t even look at me as I pulled up outside Orchard Street, engine idling.

We just sat there, headlights washing the porch in yellow, two shadows caught in the aftermath.

After a full minute, she broke:

“No one’s ever stood up to my dad like that before.” Her voice cracked on the last word. “Not for me.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but she was already unbuckling, leaning across the console.

Her lips met mine, soft at first, unsure, trembling at the edges. She tasted like mint gum and something saltier, maybe tears she refused to let through.

I kissed her back, slow, hands gentle at her sides, but all at once the hunger in her hit like a second wind at the end of a brutal match. She climbed half on top of me, one knee braced on the shifter, her hands scraping through my hair, pulling me deeper, harder.

I groaned, needing air, but she climbed right past restraint into fuck-it territory.

The next thing I knew, we were tumbling into the backseat, Hailey’s hands yanking open buttons, her mouth crushing mine, tongue demanding instead of asking.

She worked my belt off in three moves, then pushed me back against the seat, straddling my lap. The hem of her dress rode high on her hips, the angle giving me an impossible view of her toned legs, the curve of her ass flexed tight as she ground herself against my cock through my pants.

For a second, we just stared at each other, breathing hard, all raw adrenaline and none of the old game night banter.

She reached down, tugged her dress down to expose both breasts. God, they were insane. Full and heavy, yet somehow defying gravity with their perfect roundness, like ripe fruit that would fill both hands completely. Her pale skin was traced with the faintest blue veins beneath the surface, making them look like polished marble in the dim car light. When she shifted forward, they swayed and bounced with a hypnotic rhythm that matched her breathing, the tight pink nipples already hardened to stiff peaks from the cold and her own need. She caught my jaw with firm fingers, forced my gaze to stay locked with hers even as another small movement sent a tremor through those perfect globes.

“Eyes up here, Turner. I wanna see if you can keep them there.”

As Hailey’s fingers found my zipper and lowered it, her breasts jostled and danced, making it next to impossible to keep steady eye contact. Her tits were beyond perfect, and for a second I couldn’t help but wonder if there was something in the tap water at 317 Orchard Street that sculpted bodies like this. God help me if the girls ever made me judge a wet t-shirt contest.

My cock was out in a flash, already feverish and glistening, a bead of pre-cum welling up at the tip. It throbbed against Hailey’s grip as she wrapped her hand around the shaft and stroked, never looking away from me for a second.

Before I could answer, she spat into her hand, full-on savage, then wrapped both palms around my dick, stroking me hard until I pulsed against her skin.

She repositioned herself, guiding my cock into the valley of her tits, squeezing them together until I thought I’d lose my mind.

“I’ve seen the way you look at my tits every morning. Bet you’ve dreamed about this,” she taunted, eyes locked on mine.

There was no denying it. Hailey’s nightshirts weren’t really shirts at all, but tank tops so loose and breathy they clung only where gravity insisted, leaving her bare skin open to the kitchen’s pale dawn. When she walked in for breakfast, sleepy but unbothered, the soft fabric slipped down her shoulder and gaped wide at the arms, framing her chest with every movement. The way she leaned over the table for cereal, careless and comfortable, turned the morning’s quiet into something electric. If the event was cereal, the real sport was in not staring. I lost every time.

She spit again, slicking my shaft, then sandwiched it between her breasts, working them up and down in a practiced, athletic rhythm. Every flex of her pecs made the softness close even tighter around me, skin to skin, heat to heat.

She grinned, not her usual “fuck you” but something shaky and determined. “Consider this your reward,” she said, voice raspy. “You played boyfriend better than I thought possible. Might have to keep you around.”

I couldn’t tell if she wanted to laugh or cry.

She kept going, increasing tempo, her tits swallowing my cock until the head peeked out with every stroke, glistening with spit and her own sweat.

She worked me like she was trying to break a record, never looking away, eyes blue fire, mouth parted just enough to drive me feral.

I reached up, cupped her breast, ran my thumb over the nipple. She shuddered, so exposed it made my own chest ache.

The friction, the pressure, the sight of her, half-naked, MVP trophy glinting from the front seat, need written all over her face, it was too much.

I barely held on. My cock throbbed between her tits, slick with spit, the heat and pressure threatening to make me blow any second. Hailey’s hands were strong, squeezing her breasts around my shaft with an athlete’s control, up and down, faster and tighter, her nipples grazing the underside of my cock with every pass. She watched every twitch of my jaw, every stutter in my breath, blue eyes locked on my face like she was running a stopwatch and daring me to finish before she gave the signal.


She spit once more, shoving her tits together, the soft swell of her cleavage hugging me so tight it was almost painful. My balls drew up, warning me, and I gripped the edge of the seat for dear life.


But at the final moment, Hailey let go, freeing my cock with a wet, triumphant pop.


She yanked her dress up to her waist in one smooth move, the black fabric bunched around her hips, and hooked her panties aside with two fingers.


Her pussy flashed pink and slick in the dash lights, bare and glistening, trimmed to a stripe that ran straight to her clit. She straddled me, not bothering to tease, just lined me up and sank herself down until my cock punched inside her.


The air left my lungs.


She was so fucking tight and wet, her heat swallowing me whole. Hailey groaned, back arching, her tits thrust in my face, nipples flushed and begging. “God, Eli. I needed you so bad.”


I didn’t have time to answer. Her hips started moving, riding me with a rhythm that belonged on a stadium jumbotron. She gripped my shoulders for leverage, using her thighs to bounce up and down, the slap of skin on skin echoing off the steamed-up windows.


My hands flew to her ass, palming the muscle, guiding her up and down as she worked every inch of my cock. She was greedy, taking it all, grinding at the bottom until her clit mashed against my pelvis, then lifting just enough to make me chase her with every thrust.


Her tits were level with my face, bouncing with every move. I latched onto one nipple, sucking it hard, tongue swirling, teeth grazing just enough to make her yelp. She shoved my head against her chest, burying me in the deep valley of her cleavage. I kissed and licked every inch, devouring her, lost in the taste of sweat and perfume and MVP desperation.


The car rocked on its shocks, the squeak of the suspension syncopated to the tempo of her fucking. Hailey leaned closer, bracing herself on the seatback, using every muscle in her body to ride me into the stratosphere.


I groaned, mouth full of her tit, and she laughed, breathless, hair falling in her face. “You like that? I see you staring every morning. Go ahead, babe. They’re yours.”


She flexed her hips, rolling them in tight circles, pussy clenching my cock so hard I thought I’d explode. The heat built fast, sweat prickling down my back, the scent of her filling the whole car.


I switched to her other nipple, sucking and tonguing, loving the way it stiffened instantly under my mouth. Hailey rocked faster, her moans growing louder, hands clutching the seat on either side of my head. The friction was pure fire, every stroke driving me closer, her pussy milking me, desperate for more.


The windows fogged over, each thrust of her hips sending a fresh streak of sweat down her neck and chest. I grabbed her ass with both hands, spreading her wide, helping her slam down even harder, loving the way her tits bounced and jiggled for my pleasure.


Hailey was a force of nature, riding me like her life depended on it, her abs flexing, thighs trembling, every inch of her laser-focused on getting us both off.


She dropped her mouth to my ear, breath hot and ragged.


“You’re close, aren’t you? I can feel you throbbing. You wanna come inside me?”


“Fuck, yes,” I gasped. “I can’t hold back.”


She slammed down, taking me to the hilt, her pussy fluttering. “I’m safe, Eli. Fill me up. I wanna feel you come in me.”


That wrecked me.


I let go. My cock erupted, buried deep inside her, jets of cum flooding her pussy, pumping in wave after wave. The pleasure ripped through my whole body, white-hot and endless.


Hailey came right with me, her pussy clamping down in wild, greedy pulses, milking every spurt. She sobbed my name, riding out her orgasm, hips grinding and shuddering with every aftershock.


We clung together, bodies fused, sweat and cum mixing in a hot, sticky mess.


Hailey kept moving, hips rocking slow, drawing out every last pulse, wringing me dry.


I buried my face in her cleavage, breathing in the scent of sex and vanilla and raw, unfiltered victory.


When the tremors finally faded, she slumped forward, collapsing onto my chest.


Her hair stuck to her temples, makeup smeared, tits still bare and swollen from my mouth.


She lay there, catching her breath, every inch of her clinging to me, soaking up the comfort.


Eventually, she whispered without lifting her head, “I’ve wanted to do that since the day you moved in.”


I grinned, boneless and blissed out, still lodged deep inside her. “Yeah?”


She nodded, squeezing me with her pussy just to prove the point. “You have no idea. Every time you looked at me, every time I caught you checking out my ass or my tits, I wanted to shove you against the wall and fuck you stupid.”


I laughed, dizzy with relief and pride. “You could’ve told me.”


She rolled her eyes, finally looking up. “Yeah, right. I’m stubborn, not psychic.”


I ran my hand down her back, loving the way she melted into my touch.


For a minute, we just sat there, letting the silence wrap around us, the only sound our breath and the tick of the cooling engine.


Her dress was still bunched at her waist, panties shoved aside, my cum seeping out of her and trickling down my cock. She didn’t even try to fix it.

Hailey pressed into me, nuzzling her face against my neck, her body flush against my chest while my cock was buried deep inside her. She ran her fingers through the hair at the base of my neck, playing with it absently. I stroked along her spine and kissed up the side of her neck, greedy for her scent and the shiver she gave me every time my lips touched her skin.

She shifted, head tilting just enough to rest against my shoulder, and for a moment she went quiet and still before she finally spoke.

“I spent my whole life trying not to fuck up. Everyone expects me to be perfect, the best, every day, every second. You know what happens if I lose? They don’t just get disappointed. They leave. Or worse, they remember me as the girl who blew it.”

Her body shook, chest heaving against mine, a line of my cum leaking down her thigh.

“You see me mess up, and you don’t…you don’t think less of me. Not even a little. I don’t know what to do with that.”

I stroked her hair, slow, letting my hand linger at the base of her skull.

“You don’t have to be perfect, Hails,” I said. “You just have to be real. With me, at least.”

Her laughter was part sob, part relief.

She nestled closer, still sticky, still a mess, but for the first time all night, she looked at peace.

“I’m not letting you go,” she muttered. “Not after this.”

I hugged her tighter, pulling her in until there wasn’t an inch of daylight between us.

We sat like that, ruined and raw, heartbeat to heartbeat.

No trophies, no lights, no parents watching.

Just us.

When we finally broke apart, the world was still out there, porch lights, homework, doubts. But we left it on the curb.

Inside the car, Hailey’s dress was stained, my pants were damp, and neither of us would ever be quite the same.

She took a deep breath, wiped her cheeks, and kissed me one more time, this time gentle, grateful.

“Thanks, Eli. For all of it.”

I just smiled, because for once, words weren’t necessary.

Hailey wriggled off my lap, her warmth lingering, and together we dabbed at the mess with napkins from the glovebox, our hands brushing, moving in tandem. Clean enough, at least for now. We climbed out into the hush of night, the car door clicking behind us. It felt like surfacing together after being underwater too long; two survivors, breathless but steadier than before, figuring out how to let go just enough to let someone else help carry the weight.

Whatever came next, we’d earned it.

Together.


Chapter fifteen
Retreat


The universe had a sick sense of humor, making dawn attack just when I wanted to freeze the world in place.

Misha’s phone chirped at 5:34, sending her bright blue eyes fluttering open in my bed. She tucked in closer, nuzzling my chest, refusing to look at the notification for a solid minute. A world record for her.

But reality was a bulldozer, and the sorority retreat wasn’t forgiving.

The next hour was a fever dream of half-dressed packing, frantic searching for the “decent panties,” and fake arguments about whether she needed four or five bralettes for the weeklong trip. I handled the suitcase while she darted around the room in nothing but my Rosehaven shirt and sheer lace underwear, her hair a golden cloud, skin still pink from hours tangled together. Every so often, she’d pause, glance at me, and a look would cross her face, part heartbreak, part hunger, like she was trying to memorize me for the apocalypse.

“You know, you’re going to survive one week without me,” she teased, folding a cardigan she’d never wear.

I pulled her in, arms greedy. “Doubtful. The bed’s going to riot.”

She giggled, face pressed to my chest. “Maybe you’ll actually sleep, now that I’m not waking you up every hour.”

She wasn’t wrong. Last night, I’d wrecked her so thoroughly neither of us could sit straight this morning. But the idea of going cold turkey for five whole days felt like a cruel joke.

She kissed up my neck, soft and slow. “You’ll text me?” she whispered.

“Every five minutes if I have to.”

Her hands wandered down my back, under my shirt, greedy for every inch. “I want you to. Otherwise I’ll pine away in the woods, and it’ll be your fault if I die of heartbreak.”

With every touch, the mood got heavier. Yeah, the world was still dark outside, but in my room, the only light came from her.

I zipped her suitcase, but left it on the far side of the bed. “Five minutes,” I bargained. “Just come here.”

She didn’t need convincing.

Misha melted into my arms, straddling my lap. Her lips were sugar and silk, her body pliant, pink nipples peeking through the threadbare shirt she’d “borrowed” for the week. She rode my thigh, grinding softly, desperate to feel every last second. The air was thick with her perfume, something light, floral, designed to haunt me.

I held her, not caring about the time.

“You don’t have to do this,” I murmured, voice rough.

She shook her head, hair tumbling in a sunlit wave. “It’s just five days. I’ll survive. But—” She broke off, eyes glassy. “Promise you’ll be here when I get back?”

I kissed her forehead. “Always.”

The goodbye at the porch was a punishing kind of corny: sunlight barely up, her suitcase wobbling behind her, hair half-tamed in a hasty braid. She wore one of my hoodies because she said it “smelled like home.” Her lips found mine, clinging with a desperation that said none of this was really okay.

She pressed her hand to my cheek, voice trembling. “I’ll text you every morning. Every night. I’ll send you every dumb thing that happens, I swear.”

She turned, one last blast of her perfume, pure Misha, and disappeared down the walkway.

I stood in the open door, watching the taxi blur through falling leaves, feeling like some part of me was being carted off with her.

***

After she left, the house felt wrong.

My room was a crime scene: sheets twisted, pillows dented, the air heavy with her scent. Even the clock on my desk ticked louder, as if to remind me what was missing. I dropped onto the mattress, staring at the ceiling, willing her perfume to linger.

The bed was a fucking tundra. Cold, echoing, haunted by the memory of her curled perfectly against me, pink toes resting on my ankle, golden hair fanned over the pillow. I could still smell her skin, warm vanilla and something bright, a scent that didn’t belong to any other girl on the planet.

I wrapped myself in the sheets, chasing the ghost, but it was a losing game.

I finally got up, made coffee, and tried to pretend that half my soul wasn’t already counting down the hours until she’d come back.

By afternoon, the world’s chill had seeped into my bones.

I wandered campus in a haze, textbook under one arm, hoping for distraction. Instead, I got a front-row seat to my own demise.

Daniel waited outside the coffee shop, lurking in a patch of shadow that didn’t suit him. His jaw was clenched, eyes bloodshot, hair too perfect for someone supposedly falling apart.

He saw me and lost it instantly.

He met me mid-stride, grabbed my shoulder, and slammed me against the brick wall. My books went flying. The pain was real, but the look on his face was pure, distilled hate.

“You stole Misha from me,” he spat, the words raw as barbed wire.

I tried to break his grip, but he had years of gym rat on me. Still, I wasn’t about to crumple. “You were never there for her,” I said, voice flat.

He snarled, shoving me harder. “Don’t play the victim, Eli. I know what you did. I know you fucked her. You took her virginity after I waited so fucking patiently to get there.”

The words hung, sour, like gas fumes in July.

I braced my fists, but didn’t swing. “Maybe that’s why she left you. You never cared about her, just getting in her pants.”

Daniel’s face twisted, ugly and true.

“She was supposed to be mine,” he said, voice barely a whisper. “All that waiting, all that bullshit about respect. She was a fucking conquest, the conquest to end all conquests, and you ruined it.”

I stared at him, disgust fighting with pity.

“You’re pissed because she chose me over you,” I said. “You think Mom and Dad are ever going to take your side after this? They’ll be proud Misha’s with me instead of some asshole who treated her like a trophy.”

That cut deep. I saw the crack in his composure, the mask slip.

He got this look, nuclear, dangerous. “You’ve ruined everything,” he hissed. “You and your pathetic puppy love. I hope you enjoy it while it lasts, because I’m coming for you.”

With that, he shoved me one last time, hard enough to rattle my molars.

Then Daniel stalked off across the quad, shoulders hunched, leaving a trail of poison in his wake.

I stood there, bruised and raging, while the breeze shook fallen leaves across my feet. The world had a fever, and every nerve in my body was strung tight.

Something in me buckled. Not just from the pain, or even from the words, though those were a gut punch, but from the realization that breaking free of Daniel was never going to be clean.

I leaned against the wall, let the anger simmer, then gathered my books and limped off, adrenaline cold in my veins.

At least I knew the score now.

This was more than a family feud. This was war.

And I had every intention of finishing it on my own terms.

But first, I needed Misha back in my bed.

And from the way her perfume still clung to my pillow, I knew exactly how I’d pass the time before she returned, for both of us.

***

If withdrawal was a real disease, I had a textbook case.

Misha’s retreat was only five days, but she turned digital torture into an Olympic sport.

Day One, 9:06 a.m.

I woke to a selfie of her in my hoodie, lips sucked in a sexy pout. The caption: “I wish this was your cock in my mouth right now.”

Ten minutes later, a follow-up:

“Miss your hands on my body. I keep replaying last night and getting soaked in the middle of meetings. You broke me.”

By lunch, she’d graduated to voice memos. The first sounded breathless, mattress-muffled. “You know you’re the only one who ever made me come, right? Can’t wait to show you when I get home. I love you, baby.”

I listened with earbuds, but the audio might as well have been a live feed to my cock. I was half-hard for the rest of psych lecture.

Day Two, 7:51 a.m.

Her photo arrived before breakfast. She wore nothing but a towel, water beads rolling off her tits in perfect lazy streaks. Her nipples were flushed, so erect they begged for attention.

Text: “Just showered. Imagined it was you licking me clean.”

I nearly dropped my phone into my cereal.

That afternoon, I got this gem:

“I need your cock so bad right now. I might shamelessly fuck my pillow in the cabin bathroom. Tell me what you want to do to me when I get back.”

She wasn’t kidding. The next text was a pic of her hand jammed between her thighs under a blanket, eyes wild with need.

For a girl raised on rules and quiet, Misha went full femme fatale from two states away.

But nothing, and I mean nothing, prepared me for midweek lit class.

I was half-bored, pretending to care about some guy’s hamster-wheel essay on Plath, when my phone buzzed in my lap.

I glanced down and instantly broke into a sweat.

The photo was explicit, no filter, pure skin and hunger. Misha sprawled bare on a hotel comforter, fingers spreading her pussy to show every slick, perfect detail. Her face was in the frame, jaw slack, tongue peeking out in total abandon.

Caption:

“Wish you were here to fuck me til I scream. Next time you see this, it’s all yours.”

I bit back a groan, nearly flipping my laptop as I scrambled to hide the phone under the desk. My dick went so hard so fast it hurt. Meanwhile, the girl next to me furiously typed notes, oblivious to the pornographic hellscape unraveling in my jeans.

I tried to focus.

Impossible.

Even after class, walking across campus, I couldn’t stop stealing glances at the pic, brain fried by lust and the absolute certainty that Misha was the nympho I’d always suspected.

By the time I got home, I was ready to make that photo my phone wallpaper.

But the world had other plans.

***

The living room was a battlefield of fabric, glue guns, and that smell of cheap acrylic paint you only got from craft stores.

Cami’s stuff dominated every horizontal surface: bolts of midnight blue velvet, purple feathers, tiny jars of shimmering powder, and a half-finished staff that looked lethal in the right light.

