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The Morning After Home


Iwoke to the heavy hush of Blackwood House, that weirdly decadent, sexually-charged quiet that always made me feel like I’d stumbled into somebody else’s life. Not that I was complaining.

This was my life now. And it started, most mornings, with Hallie Mercer naked in my bed.

I didn’t open my eyes right away. I didn’t have to. Hallie’s scent, coconut and something sweet, a ghost of last night’s heat, washed over me in waves. Her hair was fanned across the pillow, a soft tangle of gold and honey, already knotted up with mine. She’d drifted close in her sleep and stayed there all night, so I had the best possible view: Hallie, sprawled sideways, bare skin everywhere, the comforter rucked low enough to show off her curves and a dozen faded freckles along her spine.

She shifted, making that little humming sound that meant she was half awake and toying with the idea of mischief. Her ass nudged back against my cock, an unmistakable invitation, or maybe just Hallie’s version of a good morning text.

Her hand found mine where I’d looped it around her waist. She gave a lazy squeeze, then drew my palm up to cup her breast, never once pretending she didn’t want exactly this.

“Hey, baby,” she mumbled, her voice low and deliciously rough. “You awake, or are you just happy to see me?”

I grinned into her shoulder. “You want to check?”

“I could,” she said, wiggling closer, “but I already have the data.” She gave me a playful squeeze down below, just in case I’d missed her point. “Mmm. Still my favorite way to start the day.”

She didn’t sound even a little bit insecure about that. That was the thing I still couldn’t get over. If you’d told me a semester ago that Hallie would be this at-home in my bed, no jealousy, no weird silences, just horny and happy and totally, recklessly herself, I would’ve sent you straight to Student Wellness. But here we were.

Hallie stretched like a cat, arching her back and rolling onto her side so she could face me. The comforter slipped, trailing off her chest to leave nothing but pale skin and that wicked, open smile.

“I had a dream,” she said, propping her head on her hand. “Want to hear it?”

“Always.”

She drew a lazy finger down my stomach, her nails barely grazing my skin. “You, me, this bed…only difference was, I wasn’t fighting Kaia for a chance to claim you.”

I snorted. “You haven’t fought Kaia for a while.”

Hallie rolled her eyes, but she was grinning. “That’s because Kaia and I are evolved. Also, she has a thing for watching, and I am not above a captive audience.”

She’d always been like this in the mornings, bright, unfiltered, just enough edge to keep me guessing. But there was a new confidence now, a sense that this, me, her, the house, the whole experiment, wasn’t going anywhere. The awkwardness was gone. In its place was a soft, relentless kind of hunger, totally at odds with the illusion that desire was supposed to fade over time.

I liked her better this way. I liked both of us better.

Hallie twisted a strand of my hair around her finger, then leaned in to kiss me, quick, sweet, no hesitation. When she pulled back, she was flush-cheeked and smug, loving the way I always let her take the lead first thing in the morning.

“Did I tell you how much I love that you’re a cuddler now?” she said. “I mean, you used to be all stoic and sulky, but I’ve reformed you. Blackwood House works in mysterious ways.”

“It’s the architecture,” I said, dry. “You want to stay ten feet apart, but somehow the walls move overnight.”

Hallie giggled and licked her lower lip. “Or maybe it’s because you secretly love being claimed.”

Hard to argue with her, considering the tent I’d pitched under the covers. She reached down under the sheet like it was the most natural thing in the world, found my cock, and gave me a gentle squeeze.

“Morning,” she said to it, then to me, “God, I missed this. Just us.”

She meant it. She didn’t have to say it twice.

There was nothing rushed about the way Hallie touched me. She took her time, tracing lines along my stomach, exploring the scars and soft places, every motion just familiar enough to be heartbreakingly intimate. There was no script. No camera in the world could have staged the easy, looping rhythm of her hand or the way her laughter shivered through her body.

