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      It was move in day. Six volunteers had been selected to take part in a special project. They were all seniors, on track to graduate at the end of the year. And while all six of them were good students, they had to work hard to achieve the results they wanted. And that was what made them perfect candidates for the project.

      Academic excellence was always the goal at Thatcher College, a small, elite, private college on the west coast. The college was a feeder school for prestigious graduate programs and the best jobs. Thatcher graduates tended to excel at life, and this was a point of pride for the college administration. Although the school was also known for its acceptance of non-traditional students, those who had alternate priorities.

      But these six students were all at Thatcher for the education. They wanted to succeed. And they wanted to prove themselves to be the best of the best, even if they were not the very top tier students they wished to be.

      Again, that was where the project came in. It had no official name, but the students called it the Smart Pills Project. A new drug had been developed that was supposed to increase cognitive function. And these six students had been selected to test it. Their participation was voluntary. They had all been briefed and signed consent forms. Everyone knew what the stakes were. If the drug trial was a success, their futures would look bright. If it was a failure, they would have theoretically not lost out on anything.

      Participation was rewarded with more than just the potential for even better grades. They six students received free housing for the school year, put up in a house just a few blocks from campus. They also received a weekly stipend for living expenses. And at the end of the project, no matter what the outcome was, they would receive a handsome bonus. For the students, the risk was minimal, really. They had no reason not to participate.

      The group consisted of three men and three women. However, none of them were friends to begin with. At best, they knew about each other and might have shared a class or two over their previous three years at Thatcher. But now, they would be sharing a house together. The logistics were simple. Six bedrooms, three bathrooms, a living room, a dining room, and a kitchen, as well as a backyard and a large front porch overlooking a quiet street. This was the type of housing that most students only dreamed of. Even the furniture had been provided for them. The house was move in ready. All the participants had to do was show up.

      When the students arrived, they quickly found their rooms had been pre-assigned, with their names posted on their doors. It was clear that the organizers of this project wanted everything to go like clockwork. There was some visiting between rooms during the afternoon, but it was that evening when the six participants, the new occupants of the house, were scheduled to have their first house meeting, both to get to know each other and to go over the rules of the drug trial. The meeting was held in the living room, the largest communal space in the house.

      Carla was the first to arrive at the house meeting. She wore a blue Thatcher sweatshirt and jeans, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. She was the kind of person who was always early. Carla was always well organized and on top of things. That was the way she had to be to excel in her studies, and she was the same way in the rest of her life. She was a psychology major, an interesting choice for someone who seemed to have no interest in other people. She didn't have many friends. She didn't go to parties. Her life was her studies, and that was the way she wanted it.

      And even though there were no expectations of someone to lead the meeting, as soon as the others arrived, she took charge.

      "Hi, everyone," she said to the room, her voice raised to draw the focus to herself. "Why doesn't everyone introduce themselves? We're going to be sharing a house together. This is as good a chance as any to get to know each other. Why doesn't everyone tell everyone else a little about yourself, and what you're studying here at Thatcher. I'll start. My name's Carla."

      She went on to give the details of her studies and how she liked to maintain a quiet study space in her room. Loud music would annoy her, and she was not here to socialize. Carla was there to work, and her personality seemed to match the color of her sweatshirt. She was serious and businesslike.

      "Also, for the men in the room, I want to make it completely clear that under no circumstance will I have sex with any of you," she added, and the group murmured quietly over this bold announcement, some in agreement, others in disappointment. "That's not why I'm here. When I first came to Thatcher, I made myself the promise, a vow if you will, that I won't have sex until I have my degree in hand, and that's how it's going to be."

      The other five students looked a little uncomfortable with Carla's announcement. It was like she was lecturing them, although none of them had been thinking about sex in their first meeting. Not even the men. But Carla could come off as brusque and bossy, and she certainly was doing that now.

      "I'll go next," Megan offered, raising her hand in a way that made her seem a little shy. She was wearing an oversized sweater and tight jeans. Her long blonde hair was tied up in a bun, making her look almost librarian-esque in her conservative clothing choices. But that's not who Megan was. Those that knew her would describe her as friendly and approachable. Her clothes just made her seem a little bit stuffy, like a good girl or a teacher's pet. She gave a nervous laugh and said, "My name's Megan. I'm a history major and I hope to teach one day. I'm really excited to be part of this project. I could use a boost with my grades, and I know it would really help me get into a good graduate school next year. So, here's to hoping it works!"