In the corner, Camille herself hovered over her sewing kit, blonde hair in a messy side braid, eyes darting around like she was waiting for the fashion police to storm the room.

She barely glanced up when I entered, but a faint pink crept across her cheeks.

“Hey,” she said. “Sorry for the mess. You sure you want to help? It’s kind of nerdy.”

I grinned, rolling up my sleeves. “Are you kidding? This looks like a party. What’s the character?”

She perked up immediately, blue eyes going bright.

“It’s Raven. From Obsidian Chronicles. But…my version. She’s a dark sorceress with a tragic backstory. I’m still working on the armor plates because the convention rules got weird about metal, but otherwise, I just need to finish the cuffs and the staff.”

She held out a sketch, impossibly detailed, with wild plumage, corsetry, and cleavage for days.

For the first time since she put me in the Ronin costume, I saw the real Camille: not the quiet housemate but the creative genius with a vision. Her voice lost all its shyness as she launched into a breakdown of fabric weights, how the velvet draped, and why the gloves had to match the boots. Her hands moved as she talked, painting the air with confidence.

Watching her, I started to get it.

I helped cut fabric strips, the shears warm from her grip. Each time our fingers brushed, she’d go silent, cheeks darkening. But as soon as we returned to the character, it was like someone flipped a light switch.

She had opinions about everything:

“The paint needs three coats or it’ll chip onstage.”

“No, the feathers go under the collar, not over. Otherwise, it’s not screen-accurate.”

“Can you hold this steady? I’m about to glue my fingers together.”

I did as I was told, loving the glimpse of her alter ego. The shy, sweater-swaddled girl vanished, replaced by a bold sorceress who could command armies of minions.

She showed me how to heat-seal the edges of the velvet so it wouldn’t fray. My hand steadied hers on the lighter, close enough that I felt the tremble in her wrist. She didn’t pull away.

“Other than the time you helped me, have you ever cosplayed?” she asked, not quite looking at me.

I shook my head. “Do I look like I own a single costume?”

She bit her lip, smile threatening. “You could, you know. I have a wizard cloak that might fit you…”

For a second, her eyes glittered with mischief. The same fire I’d seen at RoseCon, when we’d gone at it in the basement hallway, all confidence and dark lipstick and zero hesitation.

The shift was electric.

I leaned closer, careful not to break the moment. “Is this the real you?”

She nodded, voice suddenly shy again. “I guess so. It’s easier to be brave when you’re not you, if that makes sense.”

She fumbled for another prop, and our hands collided. This time, neither of us moved.

Her nails brushed my knuckles. The touch was featherlight, but the charge was way heavier than it should have been.

We hovered in that space, the world of velvet and plastic and glue fading out, just the heat from her skin and the nervous little hitch in her breath.

Finally, she looked up, face flushed.

“Thanks for…not making fun of me,” she said, voice small.

“Camille, this is awesome,” I said, meaning it. “I could never pull something like this off.”

She ducked her head, but there was pride in the way she straightened the bolts of fabric, like she believed me.

We kept working, the air thick with unspoken stuff, desire, maybe, or just the thrill of being really seen for once.

By the time we wrapped, I’d helped glue the last jewel to the staff and paint purple streaks over a half-mask so striking it gave me goosebumps.

As I cleaned my hands, I caught her watching me, pupils wide and curious.

“If you ever want to come to another con, I get discounted tickets,” she whispered.

I almost laughed, but the vulnerability in her voice stopped me.

“Would you be my guide?”

She grinned, a sparkle of her alter ego slipping through. “I’d be your evil overlord.”

Somehow, that sounded perfect.

She left her tools out for tomorrow, hands fluttering with nerves again, but before she disappeared upstairs, she paused at the bottom of the staircase.

“It really meant a lot, Eli. Having someone…just…believe in me.”

I nodded, throat too tight for words.

She vanished, leaving behind the velvet, the feathers, and the faint echo of her bolder self.

That night, I sprawled on the couch, mind blown from Misha’s messages and Camille’s secret fire, buzzing from the collision of all my worlds.

Maybe this harem thing wasn’t just about sex, after all.

Maybe it was about finding every version of yourself and letting the right people see it.

***

Wednesday night was made for secrets and spotlights.

The campus bar doubled as a music venue, but with the tiny stage and low lights, it felt more like Harper’s personal confessional booth than any place built for a crowd. The air was thick with cinnamon whiskey and anticipation, every table packed with students who pretended not to care but listened like every lyric might save their skin.

Harper took the stage soft, borderline shy, in a vintage tee cut to show off her waist and a skirt the color of midnight. Her hair was loose and wild, and the makeup she’d painted on at home flashed in the shadows, a black cat’s-eye that made her brown eyes burn like whiskey in a glass.

The first song was a warm-up. She played it straight, voice low, hands steady on the guitar. Even then, people sat up, sensing a change in the air.

But when she hit her own stuff, lyrics raw and clear, voice going from a murmur to a dare, she was a different animal. Her confidence built measure by measure until the shy had burned off completely, leaving just the rockstar underneath. She owned the goddamn room, every note sharper than the last. If nerves flashed across her face, they vanished the second her eyes locked on mine.

We had a current running. Every refrain, she sought me out from the shadows, and I didn’t look away.

Her setlist was a confession: one song about longing, another about breaking free, the third a straight-up sex ballad that left half the tables red-faced and a few shell-shocked. I watched her, hypnotized, pride and need tangled so tight I didn’t know how to untangle one from the other.

But when she played her final song, she wasn’t just singing to the crowd.

She was singing to me.

She prowled the tiny stage, never playing to the critics, just letting her voice run wild and hungry. Every chord hit me in the chest, the words more honest than most people’s naked skin.

The applause nearly buried her. But when her set ended, Harper didn’t bow. She just stared back at me, sweat streaked and beaming, the only goddess left standing.

Backstage was chaos, too-bright lights, broken amp stands, noise from the front. I found her tucked away in a corner, clutching her water bottle, still riding the high.

She saw me and just…melted.

Her arms locked around my waist, hugging hard enough to crush bone. The top of her head nestled into my collarbone, sweaty and soft.

She held on longer than she had to.

Her body pressed to mine, heart pounding through her ribs and into my chest.

“Thank you for coming,” she whispered, her lips brushing my ear. The words hit right where I wanted them.

“Wouldn’t have missed this for anything,” I murmured back.

She pulled away, just enough to look me in the eye. For a second, all the bravado fell away, and she looked beautifully, terrifyingly vulnerable.

Her voice shook, just a little. “Did I do okay?”

I grinned. “You killed it.”

She relaxed, letting herself lean into me again. “Nobody’s ever made me feel that seen on stage before.”

I ran my hand down her back, feeling the tension drain away.

She parted reluctantly, but the flush stayed on her cheeks for the rest of the night.

I left with her scent and sweat on my shirt, the kind of evidence you can’t fake.

***

Bookstore poetry readings were supposed to be a joke.

But the next evening, tucked into the heart of Elmwood’s campus shop, it felt like a secret initiation ceremony.

The place was dim, the kind of light that turns every stranger into a movie extra. Folding chairs in tight rows, too many bodies for too little space. Still, I snagged the seat at the end, next to Aria.

She dressed bookish to the hilt, neatly pressed blouse, navy skirt, hair pulled back with surgical precision. But it was the little details that got me: the way her glasses perched on her nose, the flush on her cheeks when she got excited, the elegant line of her thigh where it pressed against mine under the table.

The reader droned, but Aria’s focus was razor-sharp.

Each poem, she’d lean in and murmur, “That’s a Dickinson riff” or “He’s referencing Bishop’s ‘One Art’. Watch for the turn.”

Her commentary worked better than caffeine. Every time she had a theory, she’d angle closer, voice in my ear, her perfume sweet and subtle. Our shoulders touched, and the contact was so honest, simple, that it made my heart tripwire.

By mid-set, I was more obsessed with the micro-expressions on her face than anything printed on the page.

When the poet dropped a line about heartbreak being “a muscle memory,” Aria’s eyes lit up.

“That right there, that’s the whole argument,” she whispered, grabbing my wrist. “It’s not loss, it’s adaptation. Every poem is a rehearsal for surviving.”

I stared at her, transfixed.

“Is that your secret?” I teased. “You tuck all the heartbreak away for rainy day analysis?”

She smiled, halfway between smug and caution. “Maybe. Or maybe I just like dissecting things that scare people.”

She looked down at where our thighs pressed together, as if suddenly realizing just how close we’d drifted.

She didn’t move away.

The next poem was about desire, subtle, salty, a little dangerous. Aria’s voice was a tick above a whisper: “She’s using enjambment to mimic the pace of wanting. The rhythm never resolves. That’s why it feels so urgent.”

Her hand brushed mine, deliberate.

I wanted to test her theory right there.

But for the next forty minutes, I let her lead. Every time she had a new flash of insight, she leaned in, eyes sharp as knives, her body heat radiating through the fabric of my shirt.

By the end, I was dizzy, every cell tuned to her wavelength.

When the applause started, we didn’t join. We just sat in the hush, letting our hands rest together, palms almost touching.

She turned to me, eyes blazing.

“Some poems are meant to be spoken out loud, just once, so they don’t get lost,” she said. “Do you get that?”

I nodded, brain fried. “Yeah. I get that.”

She let the moment hang, then, voice soft: “Thank you for seeing me.”

It was the sincerest thing I’d ever heard.

As we left the bookstore and slipped into the cool night, we walked shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand, every step an unspoken promise.

Whatever happened next, I knew I’d never be bored.

Not with this crew.

Definitely not with her.

***

Friday at the rec center was a fever dream of sweat and challenge.

Hailey stalked onto the court, ponytail snapping, sports bra and shorts painted on like battle armor. The pale blue of her top made her eyes look even icier. Her arms and legs gleamed with sweat before the first serve, thighs flexing, abs shining under the white-hot glare. She wore her hunger like cologne. Anyone not ready to chase her would get smoked.

I figured she’d take it easy on me. I was dead wrong.

Hailey spiked the first ball so hard I heard the air crack.

“Try and keep up, Turner,” she shouted, grinning like a wolf.

I fired back, digging my sneakers into the court and volleying it straight back. We fell into a rhythm, smash, return, block, repeat, no mercy, no let-up. The sound of the ball slamming against the court echoed like distant thunder, and every time I thought I’d matched her, she’d up the tempo.

Within twenty minutes, my shirt was plastered to my skin, heart pounding, sweat running down my temples.

Hailey never slowed.

Her abs rippled with every serve. Tiny beads of sweat collected in the valley between her breasts, dripping down and darkening her sports bra. Each time she leapt, the hem of her shorts rode up, flashing sculpted quads that could probably crush a watermelon. The court became a proving ground, her stamina versus mine.

But I wouldn’t let her break me.

I matched her point for point, refusing to tap out.

She rewarded every big block with a sly smirk, and every time I managed to fake her out with a soft tip over the net, she’d call, “Clever, but you’ll have to earn the win, Turner!”

By the time practice was done, she was panting, hands on hips, hairline wet, but her smile was pure victory.

We collapsed onto the bleachers, chests heaving.

Hailey tossed me a bottle of water. “Holy shit,” she groaned, “I kind of forgot how good it feels to really compete. Most guys can’t even return my serve.”

I wiped my forehead, heart still thrumming. “What can I say? I like a challenge.”

She turned to face me, face flushed, blue eyes softening for once. “No, seriously. You have no idea how nice it is not to have to hold back.” She took a long drink, wiped her lips, and for a second, vulnerability glistened in the sweat on her skin. “I missed that. Someone who actually gives a shit about my game.”

I let the compliment settle in, watched her roll her shoulders, every muscle loose but electric.

She punched my shoulder, friendly but not soft. “Thanks for showing up, Turner. You made my week.”

“Anytime,” I shot back. “Most fun I’ve had in a gym that didn’t involve a fire alarm or a broken nose.”

We both laughed, breathless.

For a minute, we just sat in the silence, letting the adrenaline fade.

But I caught her stealing glances, first at my legs, then at my arms, then at my face, and each time, her lips twitched, as if there was a secret she wanted to say but didn’t trust the air to hold it.

If I hadn’t known better, I’d say she was fighting the urge to drag me into the locker room and pin me to the tile.

***

Later that night, Orchard Street was a minefield of sly looks and coded barbs.

At dinner, Jenna “accidentally” squirted dressing all over her cleavage and made me wipe it off, her fingers finding my wrist and holding on just a second too long. Across the kitchen, Harper snickered every time Hailey made a double entendre about balls or stamina, and even Camille blushed like she was in on the joke.

It was clear as day: the girls knew everything. Of course, how couldn’t they? Misha wasn’t exactly quiet while Jenna and I had all but flaunted our friends-with-benefits status.

The tension was a living thing, thick and sweet, hinting at all the drama still simmering under the surface.

More than once, I caught a housemate trading glances, eyebrows arched, lips curling like they already knew how the game would turn out. Every comment about weekend plans became an innuendo, and every time I refilled a glass or passed a dish, at least one of the girls would brush against my hand and linger just enough to make it count.

If there was a scoreboard for sexual tension, the needle was buried in red.

***

Saturday night, the world finally came for me.

I wandered into the kitchen past midnight, brain fried from homework and too much caffeine. The house was silent except for the hum of the fridge and the distant drip of the leaky faucet.

Aria was there, arms crossed, leaning against the counter like a bartender at last call.

She wore an oversized Rosehaven sweatshirt over shorts, hair loose and wild, but her eyes were as clear as a sunrise.

She didn’t waste time.

“This triangle with you, Misha, and Jenna isn’t sustainable,” she said, voice soft but steely.

I tried to play it off, opening the fridge for a bottle of water. “It’s not a triangle. We’re just—”

She cut me off, stepping closer. “Don’t bullshit me, Eli. I’ve seen how they look at you.” Her gaze flicked up, pinning me in place. “This isn’t just about sex anymore, and you know it.”

I straightened, feeling the tension coil in my chest. “I’m not trying to hurt anyone.”

Aria’s eyes narrowed, sadness mixing with something almost like challenge.

“Someone’s going to get hurt, probably all three of you. I get that you’re patient, that you want to keep the peace, but this…” She gestured between us, meaning the house, the lives, all of it. “…it’s not going to hold together unless you figure out what you want.”

I searched for a joke, a line, anything except admitting she was right.

Nothing came.

Aria let the silence sit, then added, even lower: “I know what it’s like to let stuff simmer too long. Trust me, it doesn’t end pretty.”

I nodded, the message landing hard.

She watched me, waiting for a real answer, and when I didn’t give one, she just shook her head, no anger, just resignation.

“Anyway,” she said, “you’re smarter than this. Figure it out before someone else makes the call for you.”

She lingered a second, then turned, bare legs flashing as she padded into the hall.

I was left alone, refrigerator humming, the weight of it all settling on my shoulders.

She was right.

This harem thing was about more than just bodies. It was about choices, about courage, about who I wanted to be, and who I wanted to hurt the least.

As I sipped water in the darkness, I wondered what would happen when the truth finally came for me.

Because in this house, secrets had a way of getting messy.

And the only guarantee was that nobody escaped untouched.


Chapter sixteen
Seizing the Moment


At precisely 7:13 p.m., Jenna’s text punched through, a sharp arrival, no accident in the timing. Misha, still out of range, sat trapped in a no-phones-allowed conference room with twenty other sorority girls, all of them elbows, deep in some leadership-for-women-in-philanthropy debate. She wouldn’t be able to text or call me for hours. Safe bet Jenna knew it, too.

Hey, need your muscle for something in my room. Also, wine. You in?

If there were more perfect words to bait me, I’d never heard them.

I replied sure, let her sweat for a couple minutes before padding down the hall in a faded tee and fresh jeans, palms already tingling at the memory of what happened every other time I’d crossed her threshold.

Jenna left the door cracked, dark inside except for a string of fairy lights hooked around her window and the faint, candle-flickered glow coming from the far corner. Her playlist was set to low, some kind of slow-burn, female vocal with a beat you felt in your spine.

Her room didn’t look lived-in tonight. It looked staged. The usual hurricane of textbooks and perfume bottles was cleared, replaced with a scatter of gluesticks, colored pencils, and what looked like a half-built trifold poster sprawled across the sheets.

Jenna herself sat cross-legged on the bed, one leg jiggling in time to the music, her shorts cut so high the frayed denim barely covered the curve of her ass. The top was some throwaway tank, red and loose, but every time she shifted it flashed enough cleavage to make a priest blush. Her skin glowed, tanned and golden, the kind of bronze you only got from afternoons running drills or dancing too long at a club.

She twirled a pencil absentmindedly, then grinned when she saw me.

“Took you long enough,” she said. “I was about to call 911 and report a muscle shortage.”

I slid in, letting the door click behind me. “What’s the damage?”

She cocked her head, motioning to the mess. “I have to finish a ‘future goals’ poster for my leadership seminar. It’s juvenile as hell, but if I don’t, I get docked points. I figured misery is better shared.”

I shrugged, settling onto the edge of her bed. “I charge by the hour. First glass of wine is hazard pay.”

Jenna actually giggled, and it was softer than I expected. She reached for the bottle, already breathing on her desk, and poured two glasses, the liquid sloshing almost to the rim.

She handed mine over, then knocked her own against it. “To future nurses and their unpaid labor.”

I drank. The wine was sweet, tart, perfect for numbing the edges of any awkward confession.

As soon as I set my glass down, Jenna slid closer, her thigh pressing against mine. She smelled like coconut conditioner and, under it, a breath of perfume I’d never noticed before, something sharp and citrusy.

She shoved the trifold toward me, then a pack of markers. “I’m shit at art. If you can do stick figures with abs, I’ll do anything you want.”

There was no missing the double meaning. Jenna could never stay serious for more than twenty seconds, but the heat in her eyes was unmistakable.

We got to work.

At first, it was all banter. She narrated my every drawing with running commentary, laughing every time I exaggerated the biceps on a future doctor or the cleavage on her stick-figure “nurse boss.”

“You know, if you made us look this stacked in real life, I’d get promoted instantly,” she said, elbowing me.

“Pretty sure you’re already head nurse material,” I shot back. “Or at least head something.”

She snorted, then leaned forward to steady the poster, the fabric of her top gaping so far I got a front-row seat to her boobs, making it clear she wasn’t wearing a bra.

If there’d been a contest for who could sexually torture the other without touching, Jenna would have been conference champion.

Every minute, she inched closer, her thigh a warm brand against mine. Our hands brushed constantly, passing markers, shifting the board, grabbing at the same scrap of tape. Each time, she let the contact linger, her pinky hooked around my finger for a second too long, or her palm settling flat on my knee like it belonged there.

It should have been a minefield. Instead, with every touch, the air got heavier, stickier, wine-soaked and humming with something way deeper than just “I want you.”

We knocked out the poster in thirty minutes, tops. But neither of us made a move to clean up.

Jenna pulled her legs in, hugging her knees to her chest, glass of wine balanced on her shin like a dare. Her eyes tracked the fairy lights, but her gaze kept drifting back to me, flickering each time our skin met.

She spoke first, but her voice was different, lower, like she didn’t want anyone in the hall to hear.

“You ever feel like…no matter how hard you go, you’re never actually the first choice?”

I blinked, caught off guard.

“Sometimes,” I said, because I owed her the truth. “Why?”

She shrugged, looking away. The bravado in her smile wobbled. “It’s always been that way. Teachers, coaches, guys. Even my parents. My brother gets the attention, and I get the leftovers. Like, at best, I’m the backup plan. The one you go to when the fun one flames out.”

It was the rawest thing she’d ever said to me.

I set down my glass, shifting so we were face to face.

She went on, words spilling out faster.

“Even with friends, I’m always the one they call at 2 a.m. when shit’s bad. Not the one they invite on the road trip. Not the one who gets picked for whatever. Guys date me because they like how I look, but when it gets real? They bail. Or cheat. Or just…vanish.”