She was all freckles and blue-green eyes, golden hair spread out like a halo, skin flushed and so damn warm. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to this, the electric jolt of being actually wanted, without pretense or performance. She grinned again, softer now.

“I know things are going to get messy,” she said. “Big group, new rules, more chaos. But this? This has always made sense.”

She gave me a look, bright and sharp and a little too honest for someone who hadn’t had coffee yet.

“It’s not messy,” I said, drawing her in. “It’s us. The rest of the world’s on the other side of that door.”

Hallie laughed, and the sound filled the whole room. It was one of those dumb, perfect moments when I remembered why I’d stopped giving a shit what people thought of me.

Outside, the house was still quiet, too early for the group to have started their usual parade through the kitchen. If I listened hard, I could maybe make out the faint hum of the pool filter, or Kaia’s muted laugh two rooms away, but nothing intruded on this little bubble.

Inside, it was just us and the sheets and the familiar, low burn of wanting her.

She stroked me lazily, letting her thumb tease the tip, and smirked when my hips flexed in answer. “So, what’s the over/under on how long we get before Rowan comes stomping in with some existential crisis?”

I grinned. “Ten minutes. Tops.”

Hallie leaned in again, brushing her nose against mine. “Then we better make them count.”

She kissed me this time like she meant it, tongue hot and insistent, her body sliding up along mine until I was wide awake and more than ready to take the day on.

We tangled together under the sheets, limbs looping easily, her bare legs cool at first but quickly warming against my skin. I cupped her ass, drawing her onto my lap, loving the way she fit perfectly against me, every inch of her mapped to every want I’d ever had.

She draped her arms around my neck and nuzzled my jaw, voice going soft and serious for half a second.

“I never thought I’d get to keep this,” she whispered. “Not with the study, not with…everything. But I feel it. I’m yours, and you’re mine, and nothing’s going to take that away from me now.”

I cupped her face and held her there. “Nothing will.”

She smiled, eyes shining, and the moment stretched, just us, just the impossible luck of waking up home.

The house could throw whatever it wanted at us. Hallie was still my home base, my favorite disaster, and right now nothing in the world felt more urgent than giving her proof of that.

She arched against me, soaking up every ounce of attention, and gave my chest a light, teasing bite.

“I’m going to claim you before the rest of them even get out of bed.”

That’s my girl.

I rolled her easily beneath me and let my weight pin her to the mattress, loving the way she opened her legs right away, never once doubting the welcome.

But I didn’t rush. Hallie deserved more than that. This was about her. Us. The way she could turn a simple morning into the best version of reality.

Our mouths met again, softer now, her tongue tracing slow patterns over my lips. She breathed me in, greedy and bright. When she pulled away, she looked up at me with a sleepy, blissed-out grin.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” I echoed, drunk on her.

We lay like that, hearts thumping, bodies tangled together, saying nothing and saying everything with hands and mouths and the lazy certainty of a family that had stopped pretending to be anything but its own.

I didn’t care that the cameras were probably whirring softly behind the mirrors, or that the next phase of the study was ticking closer every day. Hallie was here. I was here. For the first time, it felt like enough.

There was something greedy about the way she wrapped herself around me, like if she just squeezed tight enough, she could melt us both into one person and never have to let go.

Maybe that was supposed to be my job, but with Hallie, I’d given up on pretending I could ever resist her.

She was already running the show, one hand curled around my cock, the other tangled in my hair. I could feel the heat rolling off her even before she climbed into my lap, straddling me with the comfort and confidence of someone who’d done it a thousand times and would do it a thousand more.

She grinned down at me, all wild curls and sleepy eyes and those impossible lips. “Last chance to beg for mercy,” she said, sliding her slickness down my shaft, slow and shameless.

“Don’t think you’d let me win that one,” I said, voice rough.

“Smart man.” She shifted her hips and pressed me flush against her clit, grinding slow circles that made my head spin. “You’re basically booked solid. Some women might be discouraged, but I personally love a challenge.”