      "I'm Brandon," said the first guy in the room, a tall and thin man who had the lean build and air of a runner. He wore khaki pants and a blue plaid shirt, which he left untucked. He was a neat and orderly person, and he was clearly a little nervous. His eyes flashed to Carla, but he didn't linger on her for long. "I'm, um, pre-law. I'm in political science. It's kinda a family thing. All the men in my family are lawyers."

      The other students nodded, as this seemed to fit Brandon's personality. He seemed to be a guy who was used to following the rules and going by the book. He seemed like a natural lawyer type.

      "I'm Jeri," a petite woman responded next. Her hair was wavy and red, falling to about her shoulders in a way that framed her face and brought attention to her hazel eyes. She had the kind of magnetism that made it hard to look away. She seemed almost regal to the others, with a confident air that was undeniable. "I'm a business major," she continued, "and I'm really excited to see how this project goes. I'm hoping this drug helps me become a better student. But to be clear, I'm not looking for the easy way out. If I can be a better student, that's what I'm going to be. I don't hold back."

      "I, um, I'm Alonzo," said the second man in the room. He was wearing a plain grey t-shirt and baggy cargo pants, but he filled both out with a muscular form. He was the athlete of the group. "I'm a kinesiology major. I want to work in a sports clinic. I'm a former football player, but now I'm just here to study and graduate." He gave a nervous smile and glanced away, looking at the wall.

      "I'm Ryan," said the final man in the room. "I'm in computer science. And I guess I'm here because I can. That's really about it. My grades are good enough. My life is fine. I figure, why not? You know?"

      The rest of the group nodded. They did know. None of them could turn down the housing and stipends they were receiving. It was a windfall, and the project itself did not seem dangerous. It was all very above board. They were basically getting paid to get better grades. There was no reason not to participate. They were all in.

      "Well, that's everyone, then," Carla announced. "I guess we should get on with the meeting."

      Carla picked up the paperwork provided by the project's sponsors. She had a copy of the official information, as did everyone else in the room. But she was the one who had taken the lead, and therefore she had taken it upon herself to read aloud the information from the handout.

      "You are to take two pills a day," Carla read. "One pill with breakfast, and the other with dinner. Your meals need to be substantial. The pills should not be taken on an empty stomach. Each week, we will receive new bottles of pills for the week. Our supply will be limited, which means no selling them on the black market. This drug trial is our chance to improve our own lives, so there's no reason not to use the pills for ourselves. Also, we have to keep an academic journal. It doesn't have to be daily, but we need to report things like grades and test results for the study. A full report won't be taken until after final exams, at the end of the school year."

      "Anything else?" Megan asked.

      "Yes, a few more things," Carla replied as she scanned her copy of the handout. "There's a section about side effects. It says here that side effects may occur, but they're not very specific on them. But we all signed up for this, right?"

      Everyone nodded their heads in agreement. They were all in.

      "I have the first week's pills," Carla said. She reached into a small box at her feet, and she pulled out a handful of prescription pill bottles. Each was labeled with a name. Carla called out the names, one at a time, handing the bottles to each person. Everyone had their own bottle of pills. Each bottle held fourteen pills, enough for their first week.

      "Well, I guess that's it," Carla said to the room. "I guess we're all set."
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      Carla's day was going great. She felt great. Her morning class, usually boring, was amazing. The topic was interesting. Her professor was interesting. Everything just seemed better than it had ever been before.

      Best of all, though, was that the pills seemed to be working. That morning, after she took a pill, she started seeing the effects almost immediately. Her mind felt like it was operating on a whole new level, beyond anything she thought was possible.

      And every day had become like that. Every class, every lesson, everything seemed easier. She could learn so much faster. She could read through her textbooks and the information would just soak into her mind. She no longer had to study as hard, because she now almost seemed to have a photographic memory. And her mind worked faster than ever. If she wanted to learn something new, she devoured the information and craved more. School was easy now, even fun.

      "It's time for me to hand back Friday's quiz," the professor announced. "There were some surprising results, including, for the first time ever, a student correctly answered the bonus question. This is a graduate level problem, but one of you actually got it right. I want to congratulate Carla on her achievement."