Her hands fidgeted around her knees, knuckles whitening.

I wanted to reach for her, but she wasn’t done.

“That’s why I keep things casual,” Jenna said, voice dropping. “No vulnerability, no disappointment. It’s easier to pretend I don’t care than admit I’m, you know…waiting for the other shoe to drop every damn time.”

She swallowed, throat moving as if it pained her, while her fingers picked at the bedspread in anxious, uneven flicks. “It’s why I ghosted you last year, Eli.” The words barely made it into the air, more the hush of a confession than a real explanation. I froze, breath locked inside my chest, too afraid that even blinking would shatter the moment.

“You’re a great guy. I started catching feelings, and I didn’t want to get hurt. It was easier to pretend that you weren’t that important to me.”

Yeah. Knowing what I did about Jenna, that tracked. Everything about her ran from pain. But there was more. Her tension still vibrated in the silence, so I held my tongue and waited.

She finally looked at me, and the nakedness in her eyes could have gutted anyone softer than me.

“I know I act like it doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “But sometimes I wish…just once, someone would pick me. Really pick me. Not for a night, or for a quick fuck, but for real.”

For a second, the world went still.

I saw the way her shoulders curled in, like she was bracing for a punch. The way her voice trembled just at the end, trying not to give away how much she actually wanted to be wanted.

Jenna Ramirez, the wild woman, party queen, breaker of men, looked more fragile than anyone in the house.

I couldn’t let her sit with that hurt alone.

“Anyone who doesn’t pick you is an idiot,” I said, quiet but sure.

She laughed, soft, not mocking. Her fingers found my wrist, holding on tight.

“Don’t bullshit me, Eli. I’ve seen you with Misha, and even the other girls in the house. You’ve got options. You always have. I just…didn’t want to get my hopes up.”

It hit me then: every time we’d hooked up before, she’d slam the door after, make a joke, pretend it didn’t matter. All defense. All armor. Just like after we first met last year.

But under the wine and the lights, she was letting me see the part she didn’t show anyone.

Her guard was finally down.

I cupped her hand, tracing her wrist with my thumb.

“You deserve more,” I said. “Way more.”

Jenna swallowed, gaze darting from my hand to my eyes.

She squeezed my fingers, her nails digging in, and for a split second, she looked like she might cry.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she straightened, wiping her cheek like nothing happened.

The tension in the room had gone nuclear.

We sat there, hands locked together, the fairy lights spinning shadows around the room and the taste of her confession still sharp in the air.

Tonight wasn’t about games.

It was about the truth, naked and real, and the promise that this time, if she let me, no one was walking away.

***

For a long minute, we just sat in the hush, hands locked, the fairy lights flickering shadows up the walls. I could have lived in that moment, but Jenna had other plans.

She drew in a breath, then deliberately set her wine aside. I heard the clink on the nightstand, but even that was background noise compared to what her eyes were saying.

No more stalling. No more armor.

She leaned in, picked up her phone, and with two swipes, killed the old playlist and set a new mood, slow, pulsing R&B, the kind of backbeat that erased everything but the next touch.

The room got smaller. Hotter, somehow, even though neither of us moved.

Then Jenna did something she’d never done before.

She put her hand on my thigh, fingers splayed, nails pressing a fraction too deep, so I knew it was intentional.

She didn’t smile. She didn’t tease.

She just looked at me, pupils blown wide.

“Let me,” she whispered.

She climbed into my lap, one knee at a time, weight sinking onto my thighs, her hands braced on my shoulders. The way she caged me in was deliberate, predatory, but also almost reverent. This wasn’t a power play. It was a statement.

We were both done pretending.

She kissed me slow, deep, nothing like her old bruising attacks. This time, her tongue explored with patience, her lips soft, insistent, making sure I felt every second.

I opened for her. Couldn’t have denied it even if I tried.

We traded breath, wine and need mixing, and every second, the touch got heavier. Her weight on me. Her hands. The soft warmth of her body melting into mine. When she broke for air, I groaned.

She grinned, and it wasn’t cocky. It was grateful. Like I’d just given her something she wasn’t sure she could ask for.

Jenna kissed down my neck, then pressed her forehead to mine, breath hot as she spoke:

“Lie back, baby.”

The honeyed cadence of her command ignited a visceral current in my core, and I melted beneath the unwavering gaze of her chocolate-brown eyes. My body reacted on instinct; I obeyed.

She guided me down, my back sinking into her mattress, the sheets already warm from where we’d sat. She followed, straddling me, her body flush to mine. The music throbbed, lacing around us, every soft note amplifying the ache building under my skin.

Slowly, so slow it almost killed me, Jenna peeled her top off, inch by inch. She drew it over her head, letting her breasts spill free, heavy, round, and perfect, nipples dark and already tight from want.

She caught me staring and smirked, but then leaned down and kissed me again, as if giving permission to let it all in.

She never wore a bra, but tonight it wasn’t a dare. It was a gift.

Jenna worked the hem of my shirt, tugging it up. I arched so she could peel it off, baring my chest to her hands, her mouth. She kissed from my jaw to my sternum, using her tongue to trace lines of fire down my torso, every inch a new discovery.

Her hands went to my jeans, popping the button, sliding the zipper down with a kind of deliberate worship.

I lifted my hips to help, and she yanked jeans and boxers down and off, tossing them somewhere behind her. My cock sprang free, hard and leaking.

Finally, she looked up, raking her eyes over me, and the hunger there was real enough to light me up from the inside.

She didn’t rush. She knelt between my legs, running her palms up my thighs, then wrapped her hand around my cock and stroked, slow, the pad of her thumb catching the first glisten of pre-cum at the tip.

But this wasn’t about getting off fast.

Jenna wanted to savor.

She climbed back over me, guiding my hands to her waist, then up, letting me cup her tits, squeeze them, thumb the nipples until she shivered with pleasure.

Her skin was fever-hot against my palms, and the sweet-sharp scent of her perfume made my head spin.

She lined me up against her, the heat of her pussy slick and ready.

Then she sank down, inch by inch, slow as a dream, taking my cock into her, the fit so impossibly tight it felt like coming home.

Pleasure crashed through me in waves, so intense it threatened to pull me under. I groaned, my ass clenching in time with the wild, exquisite grip of her pussy. She squeezed my cock with short, relentless pulses, milking me with a practiced rhythm that sent sparks up my spine. Each contraction made my breath falter, as if she could wring every drop of sensation from me with nothing but the grip of her cunt, and I was powerless to resist. My muscles locked, every fiber of my body electrified, straining to withstand the overwhelming tide threatening to crash over me.

She held my gaze the entire time, chocolate-brown eyes boring into mine.

She seated me deep and just rode the fullness, grinding her hips in circles, letting me stretch her inside until there wasn’t an inch left untouched.

God, the feeling.

Her pussy clutched me, velvet-wrapped heat, and every time she rocked forward, her tits bounced, hypnotic, perfect, the shadows from the fairy lights flickering over her skin.

She leaned down, kissing me, drawing my lower lip between her teeth.

I couldn’t get enough of her.

I ran my palms up her back, feeling every ripple of muscle, every gasp of air.

She started to move for real, slow at first, rolling her hips with control, milking my cock with every pass.

Each time, she bent to kiss me, sometimes on the lips, sometimes the neck, sometimes just holding her face above mine, eyes locked, dare written in every look.

The sheets were so soft it was like sinking into memory foam, and the scent of Jenna’s skin, clean, warm, a hint of sweat and something tropical, was pure addiction. The wine on her breath mixed with her perfume, a combination so potent it made me dizzy.

She never looked away.

Not once.

She wanted to be seen, to be known.

I gave her all of it, hands roaming, mouth open to hers, bodies tangled together in the hush of her room.

Every stroke was slow, calculated. She was in no rush to finish. She wanted to draw it out, every squeeze of her pussy a reminder that this wasn’t some rushed laundry room fuck. This was the main event, and she wanted all of me.

Her rhythm built gradually, thighs flexing, ass tightening as she bounced, each move more confident than the last.

I felt her get wetter, the glide of her cunt growing even more slick and inviting.

She grabbed my wrists, pinning them to the sheets above my head, her hair falling down around us like a curtain.

She kissed me, long and deep, grinding down so the base of my cock massaged her clit.

My world narrowed to just that sensation: her pussy, my cock, and the way she never broke eye contact.

At one point, she whispered, “I want you to remember this. Every second. Every fuck you’ve ever had, it wasn’t like this, was it, baby?”

I shook my head, because it was true.

She smiled, then rode me harder, slowing whenever either of us got too close, always in control.

We soaked in every moment, heat building, sweat slicking our skin, the sheets a twisted mess beneath us.

When she spiked her hips, squeezing me tight, I groaned.

Jenna just leaned in and licked the sweat from my throat, savoring the taste.

The whole time, the music swelled and dipped, lyrics about wanting and needing cycling in the background, lacing our rhythm to the beat.

We lost track of the minutes, maybe the hours, but every pass of her body over mine pulled us closer to something neither of us had ever said out loud.

I could feel her trembling, the effort it took not to let go.

But she wanted to make it last.

She slowed her hips to a glacial rhythm, letting energy pool between us. She kept me deep, grinding so every ridge inside her squeezed and milked me until I saw white at the corners of my vision. I felt her thighs trembling, but Jenna was determined to savor every inch, every movement, every drawn-out moment suspended above the inevitable. She leaned forward, arms braced on either side of my head, hair curtaining our faces, trapping us in a world where nothing mattered except the friction and heat. The music outside our bodies fell away, replaced by the sharp, rising need that hovered between us, almost painful in its anticipation.

She kissed me, slow as the tide, biting my lips, letting her tongue linger in my mouth, pulling back only to look down at me with a kind of desperate reverence. I’d never seen her so raw, naked in ways that had nothing to do with skin. She wanted this to last because she didn’t know if she could bear for it to end, and I realized that every pass of her hips was not just pleasure but a prayer, let this stay, let me have him, let something finally go right.

My hands found her waist, mapping every muscle, every shiver, holding her steady as she worked me with a careful, focused grind. Sometimes she’d pause at the top, clench her pussy hard enough to make me gasp, then sink back down, flooding me with warmth and tightness that left me shaking. I’d never been worshipped before, not like this, and it lit up something in me I didn’t know existed. I let her lead, let her draw out the moment, and matched her need with my own, matching the pressure, the gaze, the unspoken dare that maybe, just maybe, this meant more than either of us had words for.

She braced both hands against my chest, nails digging crescents into my skin as she rode me, eyes glassy with want and terror and some deep, impossible hope. Our breaths synced, staggered, then synced again. She pressed her forehead to mine and whispered, “Don’t let go yet,” and I bit my lip and nodded and felt my entire body tighten in anticipation, the pressure in my balls so intense I thought I might explode.

I worshipped her with every stroke, one hand tangled in her hair, the other tracing her back, her ass, her thighs, until all the tension in the world narrowed to the space between our bodies. Every sound she made, every ragged breath, every whispered “yes, Eli, yes,” was a drip of gasoline on the fire building in my gut. The room became an oven, the sheets under us sticky with sweat, the air sweet and electric and full of need.

We both got close, dangerously close, more than once, but she always slowed, always pulled back, always forced us to teeter on the edge of the cliff a little longer. It was torture, and it was perfect, and when she finally started to lose her own control, the look in her eyes broke me open. She wanted this to matter. She wanted to feel safe, just this once, in someone else’s arms.

So I held her, and I worshipped her, and I let myself believe that maybe I could be enough.

When the orgasm finally started building, it felt like the end of the world.

She saw it in my face, in the shake of my hands and the set of my jaw.

But Jenna wasn’t ready to break, not yet.

She slowed her tempo, riding the edge, pulling us both back from the brink, kissing me so deep I almost lost myself.

She drew it out, minute after minute, making sure we felt every heartbeat, every twitch.

I could taste her on my lips, in the sweat pooling at her collar bone, the way her pussy spasmed around me each time I flexed inside her.

By the end, we were both shaking, ruined, barely holding on.

The final straw was the way she collapsed forward, pinning my wrists, the weight of her tits pressing against my chest.

She grinded on me then, slower, more tender, melting the line between sex and something closer to love.

It was a fucking masterpiece.

We hovered on the edge, ready to break, and I knew, any second, the old walls would shatter, and neither of us would ever be the same.

***

The pressure built so slow and steady I thought I might break before she did.

Jenna was relentless, every roll of her hips, every flex of her pussy, every time she pinned my wrists to the sheets and ground down, her tits wobbling above me. If I groaned, she rode harder. If I tried to surge up and seize control, she clamped tighter, pushed me back, owned the tempo.

But the cracks were showing.

Her cheeks were flushed, lips swollen from kissing, dark hair wild as she rode me with desperate grace. Sweat beaded in the hollow of her throat, running slick down the valley of her chest. When she let her guard drop, just for a second, her eyes telegraphed panic, like she’d never been this close to the edge before.

That’s when the confessions started.

She bent down, forehead to mine, her body quivering as she fucked me slow and deep.

“I want you,” she choked out between breaths, voice shaking. “Just you. Not like before. This…this is different.”

I grabbed her hips, holding on for dear life. “Jenna, I—”

She silenced me with a kiss, her mouth hot, urgent, her tongue forcing mine open as the rhythm went off the rails. She slammed down, harder, wetter, our bodies coming unglued in the best way possible. Her tits pressed to my chest, sweat and perfume and the raw scent of sex swirling together.

I felt her pussy spasm, milking me, pulling me right to the brink.

“Jenna, I’m about to—” I gasped.

She shook her head, collapsed onto me, arms wrapped around my neck.

“Inside me, baby. I want all of it. Give it to me, Eli. All of you,” she whispered, voice shredded.

That broke the last sliver of control.

It was like nothing I’d ever felt before. There was no warning, no gradual build, just the sudden seizure of every nerve in my body, like a power line snapping under the weight of a hurricane. I bucked up hard, hips meeting Jenna’s with punishing force, and she gasped, her whole frame shuddering with the impact. My hands shot to her waist, fingers digging deep, anchoring myself in her as the orgasm detonated. It didn’t roll in waves. It was one continuous, blinding surge, ricocheting from the base of my spine up through my chest, out to every extremity. The world vanished. There was no room, no time, no music, only the searing heat of her cunt, the relentless clamp of her muscles locking me in. I tried to breathe, but all I could manage were choked grunts, useless sounds as I felt myself pulse inside her again, and again, and again, each jet wringing another involuntary tremor from both of us.

Jenna threw her head back, mouth wide, but no sound came out at first. Her hair whipped my face as she bucked, arching her back so her tits were thrust toward the ceiling, nipples glazed with sweat. She was lost, utterly uncaring of anything but the next shudder, the next delicious clamp of her pussy as she rode out her own crest, meeting every spasm of mine with one of her own. When she finally did find her voice, it was a raw, stuttering moan, a plea, a warning, an admission of defeat. She ground herself down on me, hard, until I was buried as deep as I could possibly go, until any thoughts of control or restraint or gentleness had been incinerated.

We clung together in that suspended moment, the cumulative ache of months, years, maybe lifetimes collapsing into a single, explosive instant. For a split second, I saw stars. Actual, physical white spots exploding behind my eyelids. I heard her voice, slurred and desperate, my name torn from her throat like an accusation and a confession all at once: “Eli, oh god, fuck, Eli—” It reverberated in my ears, better than any song, more vital than the beat still faint in the background. My brain shorted out; I was reduced to nothing but sensation and need.

The rest of my body finally caught up. My arms crushed her to me, mouth searching for her neck, jaw, collarbone, anything I could sink my teeth into to keep from screaming. My balls clenched so tight I thought they might implode. My cock jerked, buried to the hilt, and I could feel every ridge and slick fold of her milking me, hot and greedy, her own orgasm chasing and amplifying mine. I wanted it to last forever, but the intensity was so great it almost bordered on pain: a raw, sublime agony that blurred the line between pleasure and annihilation.

The aftershocks hit in slow, rolling echoes. I was still coming, still emptying myself into her, even as my head spun and my limbs went numb. Jenna collapsed forward, breasts mashing to my chest, her face pressed to my cheek. The heat of her breath burned my ear; her arms coiled around my neck, clutching like she was drowning and I was the last thing keeping her afloat.

We were a single ruined animal, panting, shaking, clinging to each other like we’d survived a disaster. My vision tunneled, the edges of the world pulsing in and out of focus. Sweat ran off us in rivers, pooling in the hollow of my throat and the small of her back. Our bodies made a mess of the sheets, slick with the combined proof of what we’d done. I could feel her heartbeat thrumming against my ribs, outpacing my own as she shivered through the aftershocks.

She wouldn’t let go of me, not even for a second. Her hands fisted in my hair, yanking my head back as she bit at my jaw, little nips that tasted like salt and desperation. I held her just as tight, fingers scraping her spine, desperate to keep her real, to keep her here. The line between us had dissolved; I couldn’t tell where I stopped and she started, and I never wanted to find it again.

There was a sound in the room, a muffled sob, and it took me a moment to realize it was Jenna, not from pain but from something that lived deeper than sex. She was shaking so hard now, her aftershocks rolling through her body with every shallow breath. She burrowed into me, mumbled something unintelligible, then just cried out again, softer this time.

My cock was still buried inside her, still twitching with the last, fragile echoes of climax. She clung to me, legs locked around my hips, and I felt her cunt spasm, milking the last dribble of cum from me even as we both drifted toward the inevitable crash.

My hands cradled her, one clutching the back of her head, the other splayed across her back, rubbing slow, trembling circles into her skin. I could feel every vertebra, every sharp edge of bone, the sweat-slicked silk of her hair. She was so light it felt like she might dissolve if I loosened my grip.

We stayed locked, my cock buried deep inside her, her arms around my neck, face pressed to my cheek. She trembled, little aftershocks rolling through her, soaking up every drop.

If time stopped, I wouldn’t have argued.

When the shudders faded, she let her weight sink fully onto me, tits mashed to my chest, her breath washing over my neck.

I wrapped both arms around her, holding tight. There was nothing casual or competitive left, just the perfect, shattered calm after a storm.

For a few minutes, we didn’t speak. Just lay there, fused together, skin sticky, sheets tangled, the taste of her still on my tongue.

But then, brave, maybe a little scared, Jenna shifted, drawing small circles on my chest with her fingers.

She hovered for a second, then murmured:

“I’m in love with you, Eli.”

The words barely made it past her lips. I felt the tremble in her voice, the fear shooting through her like maybe she’d made a mistake by saying it out loud.

I caught her chin, made her look at me. Her eyes shimmered with something I’d never seen before, terror, hope, hunger all at once.

For once, I wasn’t the one holding back. “I love you too, Jenna.”

I kissed her, soft this time, letting her know it was safe.

She melted, tears streaking her cheeks but smiling anyway.

“I don’t want to mess this up,” she whispered. “I’m not good at…this.”

“You’re perfect,” I said, and I meant it.

She slumped onto my chest, winding her arms around my ribs like she wanted to keep me forever.

I stroked her hair, letting the slow afterglow seep in. Her bare skin was a fever-dream against mine, her thighs still trembling from the last orgasm.

This time, she didn’t bolt for the shower or chase away the moment with a joke.

She stayed. Head pillowed between my pecs, face nuzzled to my neck, one leg hooked over my thigh like she was daring the world to pry us apart.

I felt sleep dragging her down, but she fought it for a few minutes, just to savor the hush.

“You’re not going anywhere, right?” she mumbled, words muffled against my skin.

“Not a chance,” I promised, tightening my hug around her.

She sighed, content, and for the first time since I’d met her, Jenna Ramirez looked at peace.

The house was silent outside, just the distant tick-tick of pipes and the slow pulse of the playlist Jenna had forgotten to turn off. But inside that room, with her wrapped around me, everything was different.

We drifted together into easy sleep, hearts thumping slow and synchronized, our confessions still hanging in the air like a new sunrise.