She was teasing, but there was truth under it, just enough to make me want to touch every hidden nerve she had.

“Not sure the Group Scheduler is going to approve your methods,” I said, gripping her hips and guiding her just where she wanted to go.

Hallie bit her lip and flashed me a look. “Good thing I don’t need approval anymore.” She rocked against me, getting herself wet, soaking my cock with every pass. “I get you first because I called dibs. That’s how it works in my house.”

She meant it, every word. I could see it in the way her hands shook when she braced herself on my chest, in the way her nipples drew tight as my fingers brushed up her ribs, in the flush creeping all the way up her neck.

I let her tease me, let her use my body for her warmup show, because she deserved that, deserved to claim me in any way that made her feel at home. She’d spent enough time worrying she was about to be replaced. Not anymore.

She lined me up with her entrance and paused, just long enough to make sure I was watching, then sank down in one slow, perfect move.

I hissed out a breath, the pleasure curling my toes. Hallie gasped, eyelids fluttering, and for a second she just sat there, letting me stretch her, fill her, both of us learning every new inch like we’d never done this before.

“You,” she breathed, voice shaking. “Fuck, you always—God—”

She rocked down harder, driving me deeper. I held her hips steady, forcing us to take it slow, drawing out every micro-motion until she was trembling and clutching at my shoulders.

Hallie’s pussy clenched around me, already desperate for friction, but I didn’t want to lose the moment, not when she looked this alive, this safe.

I ran my hands up her thighs, along her waist, all the way to her breasts. I cupped them, thumbs grazing her nipples, loving the way she arched and gasped for more.

“You missed this?” I asked, soft.

She nodded, grinding down with a little twist that nearly undid me. “Missed you,” she said, eyes bright. “Even when you were right here, it felt like maybe you’d disappear. Or like I was going to be the weak link.”

I shook my head, never letting her pace get past slow-and-sweet. “You couldn’t lose me if you tried, Hal. Doesn’t matter who else is here. You’re always my first.”

For a second, the smile faded and something raw and real flickered through her. Then Hallie grinned, sharp again.

“You know Kaia’s going to hear us and get ideas.”

“I hope so,” I said, and she laughed for real, the sound spilling over like sunlight.

She started riding me then, steady, rolling thrusts, and the rhythm was so familiar it made my chest ache. Every move built on years of knowing each other inside out, her body already tuned to respond to mine.

She leaned forward, kissing me with lazy, open-mouthed hunger. “I could keep you in bed all day,” she whispered. “Think the study would let me?”

I rocked my hips up, making sure she felt every inch. “Pretty sure the study’s rooting for you.”

She snorted, breathless. “Figures. I do all the work, they get all the data.” She braced herself and sped up, hands on my shoulders, breasts bouncing in my face. “Has anyone ever told you your abs are absurd? Like, I can actually see them flex while I ride you. I love that.”

“Can’t argue with science,” I managed, though she had me pinned totally in place.

Hallie let go and just rode, cocky, excited, fully in charge. If I’d been a betting man, I’d have given her two minutes before she lost herself, but somehow she kept edging herself, refusing to let go until I did first.

“I want to see you,” she said, voice ragged. “I want to see how much you love this. How much you love me.”

I reached up and caught her face in both hands, holding her steady. “Look at me,” I said. “I love you. Every fucking piece of you.”

She shuddered, and it rippled through her, core to skin. We stayed close, her forehead against mine, both of us breathing hard and laughing between the moans.

“I like that you still say it,” she whispered, voice wrecked. “Makes it all feel real.”

I kissed her, hard and messy, our lips crashing and splitting apart with the same reckless pulse that had always been our signature. She tasted like triumph and sugar, tongue bold, teeth nicking my lower lip as if she wanted to mark me forever. Beneath me, Hallie’s body was a live wire, heat and muscle, curls wild around her face, sweat shining at her temples. She was the first to break, her gasp caught in my mouth as I thrust up, slow but relentless, crowding her with sensation until she lost all rhythm and just clung to my shoulders, nails raking angry-red crescents into my skin.