      "Wow!" Carla mouthed to herself as she received her perfect score from her professor. She looked at her test. Sure enough, everything was correct, even the graduate level problem that she had never seen anything like it before, at least up until last Friday. And it was not that Carla had guessed. She had been reading ahead, expanding her knowledge base to new topics, and this particular problem was one she had read about the night before, one that required a knowledge of material well beyond the scope of the class. It was a challenge, and she rose to that challenge.

      When the class was over, Carla hung around, packing her bag while the other students filed out of the room. When everyone else was gone, she approached her professor, who was at the blackboard, erasing the day's notes.

      "Carla," her professor said. "Congratulations again on your score. That's really quite an accomplishment."

      "Thank you, Professor," she replied. "I've just been feeling so great recently. I feel like . . . everything is coming together for me. You know what I mean?"

      "I think so," her professor replied with a smile. "But don't let one perfect score go to your head. We have weekly quizzes for a reason. I want to make sure you're staying up to speed on everything."

      "I don't think that will be a problem this semester," Carla said with a knowing smile. She knew she had some extra help, but it was all her, too. It wasn't like a cheat. She was just better. Smarter. She was the student she always wanted to be.

      "Are you okay, Carla?" her professor asked suddenly. "Is there something wrong?"

      "Oh, no, no. I'm fine," she replied. Her professor had caught her staring, lost in thought as her professor's lips moved. "I guess I'm just focused on my studies at the moment. My mind seems to get away from me sometimes. I'm just thinking about the next thing. The next thing and then the next."

      "Well, I'm glad you're so enthusiastic," her professor said. "This is the fourth year I've had you as a student and, to be honest, I never saw true talent in you. That is before now. You've just been so focused and engaged. I know there's an excellent graduate school out there for you."

      "Really?" Carla asked with a big grin. "Thank you! I appreciate your confidence in me."

      "Carla, if you keep up the good work, you're going to go far."

      "Thank you, Professor," Carla repeated. "Thank you for everything!"

      They waved their goodbyes and Carla left the classroom. As soon as she stepped outside of the building, a huge smile spread across her face. The pills were really working. She felt smart, and now it was confirmed. Her own professors had noticed her improvement.

      But the pills had side effects, too. Her sleep had been disrupted. She wasn't trying to stay awake later. Rather, she struggled to turn her mind off at night. There was always one more thing to think about. It was only when she finally reached a point of exhaustion that she slipped off to sleep. But as far as Carla could figure, the reduced sleep had yet to hurt her. It was a side effect she was willing to put up with. If the drugs kept working for her, she could handle the loss of sleep.

      Carla felt like she was finally the student she had always wanted to be. It was an amazing validation for her. And with the boost to her grades and the praise from her professors, she knew she had a bright future ahead of her. It was all coming together, just like she always dreamed.
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      Carla and Brandon's new pill routine began immediately. They took their double dose in the morning, giving them the boost they needed to get through the school day. It was a perfect solution for them both. They got the extra boost that they needed during the weekdays. Classes became easy once again.

      And this time, it seemed even better, because they were catching up on missed sleep during the weekends. They started each new week fully refreshed.

      "Wait, did you just pop two pills?" Megan asked Carla one morning as they both sat at the table, eating breakfast.

      "Yeah," Carla replied, playing it cool, even though her eyes were already lighting up from the effects. "I take a couple in the morning to get my brain going."

      "Oh, okay," Megan said as she watched Carla continue to prepare for school. Carla was too distracted to notice Megan eying her own supply of pills.

      That night, Megan brought it up again with Carla, saying that she was struggling a bit with her work and wondered if it might be a good idea for her to start doubling up, too. She wanted to know what taking a double dose of pills was like, and whether there were any side effects to the increased dosage.

      "Go for it," Carla told her. "I've felt fine. And I feel sharper, more alert, you know? Like, the pills help me get on a whole new level."

      Megan followed suit, and soon all six students in the Smart Pills project were following a similar schedule.

      For Carla, the weekends were the perfect time to catch up on her sleep. And when she was awake, she found herself drawn toward simple pleasures. Her mind did not seem to have the capacity for complex thoughts on the weekends. The drugs were not in her system, and the need for mental stimulation seemed to go out the window.

      Instead, she spent her weekends watching reality TV. She loved the competition shows and dating programs. There was nothing better than watching beautiful people compete to fall in love, or talented people show off their skills. Carla knew she would have no interest in such shows while she was on the smart pills, so she fully allowed herself to indulge on the weekends, catching up on all of the shows she had missed during the week when she was studying.