The words I'd given her weren't false. They were just... insufficient. Like calling a hurricane a breeze. Love wasn't big enough for what I felt for Jenna, this bone-deep possession, this cellular need. The same marrow-level certainty I had about Misha. Not falling for them; I'd already crashed, shattered on impact, rebuilt myself around them both. Two women, two gravitational forces, and me, caught in their orbits, unable and unwilling to break free.

If there'd ever been a second choice in this room, tonight had erased it for good. I loved Jenna. I loved Misha. The thought of choosing between them twisted in my gut like a knife, a decision I couldn't make, didn't want to face. How could I pick one half of my heart over the other?

And tomorrow, the world would demand exactly that.


Chapter seventeen
Breaking Point


The universe had a script for heartbreak, but even it couldn’t have predicted the way Orchard Street froze the second I heard the front door open.

It wasn’t the usual, careful click, either.

It was a wild, messy entrance you only made when you were running on pure adrenaline and bad impulse control.

For a second, I thought I was dreaming.

Then Misha tumbled inside.

She was all in a rush, dragging a battered duffel and a rolling suitcase, hair a golden disaster haloed with sunlight from outside. Her flats barely hit the mat before she dropped the bags and made a dead sprint for me.

I barely had time to process the shock before she was in my arms.

Misha melted into my chest, clinging with every muscle, face buried in my shirt like she was trying to become part of me. Her perfume hit first, a sharp, fresh pop of citrus, pulsing with energy and longing. Under it, the warmth of her skin, the heat of her breath, the little tremor in her hands as she gripped my torso.

“Tell me you missed me,” she whispered. Voice soft, but need etched in every word.

I crushed her closer. “Four days felt like a month, Mish—was starting to think you’d ghosted me for good.”

In truth, she was home a day earlier than I expected.

She giggled, the sound muffled by fabric, still not letting go.

Misha was pure, desperate, post-travel chaos. Her hair, usually tamed in a perfect braid, now loose and wild down her back, little static-fused flyaways floating around her face. Her top was wrinkled to hell, probably slept in, and her yoga pants were rumpled from hours in transit. No makeup, just the glow of reunion and raw hope.

It was the best she’d ever looked.

I kissed her temple, inhaled the citrus perfume again, and let time stop for a second.

She pulled back, just enough to look at me. Her blue eyes were wide and glassy, rimmed with fatigue and something hungry.

“I couldn’t do it,” she said, voice breaking. “I couldn’t stay away. I made up an excuse about a family thing and left the retreat early. I just—I needed to see you. Right now.”

I started to answer, but a new sound cut the moment dead: footsteps, slow and deliberate, coming down the hallway.

Jenna.

She didn’t exactly walk out, she prowled.

Jenna rounded the kitchen doorway holding two glasses of white wine, every inch of her radiating “I was here first.” Her loungewear was a whole mood: tiny athletic shorts, dark blue and tight as skin, showing off every curve and an impossible amount of thigh. Her top was a cropped tank, stretched just enough to hint bra-less underneath. Her hair was up in a messy bun, but her mascara game was lethal, eyes dark and locked dead on Misha.

She stopped mid-step, clocked the situation, and froze.

The disappointment on her face could have crushed small animals.

For a heartbeat, the three of us stood frozen. I was holding Misha; Jenna was holding the wine. Nobody moved.

Jenna was the first to break.

“Well, that’s one way to make an entrance,” she said, the smirk not quite hiding the sting. “Decided the woods weren’t wild enough for you, Misha?”

Misha straightened, not breaking contact with my chest, but instantly going tense, like a housecat bristling at the sight of a rival.

“Jenna. I didn’t realize you were…hosting,” she replied, forcing a sunny smile.

Jenna shrugged, one hip cocked, eyes never leaving mine. “Movie night. It’s Thursday, Eli’s always free on Thursdays.” She let that hang, pointed as a scalpel. “You remember, right?”

Misha’s hand clutched the hem of my shirt a little tighter. Her face went still, blue eyes blinking slow as she recalibrated. “Oh, that’s… nice. We just got back. Sorry to interrupt.”

She offered a brittle giggle, but her jaw went rigid.

I tried to defuse the bomb, but my brain shorted out. The sight of both girls, one a travel-wrecked angel, the other deliberate and deadly, was almost too much.

Jenna stalked closer, wineglasses steady in her grip. She set them on the coffee table, then claimed her spot on the end of the couch with all the subtlety of a cat kneading a favorite pillow.

She watched us for a second, assessing.

“So, did you two wanna catch up, or should I start the movie?” Her voice was perfectly neutral, but the undercurrent pulsed nasty.

Misha straightened, finally peeling herself off my chest. She stepped to the side, smoothing her top and self-consciously tucking hair behind her ear.

“I just got in. I wanted to tell Eli about the retreat. Some… stuff happened. But it can wait if you have plans.”

“No, no, tell him now,” Jenna fired back, arms crossed under her chest, pushing her tits up for extra firepower. “I’d hate to get in the way of a good story.”

She shot me a look, the kind that said, “You better not screw this up.”

Misha ignored it, laser-focused on me. “Can we talk? Alone?” There was a tremble in her voice. “Just for a minute?”

I opened my mouth, but Jenna pounced.

“Oh, is this a ‘private’ conversation, or just more of the usual?” She smiled, lazy and lethal. “Because if it’s important, you should know, Eli and I have an arrangement.”

Silence detonated.

Misha’s face drained of all color. She blinked rapidly, the brittle hope in her eyes shattering into confusion.

Jenna leaned forward, elbows on knees, gaze locked on Misha. “You didn’t know? Huh.”

I tried to find words, but they tangled and died in my throat.

Misha’s hands trembled as she clutched the back of the nearest chair, using it as an anchor.

Jenna just sat there, all long legs and confidence, the wine glass untouched, smirk dialed to eleven.

The room was suffocating.

Nobody moved.

Nobody breathed.

But the battle lines? Those were clear as glass.

***

Even before the dam really broke, you could sense the next round building.

Misha found her voice first, but it came out thin. “Eli, can we please talk? In private?”

Jenna didn’t bother hiding her annoyance. “Anything you need to say, you can say right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Misha squared her shoulders, desperate to hold the high ground. “It’s not about you, Jenna. It’s about... us.”

Jenna laughed, cold and sharp. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. There is no ‘us’ without me.”

She shot me another look, this one edged with warning.

I tried to talk, to apologize, but Misha cut me off, voice quivering. “I just got home. I just wanted a second to breathe, to see him, not to—”

Jenna stood up, wine forgotten. She stalked over until she was toe to toe with Misha, both of them staring each other down, every inch of their bodies wound tight.

“Maybe you should have texted ahead,” Jenna hissed. “Then you could have seen that you’re not the only one in his life.”

Misha shook her head, lips trembling. “I knew about the other girls. Obviously. But I thought, after last week, I thought things were different.”

Jenna snorted. “They are. For you. For him? Not so much.”

She glared at me, daring me to argue.

I swallowed, hard, and tried to step between them. “Guys, please. There’s no reason—”

But nobody was listening to me.

Misha’s eyes filled, the blue washed out by raw shock. “You have an arrangement?” She could barely manage the words.

Jenna crossed her arms, breasts pushed high and proud. “That’s right. Eli and I have our own thing. We’re not just friends, Misha. We never were.”

It landed like a slap.

Misha staggered back a step, grabbing the chair like she might collapse.

The air was full of static.

I’d never been this naked, this exposed, with nowhere to run.

Jenna advanced, relentless. “So, if you have something to say, maybe you should just say it.”

Misha’s face crumpled, but she rallied, blinking fast to keep the tears from falling.

She looked me in the eyes, voice breaking with every word.

“I love you,” she choked out, barely a whisper. “I really, really do.”

For a second, everything stopped. Even Jenna.

Then the anger returned.

Her voice went flat, trembling with effort. “But I can’t fight for you unless you fight for me.”

Jenna eyed her, all the old arrogance burned away, exposing something raw underneath. “I love him too, Misha. And I have just as much right to him as you do.”

The words echoed in the room, louder than any shout.

Misha glared at Jenna. “You don’t get to undercut me every time I try to talk to him.”

Jenna boxed her out with a look. “You don’t own him, princess.”

Misha’s mask finally broke. “Neither do you.”

The standoff had gone nuclear.

And me? I was the bomb they’d both wired for detonation.

***

The silence after their exchange was denser than gravity.

Jenna was the first to retreat, snatching up her wine and draining half the glass in one go.

Misha just stood there, a ghost in yoga pants, hope and shock wrestling for control.

I didn’t know which girl to run to.

Or if I still had a right to run to either of them.

The house, once just walls and noise and perfume, now felt like a battlefield.

I stood in the hush, wishing I could unwrite the last five minutes.

But for the first time ever, there was no fix. No way to patch the wounds or soothe the egos. I couldn’t take sides. Not when I loved them both.

There was only the three of us, raw and real and waiting for someone, anyone, to blink first.

But tonight, nobody was backing down.

Not one inch.

They both wanted me, wanted to own the moment, the room, the future.

And the only real question left was whether I was worth the war.

One look at their faces told me the answer.

No one, least of all me, was walking away from this unscathed.

And if I ever wanted to keep either of them, let alone both, I’d have to face the truth.

The battle for my heart had just gone public.

No more hiding.

No more wishing it away.

It was all or nothing now, and the next move was mine.

But in this standoff, even a heartbeat felt like a century.

And the girls I loved most might have just become my deadliest rivals.

Jenna fired the next shot.

She didn’t wait for permission. She just fixed Misha in her sights and said, “You know what’s funny? Eli always forgets to stir his coffee when he’s still half-asleep, but he’ll drink it anyway. This morning, I had to remind him. He was so out of it after last night, I practically had to feed him.” Her gaze never left Misha’s face.

For a second, nothing happened.

Then Misha blinked, lips parting, skin draining the color of candle wax. Her hands whitened around the back of the chair, her lifeline.

She searched my face, looking for any hint that Jenna was bluffing.

I couldn’t meet her gaze.

Jenna smiled, lips sharp enough to cut. “Or maybe you already knew that, since apparently he just recycles the same lines for all his girls?”

The dig was low, but effective. Misha flinched.

“You slept with him?” Misha’s voice was barely above a whisper.

Jenna just huffed. “He never told you? Wow. I figured, after last weekend, you’d already figured it out.”

I tried to step in, but Misha wasn’t having it.

“How long?” Her voice was tiny, trembling, but it hit with the force of a slap.

Jenna straightened, crossing her arms, chin up, ready for open war. “Since before you even broke up with Daniel. Since about a week after he moved in, actually. Not that it matters, now.”

Misha spun on me, eyes huge and wet. “Is that true?”

I choked, but the words came out useless. “We weren’t serious. I never wanted to hurt—”

She cut me off, voice climbing with every syllable. “You made me believe I was special. That what we had was different.”

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. Like you didn’t know from the second you moved in here. The walls are paper-thin, princess. We’ve all heard you call his name.”

Misha recoiled, but her hands never left the chair.

Her voice dropped, hurt curling the words. “What, you wanted to ruin this for me? You hate me that much?”

Jenna barked a laugh. “Are you kidding? I don’t hate you, Misha. I just refuse to lose to someone who thinks being perfect means she gets the guy by default.”

The world spun.

They locked eyes, both trembling, both refusing to back down.

It was a goddamn masterclass in mutually assured destruction.

Misha started for the high road, but couldn’t find it.

Instead, she went right for the gut. “You wanted him first? Why pretend to just be friends, then?”

Jenna glared. “Because I was scared he’d choose you if he found out how I really felt. Spoiler, Misha, he did choose you, over and over, even when you didn’t deserve it.”

I tried to wedge myself in, hands up. “This isn’t what I wanted. You both mean—”

But they were past the point of listening.

Jenna launched right back in, voice shaking but never faltering. “You want to talk about special? I know how Eli sounds when he comes. I know how he tastes. I’ve done things with Eli you probably didn’t even dare to try with him.”

I could confirm that wasn’t true, and was actually exactly the opposite.

Misha went red, then dead pale.

She shot me a look, betrayal, heartbreak, every emotion I never wanted to see on her face.

“You told me you loved me. Was that all a lie?” The words tore out, breathless and wild.

“No,” I said, desperate. “It’s different with you. With both of you. I swear.”

Jenna cut in, relentless. “He calls you baby, right? But you know what he called me last night? His. And you know what, Misha? He meant it. You should have seen the way he looked at me, the way he begged. He couldn’t get enough.”

Misha’s hands trembled so hard the chair rattled.

The world was a seesaw, both of them poised for the drop.

Neither would surrender.

Misha countered, voice a shattered edge. “If he was really yours, you wouldn’t have to fight so hard.”

Jenna’s eyes flashed. “You want to bet?”

She squared off, inches between them, the living room too small for this kind of emotional violence.

“If you want him, fight for him.”

The words hung, a dare, a death sentence.

But Misha didn’t cry, not right away.

She rallied, clinging to the only thing she had left: the truth.

“I love him,” she said, voice trembling, letting the tears break free. “I love Eli more than anyone. I always have. Even when I was supposed to pretend he was just family.”

Her confession cracked the world open.

For a heartbeat, even Jenna froze.

Not to be outdone, Jenna shot back, voice fierce, eyes shining. “I love him too, Misha. And I have just as much right to him as you do.”

It was a stalemate, emotionally raw and terrifying.

Both stripped of every defense.

Both stunned at the depth of their own feelings.

They realized it at the same time, the terror of it, the risk.

And just like that, all that love turned to anger.

This time, at me.

Their gazes locked on mine, both girls shaking, chins up, tears leaking but eyes never blinking.

The next attack was inevitable.

And there was nowhere left to hide.

They could have been twins, the way they turned and hammered me at once.

First, Misha.

She stepped in, eyes still leaking tears, voice shaking but dangerous as a paper cut.

“You said you cared about me. You said I mattered after everything Daniel put me through. Was all that just…pity? Or did you just like having someone to save because I was so broken?”

Every word sliced. Her hands shook so hard she had to let go of the chair, arms wrapped around herself like armor.

“You swore you’d never hurt me,” she whispered, defeated. “But you did. You hid all this from me like I was some rebound, not a real choice.”

She raised her gaze, and the blue of her eyes was pure heartbreak.

“But I loved you, Eli. I let myself love you, even when I was terrified to lose everything. Why didn’t you just tell me?”

Before I could answer, Jenna was there, heat and fury in every muscle.

She jabbed a finger at my chest.

“You want both? Fine. But you didn’t even have the guts to say it out loud. Instead, you strung me along, made me feel like the backup plan when I deserved the whole playbook. You used ‘just friends’ until you thought I was safe, then you flipped the script.”

She glared, arms crossed, every ounce of her radiating “fuck you.”

“You made me trust you, Eli. That’s not easy. You let me believe it was real, but if it was, why didn’t you ever tell her?”

Two sets of eyes pinned me to the spot.

The weight of it was a physical thing.

I tried to answer, but the words came out flat, thin, a bad rehearsal for the real show.

“I never wanted this to hurt either of you,” I offered, voice barely above a croak. “I love you both, I swear to god. I didn’t know how to choose.”

My hands trembled. Sweat ran slick at my temples. My lungs stuttered, tried to gasp, but there was no air.

Even so, I pressed on. “I thought, maybe, if I could give you both what you needed, nobody would have to get hurt. I never wanted to be the guy who—”

“I DON’T WANT TO SHARE,” Misha snapped, all puppy eyes gone, replaced with raw need. “I want to be chosen, Eli. Once. Not be someone’s fucking safe option.”

She shook, and for a heartbeat, I thought she’d collapse.

Jenna squared up beside her, voice all ice and finality.

“I’m done being second string. Either I’m your girl, or I’m nothing. Pick. Now.”

The pressure went nuclear.

Every beat of my heart felt like a gunshot.

The whole world tunneled, my vision, my hearing, even my skin. I could feel my own pulse hammering in my throat, fingers numb, chest so tight I thought it might implode.

Both of them stared, not blinking, refusing to budge.

“I can’t—”

“You have to.” Misha’s demand cut the air. “Right now, Eli.”

My brain pinwheeled, searching for a handhold.

I couldn’t look at them. My eyes darted to the rug, the table, the streak of something sticky on Jenna’s abandoned wine glass.

They waited.

The silence grew claws.

Choose.

Choose.

Every molecule of me screamed to run, to hide, to crawl away and disappear.

Instead, I did what I always did.

I crumbled.

The next sound was doors slamming, one after the other, Jenna’s, then Misha’s, and the echo rang down the hall like a death sentence.

I staggered to the couch, knees folding, breath coming in shallow bursts. My head dropped to my hands, and for a second, I thought I’d just dissolve onto the cushions, vanish into the cracks.

The silence was absolute, a living thing.

On the coffee table: Jenna’s lipstick-stained wine glasses, one still half-full, the other forgotten in the rush. On the floor, Misha’s duffel, open, spilling childhood pajamas and travel shampoo.

The room stank of standoff and failure.

I pressed my palms to my face, fighting for air, for courage, for anything that could help.

But there was only guilt, and the cold certainty that I’d blown up the best thing I’d ever had.

There’d be no sleeping tonight. Not for me.

Not for them.

The house was a tomb, the kind built by indecision and cowardice.

I sat there, head in hands, counting every ragged breath.

And wishing, uselessly, for a way to unbreak every heart in this house, especially mine.


Chapter eighteen
Artistic Consultation


By midnight, it was clear the house wasn’t going to let me sleep, let alone fix anything. I’d killed the lights in the living room, but the afterimage of Misha’s tears and Jenna’s silent fury were burned onto my retinas. No matter how many times I rubbed my eyes, the scene just replayed, more vivid than ever.

There was no comfort in my own bed. God knew, the place reeked of betrayal and spent hope. So I grabbed my jacket and fled, straight into the one corner of campus nobody sane would haunt after hours: Hartwell Hall, top floor, where the artists locked themselves in to wage war on canvas.

The elevator shuddered all the way up, as if reluctant to carry bad news. Even the hallways here sounded different: my sneakers squeaked on scarred wood, every step echoing just a little too loud.

The studio itself was a world apart.

All the overheads were off, but the moonlight poured through the fat northern skylights, hazy and cold. Lamps were stationed in random corners, shedding islands of gold over the paint-splattered floor. The first breath I took was so thick with linseed oil, acrylic, and dust that I nearly coughed. Underneath, I could smell old coffee, probably Camille’s.

She was the only living thing in the whole place.

Camille sat at her usual workstation. A fortress built from fabric bolts, plastic bins of reference images, and weapons-grade markers bundled in old mugs. She was lost in a sketch, or pretending to be, but her body language said otherwise: tense shoulders, eyes flicking toward me before darting away, playacting at focus. Even from the door, I clocked the details: tonight’s sweater was oversized and navy, sleeves hiding her wrists, pleated skirt peeking out like an afterthought. Her hair was loose, soft gold falling in waves over one shoulder, and her glasses had slid down her nose.

I slowed, let my footsteps announce me.

She didn’t look up. “Hi, Eli. Couldn’t sleep either?”

Her voice was warm and just a bit shy, the kind you want on your side at the end of the world.

I forced a smile and shrugged, but my whole posture was shot, shoulders hunched, spine bent, like I’d forgotten how to stand up straight. I must have looked like shit, because her gaze sharpened the second I entered the lamp’s glow.

“You okay?” she asked, a lot softer. She set the charcoal down, but didn’t let go, like it was armor.

I wanted to lie, but the words wouldn’t come.

Instead, I drifted closer, letting the silence fill in what I couldn’t say. Camille’s work area was a planet unto itself. Reference photos of dark-haired sorceresses and anime wizards were pinned up in crazy clusters behind her desk. There were fabric scraps everywhere, velvet, some kind of magenta mesh, iridescent sequins that caught the lamplight like spilled glitter. A battered sketchbook sat open, the page full of half-done eyes and parted lips.