She shuddered once, twice, and then her whole body went taut, her pussy clamping down so hard it nearly stole my next breath. The world snapped white at the edges as Hallie’s climax took her, every fiber in her straining to wring every second from the feeling. She didn’t hold back, never did, she sobbed my name with abandon, head thrown back, and it felt like the only thing holding her to the planet was my arms, my cock, the promise that no matter what, I’d be there for the fall.

I gripped her tighter, hands locked on her waist, guiding her through every aftershock. She trembled around me, small helpless convulsions traveling up her torso, made all the more intense by the way I held her open, helpless, totally mine. Her nails bit deeper as she curled forward, pressing her forehead into the hollow of my throat, breath hitching in quick desperate gulps. I wanted her to feel every last flicker, wanted her to know without words that there was no world where she could be too much for me.

The heat in me built until it was a living thing, coiling, hungry, ancient. I didn’t even try to fight it; I wanted her to see how much I needed her, how wrecked she made me. So I drove up into her, fucking her through her orgasm, letting the friction and the wet, velvet pressure burn away everything that wasn’t her. The way she gasped at every stroke, meeting me with her own frantic, greedy movement, told me exactly what she wanted: to consume me, claim me, stake her flag in my chest for everyone to see.

I was already on the edge, but the sound of her, voice raw, heartbeat pounding through her clit and into me, tipped me over. I gave in, hips locking, cock buried deep as I came. The shudder ripped through me, sharp enough to hurt, and somehow Hallie managed to hold on through all of it, milking me with perfect, relentless pressure, refusing to let go until I was empty and trembling under her.

We collapsed like that, a mess of sweat and tangled limbs, her wild curls plastered to my jaw and her body sprawled across my chest. Every muscle in my arms sang with fatigue and something close to relief, the kind you only get when you know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that you’re exactly where you belong.

The first thing I noticed was the way the air cooled over our skin, the sweat drying in slow, lazy rivulets. Hallie made a sound that was half laugh, half animal growl, and buried her face in my shoulder. I wrapped my arms all the way around her, holding her in place, and felt her heartbeat slow from a gallop to a steady, contented thrum.

For a long minute, there was only the sound of our breathing, the comforter falling in a heap at the foot of the bed, and the sunlight cutting patterns across the floor.

Hallie nuzzled her face into my neck, then bit my ear, gentle. “Shit, Tate. You’re going to make me a total addict.”

I stroked her back, tracing every curve, loving the way she never bothered to hide how good she felt. “Pretty sure that ship sailed years ago.”

She laughed, bright and pure. “Good. I like being yours.”

We lay there, her body still wrapped around me, just drifting in the afterglow. Hallie peppered kisses from my chest to my jaw, like she had to memorize every piece of me before we dared get up.

“You know the others are going to guess what we were doing if we come down late,” she said.

“Pretty sure they already know.”

Hallie giggled. “You’re probably right. She rolled us sideways and snuggled in, her legs tangled with mine, hair all over my face. “You’re such a bad influence. I love that about you.”

I kissed her forehead. “Let’s just call it a specialty.”

She closed her eyes, smiling, the picture of thoroughly fucked and happy. We stayed that way until the urge to move finally hit, her hand squeezing my thigh, my palm glued to her lower back, both of us unwilling to break the spell for as long as possible.

“Okay, but if Kaia eats all the good pastries before we get downstairs, I’m blaming you,” Hallie said.

“Deal.”

She finally wriggled free, rolling out of bed with all the grace of a girl who’d just scored an Olympic-level orgasm. She grabbed my shirt, stealing it, as usual, then turned and shot me a look over her shoulder.

“Come on, hero. Let’s show them who owns the morning.”

Blackwood House could throw every trick in the book at us, but Hallie and I had never felt this solid. The rest of the world could wait. We had our own rules now, and breaking them was the best part of all.