      "Hey, Brandon, where are you and Alonzo going?" Carla asked one Saturday afternoon as she sat on the couch, having just finished watching a dating show.

      "We're headed to the gym," Brandon replied. Both guys wore shorts and t-shirts, perfect gym attire. "We've both been feeling like we need to blow off a little steam on weekends. Working out is a great way to do that."

      "I'll come with," Carla offered, quickly jumping from her seat on the couch and heading back to her room to change into workout clothes. She would normally have no interest in going to the gym, but she felt different about it now. Having just watched a show full of fit and attractive women in bikinis, she wanted to look more like them. In her current state, she recognized a lot of herself in them.

      However, once the trio arrived at the campus gym, Brandon and Alonzo split off to go lift weights. Their focus was on big arms and strong shoulders. Meanwhile, Carla found Megan and Jeri were already there, doing a yoga routine. She quickly joined in, stretching out her body before the three of them jumped on the elliptical machines to finish off their workouts. They had all been watching similar TV programs and had the same desire to look better, to look sexier.

      The weekends had turned into brain breaks. The students could rest their minds while pushing their bodies. It was a way to reset after such a busy week of studying. It was a chance for them to be average people, to watch TV and go to the gym. It did not matter that their brain breaks included activities they never had considered doing before. All that mattered was that it was a break from being smart.

      Once Monday rolled around, Carla was back on her double dose of smart pills and she felt great again. She had the energy and the focus necessary to succeed. Even the prospect of more school excited her. She was so smart now, and the pills kept her at a level of smarts that she had never experienced before. She had no desire to turn back now. And even if she did, the way the drugs were administered, she was dependent on the project organizers to continue getting them. Her only choice was to continue as she was.

      "Carla, I'm really impressed by your academic turnaround this semester," her professor said after she aced another quiz, "I think you're going to graduate with honors, at this rate."

      "Thank you," Carla said with a big smile. She could not have been more pleased by the compliment. It felt like everything was coming together for her.

      "And I read your mid-term paper proposal. I question whether you have time to get it done, but given your level of work this year, I'd say go for it. If it's good enough, we can even consider submitting it to a journal. There's no guarantee you'll be accepted, but with the research you've proposed, I don't see why not. I think you're onto something here. You're a special student."

      "Thank you so much!" Carla repeated. "That's really amazing! Thank you!"
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      With the smart pills running through her bloodstream, Carla never had to work her hardest. She could easily handle her classes with a basic amount of effort. But that was not enough for her, not when she was on the pills. She needed to go the extra mile. She needed to produce the kind of academic work that no one else could match. She needed to show everyone how good of a student she was and how much of a future she had.

      Every brain moment Carla had, when she was not in class, became devoted to her midterm paper. It was a big project that she hoped would get published. She would write it and her professor would review it, before sending it off to an academic journal for consideration. This would be a huge boost to her resume, and could even set her up for graduate school.

      In fact, her paper, the subject of which she had come up with on a whim, seemed to be a truly groundbreaking work. She felt that the ideas she presented were completely original, and would have far reaching effects in the field of psychology. She could see a time when her work became required reading. She could even imagine the day when her research was taught in the very classrooms she learned in. It was like she had transcended the level of a student and become an academic genius.

      Carla was the first person to admit that her work had been a blur. There were times when her mind worked faster than her fingers on a keyboard could keep up with. Her hands would be flying across the keys, typing out the words that her mind was creating, but her mind would still move ahead of her fingers, causing a kind of mental logjam. She had to work hard to avoid typos.

      This was what she had wanted. Carla was a success. She knew her work was brilliant. There was nothing more that she could ask for.

      Carla sat in the back of the classroom, her paper clutched in her hand, ready to be turned in. But it was not just a normal assignment. This was her big paper. This was the one that could potentially get published. This was the one that would prove her worth as a great academic.

      She had to wait until the end of class to turn it in. Like many times before, Carla waited until the other students had left before she approached her professor.

      "Professor," Carla said as she reached his desk. "I wanted to thank you for the opportunity to write this paper. I think it could really go somewhere."

      "Of course," her professor said with a smile, as Carla handed him the printout of her work. "I would love to be the first to read this. I know your grades have been amazing this semester, but from what you proposed in your midterm paper proposal, I suspect this might just be your best work yet. It's an incredible subject, and I'm glad you had such ambition in coming up with it. I can't wait to read it."