She kept watching me, but never stared long enough to make it awkward.

Finally, I dropped my backpack on a stool and leaned back, palms on the cold wood. “Couldn’t stay in the house,” I mumbled. “Too loud. Even when everyone’s gone.”

Camille nodded, a flash of recognition in her eyes. “Sometimes it helps to draw. Or just…sit,” she said. “You want to help with my figure drawing assignment? You’d be my hero if you did.”

Her words landed like a parachute. Not a lifeline, exactly, but a way down that didn’t end in a crash.

I hesitated, but she was already clearing space. “Seriously. Just twenty minutes. You can brood, or pose, or both. I need a real model or I’ll have to draw from YouTube demos and, trust me, nobody wants that.”

She flashed a smile, for once, not nervous, not faked. Pure Camille.

I tried to play it cool. “What kind of pose?”

“Whatever you feel like,” she answered, pushing a stack of photos aside. “Just…real.”

She sized me up, head tilting. “Go with whatever fits the mood,” she added, lowering her voice. “Melancholy’s good for art.”

I barked a short, ugly laugh. “I’ve got melancholy nailed.”

She handed me a battered stool, placed dead center under the overhead lamp, as if she’d staged this for a confessional. “Just sit. You can lean, or slump, or…whatever. Don’t overthink it.”

I sank onto the stool and let my body do the talking. Shoulders rounded, elbows on knees, face cradled in my palms like I was trying to hold my skull together. All the defeat from earlier just spilled out, no filter.

Camille circled once, studying me through those huge glasses. “Perfect,” she whispered, mostly to herself.

She settled back at her easel and pulled out a fresh sheet. The first swipe of charcoal was so soft, I barely heard it over my own pulse.

For a few minutes, neither of us said a word.

I let the silence wrap around me, punctuated only by the scratch of Camille’s charcoal and the faint hum of some sad indie playlist bleeding from her phone. The light made pools of shadow under my eyes. Hell, I could see my own reflection in the window and it was not pretty. That dead, hollow stare.

Camille’s focus was absolute.

She drew fast and loose, all wrist and intuition, her eyes darting from the page to me and back again. Her lips moved soundlessly as she counted proportions, and every minute or so, she’d pause, measure something with the tip of the charcoal, and go right back to work.

I almost wanted to apologize for ruining her night.

But her gaze was too gentle for that.

“Camille?” My voice cracked, a brittle snap in the hush.

She didn’t look up. “Yeah?”

For a second, I almost bailed. Instead, I forced the words out.

“Did you ever get stuck? Like, not just in art. Stuck between people you care about, and any way you move, it’s going to hurt someone?”

She blew a strand of hair off her cheek. “All the time. It’s the worst.”

I picked at a splinter on the stool. “Tonight, Misha and Jenna made me choose. Between them. As in, decide right now, or I lose them both.”

The charcoal paused, just for a beat.

“Wow,” Camille said, voice barely a whisper.

I tried to laugh, but it turned into a sigh. “Yeah. It was a bloodbath. No matter what I said, it was wrong. I froze up. Didn’t pick either. Now they both hate me.”

She shook her head, soft as a lullaby. “They don’t hate you, Eli. They love you. Trust me.”

I wanted to believe her, but it was a hell of a sell.

The charcoal resumed, this time more forceful, the lines bolder.

I pressed on, unable to stop. “It’s not just them. Every time I let myself get close to someone, I ruin it. I try to make everybody happy, but I just end up…crushed. And then, stupid as it sounds, I start falling for other people, too. The more I try not to, the worse it gets.”

Camille shifted on her stool, blue eyes hidden behind the curtain of her hair. “You’re allowed to care about more than one person,” she whispered. “Not everyone gets that, but… it’s not a crime.”

I let the words hang before whispering, “I think I’m falling for you, too.”

The charcoal went dead still in her hand.

A flush climbed high on her cheeks, turning her face sunset-pink even in that cold lamp light. She busied her hands, smudging a line with her thumb, but I could see the shiver in her shoulders.

“It’s not weird,” she said, finally looking up. “I kind of hoped you did.”

Now it was my turn to go silent.

For the first time all night, the ache in my chest twisted into something closer to relief, but it was tangled with guilt and fear.

I gripped my knees tighter. “You ever feel like you’re just a piece in someone else’s drama? Like whatever you want doesn’t count?”

Camille bit her lip, nodding. “Always. I’m usually the sidekick. Or, more like, the audience who claps for everyone else but never gets picked.”

I knew the feeling.

“But you notice things,” I said, “the way nobody else does. I think that’s why I can talk to you.”

Camille gave a tiny, grateful smile. “Want to know a secret?”

I nodded, unable to look away.

“I’ve heard the other girls talk,” she said, dropping her voice a notch. “About you. A lot. It’s not just Misha and Jenna. Sometimes I think we’re all obsessed with you, but everyone’s too scared to say it.”

I let that possibility sink in. For a second, I almost laughed, if only because it sounded so insane. But the way she said it, I kind of believed her.

The next stretch of time was silent except for the relentless scratch of charcoal.

I stayed in the pose, letting the shame and hope and old wounds broadcast themselves through my sagging arms.

Camille drew with more fire now, hands flying, her breath coming quick as she blocked in the shadows. Every minute or so she’d glance up, and I caught the uncertainty in the way her eyes avoided mine, the flush creeping up her neck.

Then she spoke again, voice liquid soft.

“I think the girls want to make it work, Eli. It’s just…when people get hurt, egos take over. Even Misha and Jenna, they’ve talked about openly sharing. Maybe not when things are fresh, but definitely. Nobody wants to lose you, even if they have to break the rules.”

That hit me like a sucker punch. “How do you know that?”

She shrugged, charcoal tracing rapid lines. “People talk. Sometimes right in front of me, because they think I’m not listening. But I always listen. Misha said it to Harper and me once. She was scared, but she meant it. Jenna said it last week, actually, after you helped her with her car. They’re both in love, but they’re afraid of losing. Better to share then not have you at all.”

I fumbled for a comeback, but the truth of it was too raw.

“They made it sound like war.”

Camille drew another line, then set the charcoal down. Her hands were stained pitch black, the tips of her fingers smudged like a mechanic’s.

“It is a war, some days. But that’s because they care so much. If they didn’t, they’d just walk away.”

She lifted the sketchbook, holding it for me to see.

I stared at it in shock.

It wasn’t just a drawing. She’d caught the way my shoulders caved, the wreckage stamped on my brow, but she made me look stubborn, too like I was dragging hope out of the dirt, refusing to let go even as the world collapsed. I barely recognized myself, but it felt more real than any mirror.

Camille smiled, shy and proud. “See? Not just a tragic lead. You look…strong.”

For a second, I wanted to cry. Instead, I ran a hand through my hair and tried to remember how to breathe.

Camille wiped her hands on a shop rag, careful not to break the moment.

“If you want to talk more, we could go somewhere else,” she said. “Sometimes other students wander in for the late shift, and I don’t want to share you.”

Her cheeks flamed as she realized the double meaning.

I grinned, the warmth spreading for the first time all night.

“Yeah. Let’s get out of here.”

We left the mess behind, stepping out into the hush of empty hallways, the scent of paint and possibility still stuck in my hair.

If there was a better way to start over, I hadn’t found it yet.

***

We slipped out of the art studio as quietly as possible, sidestepping towers of abandoned canvases and the lingering ghosts of late-night crammers. Once the door swung closed, the hush clamped down, the kind of stillness that made every footstep sound like a confession.

Outside, the campus was hushed and sharp, every brick pathway lit by the cold spill of streetlights and the softer glow leaking from library windows across the quad. The air nipped at our skin, not enough to matter, but enough to make Camille shiver. Every so often she’d glance over, like she meant to say something, but lost her nerve at the last second.

Neither of us broke the silence until the doors closed behind us at the townhouse.

Inside, the world was a different temperature. Camille’s room was its own ecosystem: warm lamplight, walls papered with cosplay sketches and color tests, the bed scattered with velvet, concept art, and a half-finished cloak draped like a flag of surrender. Her worktable was a shrine to creativity: pincushions, fabric scissors, even a stack of manga that looked well-loved. The scent of chamomile hit instantly, soothing as a warm blanket straight from the dryer.

I lingered in the doorway, suddenly self-conscious.

Camille hovered near the electric kettle, back turned as she fussed with mugs and a tin of looseleaf tea, buying herself time. Behind her, the sketch she’d just finished sat face-up on the table, charcoal still fresh enough to smudge.

I started to thank her for the rescue, but Camille jumped back into the breach.

“Sorry,” she said, voice half a whisper. “I just…needed a minute to process.”

She set two mugs on the edge of the desk, then fussed with her sleeves, tugging them halfway over her hands.

I perched on the edge of her bed, watching her try to muster bravery from caffeine and routine.

Camille looked down, cheeks nuclear, her hands trembling just a little as she poured the water. “Nobody’s ever said something like that to me before,” she admitted.

I wanted to crack a joke, but my mouth was dry.

She pressed on, brave now. “I mean, nobody’s ever said they liked me that way. Or noticed. I thought—I don’t know. I thought if anyone had a shot at you, it would be Hailey, or Harper, or definitely Misha.”

She laughed, but it was brittle around the edges.

I caught her gaze, tried not to blink.

“Camille, I meant what I said. You see me, even when I want to disappear.”

Her lips twitched. “That’s because…I feel the same way. About you. I have for a while. But I always let the louder girls go first. I didn’t want to…ruin it.”

This time, the hush was intimate, not awkward.

The kettle clicked off. She busied herself pouring tea, then handed me the steaming mug, careful to brush her fingers across mine.

“Thanks,” I said, voice steadier than I felt.

She sipped her own before adding, “I meant what I said in the studio. The girls really do talk about you. It’s not just lust, either. All of them want you in some way. It’s just…the rules get in the way.”

She nodded to herself, building confidence with every word.

“Tonight was brutal, but it’s not forever. Misha and Jenna, they’re both proud. But they’re also terrified of losing you, or each other, honestly. They’ve both talked about…sharing. Not just with each other, but with the rest of us. It’s like a dream nobody’s brave enough to chase.”

I nearly choked on my tea, not out of lust, but total shock.

She saw my expression and giggled. “Yeah. Sometimes I think we’re all a lot kinkier than anyone guesses. Especially the so-called good girls.”

The tension broke, just a little.

Camille looked at me, finally steady.

“So, here’s my advice. Give them a day or two. Let the anger burn off. And then…don’t apologize for loving them both. Sit them down, at the same time, and tell them exactly why you care. Don’t try to be fair. Don’t hide. Just…show up and be honest.”

She scooted closer, our knees touching.

“You don’t have to pick. That was never the rule. The only rule was ‘don’t lie.’ And even that one, I think, we all broke the minute we started falling for you.”

The warmth from her mug and her words cut through all the self-pity, leaving just a raw, humming hope.

“But—” she said, softer now, “don’t wait too long. If you give up, everyone else will too.”

I looked at her, this gentle cosplay queen who’d just rewired my heart in less than an hour.

“How’d you get so smart?” I asked, unable to stop the smile.

She flushed, but didn’t look away. “I’m a writer,” she said, nodding toward the cosplay sketches and the battered journal near her lamp. “I spend all day dreaming up happy endings. I figure, real life, we should at least shoot for one.”

For a second, the world faded, and there was just the two of us on her bed, the lamplight soft, her knees pressed to mine, her perfume wrapping me like armor.

“You know, if it was me? I’d want to know the truth. Even if it sucked. Even if it meant crying, or fighting, or being jealous for a week.” She glanced up, eyes blazing with sincerity. “You should tell them everything you just told me. About loving them both, and not being able to imagine just one. I bet they’d get it.”

I took a breath, feeling the old guilt crawl away. “What if I’m just splitting hairs? What if they want certainty, not a mess?”

Camille smiled, soft and a little sad. “I think that’s a myth. Nobody wants certainty. They want to feel chosen. But being honest is the only way to actually make them believe it. That’s what polyamory is, right? Communication, not secrets. The house rules were broken the second everyone started keeping things to themselves.”

She nudged my arm, her laugh a gentle dare.

“I mean, the only thing we ever agreed on was that no drama was allowed. Ironic, right?”

A real grin broke through; it felt foreign, but good.

Camille turned serious. “They’re not going to trust a speech. But if you show them what makes each one special, what you really see in them, they’ll listen. Misha wants to know she’s irreplaceable. Jenna wants to be first draft pick, not the bench. You don’t have to pick between them, but you have to show them why they matter.”

The way she said it, there was no judgment, just belief.

I sipped my tea, letting the flavor ground me.

Camille’s fingers played with the hem of her sleeve. “If it blows up again, I’ll be here. Bring popcorn.”

That got a laugh. “You’re a troublemaker.”

“We all are. That’s why you’re stuck with us.”

For a minute, we just sat in the hush. No agenda. No hurry.

I glanced at the sketch she’d given me, the one that made me look like I’d survived a hurricane but wasn’t ready to quit. My thumb smudged a bit of charcoal along the edge; it stained my fingertip, left proof this moment was real.

When I stood to leave, Camille followed, her steps light across the mess of fabric and dreams. She hugged me again, harder this time, her face pressed into my chest, breath sweet with tea and hope.

Her voice was muffled but certain. “You got this. Just be honest.”

I held her back, feeling the truth of it settle into my bones.

When I stepped into the hallway, the townhouse was dark and silent, just the amber haze of porch light scanning the floor. I felt the sketch crinkle in my grip, a talisman for whatever battles lay ahead.

For the first time in days, I wasn’t scared.

I was ready.

Tomorrow, we’d settle this for real, maybe even rewrite the rules together.

But for now? I was finally home.


Chapter nineteen
Times Two


No amount of sleep could have prepared me for this. The minute I woke up, my nerves felt like they’d spent all night sparring with a live wire.

I spent the morning rehearsing every possible way it could go wrong.

Coffee didn’t help. Neither did pacing around my room, clutching the shoebox in one hand and the journal in the other, like they were talismans that might save me from myself.

It was already past nine when I finally worked up the courage to summon them.

The living room was as I’d left it: soft sunlight slanting through the porch windows, the old couch groaning at the seams, the ghost of last night’s drama hanging in the air like static. On the coffee table, somebody had left a mug half-full of cold chamomile tea. Camille, probably, or maybe Harper passing through after her gig.

But the rest of the house was silent.

I set the shoebox and journal on the table, side by side, and sent the group text:

— Living room, please. I’ll explain. Not a trap. —

It was the best I could do.

They arrived within five minutes, like there’d already been a dare to see who’d cave first.

Misha showed first, hair up in a twisted bun, hoodie thrown over yesterday’s tee, leggings clinging to legs she’d folded underneath her. She settled on the far left of the couch, arms folded, chin tucked down, a fortress of too much feeling.

Jenna rolled in seconds later, casual as a housecat but sharp around the eyes. Her sleep shirt was three buttons too low, shorts painted onto her hips, skin bare and golden. She didn’t look at Misha, but the air between them pulsed, like the last round of a championship match where neither team was ready to lose.

They both avoided my eyes.

I pulled up a chair, leaving the coffee table between us, letting the shoebox and journal rest in full view.

Nobody spoke.

For a second, I thought the silence would eat us alive.

So I started.

“There’s no easy way to do this, but I owe you both the truth. All of it. After last night, there’s no way forward unless we get everything out in the open.”

I paused. Misha’s ponytail bobbed with the slightest nod. Jenna just gave a tight, one-shouldered shrug.

I could have started with the speech, but I’d never been any good at them. Instead, I reached for the shoebox.

“Misha, this is yours.”

Her name lingered, soft but unmissable.

I pushed the box across the table, the lid wobbling as it landed.

Her eyes widened, a silver-blue so bright it should have been illegal this early.

She hesitated, then drew the box onto her lap, fingers hovering above the old Rosehaven logo on the lid.

I forced a smile. “Don’t judge. Some of this goes way back.”

With a tiny breath, she cracked open the box.

On top, nested among faded receipts, notes, and even gum wrappers, was the concert ticket. It was creased, edges gone soft, but the band’s name was still legible: The Sunbreakers, her favorite in high school.

Misha blinked. “You…kept this?”

Her voice was so low I almost missed it.

I nodded, heat crawling up my neck. “That was the night you snuck me in as your plus one, remember? You swore me to secrecy because Daniel would have freaked.”

She smiled, the first real one all morning. “You made me ride on your shoulders just to see the stage.”

“I couldn’t see anything,” I shot back, and the tension thinned, just a little.

Underneath, I’d placed the polaroid, out-of-focus, the colors blown out from years jammed in a wallet. The three of us, me, Misha, and Daniel, right after the state fair roller coaster. I was in the middle, hair pasted to my forehead, Misha clinging to my arm, laughing, her hair wild around her face.

She stared at it so long I wondered if she’d forgotten how to breathe.

I pointed. “You told me never to let anyone see that, because you still had braces.”

She bit her lip, eyes glassy. “I hated those braces.”

“I didn’t.” I meant it.

She shuffled through the rest. A pressed maple leaf from freshman fall, a folded note in her handwriting (“Don’t forget donuts for breakfast, baby brother!!”), a movie ticket with her lipstick mark on the back.

At the bottom, I’d placed the unsent letter. It was folded twice, edges soft from too many re-reads.

Misha reached for it last.

Her hands shook.

I said, “Read it whenever you want. Or not at all. I just…needed you to have it.”

She clutched it to her chest, eyes locked on mine.

“Thank you,” she whispered, voice breaking.

My own throat was shredded.

Jenna watched the whole time, not saying a word. On any other day, she would have cracked a joke, called us hopeless, maybe rolled her eyes at the sentimentality.

Not today.

Her gaze wobbled, then snapped away.

I slid the journal toward her.

“Jenna, this…most of this is unfiltered. Like, brutally unfiltered.”

She arched a brow, but her lips wobbled at the edge.

“Hit me with it,” she said, voice rough as sandpaper.

I flipped to the first entry:

*August 27, Move-In Night.*

“Saw JR at the party. That’s what she called herself. She danced on a table, drank three shots, then challenged half the soccer team to beer pong. She beat all of them. I have never seen anything like her before.”

Jenna smiled, just a flicker.

I read on, skipping ahead to the next page, this time my voice catching:

*September 11, Study Group.*

“Jenna pretends not to care. But when she laughs, she forgets to hide the real smile. The kind that makes her cheeks dimple. She always goes for the joke, never lets anyone see her flinch. But I saw her flinch when her phone went off and her mom was on the other end. I wanted to hug her but didn’t dare.”

Her eyes glistened.

I kept going, skipping forward.

*October 21, After RoseCon.*

“Jenna says we’re just friends, but last night she crawled into my bed, drunk, and told me I was the only guy who ever made her feel safe. She didn’t remember in the morning. I did. Still do.”

The next entry was darker.

*January 3, New Year’s.*

Jenna kissed me at midnight and acted like it was just a dare. But I dream about that kiss sometimes, even when I’m supposed to be thinking about someone else. It’s messed up. Or maybe I just wish someone would pick me, for once, all the way.*

Jenna’s chin trembled. She blinked hard, fighting.

I took a breath and read the one I’d written last night, the one I’d never meant to show anyone.

*October 29th, 3 a.m.*

“I’m in love with two women, and I don’t know what to do.”

My voice cracked and through blurry vision I caught the tears streaking Misha’s face while Jenna sniffled, dabbing at her eyes.

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand and continued. “I thought I could hide it, or pick one, or just wait until the world made it impossible to keep both. But deep down, I want them both. Not because I’m greedy, but because I believe both sides of me are only real when they’re in the room. With Jenna, I feel wanted, chosen, alive. With Misha, I’m home. It’s not a contest. It’s just…me.”

I let the silence settle.

Jenna drew the journal close, hands shaking.

She didn’t speak.

Neither did I.

Misha was crying now, silent but hard, her shoulders shaking.

Jenna clutched the journal to her chest, lips pinched white.