***

If you’d asked me to predict the aftermath of morning sex with Hallie, my guess would’ve run somewhere between “coffee and more sex” and “a peaceful hour of actual silence.” What I got was a Blackwood House kitchen full of beautiful, brilliant chaos and enough sexual tension to short out the entire psychology building.

It started slow: Hallie and I drifted down the hallway, both of us still high on each other, the scent of fresh bread and high-end coffee leading us onward. She was wearing my shirt, nothing else, and her hair looked like a photographer had deliberately mussed it for a lingerie shoot. I had on yesterday’s jeans and a lazy smile.

We barely made it three steps into the kitchen before Kaia spotted us.

“About time,” Kaia said. She was stretched out on the marble island, legs crossed at the ankle, smirking over the rim of her mug. “You’re late for the gossip agenda. And Hallie, is that an actual glow or just good marketing?”

Hallie lifted a brow and shot her a look. “Why not both?”

Kaia held up her hands in surrender. “I approve. You two are disgusting and adorable. Mostly disgusting.”

There was no bite in it, just pure harem sister energy, the old rivalry swapped out for a kind of co-conspiracy that somehow made them both even hotter.

Rowan lurked near the window, sipping black coffee like it was a blood substitute. She clocked us entering, but didn’t say much, just gave a knowing nod, her green eyes sharp. If there was an award for most tightly wound in the room, Rowan would’ve claimed it before breakfast.

A little farther down the counter, Briar read emails on her phone while picking apart a croissant with surgical precision.

“Is there a reason,” Briar said dryly, “that nobody on this floor seems to believe in punctuality, or is it just a harem aesthetic?”

“Some of us have actual jobs,” I said, which made Hallie snort.

Elara floated in next, soft as sunlight. She wore her usual golden calm, warming the room like she’d never met a crisis she couldn’t handle. “You’re all much too clever for plain coffee. Tate, can you get the vanilla syrup down for me?”

I stepped behind her, grazing just close enough to feel her hair on my arm, and reached for the bottle on the top shelf.

“Always happy to help,” I said.

Hallie winked at me, then at Elara. “He’s got plenty of practice satisfying unreasonable demands. Just ask last night.”

Elara’s laughter was gentle and real. “I’d say the results speak for themselves.”

If you’d walked into Blackwood House that morning, cameras running or not, you would’ve seen the home version of the harem: girls perched and sprawled and barely dressed, everyone finishing each other’s jokes and not bothering to hide if they wanted to touch. The sound of someone’s pop playlist buzzed from a phone charger in the living room, and if you listened hard, you could hear the muffled hum of the pool system gurgling outside. Comfort, sex, sarcasm, it was all one language here.

Even so, I caught the way Rowan stared out the window, jaw set. She was present, but part of her was off-grid, definitely not resolved, probably thinking about Gray, though nobody said his name. Hallie noticed too, but instead of poking, she set about making Rowan a snack, the kind of easy caretaking she was best at. Kaia eyed the exchange with amused respect.

Briar was the next to break the peace. She set down her phone and gave me a dead-on look. “Anyone else notice the uptick in weirdly-worded participation prompts last night?”

Kaia lifted her chin. “You mean the one that wanted us to role-play ‘adapting’ to multi-tier harem stress?”

“Or the survey that asked us to rank ‘competition intensity’ on a 1-to-10 scale?” Hallie said, mouth full.

Briar nodded. “Patterns. They’re shifting from pure observation to…provocation. Someone wants us off-balance.”

It was classic Briar, spot the puzzle before anyone else, then refuse to speculate until she had enough data to burn down the whole operation. She watched the room, calculating and calm, but you could see her brain firing off connections by the second.

Elara poured herself a drink and settled on a bar stool. “Whatever happens, I trust us to manage it. We’ve come this far.”

There was a pause, a little beat where everyone in the room seemed to breathe the same air and agree: this was not falling apart.