      "Thank you," Carla said proudly, unable to suppress her smile.

      "Of course, as much as I want to read it right now, I need to finish grading the papers of the rest of the students. I wouldn't feel right about bumping your paper up to the front of the line. I don't want your paper to tarnish my view of my other students' academic work."

      "Of course," Carla agreed, understanding her professor's position. She knew her paper was going to blow him away, and she was completely right to believe that.

      "This might be the first time I am looking forward to grading papers, just so I have a reason to read yours."

      When Carla left the classroom that day, she felt a sense of pride in herself. She truly was a good student. She had worked hard and had become the star student in all of her classes. She had the future she had always wanted. Now, it was time to reap the rewards. And the best reward she could imagine was getting her academic work published. That would be the final piece of the puzzle.

      However, it was also the end of the week. And for Carla, that meant a brain break. She had done her academic duty, and now she was going to spend the weekend without any mental assistance.
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      The smart pills had long worn off and Carla had all but forgotten about her psychology paper. She had been so consumed by it during the week, but now her brain break was in effect and her mind was on something else. Specifically, her mind was focused on a reality TV show playing on the television. Carla was watching a dating show, one where a hunky guy was dating a whole host of women to try and find the girl he wanted to marry.

      The premise of the show was simple, but in her current mental state could not handle anything more complex. But simple was fun and Carla enjoyed the show immensely. So did Brandon, who sat beside her on the couch.

      "Look at that girl," Brandon said, his eyes wide as he watched the television. "Fuck, she's hot. I'd totally marry her. I bet that dude is gonna choose her."

      "You think?" Carla asked. She did not understand guys sometimes. It was not like she had much experience with them, after all. She was pretty much celibate. She had no desire to get involved in a relationship. She was too busy with her studies.

      Carla's thoughts were interrupted by the buzzing of her phone on the coffee table. Carla picked up her phone and unlocked it, finding a message from her professor.

      "Hey there. I just finished reading your paper. Congratulations. It's really good. I'm going to submit it on your behalf. It's not a sure thing, but I think it has a good shot at being published. You should be proud of yourself. You've really shown your talent."

      "Oh my god," Carla squealed in excitement as she read the text. "That's so cool!"

      "What's up?" Brandon asked. He had been engrossed in the show, but her reaction had piqued his interest.

      "It's so cool," Carla repeated. She was having trouble putting it into words. "I just got this message from my, uh, my professor. He really likes a paper I, like, wrote, and he's gonna, um, submit it to a... Ugh, what's the word?"

      Brandon looked at Carla with confusion on his face, not understanding. But he could see she was happy about something. But he was in a similar mental state to her, unable to fully comprehend the complexities of her academic life.

      "Never mind," Carla said, realizing that her roommate wasn't following. "Just something to do with school."

      "That's cool," Brandon said. "But it's, like, really good, right?"

      "Yeah!" Carla exclaimed.

      "Awesome! I'm happy for you!"

      Carla gave a big smile in appreciation. She was happy too. But she was also confused. She had forgotten about her paper completely. Only when she received the message from her professor did she remember. And even though she felt immense pride in the compliment her professor had given her, she struggled to understand why she was so proud.

      It was only through that prolonged questioning of herself that Carla began to understand the grave truth of her situation. Her brain breaks, while fun, were not just her returning to her normal level of intelligence. No, it was much worse than that. For the first time since starting on the pills, Carla felt dumb. Very dumb.

      With growing alarm, Carla began examining her life, how she spent her weekends, her TV watching habits, her trips to the gym to watch Brandon and Alonzo work out, and the similar trips to join the girls in yoga and cardio on the elliptical machines. Her weekends were increasingly superficial. It was a shallow life. There was nothing wrong with what she was doing, but it was a far cry from the life of the mind that she craved during the week when the smart pills were in her system.

      "Hey, do you wanna go out?" Brandon asked as he and Carla sat on the couch watching the TV show. "I mean, you wanna celebrate your whatever, right?"

      And just like that, Carla's mind got sidetracked by Brandon's question. Her introspection came to an abrupt end, her brain unable to keep up with her train of thought and Brandon's question. He had a way of distracting her.

      "What?" Carla asked, looking at him with confusion on her face.

      "Do you wanna go out?" Brandon repeated. "To, like, a bar or something. You know, to celebrate your school stuff?"

      "Oh, yeah, that sounds cool. We totally should."