I needed to fix this, but I didn’t want to bulldoze their feelings. So I stood, crossed the tiny space, and dropped to one knee in front of them.

I reached for Misha’s hand, gently.

She tried to speak, but her chin wobbled, words breaking before they even hit air.

I shook my head. “No. Let me, just this once.”

She sniffed, nodding.

“Misha, you are my home. You always were. And I don’t love you because of who you used to be. I love you because of who you are now.”

The force of it hit her so deep she almost dropped the letter. She just stared at me, eyes swimming, desperate to believe.

I turned to Jenna.

She’d gone still, but her hands clung to the journal like a lifeline.

“I chose you, Jenna. Not because of some leftover history, but because I wanted to. I chose you with open eyes, knowing the risk. That’s the kind of love I have for you. I want you in my life not as the backup plan, but as the real thing.”

Jenna’s breath hitched. A tear trickled down her cheek, but her mouth pulled into a smile.

I sat back, letting the moment breathe.

“I screwed up. I should have told you both sooner. I should have trusted you to handle it, instead of hiding behind fake choices and hoping nobody noticed. But I’m done lying. I want both of you. If you’d even consider letting me, I’d be the luckiest bastard on the planet.”

I waited, the world shrunk down to just this threadbare couch.

Misha bit her lip, then slid her hand into mine.

Jenna reached across, grabbing my other hand, journal forgotten.

The two of them exchanged a long, silent glance.

Somewhere in the hush, a decision passed between them, one I’d never been brave enough to hope for.

Misha spoke first, her voice a whisper: “I’m tired of fighting.”

Jenna grinned, tears and all. “Me too. Honestly, Mish, if you were anyone but you, I’d probably hate you. But…” She laughed, self-deprecating. “You’re kind of the only one who gets what he sees in me.”

Misha squeezed her hand. “Maybe we both do.”

The air brightened, something sparking that had nothing to do with the sun.

They turned to me, two halves of the same impossible miracle.

Matching smiles, matching hope.

Jenna said, “We love you, Eli. Both of us. All six of us, probably.”

Misha nodded. “We don’t have to keep breaking things just because we’re scared to share.”

Jenna looked at her, teasing. “You sure you can handle being my co-star?”

Misha wiped her cheeks. “You sure you can keep up?”

I grinned, helplessly, hopelessly, like a kid who’d just gotten away with the world’s greatest heist.

Their hands stayed tangled with mine, as if letting go even for a second might undo the spell.

This was it.

The new start.

No secrets. No more pretending.

Just us, all of us, exactly as broken and brave as we were.

For the first time all semester, the house felt like a real home.

And if anyone asked what called us to that living room, the answer would be simple.

Love, in all its messy, tangled glory.

They hung on to me until the world righted itself.

After, we sprawled together on the couch, a loose tangle of bodies and hope, the earlier weapons, shoebox and journal, set aside, silent proof of the fight it took to get here.

Every so often, Misha would thumb the letter, or Jenna would reread a line from the journal and snort, and the old bitterness would slide further away.

It wasn’t perfect. It didn’t have to be.

A new house rule had just been born:

No more running. No more war.

Just honesty, even if it hurts.

And for the first time, I believed we might actually pull it off.

Together.

***

Turns out, the real moment of truth didn’t happen in the living room.

It happened at my bedroom door.

Misha and Jenna flanked me, each girl clinging to a hand as if we were pledging allegiance to the chaos about to unfold. Their fingers were sticky with nervous energy, but neither hesitated.

The second the door closed and Jenna turned the lock, I felt the world tilt on its axis.

For a long beat, we just stood there, three scared geniuses in the hive of my dumb little room.

It was Misha who broke first.

“I have no idea what happens next,” she admitted, grinning through the leftover tears. “Like, do we high-five? Or just get naked and see what happens?”

Jenna snorted. “If you want to high-five, at least let me take my shirt off first. Otherwise, it’s weird.”

They sprawled onto my bed, Misha cross-legged near the headboard, Jenna lounging with her legs stretched, arms behind her for balance. I sat dead center, trying not to combust.

Honestly? I was terrified. Excited, but terrified.

Nobody knew if we’d actually pull this off.

I cleared my throat, aiming for brave. “We should…maybe talk first? About boundaries?”

Jenna gave a lazy salute, eyes tracking every move I made. “No off-limits, as far as I’m concerned. Except maybe butt stuff on the first try.”

Misha raised a brow. “What are we, animals?”

Jenna grinned wider, leaning in until her bare thigh pressed to mine. “Speak for yourself. I’m at least half-animal.”

Misha giggled, but didn’t flinch. “Just don’t make me look stupid.”

Jenna softened, voice lower. “We’re not here to humiliate. Unless you want to be.” She waggled her eyebrows.

Misha went pink. “Maybe next time.”

We all laughed, air finally clearing.

I said, “No pressure. We just…see what happens.”

Jenna reached over, her knee bumping mine. “Here’s what I want: real, not performance. If I get jealous or weird, I’ll say so. Sound fair?”

Misha nodded. “If he starts playing favorites, we’ll both kick his ass.”

That broke the tension one last time.

But as the laughter faded, I noticed their hands had drifted to my legs, subtle but certain.

Jenna’s hand slid up my thigh, warm and deliberate. On the other side, Misha laced her fingers through mine, holding tight.

Their eyes met over my shoulder.

I sensed the last negotiation, silent but loaded.

Jenna looked to Misha, cocked her head.

Misha gave the tiniest nod. Permission, challenge, maybe both.

She turned to me, blue eyes blazing.

“We’re all choosing each other, Eli. That’s the rule now.”

When she said it, I felt the ground shift.

They moved in.

Misha’s hands found my shirt first, slipping underneath, fingertips tracing lazy lines over my abs. Jenna attacked from below, tugging at the buckle of my belt with enough force to nearly send me off the mattress.

They undressed me together, a comedy of tangled limbs and whispered dares.

Jenna tackled the buttons on my shirt, skipping subtlety to bare my chest. She wasted zero time, kissing down my sternum, tongue tracing over freckles I didn’t know I had.

Meanwhile, Misha knelt behind me, arms wrapped around my shoulders, her hands gentle as she peeled away my shirt. She giggled in my ear, sending goosebumps across my skin.

They made short work of my pants, Jenna pulling them off like a magician yanking a tablecloth, careful not to spill the goods underneath.

My cock was already hard, tenting the front of my boxers, and both girls noticed at once.

Jenna whistled. “Didn’t know we were bringing artillery.”

She palmed my bulge, cocky as hell.

Misha, not to be outdone, slid her hand in from the waistband, teasing along the length until I nearly lost control.

The boxers disappeared.

My cock sprang free, flushed and leaking, every vein throbbing.

“God, he’s gorgeous,” Misha said, voice full of awe.

Jenna grinned. “Told you he was a keeper.”

They turned their attention to each other.

For a second, I thought there’d be competition.

Instead, it turned into teamwork.

Misha kissed Jenna, light and testing, surprising herself with how natural it felt. Jenna responded in kind, hands sliding down Misha’s back to tug her shirt up and over her head.

Misha yelped at the sudden chill, but the sight of her bare breasts, full, round, perfectly pink nipples, brought the room to a standstill.

Jenna licked her lips. “You’re stunning, Mish. No wonder you make him scream like a banshee.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” Misha shot back, eyeing Jenna’s tits as she peeled off her own tank.

Jenna’s breasts were heavier, a little darker, the kind of cleavage you remembered in the dark.

They stripped together, shorts and panties tossed to the floor.

There was nothing but skin and heat, bodies angled so nothing was off-limits.

Jenna pushed Misha onto her back, kissing her hard, while her hand guided my cock toward Misha’s thigh.

Misha moaned, arching into the touch, her hand seeking me out, wrapping around the shaft, stroking slow.

Jenna grinned at the contact, then straddled my lap, her pussy gliding along the top of my cock, juices slicking me in a heartbeat. The friction was almost too much.

But before I could lose myself, they pivoted.

Misha and Jenna exchanged another look.

Jenna knelt beside my cock, and Misha joined her, both girls shoulder to shoulder, eyes locked on the prize.

They hesitated, then dove in together.

For the first time in my life, two mouths, two sets of lips and tongues, were on me at once.

Misha licked the shaft from base to tip, her tongue soft as velvet. Jenna took the head, swallowing it between her lips, twisting her mouth around it with practiced ease.

Then they switched.

Jenna licked, Misha sucked.

Nothing in my life had prepared me for the sight of both girls kneeling before me, shoulder to shoulder, fighting to outdo one another with their tongues. Misha started by circling the head, her tongue featherlight, every flick a calculated tease. Jenna went for intimidation, swallowing half my length between her lips, cheeks hollowing as she bobbed with a confidence that was undoubtedly for Misha’s benefit.

Their mouths collided, tongues clashing over my cock, neither surrendering an inch. I threaded my hands through their hair, Misha’s soft waves in one palm, Jenna’s glossy silk in the other, guiding them gently, offering, never forcing, but both surrendered gladly to my touch. They moaned into me in stereo, the vibration running up my spine and detonating behind my eyes.

Jenna took the lead, deep-throating with a gasp that left her mascara streaked down both cheeks. She came off with a wet pop, eyes watering, and then she nipped at the shaft, gentle but hungry. Misha followed, kissing up the underside and lapping at my balls, her hand stroking what Jenna’s mouth couldn’t reach. They fell into rhythm, feeding off each other’s energy, hands wandering not just over me but over each other. I watched, helpless, as Misha reached to cup Jenna’s breast, squeezing softly, thumb grazing a nipple that drew instantly taut. Jenna laughed, mouth full, and retaliated by palming Misha’s ass, digging in her nails until Misha whimpered.

The air was thick with sex, sweat, and the sound of their wet mouths. My thighs shook with the effort not to come instantly. I tried to think anything else, textbooks, baseball stats, the quadratic formula, but every time I looked down the two of them were licking, sucking, or kissing each other, always returning to my cock as if it were the only thing that mattered in the universe.

Misha locked eyes with me, her lips glossy. “You like that, baby?” she whispered, voice full of awe and something darker.

I could only nod, because my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth.

Jenna took it as a challenge. She pressed her lips to the head, then turned to Misha, and they kissed, hot, messy, tasting me on each other. I nearly passed out. My hands fisted in the sheets, desperate to anchor myself somewhere.

They eased back, each working a side of my shaft, tongues entwined, then lapping up at the tip together. The sight alone was enough to end me, but I forced myself to last, clenching every muscle I had.

“God, you’re so fucking hard,” Jenna said, voice gone ragged.

Misha giggled, running her tongue over my balls again. “He’s better than I remembered.”

“Guess we’ll just have to make him remember us both,” Jenna replied, before deep-throating me again, this time with Misha’s hand guiding her.

They kept going, alternating, then working together, hands stroking, mouths sucking, tongues swirling over every inch. It was a contest, but not to see who could win. It was to see who could break me first.

Every stroke, every moan, every squeeze of their hands brought me closer to the edge. I could feel it building, a tidal wave with no mercy.

Jenna looked up, face glistening. “He’s about to lose it.”

Misha giggled, but never let go. “Not yet. He needs to fuck us first. You take point, JR.”

They broke away, faces flushed.

Jenna straddled me, using one hand to line my cock up to her pussy.

She was soaked, practically dripping.

She sank down slow, savoring every inch, her tits bouncing in my face.

I groaned, hands on her hips, feeling her stretch around me, the squeeze so tight I thought I’d black out.

Misha kissed me, her tongue wild in my mouth, as her hand drifted between our bodies to toy with Jenna’s clit.

Jenna planted her palms on my chest, grinding down onto my cock, slow and deliberate at first, like she was savoring the idea of being watched and touched at once. Misha’s hands roamed my stomach, then lower, knuckles brushing my hips as she traced circles with her nails. The sensation of their skin on either side of me made it impossible to tell who was in control. Misha’s lips found my earlobe, biting, then soothing the sting with a laugh and a hush as if she were worried our roommates might hear us. She palmed the base of my cock, holding me steady as Jenna started to bounce, thighs flexing and abs tight, her hair sticking to her collarbones with sweat.

The room spun as Jenna’s tempo increased, hips pistoning and then slowing, teasing both of us. She was so wet I could hear it every time she slammed back down, a filthy, glorious sound that seemed to synchronize with the little gasps she made when Misha sucked at her nipple from behind. Misha’s mouth was everywhere at once, kissing my neck, then Jenna’s shoulder, then up to where their faces met, lips brushing as they both moaned out in rhythm with every thrust.

Jenna arched back, hands in her hair, riding me so deep I thought I’d split her in two. She was greedy, and Misha egged her on, whispering encouragement and raunchy suggestions in Jenna’s ear, half of which I couldn’t understand through the haze of pleasure. Misha’s fingers snuck down, finding the sensitive spot where I was buried inside Jenna, stroking there until Jenna’s thighs started to shake.

I’d never been part of anything like it. Every time I got close, Jenna would slow herself down, clenching and unclenching around me with unimaginable precision, her gaze fixed on mine and her mouth half-open in a dare. Misha’s hands were under them both, sometimes cupping Jenna’s breast, sometimes gripping my ass, sometimes just smoothing over whatever patch of skin she could reach, always in motion. The room buzzed with their chemistry, sweat and perfume and the faintest tang of sweat and arousal, mingling with Misha’s vanilla perfume.

Jenna’s breathing went ragged. She leaned forward, collapsing onto my chest, her hair blanketing my face as she ground her clit against my pelvis. “I’m gonna come, baby,” she said, voice half-strangled, and Misha grinned, tightening her grip under Jenna’s thigh to keep her in place.

“Let go,” Misha whispered, her words for both of us.

Jenna’s nails dug into my shoulders, and her whole body locked up, pussy clenching so tightly around me I thought I’d black out. She screamed, actually screamed, a high, cracked note that burst the moment and sent Misha into near hysterics, laughing and kissing Jenna’s cheek as she rode out the waves. I felt myself teeter on the brink, but held back, just barely, the urge to finish nearly breaking me in half.

Misha’s face hovered over both of us, cheeks flushed, eyes wild. She kissed down Jenna’s spine, then trailed her tongue along my jaw to my lips. It was almost tender. Jenna’s body quaked with tiny aftershocks, and she slumped to my side, panting, still impaled on my cock.

For a moment there was only our breathing, the three of us tangled in sweat and sheets and a silence that felt almost sacred. I thought maybe that was it. Maybe we’d found the limit. But then Jenna reached out, snagged Misha’s wrist in her fist, and with a hungry grin pulled her closer, the need in both their faces as raw as it had been that first night on the couch.

“Your turn, blondie,” she panted.

Misha climbed into my lap, slow as a sunrise. “Don’t have to ask me twice.”

She lined herself up, then dropped, taking me all the way. “Oh fuck, that feels good. God, baby, I missed your cock last week.”

The heat, the pressure, the way her tits spilled against my chest, it was fucking divine.

She rolled her hips in slow, oceanic waves, each motion measured, teasing me right to the brink and then easing back. The feeling was almost unbearable, her pussy tight and molten, wet, squeezing me in a rhythm that made it impossible to predict whether I’d last seconds or hours. She kept her eyes on me, blue and unblinking, as if daring me to look away first, as if we were locked in a blinking contest of willpower and lust.

Jenna, not to be outdone, rearranged herself behind me, pressing her breasts to my back. Her hands slipped around, one raking down my chest, the other seeking out Misha’s tits, kneading and tugging at them in time with the movement of Misha’s hips. Her lips found the crook of my neck, then the curve of my jaw, then my earlobe, biting just enough to make me gasp. I could feel Jenna’s heartbeat hammering against my skin, her breath cool and uneven as she whispered encouragements, dirty, honeyed, toothsome words, all of them designed to make me lose control.

We became a universe of friction, a tangle of limbs and skin and mouths. I lost track of who was touching whom; it was just sensation, everywhere, all at once. Sometimes it was Misha’s nails dragging down my back, sometimes Jenna’s tongue darting at my throat, sometimes both at once. Misha rode me with growing urgency, her cheeks flushed, sweat streaking her hair to her forehead. The room spun with heat and vanilla and the tang of sex. Every movement was a threat and a promise. I could come at a moment’s notice, or I could hold back forever, just to see what they’d do next.

At one point, Misha leaned in, caught Jenna’s lips in hers, and the two of them kissed over my shoulder, hungry, open-mouthed, unashamed. I watched, transfixed, as their tongues met and tangled, as Jenna’s hand slid up to Misha’s face and held her there, as Misha’s hips lost their rhythm and stuttered against my lap. The sight of them together, not just competitive but collaborative, nearly undid me on the spot.

They started to move as a single creature, Jenna’s hands coaxing Misha’s pleasure higher, my cock filling her, Misha’s body shuddering as she crested. Their moans braided together, electric and ragged, and when Misha started to come, I felt the flutter of her pussy, the ripple through her whole body as if every cell had detonated at once. Her nails carved red stripes into my shoulders, her mouth open in a silent scream. Jenna held her steady, anchoring her through the quake, soothing her with thumb strokes to her neck and urgent, drunken kisses.

The pleasure was too much, too intense. The squeeze, the heat, the sound of both girls’ moans tangled together. I would have come, right then, but I held back, teeth grinding, determined to last as long as they needed me to. My thighs quaked; my vision blurred. Misha collapsed against me, spent but still clenching, still riding the aftershocks, and Jenna wrapped her arms around both of us, her nails tracing gentle shapes on my ribs as she whispered praise into my hair.

I was right on the edge, a chemical trigger ready to fire, but I wouldn’t let myself go. Not until I was sure it was what they wanted. I was theirs to command, and I knew they both knew it. I waited, trembling, like a wire drawn so tight it hummed.

They slid down to kneel in front of me, tits jostling, lips parted, hands stroking my cock together.

“Come for us,” Misha whispered.

Jenna grinned, stroking faster. “Cover us, Eli. Give us everything.”

I tried to warn them. Gave every sign I was about to lose it, but neither of them let up for a second. Maybe they wanted to break me, wanted to see what I’d become if I fell apart.

I did, completely.

The orgasm hit so hard the first shot arced straight up, spattering Misha’s cheek before trailing down into the soft hollow between her tits. The next burst was even thicker, painting a wild, glistening stripe across Jenna’s lower lip and chest then spattering down her stomach, almost comically obscene. I was still coming when both of them started laughing, not out of mockery but genuine, shocked delight. It didn’t stop there. Misha leaned forward and caught the next spurt on her tongue, like she’d planned it the whole time, while Jenna milked the base of my cock, her palm sticky and greedy for more.

Both of them were a mess, hair in their faces, cheeks glazed, chests freckled with glistening ropes of cum. They looked at each other and then at me, then back again, a silent exchange of mischief and conquest. It was impossible to tell who was more pleased.

Misha smeared the mess between her tits, rubbing it in with both hands until it shone. “This is so much,” she giggled, sounding almost reverent about it.

Jenna wasn’t about to be outdone. She scooped a handful from her own stomach and slathered it over her nipples, then leaned over and painted a stripe along Misha’s jaw, like she was applying war paint for some unholy, erotic ritual. Misha retaliated by grabbing Jenna’s face with both hands and kissing her, deep and wet, their tongues tangling as they swapped my cum back and forth between them.

I stared, unable to move, every nerve ending alight and hypersensitive; part of me wanted to look away because it was just too much, but the rest of me wanted to memorize every second. Even as my cock softened, they kept stroking it, smearing the leaking aftermath over the shaft, painting it up and down, like a messy, collaborative art project.

“Look what we did,” Jenna purred, dragging her fingers along my abs and bringing them to her lips. She sucked them clean, eyes locked to mine, daring me to flinch.

Misha pulled Jenna in for another kiss, this one slower, almost tender. For a heartbeat it felt like just the two of them, and I was only a witness, but then they both looked at me, hungry, proud, utterly unashamed. The sight of them, naked and gleaming and tangled in each other’s arms, felt like the final punchline to a cosmic joke I’d been waiting my whole life to hear.

“Best art project ever,” Misha whispered, and the two of them started giggling all over again, pressing their bodies together, smearing me onto each other until it was impossible to tell where one of them ended and the other began.

Eventually, we collapsed into the bed, a tangle of arms and legs, the air thick with sex and satisfaction.

Jenna tucked in under my right arm, hair wild, tits still streaked with my cum, her thigh draped over my hips. Misha curled into my left side, head on my shoulder, her skin sticky and hot, breath soft against my chest.

Somewhere under the covers, their fingers found each other, lacing together.

I lay there, shellshocked, every nerve humming.

I stared at the ceiling and realized every original house rule had been obliterated tonight. No more secrets, no more one-on-one drama. The new order was honest, hungry, and a little bit unhinged.

I wouldn’t have survived it any other way.

Maybe we’d screw it up again. Maybe we’d have to renegotiate every week.

But this moment, three broken, happy hearts pieced together in the weirdest, sexiest way, was worth any mess that came after.

As I drifted toward sleep, arms full of both miracles, I knew this for sure:

The new family rule was simple.

Love big.

Share everything.

And never, ever settle for only half.


Chapter twenty
No Rules


Iwoke with the scent of vanilla, sweat, and something deeper, satisfaction, maybe, clinging to my skin like a secret. My arms were tangled with two bodies: one golden, familiar, and softer than a sunrise (Misha), the other wild and curvy and refusing to let go (Jenna). Their skin was sticky against mine, a living reminder of last night’s insanity.

For a long time, we just lay there. Misha’s breath was a feather against my collar, her leg thrown over my thigh in a possessive, half-conscious claim. Jenna had burrowed under my arm like she was on the run from a bomb threat. Every so often, the two of them would shift, and I’d catch the aftershocks in the way they clung tighter, like neither wanted to risk waking up alone.

But the world doesn’t pause for miracles.

Eventually, the promise of caffeine overpowered even the urge to keep cuddling.

We shuffled to life in slow motion: Misha tugging on my old Rosehaven hoodie (nothing else underneath), Jenna slipping into a pair of my gym shorts and one of my tanks, bare legs still marked with faint streaks of my dried cum. They didn’t bother with subtlety. I tossed on boxers and a tee, then padded out after them.

The townhouse was half-awake, the air sharp with the faint chill of October. Sunlight filtered through the maple out front, striping the living room golden and spotlighting the mess of throw pillows and half-finished party prep littering every surface.

The kitchen, though, was a fucking showcase.

Misha and Jenna had already claimed it, moving in perfect counterpoint.

Misha, hair in an improvised topknot, skin still flushed from sleep, tipped the filter into the coffee maker. Jenna handed her the bag of grounds without even glancing away from the stove, where she was already scrambling eggs, her hips swaying in time to a beat only she could hear.

They didn’t talk, not at first. They just…communicated.

Misha set out mugs, one for her, one for Jenna, and a giant one for me, like she already knew I’d need it.

Jenna opened the fridge, grabbed the oat milk, poured it into Misha’s mug, then floated a splash of hazelnut syrup straight into mine. They set about breakfast in a slow-burn relay, passing items without so much as a request.

It was like they’d rehearsed this routine for years instead of just one night.

When I edged into the room, they didn’t break stride.

Jenna grinned, eyes glinting. “Looking alive, babe.”

Misha flashed a sleepy, dazzling smile. “We saved you a seat.” She patted the barstool next to hers, thigh brushing the edge as she scooted closer.

I sat, and the kitchen vibe was so different I wondered if I’d landed in an alternate universe.

Misha assembled a piece of toast, slathered it with almond butter, and absently licked the knife clean with a move that would have killed any man who hadn’t already ascended to heaven the night before.

Jenna filled my mug and placed it right in front of me. When she set it down, her hand lingered on mine, a silent squeeze, a signal for anyone paying attention.

Spoiler: Everyone was paying attention.

Harper was first. She’d claimed the sectional, guitar balanced on her thigh, but her fingers hovered above the strings, unmoving.

She eyed the kitchen like she was front-row to the best unscripted TV of the season.

“Am I tripping, or did we just step into the Stepford Wife dimension?” she asked, eyebrow cocked.

Aria looked up from her psychology textbook, fingers curling the corner of the page.

She studied the scene like she was prepping for a pop quiz. “No way this is normal. Is it, Eli?”

I shrugged, pretending nothing was different, but even I could feel the shift in the gravity.

On the other side of the breakfast bar, Camille half-hid behind her spiral-bound sketchbook, pencil flying across the page.

She didn’t even try to be discreet.

She had her eyes glued to the interplay: the glances, the nonverbal handoffs, the casual way Misha and Jenna seemed to share a private language. She jotted down a quick gesture, then looked up at me with a tiny, conspiratorial smile, as if to say, “I see you.”

The kitchen hummed with undercurrents.

Misha and Jenna, for their part, acted like they were the only two people in the world.

Case in point: Whenever Misha needed something, Jenna passed it to her before she could ask. Butter. Plate. Fork. Misha didn’t even say “please”; she just smiled like she knew she’d be taken care of.

The vibe was more than partnership. It was an alliance.

When I took a bite of toast, Jenna leaned over and swiped a crumb from the corner of my mouth with her thumb. “Messy,” she teased, then popped the crumb into her mouth with a wink.

Misha, not to be outdone, slid her hand over Jenna’s shoulder, squeezing just enough to make a point. “That’s what happens when guys are raised by wolves.”

Jenna laughed, her arm automatically settling over the small of Misha’s back, fingers drumming a gentle beat along the waistband of the hoodie.

They perched on either side of me, close enough that our legs touched every time someone shifted.

If I’d ever doubted whether last night had changed everything, the answer was spelled out in every brush of skin, every finishing-each-other’s-sentence, every sly under-the-table glance.

Out in the living room, the other girls grew more restless.

Harper was openly staring now, guitar forgotten.

Aria adjusted her glasses, squinting at me like I was a bug under a microscope.

Camille, cheeks flushed, angled her sketchbook just enough to show a thumbnail of all three of us at the bar, Misha and Jenna in mirror-image postures, me caught wide-eyed between them.

The silence broke when the front door banged open.

Hailey blew in, hair up, face streaked with sweat, volleyball bag slung like a weapon over her shoulder. She wore team shorts and a Rosehaven tee that clung to her chest, damp patches accentuating every curve.

She froze in the hallway, gaze flicking from the living room to the kitchen, reading the room like a veteran coach sniffing out a team mutiny.

“Whoa, did I miss a memo? You three look like you’re about to launch a breakfast cult,” Hailey said, dropping her bag with a thud.

Misha didn’t miss a beat. “You want eggs? Or did you already carb-load?”

Jenna snickered, tossing Hailey a banana. “Protein’s on us today, goddess. You’ve earned it.”

Hailey caught the banana one-handed, but her eyes never left the tableau at the bar. “Not to be rude, but…did you guys have an orgy or something? Because that’s the only way this much teamwork makes sense.”

There was a moment of stunned silence as everyone processed the line.

Misha and Jenna burst out laughing at the same instant, a perfect, synchronized duet.

I nearly choked on my coffee.

Camille made a tiny squeak, clapping both hands over her notebook to hide her smile.

Harper hooted, thumping her guitar. “Damn, Brooks. Straight to the point.”

Aria coughed, then murmured, “That would explain a lot.”

But Misha just patted my knee, blue eyes twinkling. “We just work better as a set, that’s all.”

Jenna smirked, voice pitched low and sultry. “Two-for-one special.”

The banter ricocheted, but underneath, you could feel every eye in the room ticking off the new status quo.

Hailey peeled her banana, but she didn’t take her eyes off me. “Well, congrats, I guess. Didn’t see that one coming. But maybe I should’ve. You do have a thing for impossible games, Turner.”

I shrugged, trying (and failing) to look innocent.

“It’s not about winning. It’s about…uh…making everyone happy.”

Harper arched a brow. “Bullshit. You’re enjoying this.”

Aria, ever the analyst, cut in: “What’s next? Rotating schedules? A scorecard?”

Misha grinned. “Actually, we have an announcement.”

She pulled herself just a little taller, bouncing on the balls of her feet like she was prepping for a pep rally.

Jenna nudged her, and for a second, their hands linked under the bar.

The softness of it wasn’t for show.

“We decided,” Misha said, “that tomorrow, we’re throwing a Halloween party. For the house, for friends, for anybody who wants to see how Orchard Street does ‘spooky’. We need something to celebrate.”

Jenna chimed in, “And the dress code is ‘ridiculous or sexy, your call.’ But, uh, if you’re drinking, please keep your body paint off the furniture.”

Harper whooped, setting her guitar aside. “Sold. Can it be music themed?”

“Absolutely,” Misha said, grinning. “You’re on stage duty.”

Hailey fist-pumped. “Shotgun running drinking games.”

Aria made a show of pretending not to care, but her mouth twitched in clear anticipation. “I could be convinced. Provided there’s actual food.”

Camille murmured, “Does that mean costumes are mandatory?”

Jenna leaned in, sweet as sin. “Only if you want to win best dressed. But, Cami? Pretty sure you’re a lock.”

Camille blushed so hard her ears turned pink, but she didn’t argue.

The kitchen pulsed with excitement, the announcement landing like a cherry bomb.

Conversation exploded.

Harper bargained for setlists; Hailey wanted beer pong brackets; Aria took notes on her phone, probably already scheduling the night down to the minute. Even Camille, usually shy, started sketching out ideas for group costumes in the margin of her math homework.

But in the middle of all that, the real drama was the four girls who hadn’t been part of last night’s afterglow.

Every so often, one of them would invent a reason to drift into the kitchen, their curiosity barely disguised.

Harper hovered at the boundary, sipping her coffee, eyes darting from me to the duo glued to my side. She’d adjust a pillow, strum a few notes, then glance up, gauging the charge in the air.

Aria pretended to be buried in her reading, but the frequency with which she “needed” to fetch another cup of tea was suspicious. She’d slip into the kitchen, refill her mug, and linger just long enough to catch the latest piece of Misha-Jenna banter, her gaze flicking over my abs or arms, as if checking what, exactly, the new standards were around here.

Camille watched everything, eyes wide behind her glasses, notebook flipping page after page. Every subtle touch, Jenna brushing my hair back, Misha squeezing my thigh, found its way onto paper. Once, when our gazes met, she grinned, not shy at all, like she knew a secret nobody else did.

Hailey, the wild card, was the most direct.

When she came in from her shower, hair still damp, she dropped onto the barstool beside me with enough force to jostle the whole counter.

“Alright, admit it,” she teased. “Which of you was louder?”

Jenna laughed, unbothered. “We’re a choir. All harmony, no solos.”

Misha snorted into her coffee, then leaned in to kiss me on the cheek, just because she could.

Jenna, never to be outmaneuvered, fixed me with her signature come-and-get-me glare, then fed me a bite of toast, fingertips lingering on my lips. “There,” she purred. “Breakfast of champions.”

The moment was so perfectly, obscenely domestic that I think all four of the other girls short-circuited.

Camille’s pencil went dead still. Harper laughed out loud. Aria’s brows shot up and she adjusted her glasses again, as if clearer vision might help. Hailey just grinned wider, elbowing my arm.

“Guess you’re living the dream, Turner.” Her tone was admiring, but underneath, there was a note of challenge.

I braced for jealous outbursts, but that wasn’t the vibe.

What I saw was four women recalculating. Testing the air. Deciding just how far the new house rules extended.

For the next hour, the mood was a fever chart of stares, touches, and opportunities.

Harper invented new reasons to coach me on my music taste, occasionally brushing her knee against mine under the breakfast bar.

Aria hovered in doorways, then joined me at the table, offering to “help” with the coffee and “accidentally” letting her thigh brush against mine when she reached for the sugar.

Camille took candid photos of the kitchen scene, then roped me into posing with her “for costume research.” Her body pressed tight to my side, every brush of her arm surprisingly bold.

Hailey kept up a steady drip of trash talk, but every zinger came with a smile, a hip-check, or a touch to my shoulder, as if daring anyone else to lay a better claim.

It was subtle, but it was war.

Every time Misha or Jenna staked a claim, touching my neck, stroking my hand, the other four watched, learning the new playbook.

Turns out, nothing draws attention like being wanted.

By the time breakfast was cleared, everyone had a costume plan, a competitive drinking strategy, and a crystal-clear sense that tomorrow’s party was going to be a battlefield for more than just beer pong.

Misha, never one to underplay, made the closing argument.

“Just so everyone’s clear, there’s no drama here,” she said, voice ringing with leader energy. “We’re a family. Weird, maybe, but that’s the rule now.”

Jenna nodded, eyes locked to mine, daring anyone to challenge her.

“Best man wins, and his name is Eli,” she added, soft but unmistakable.

Out in the living room, I caught the way Harper and Aria exchanged glances. Camille bit her lip, sketching with a wicked grin. Hailey pumped a fist in the air, firing imaginary confetti.

The day spun forward.

But the new world order was clear: Misha and Jenna were a set, and the rest of the house was watching to see who’d be first to challenge the crown.

All I could do was survive.

And, maybe, enjoy every crazy second of being the most wanted man on Orchard Street.

The best part? The real fun hadn’t even started.

Because if the kitchen was already this hot, tomorrow night would be nuclear.

***

The world woke up orange on Halloween. From the driveway, the townhouse was a haunted art project every column laced with fake cobwebs and a murder of plastic bats, pumpkin faces leering up the porch steps like they were auditioning for a slasher movie. Orange string lights pulsed wickedly across the windows, spelling out ‘HAPPY HALLOWEEN’ in black electrical tape. It was less “family friendly” and more “please call an exorcist,” but the harem must have loved it, because I could hear their party playlist bumping from halfway down the block.

I gave my cape a quick shake and checked my reflection in the car window. The vampire getup was mostly thrift-store: black slacks, old dress shirt, vest that hugged my torso, plus a Dollar Tree medallion and fake fangs that would probably shatter if I bit into a fun-size Snickers. Jenna and Misha had both demanded “sexy Dracula or else,” so I’d let my stubble grow out and slicked back my hair. The girls were thirsty for fangs? I’d give them fangs, plus whatever else they wanted.

The inside of the house was insanity squared.

I stepped through the door and got blitzed by vanilla candle, cinnamon, and the unmistakable backnote of spiked Kool-Aid. Every surface was decked for the dead. Spiderwebs zigzagged across the ceiling, laced with dangling rubber spiders. Clusters of candles, most battery-powered, a few reckless, open-flame, flickered from shelves and counters, turning the living room into some kind of gothic altar. At least a dozen pumpkins, all hand-carved and ranging from classic grins to near-pornographic, lined the baseboards and windowsills, each flickering with tea lights. The punch bowl on the dining table looked like a prop from Dexter, blood red, bubbling, rimmed in orange sugar. Every snack was on-theme: ghost cookies, gummy worms, bowls and bowls of Halloween candy, plus a tray of “witch’s fingers” that looked suspiciously like cheese sticks dipped in pesto.

The furniture had been rearranged overnight. Someone (read: probably Hailey and Harper) had hauled the sectional to the window and cleared space for a makeshift dance floor. There were ring toss contests using glow-in-the-dark skulls, trays of stacked Solo cups ready for beer pong, and a fog machine in the corner belching haunted house vibes every ten seconds.

But nothing, and I mean nothing, compared to the girls.

They were everywhere, orbiting the kitchen island or haunting the staircase, each in a costume that flipped the script on who they were and who I thought they’d always be.

***

Hailey was the first to spot me.

She stalked in from the patio, a vision in goddess gold, leaving a trail of admirers in her wake.

Her costume was a Greek Olympian, if Greek goddesses had been allowed on the volleyball circuit. Metallic gold sports bra, straps crossing dramatic over her shoulders to show off six-pack abs and a tan that looked machine-sprayed. The matching skirt was just a suggestion, barely long enough to flash the tops of her thighs with every step. A laurel crown perched in her wild strawberry-blonde hair, and she’d gone all-in with gold body shimmer, dusting her legs and cleavage until she looked airbrushed. To finish: white athletic sneakers, the kind that could survive a marathon or a dance floor brawl.

Hailey stalked right up, eyeing my getup.

“Nice cape, Turner,” she said, flashing a smirk. “But if you want to survive tonight, you gotta earn it.”

She punched my bicep, friendly but with enough heat to make my whole arm tingle. Up close, her abs practically winked at me, and I couldn’t look away from the way her breasts bounced just enough to make the gold leaf pasties underneath shimmer.

I grinned, holding her gaze. “Love the outfit. Let me guess, medal in competitive drinking?”

She barked a laugh. “You know it. Speaking of, step up or tap out.” She produced two shot glasses and a half-empty bottle of something red as blood.

I didn’t even get a chance to fake reluctance. She filled both to the brim and held hers out.

“To victory,” Hailey said, her tone more challenge than toast.

We clinked, downed, and the burn hit my chest like a solar flare.

Hailey patted my arm, fingers lingering just a second too long.

“Damn, Dracula. With pipes like these, you might actually stand a chance.”

She let her hand stray down to my forearm, squeezing as if checking for muscle tone. Then, just as quick, she was gone, wading into the crowd like a conquering hero.

If there’d been a real scoreboard, Hailey was gunning for MVP, on the court and off.

I barely had time to process before Harper made her grand entrance.

She stood in the archway, framed by orange light, and for a second, every conversation in the room dropped ten decibels. If she’d been nervous, you couldn’t tell by the way she moved.

Harper’s costume was a siren from mythology, but the hot-blooded, “wreck a navy fleet” kind. Her top was some kind of iridescent blue-green bra, cut deep and engineered to launch her tits into low orbit. Sequined mesh hugged her ribs, and a sheer, scale-patterned wrap clung to her hips, slit so high it flashed both thigh and a peek of the matching blue thong beneath. Over it all, a shimmer of body oil and dusted glitter that caught the firelight every time she moved. Her eyes were lined black and smoky, her lips painted wine-dark red, her hair wild, tumbled around her shoulders. On her wrist: a band of seashells, like she’d just mugged a jewelry store mermaid.

Harper slinked over, carrying a matching blue solo cup, ice cubes clinking.

She gave me a once-over that bordered on indecent.

“If it isn’t the prince of darkness,” she said, voice all velvet. “Care for a drink, or are you planning to swoop in and ravish the whole house?”

She pressed the cup into my hand, letting her fingers wrap around mine, her grip cool but her gaze anything but.

“Careful,” she added, leaning in so her lips brushed my ear. “It’s Harper’s Special Brew. One cup and you’ll do whatever I say.”

The scent off her skin was oceanic, sharp and sweet, and the brush of her bare skin against my arm left me lightheaded.

“Should I be scared?” I whispered.

She grinned, perfect white teeth against red lips. “You should be excited.”

She lingered, her thigh pressed to mine, letting her hair spill over my cape and onto my shoulder.

Harper took a casual sip from her own drink, eyes never leaving mine.

For once, the real show wasn’t on stage. It was right here, in the living room spotlight, and every guy in the crowd might as well have packed up.

She straightened, fingers trailing down my arm.

“See you on the dance floor, Eli. Don’t make me wait.”

She vanished in a shimmer of blue and silver, every guy in the kitchen craning to catch the view.

If I’d had a pulse, the siren would’ve stolen it.

I caught the next firework at the foot of the stairs.

Aria, never to be outdone, arrived as a Victorian governess by name only. In practice, it was fantasy fuel.

She wore a sleek, sky-blue dress, ruffled at the hem, but cut to hug every curve. The neckline was criminal, dropped square and low, showing a shocking expanse of pale, deep, unblemished cleavage. The corset pinched her waist so tight it looked painted on, and the skirt’s slit hit mid-thigh, flashing toned, sculpted legs with every step. Black fishnet tights, matching spike heels, artfully messy bun, and just enough makeup to turn her already hypnotic features into “look away and crash your carriage” material. In one hand, a proper lace fan; in the other, a glint of mischief that didn’t belong in a Jane Austen novel.