      "Sweet!"

      It was a simple plan, and Carla had a simple mind, at least for the weekend. She wanted to celebrate. And while she was not someone who usually went to bars, she was certainly willing to make an exception this time. She might not be able to remember her last visit to a bar, but in her current state, she no longer could think of reasons to stay away. Bars were where people had fun and she wanted to have fun, to celebrate.

      "Go put on a dress or something and I'll meet you back here when you're ready," Brandon said. It was presumptuous of him to think Carla even had a dress, but as he had been watching a reality TV dating show where all the women were outfitted in fancy clothes, it never occurred to him that Carla might be different from those women on the screen.

      "Okay," Carla agreed. Her mind was in no state to disagree, nor to really question whether this was a good idea. The only place Carla really went was school. She did not have a social life outside of her housemates. Going out was new, but that's what made it exciting. Carla had never thought about having a social life outside of her schoolwork, and she was about to have one.

      The two of them returned to their respective rooms to get ready. Brandon changed his clothes quickly, putting on a nice pair of jeans and a button-up shirt. His hair was a short and clean cut, so it needed little in the way of fussing. He could not have made himself any more presentable, and that was good enough for him. He would look just like the guys on the show. The muscle he had been building at the gym had started to fill out his frame. He no longer looked like the runner he once did.

      Carla, however, had a harder time. She had to dive deep into her closet to find the little black dress she had bought long ago, thinking she would need it, but then never actually using it. She could not remember the last time she had worn it, but when she tried it on, she found that it still fit. And she looked better than she had imagined she would. Those workouts of her own were starting to pay off. She was not as thin as the women on the show Brandon and she had been watching, but there was no doubt that she was still attractive.

      When Carla stepped back into the living room where Brandon had been waiting, she found him looking her up and down, his eyes scanning over her body. It felt good to be seen in that way, even if she did not understand what the gaze of a man meant.

      "Wow," Brandon said, his voice almost breathless. "You look beautiful."

      Carla smiled at the compliment, unused to such words. Her housemates did not often compliment each other, and Brandon was a guy. Brandon was not usually the type of guy who gave out compliments like that. It made her feel good, wanted, and special. That was something Carla did not experience often.

      "Let me buy you a drink," Brandon said after a long moment of enjoying Carla's look. Her brown hair hung down around her shoulders in loose waves. She had a look about her that screamed sexy, but also hinted at inexperience. It was an interesting dichotomy, even if neither of them could explain what that word meant.

      Carla let out a small giggle. "Sounds like fun, Brandon. Lead on."

      And with that, the two of them made their way to the bar.

      The bar catered to students and young locals. The lights were low and the music was loud. It was dim in the bar, the walls painted a dark red that gave the impression of intimacy. The décor was a mix of modern and traditional, with wooden furniture and industrial touches.

      Carla had never been in a place like this. She had always been the studious type, staying home and studying rather than going out and socializing. Normally, the noise of the people and the music would have been overwhelming, but the anxious part of her brain was quiet. All that was left was a desire to have fun.

      "Here, let me get that for you," Brandon said, pulling out a barstool for her to sit on. He was a gentleman, even though neither of them were thinking of it that way. They were both acting in a manner that they thought was right. They were both trying to impress the other, even if they did not fully understand that.

      "Do you know what you want?" Brandon asked once they were settled in at the bar.

      "Um..." Carla said, trying to think. Between the tap list on the wall and the colorful liquor bottles on the wall, she felt lost.

      "How about I order for you?"

      "That would be awesome!" Carla blurted out. She was relieved to not have to think for herself. Her mind was already struggling to keep up with the situation. There were simply too many distractions and she could not focus. She needed help, even if she did not realize it. This was not her element and she would not have known where to start. Luckily, Brandon was there to help.

      Brandon flagged down the bartender. "Carla, here, would like a vodka cranberry," he said. "And I'll have a whiskey on the rocks."

      "Sounds good," the bartender replied, setting to work on the drinks.

      Once the drinks were made, Brandon paid for them. Carla did not know what to expect, but she did like cranberry juice.

      "Cheers and congratulations," Brandon said, raising his glass.

      Carla smiled and raised her own glass, clinking it against his. "Thanks, Brandon!"