She sashayed up, pausing just to my left.

“Eli.” Aria’s voice was soft, precise, barely a notch above a whisper, but it landed with the force of a hurricane. “You clean up well.”

I couldn’t stop staring. “If you’d been my governess, I’d never have survived adolescence.”

She went pink, but didn’t back down. She flicked open her fan, fanning herself in rapid pulses.

“Careful, or I’ll have to write you up for inappropriate conduct.”

“Promise?” I asked, dropping my fangs for a grin.

Aria arched a brow, teasing. “We’ll see what offenses you rack up before midnight.”

She let her gloved hand brush my sleeve, “accidentally” lingering at the crook of my elbow.

Then she leaned closer, voice a thread of silk in my ear.

“You’re the only one who gets this close, you know.”

Before I could answer, she straightened, fanned herself again, and glided off toward the kitchen, every eye suddenly tracking the sway of her skirt.

My head was spinning, and I hadn’t even hit the punch bowl yet.

The first time I spotted Cami, she was hovering behind the punch table, half-hidden by a riot of sugar skull cookies.

Her costume was straight out of a fever dream somewhere between Tinkerbell and a Renaissance ball. She wore a pale green corset, laced so tight across her chest that her breasts were practically spilling out. The bodice cinched in at her tiny waist, then flared into a skirt of layered mint and gold mesh, each panel edged with gold thread. She’d gone all-in on the accessories: wings tipped with iridescent powder, a tiara of tiny flowers and sequins, even pointed ears glued on and dusted with shimmer. Her hair was loose, long and shiny, brushed to a perfect, magical glow. Around her neck, a tiny pendant shaped like a wishing star.

This wasn’t wallflower Camille. This was cosplay queen, unleashed.

She spotted me and bit her lip, eyes going wide.

“You look amazing,” I said, honest to god.

She ducked her head, blushing to her collarbones. “You really think so?”

I nodded, then made a show of studying her: “Fairy princess, or some secret anime assassin?”

She giggled, voice brighter than the lights. “Totally a fairy. At least tonight.”

Camille shuffled closer until we were almost chest to chest.

“Would you…” she started, then hesitated, fingers worrying her skirt, “Would you maybe take a picture with me? For my Insta?”

My answer? I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her close, careful not to crush those delicate wings. She melted against me, practically pouring herself into my side, all warmth and sweet curves and the faintest drift of chamomile, tangled with something sugar-spun and dizzying. Her body just fit against mine, soft and hot, and the scent of her nearly made my head spin. God, she was insanely sexy. Every inch of me wanted to scoop her up right then and there, carry her upstairs, and lose myself in her. But I forced it down, gripping her tight and letting my fingertips memorize the heat of her through her dress.

Camille held up her phone, hand trembling, but got the shot.

She glanced at the photo, then at me. “Thank you. I—um, I really wanted you in at least one.”

I squeezed her gently, voice low. “Anytime. You make a gorgeous fairy.”

She went bright red. The color crept down her neck, so obvious it made me want to kiss the spot just below her ear.

Cami’s fingers drifted to my hand, squeezing, before she darted off, wings trailing glow powder in her wake.

I didn’t know if vampires could get drunk on pure sweetness, but I was a goner.

The house legend said no one did couple’s costumes quite like Misha and Jenna. Judging by the stares they drew, the legend was true.

Misha had gone full devil, but not the cheesy, plastic pitchfork kind. Her horns were glittered, small but lethal, and she’d tamed her blonde hair into big messy curls that bounced when she laughed. Tight, fire-engine-red bodysuit with a plunging neckline, emphasis on plunging, plus sheer scarlet tights that made her legs look a mile long. Sexy heels, a little mask, and a red satin choker to finish. She’d gone glam, but there was nothing ironic in the way she rocked it. Confidence, pure and uncut.

Jenna, opposite her, was an “angel”, though the wings and halo were more sin than salvation. White satin bra top with feathery trim, matching booty shorts that barely covered the curve of her legendary ass, and sheer stockings that emphasized every flex of her legs. White, glittered heels, a shimmering halo on a headband, and a dusting of body sparkle that evened the odds against Misha’s fire. To finish: lips painted nude, eyes rimmed with metallic silver, hair up in a wild, sexy twist.

But what stopped the room wasn’t just the outfits.

It was how close they stood, mirroring each other, fingers linked at the edge of the punch bowl, leaning in every time they laughed. It made a statement. Not just “we share the vampire now,” but “try to keep up, ladies.”

The whole room buzzed with it.

Misha spotted me and beamed, giving Jenna’s hand an extra squeeze for show.

“Eli! Our favorite immortal!” she called, waving me over. “Come here, baby. Let us judge your dedication to the theme.”

I drifted through the crowd, cutting a path straight for them.

Jenna got there first, scooping a cup of punch and handing it over like it was a bribe.

“Drink up, pretty boy,” Jenna said, voice honeyed. “Devil’s orders.”

Misha purred, “Angel’s too. You gotta obey both, or you’re doomed.”

I took the cup, but lingered, glancing between them.

They stood so close their hips touched, and their dual gaze pinned me like a butterfly against a board.

I grinned. “I don’t mind being doomed if it means you two are in charge.”

Jenna leaned in, her feathers brushing my sleeve. “Don’t tempt us.”

But it wasn’t a threat. Not even close.

They both kissed my cheek, one after the other, Misha on the left, Jenna on the right, then flanked me for maximum effect before leading me into the heart of the party.

The message was clear: the new partnership was locked in, and the devil and the angel were happy to trade places all night.

Time blurred.

For the next hour, the townhouse became the harem Olympics.

Hailey challenged me to a ring toss, and for every round she lost, she insisted I up the ante. First, it was a shot. Next, she dared me to “French” a piece of candy corn straight from her mouth, and when I played along, she hummed approval and let her lips linger on mine, stretching the kiss out.

By the third game, she’d stopped pretending it was about winning.

She prowled closer with every match, her bare thigh brushing my knee as she reached for the rings. Her voice was all-in: “You know, vampire strength doesn’t count for much unless you can outlast me.”

Across the room, Harper played it cooler, but not by much.

She sang along to the playlist, voice liquid silk, then challenged me to a “siren’s wager”—if I could guess the reference for her next song, she’d buy me a drink. If not, I’d owe her, “body and soul.”

I whiffed the first lyric, and she made good on her promise.

She guided me to the kitchen, her curves pressed flush to my side, then poured us both a shot of “sea witch’s brine” (basically blue Powerade and vodka). She toasted, then whispered in my ear, “Careful, vampires don’t survive sirens. They drown.”

Every time, her hand found my forearm, or the small of my back, or, when she thought no one was watching, the inside of my thigh.

Aria floated through the party with her fan and a tray of cookies.

She played hostess, but the minute I complimented her “disciplinary” skills, she blushed so hard she had to hide behind said fan. Every time I snuck a peek at her cleavage, she straightened her stance for maximum effect, totally unbothered by who noticed.

She even let me sample a cookie from her tray, feeding it to me by hand. The brush of her bare fingers to my lips made her stutter and go pink again, but she never pulled away.

Sometimes, when the room was crowded, Aria “accidentally” pressed her whole side against mine, letting her perfume, and the subtle tremble of her nerves, lure me in.

Camille’s confidence had gone full moonrise.

She snagged me for more photos, this time sitting on my lap on the couch for a “serious” selfie, then making me pose as if I was her “magical familiar.” The whole time, her hand traced lazy circles on my thigh, as though she’d forgotten anyone else existed.

She even got brave enough to pull me aside, away from the blitz of the living room, and whisper, “I’m glad you’re here. I like you…like this.”

The costume wasn’t just a dress-up. It was her armor, and her invitation.

When we rejoined the party, she let her hand slip back into mine until someone else inevitably claimed me.

The rest of the world faded outside those four walls.

Orchard Street was its own universe, with its own rules.

Everywhere I turned, one of them was there.

Hailey leading a drinking contest, daring me to outlast her.

Harper running “siren tests,” making me match her music knowledge, always rewarding or punishing as she saw fit.

Aria curling next to me on the couch, her legs draped across mine as she “interrogated” me about my favorite Halloween memories.

Camille, delicate but bold, finding ways to rest her head on my shoulder or link our fingers whenever she could.

Every touch was an experiment.

Every glance felt like a recalculating of the odds.

Even Misha and Jenna, who made a game of playing both sides, sometimes tugging me into the kitchen to refill their drinks, sometimes daring the other girls to up their game.

At one point, they staged a mini “trial” in the living room.

Misha read the charges: “Eli Turner, guilty of making six women lose their minds at once.”

Jenna provided the defense: “He’s too cute to be at fault.”

The rest of the room judged by applause and by how many girls crammed onto the sofa on either side of me.

At the end, the only sentence anyone wanted was to pile on top and see who could make me break first.

Midnight crept up, slow and inevitable.

By then, the music was softer, the candles had burned low, and the only light came from the orange strings and the jack-o’-lanterns leering from every corner.

The party had shifted. There was less noise and more huddled bodies: on the sectional, on the porch, wherever it was warm and the drinks were still flowing.

The four non-coupled housemates had closed ranks.

Harper curled up to my right, her siren tail draped over my leg. She leaned in, letting her hair fall across my lap as she whispered a raunchy joke that made my ears burn.

On the other side, Aria had wedged herself between me and the armrest, her hand resting casually on my thigh. She toyed with the button of my vest, voice low and conspiratorial as she critiqued everyone’s costumes, including my own.

Hailey slumped at my feet on the carpet, her skirt barely holding on as she stretched her legs out, feet in my lap like it was a drinking game victory. Every few minutes, she’d squeeze my calves, testing the muscle, or dig her heel into a pressure point that made me grunt and spill my drink.

Camille found excuses to drift in and out. Sometimes she’d collapse beside me and rest her head on my chest; sometimes she perched on the coffee table, wings fluttering as she told stories about haunted houses and Halloween heartbreaks.

Every minute, they got braver.

The words in my ear, the thigh pressed to mine, the fingers grazing my palm, every touch more deliberate.

Once, as I reached for the punch, four different hands tried to help at once. The result: my entire arm trapped under a tangle of skin, wings, jewelry, and fake blood.

Nobody complained. If anything, they seemed proud.

Even Misha and Jenna, secure in their devil-angel truce, circled back now and then, plying me with snacks and compliments, then drifting away arm-in-arm, as if daring the others to keep up.

By the time someone called for a “group shot,” I sat at the center of a harem snowglobe: six women pressed in, some perched on my lap, others arms thrown around my shoulders, the smell of perfume and the heat of their skin making it impossible to think.

The camera flashed. They insisted I bare my fangs.

The photo would have killed on Instagram.

By the end, the night was a blur of laughter, confessions, and the kind of sticky-sweet tension that builds when every girl in the room is quietly, or not-so-quietly, plotting their next move.

I’d never felt more visible. Never more wanted.

If I’d been a vampire for real, I’d have devoured each of them and begged for seconds.

But this was just the prelude.

The real fireworks, the new house rules, the futures we’d dare to want, were still waiting.

But for right now, the only thing that mattered was their orbit. Their hands on my skin. Their teasing, their laughter, the unashamed hunger in every look.

Halloween at Orchard Street wasn’t just a party.

It was a declaration.

And for the rest of the night, I belonged to them.

Every. Single. One.

***

The party was dead, but not in the way the word usually meant at Orchard Street.

It was past one a.m., and the last of the guests had been shoved out the door with a fistful of candy and a warning glare from Hailey. Every surface in the townhouse looked like the aftermath of a candy-fueled exorcism, cups tipped, fake spiderwebs drooping from the ceiling, a sticky river of punch puddled on the kitchen tiles. But nobody wanted to crash, not yet.

Instead, we regrouped.

Misha summoned the house to the living room, and the girls obeyed. Maybe it was the gravity of her devil horns, or maybe we all just knew there was nowhere else to hide.

We settled onto the floor in a lopsided circle, cushions yanked from the couch, costumes half-askew but spirits still sparking. The electric orange glow of half a dozen jack-o’-lanterns painted shadows across every face, making the moment feel less like a meeting and more like a séance.

I sat dead center, all eyes on me, which was starting to feel less like a fantasy and more like a cosmic prank.

Jenna and Misha sat together, close enough to share body heat, Jenna’s arm thrown around Misha’s shoulders like they were co-captains at roll call. On my right, Harper perched cross-legged, guitar in her lap, fingers twitching as she strummed muted chords. Aria had a trick of combing through the party’s shrapnel, candy wrappers, abandoned cups, lost bobbypins, laying each one in precise lines at her feet. Camille hovered with her sketchbook clutched to her chest, wings still glittering despite being bent from too many group hugs. Hailey looked like she might explode, all kinetic energy and flexed quads, her Goddess skirt bunched up around her thighs as she bounced her leg in time to her own pulse.

No one spoke.

Then, true to form, Misha lit the fuse.

“I think it’s time we talk about the house rules,” she said, her voice more teacher than devil.

That got everyone’s attention.

She glanced sideways at Jenna, who offered a lopsided, almost proud, grin.

Jenna didn’t bother with preamble. “They aren’t working. Not even a little.”

Harper plucked a moody echo from the guitar strings, filling the silence. “Damn straight,” she said. “Whoever wrote those rules must have been on a juice cleanse and a heartbreak, because they are not built for real life.”

Aria didn’t look up from her neat piles but arched a brow. “What does ‘not working’ actually mean?”

Misha squeezed Jenna’s hand, then faced the group head-on. “It means, from now on, Jenna and I are sharing Eli. Like, openly. No more secrets.”

You could have powered the grid with the shock that rolled through the circle.

Camille’s mouth opened, then closed, her cheeks glowing. Harper’s fingers stilled on the strings. Even Aria’s hands froze over a wrapper.

Hailey broke the moment with a whistle. “You two are just gonna… run joint custody? Damn.”

Jenna grinned, the challenge in her eyes unmistakable. “Why not? We couldn’t decide, so we’re deciding together.”

Aria was first to poke at the new order. “How does… that actually work? A schedule or something?”

Jenna shrugged, angel wings askew. “We’re figuring it out. Day by day, I guess? If one of us wants alone time, we say so. Otherwise, it’s like… shared resources.” She flicked a glance at me, her lips curling. “And Eli’s very resourceful.”

That broke the ice, and for the first time all night, the group laughed.

Harper set her guitar aside and leaned in, eyes bright. “Okay, but is this, like, exclusive? Are you two the only ones in the game, or is it…open season?”

For a second, everything hung on the pin of that question.

Misha and Jenna exchanged a glance, something silent and loaded.

Misha spoke first, softer. “We’re not saying other people can’t… be interested. Or try. But we want to be honest about what we already have.”

Jenna chimed in, “If you want in, you gotta bring your A-game. We’re not gatekeeping.”

Hailey pumped a fist, grinning. “Yes! Finally, a system that actually rewards competition.”

Aria’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “Careful, Hailey. The last time you tried to out-drink Eli, you ended up singing ‘Call Me Maybe’ on Misha’s Instagram story.”

Hailey didn’t miss a beat. “And I went viral. You’re welcome.”

Camille finally found her voice, tentative but clear. “So… if we don’t want to follow the old rules, what now? Just chaos?”

For the first time all night, Misha looked nervous. “We want everyone to be honest. About what we want. Who we want. If that means more sharing, cool. If not, just say so. No more side deals, no more drama.”

Harper made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sigh. “It’s about damn time.”

Aria gathered her wrappers, trailing her finger along their edge as she spoke. “I think we need new house rules. Actual ones. Not stuff copied from Tumblr.”

Jenna shrugged. “I vote for anything realistic.”

Hailey bounced her knee, eyes wild. “Let’s draft the rules now! Winner gets first pick of Eli tomorrow morning.”

I waited for the panic, but there was none.

Instead, all six stared at me, ranging from hungry to hopeful, not a hint of shame on any face.

“Shouldn’t I get a say?” I asked, more to test the air than because I actually wanted to stop them.

Misha smiled, and it was pure sunshine. “You already did. We all just finally caught up.”

Harper’s tone turned serious. “So what’s actually off-limits, then? Are we all just dating you? Or are we dating each other, too?”

Silence, except for the guitar string humming on the floor.

Aria, ever the tactician, weighed in. “If the rule is honesty, then I think maybe everything is on the table. No more pretending.”

Camille pulled her wings tighter, but her voice was strong. “I like that better than the old way.”

Hailey flexed, arms crossed under her chest. “So, what, house meetings after every major hookup? Or do we just leave an emoji in group chat?”

That got another round of laughter. Even Misha and Jenna cracked up.

Jenna shook her head, smiling. “Seriously, let’s keep it simple. If you want a night, say it. If you don’t, pass the baton.”

Harper joined in, “Or the cape, in his case.”

Misha grinned, devil horns catching the candlelight. “We could have a harem trophy, a literal one.”

Hailey bounced higher, eyes blazing. “Winner gets to pick the after-party!”

Aria rolled her eyes, but even she looked like she might cave. “If nothing else, this will make a killer research project.”

The jack-o’-lanterns flickered, shadows dancing across every face. For the first time, the tension wasn’t fear or rivalry. It was hope. Possibility.

Then, as the last punchline faded, Camille looked up, her cheeks streaked with leftover shimmer.

“Maybe… we don’t need rules at all,” she whispered.

It was barely louder than the hiss of a dying candle.

For a second, nobody moved. Nobody breathed.

But in the hush, something beautiful settled over the room.

Maybe it was freedom.

Or maybe just the first real truth the house had ever heard.

We sat in the glow, a new harem in the making, six miracles and me on the floor, the future wide open.

The last of the jack-o’-lanterns burned low, as if daring us to make our own fire.

And in the hush that followed, anything felt possible.

Anything at all.
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Three books. One lake house. Five women. And a love story built to break every rule.

Welcome to Harem Under Construction, the complete, scorching trilogy that brings together Nailed to the Frame, Screwed Together, and Hammered Home—plus a never-before-published bonus chapter you won’t find anywhere else.

When Matt Ford returns to a crumbling lakeside home with a tight deadline and too much unfinished history, he expects long days of sweat, sawdust, and second chances. What he doesn’t expect is to become the center of a dangerously intoxicating storm, one made up of desire, rivalry, loyalty, and women who refuse to share him quietly.

Fiona, his bold, grounding girlfriend, is all heat and devotion, steady enough to anchor him, daring enough to push him further than he’s ever gone. Riley, her reckless best friend and Matt’s first love, brings chaos, temptation, and a spark that never truly died.


Then comes Fiona's sister —June, elegant and commanding, who wants more than his body. Followed by Riley's sister Bella, furious and unforgettable, whose passion burns hot enough to leave scars. And finally the oldest Ross sister, Lily, the one who got away, standing on the edge of marriage to another man, forcing Matt to confront the one truth he can’t hammer down: some loves don’t stay buried.

As walls come down and bedrooms fill, lines blur between friendship and obsession, family and fantasy, love and possession. What begins as a summer renovation turns into something far bigger—a harem Matt never planned, a home built on trust and fire, and a future that demands everything he has.

Packed with high-heat encounters, emotional intensity, fierce female leads, and a slow-build poly romance that doesn’t play it safe, Harem Under Construction delivers the full, uncut journey from first temptation to final commitment.

🔥 This box set includes:

Nailed to the Frame — where it all begins

Screwed Together — where everything ignites

Hammered Home — where the harem is forged

Plus an exclusive bonus chapter available only in this collection

The house may be finished—but the love story is anything but simple.

Harem University: Complete Box Set
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe.

After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.

Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.

But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.

The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.

First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.

The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.

It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.

Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!

This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!


18+ Only!

Back Home Harem: Complete Box Set
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.


Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.


Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.


But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.


When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.


With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?


This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.
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