      The two of them sipped from their drinks, Brandon's eyes never leaving her as she drank. She felt a heat building up in her core, and Carla was pretty sure it took alcohol longer to take effect than that. She reached a hand out and placed it on Brandon's arm. It was firm and muscular. She could tell he had put in some serious time at the gym. That turned her on even more. She could feel the heat radiating off of him. Carla glanced over at the dance floor and noticed the couples moving in time to the music. Her hips began to sway in her seat. Brandon noticed, his eyes glued to her.

      "Wanna dance?" he asked, his voice deep and smooth.

      "Sure," Carla said, feeling slightly buzzed. "That sounds fun." She tossed back the rest of her drink in one gulp, not realizing the show she put on in doing so and the message she sent to her housemate.

      Brandon led her to the dance floor. Carla's heart raced as she felt his hand on her lower back, guiding her. It was a novel sensation for her and it made her tingle. He pulled her close to him, and they began to move together, in time with the beat of the music. He smelled of cologne, something he rarely wore, but it was intoxicating. His body was warm and hard against her own. They moved in rhythm, their bodies pressed against each other as Brandon's hands explored her curves. The heat in Carla's core only grew.

      It was a strange sensation for her. She was not accustomed to such an experience. The dancing and the arousal were new, but also fun. She found herself loving moving her body with Brandon, letting him guide her movements. She also loved the arousal. For the first time that she could remember, she felt sexy. And it certainly did not hurt that Brandon's hands moved over her body, furthering the experience. She loved it.

      "You know, I've never done this before," Carla eventually said, feeling the need to confess. "I don't get out much."

      "Me neither," Brandon admitted. "I've been focused on my studies. But tonight is different. We're celebrating, and I want you to have a good time."

      Carla smiled, looking up at him. It was nice to hear. It was nice to be the center of someone's world. She never had experienced it before. It was fun, but it also left her with a craving for more.

      "Kiss me," she blurted out. She knew she was asking a lot, and it was not like her to ask such things, but she was so turned on and Brandon was there, dancing with her and giving her a very clear message with his hands that he was interested. And if he was not going to make the first move, she would.

      Had Brandon still been his intelligent self, he would have questioned Carla's sudden shift, but he was in just as deep as she was. And with his lowered mental acuity, he more and more based his actions on what his dick wanted. And if Carla and his dick wanted him to kiss her, who was he to argue?

      Brandon bent down, his hands sliding around her waist to cup her ass. His lips met hers, and she could feel the heat of their kiss. Her heart was racing, her skin tingling, and her pussy was growing wetter with every passing moment.

      Carla moaned into their kiss as Brandon's hands continued to roam her body, squeezing her ass. The music was loud, but it could not drown out the passion and pleasure that they felt. Carla felt alive like never before. Even her success in her schoolwork did not give her the same kind of satisfaction as making out with Brandon. There was a primal quality to it all that left her body's baser desires in control.

      "You're so sexy, babe," Brandon whispered in Carla's ear, his hot breath against her skin leaving her weak at the knees. "Do you wanna get out of here and go somewhere more private?"

      "God, yes," Carla said without hesitation, her hand reaching up to caress the side of Brandon's face as the two of them looked into each other's eyes. She felt a connection with Brandon that she had never felt with anyone else before. She had no idea if this was a relationship that was meant to be or if she was simply giving into biology. She did not even ask herself that question. All she knew was what her instincts were telling her to do. And those instincts were telling her to satisfy the heat in her core, with Brandon if he was willing.

      The pair stumbled out of the bar and back to their house, their lips locked and their hands all over each other. They barely made it inside the front door, never mind to their beds.

      As soon as they were inside the door, Brandon pushed Carla up against the wall. He pinned her with his strong arms, kissing her with ever growing ferocity. The sound of their lips smacking together echoed through the room, competing with their moans. Carla's head spun as Brandon kissed her. His lips were so soft and warm. She could feel the heat radiating off of his body, fueling the fire in her core.

      "Please, Brandon," Carla pleaded between kisses. "I need you. I need to feel you inside me."

      Neither of them remembered Carla's unequivocal statement that she was saving herself for after graduation. If either of them had, it might not have made a difference. Both their bodies craved each other, and their minds were too caught up in the moment to think of the repercussions.

      Brandon lifted Carla up into his arms, his hands gripping her ass tightly. Her legs wrapped around his waist. She kissed him, her tongue slipping inside his mouth. Their tongues danced together, exploring the new sensations.

      They moved clumsily to Carla's bedroom. Brandon pushed her down on the bed, pinning her there. He began to strip, revealing the fruits of his gym labor. His body was muscular and firm, his cock already hard and ready. Carla looked on, eyes wide with a mix of awe and lust, wanting to touch and explore his body, to finally experience what it meant to be a woman. Her pussy ached as her mind reeled with the possibilities.

      Together, they made quick work of Carla's dress, removing it, along with her bra and panties, leaving her completely exposed. Her nipples stood up firm and hard, begging to be touched. And touch her he did. Carla's breasts filled his hands, as Brandon's thumbs caressed her sensitive buds. She moaned, her head falling back as she enjoyed the pleasure he gave her. It was all new to her, but she loved every second of it. It felt natural, like this was how things were supposed to be.

      "You're so beautiful," Brandon said as he looked her up and down, admiring her naked form. "I can't wait to feel you around my cock."

      "Me neither," Carla whispered, biting her lower lip. "I want to feel you inside me."

      With that, Brandon pushed himself inside her, slowly at first, letting her adjust to the size of him. Carla's eyes closed as she felt him fill her. It was a strange sensation, but a pleasurable one. He continued to push deeper, until he was completely buried inside her.

      "You feel amazing," Brandon groaned. "You're so tight."

      Carla wrapped her legs around his hips, pulling him deeper inside her. "Fuck me, Brandon," she pleaded. "Fuck me hard."

      He obliged, his hips moving with growing speed as he began to pump in and out of her. His thick cock stretched her pussy in ways that were entirely new to her, but she loved every moment of it. And without her own thoughts getting in the way, she felt more in tune with her body than ever before. It was a thrill ride of pleasure and Carla was loving every second of it. It was like a completely new experience for her.

      Their moans filled the room, competing with the slapping sounds of their bodies coming together. It was raw and animalistic, with them giving in to their base desires. This was what it meant to be a man and a woman. This is what their bodies wanted.

      Carla clung to Brandon tightly, her arms wrapped around him, her nails digging into his skin. She was close and she needed him to keep going. She was desperate for relief, for the release of the pressure that had built up inside of her.

      "Cum for me," Brandon growled in Carla's ear. "I want to feel your pussy tighten around my cock."

      That was enough. Carla's body seized up, her back arched as she came, her pussy clenching down on him, milking his big cock. It was an incredible sensation, her body shuddering with pleasure. Her head spun. She did not know an orgasm could feel like that. She felt like a fool for having denied herself the pleasure for so long.

      Brandon could not last any longer as Carla's pussy tightened around him. His cock exploded inside her, filling her with his seed. He gave her a few more deep pumps, emptying himself inside of her, before he collapsed on the bed beside her, his chest heaving with his heavy breathing.

      "Fuck," he gasped. "That was incredible."

      "Yeah," Carla panted, her eyes wide and her face flushed. "That was... fuck..." No other words came to mind as she now fought against her own brain's inability to think and the post-orgasmic bliss that left her feeling wonderful. She felt like she was glowing, but not just from the sex. She had never felt better. It was like a part of her that was missing had finally been found, and her whole world was brighter because of it. It was hard to explain, or at least for her to put into words, but she finally understood what it meant to be a woman. The pleasure was indescribable.

      It took time, but the haze filling Carla's head slowly started to clear, enough where a few basic thoughts could finally pass through. As she lay there on her back, her chest still rising and falling from the exertion, she realized that she had broken her vow. She was no longer a virgin, and there was no chance to go back to the way things were before. It was a simple fact. She had sex. But it was not guilt or regret that filled her mind as she thought about her decision. Instead, it was relief. It was like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. She no longer had to worry about keeping her virginity until graduation.

      However, it was more than that. Carla felt as if she had just had a revelation, an epiphany even. Yes, school was still important. She still wanted to succeed. But she also felt as if she could have both. She could be the high-flying academic during the week and then spend her weekends relaxing and having fun. And fun seemed increasingly sex related now that Brandon had blown her mind. She could have both, and it would not have to be at the expense of the other. In fact, her weekends of brain breaks might actually help her focus on her schoolwork. There was no reason to keep up her old pretenses.

      Carla looked over at Brandon as he lay next to her in bed. He looked so peaceful. It was like he was sleeping, lost to the world, unaware of what they had just done. But Carla had no regrets. She was happy. Happier than she had ever been, in fact. She had a new life to lead, and she could not be more excited to explore this new world of pleasure. This was just the beginning.
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