That’s when Sienna arrived.

She burst in, cheeks flushed, her hair slipping out of its usually flawless chignon. She clutched a heavy white envelope, the university’s letterhead stamped in bright blue across the top.

“Is it bad?” Hallie said, already braced for disaster.

Sienna shook her head. “Not bad. Just—big.” She set the envelope on the table and exhaled, like she was about to announce a hurricane named after one of us. “The study’s officially in Phase Two,” Sienna said. “They’re calling it the Expanded Proximity Protocol.”

Kaia arched a brow. “That’s hot. Please tell me there’s a contract clause for lingerie parties.”

Sienna snorted, but her hands were shaking. “Not exactly. But the house is about to get a lot more crowded.”

Hallie’s face split into a grin. “You mean our guest list just got upgraded?”

“Something like that,” Sienna said. She flipped the packet open, scanned the intro, and went a little pale. “Cam, Jules, Lila, Piper, Harper, Nora. They’re all named.”

The room changed.

Not loudly. Not dramatically. But every woman in the kitchen felt it at once, like the house had shifted an inch beneath our feet.

Briar’s tone went clinical. “That’s not expansion. That’s targeting.”

Kaia set her mug down. “Targeting how?”

Briar’s eyes stayed on the packet. “Each of them connects to one of us.”

Rowan, not looking away from the sunlight, murmured, “Or they’re trying to see what happens when the support system becomes part of the experiment.”

Sienna eased into the circle, her nerves smoothing out as the group swallowed her up. “There’s more. Schedules, revised terms, participation requirements. I haven’t read all of it yet.”

Hallie glanced around the kitchen, eyes bright with trouble. “So, what? We play nice?”

Kaia’s smile sharpened. “Or we make them regret inviting witnesses.”

Elara sipped her latte, calm as sunrise. “Maybe that’s what they want. To see whether we fracture when the circle widens.”

I looked at Hallie, Kaia, Rowan, Elara, Briar, and Sienna. My chosen family. My chaos. My proof that love could break every rule and still hold together when it mattered.

Then I pulled Hallie closer and met Sienna’s worried gaze.

“We write our own rules.”

For a long second, nobody moved.

Then Kaia lifted her mug. “To breaking every rule they throw at us.”

The girls joined in, voices overlapping, the sound rising bright enough to burn through the old tension.

Even Briar softened, letting herself be pulled into the new center of gravity.

The house felt different already, charged, yes, but not fragile. Like we’d built something the university couldn’t crack, no matter how hard they tried to turn up the heat.

Phase Two.

Bring it the fuck on.


Phase Two Invitations


The kitchen had barely cooled off from Sienna’s bombshell, but nobody was in a hurry to drift away. Instead, we migrated, caffeine in hand, croissants trailing crumbs, into the living room, where the big velvet sectional hosted six of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, all in various states of curiosity, skepticism, and “let’s burn the place down.”

Sienna claimed the armchair like a professor prepping for battle. Her hair was half out of its clip, cheeks still pink from delivering the morning’s drama. The envelope with the Phase Two packet sat in her lap, crossed by her bare thighs, and she kept smoothing the edge like it might attack if left unsupervised.

Hallie snuggled up close beside me, her legs folded under, wearing my shirt and a pair of pale pink panties like the world’s most dangerous sleepover hostess. Kaia sprawled at the other end, feet on the coffee table, phone in one hand and a raspberry danish in the other. She’d swapped her pajamas for a sports bra and biker shorts, which meant the odds of her starting trouble were already doubled.

Rowan paced. I mean, it was Rowan, so technically she stalked the perimeter, posture taut, dark hair slashing across her cheekbones as she scanned the headlines of each new crisis. She didn’t sit down, didn’t even lean. Every time her name and Cam’s landed in the same breath, I could see the tension notch higher.

Elara curled up in the corner of the sofa, all golden calm and readerly grace, arms cradling her knees. She looked at the group like she was cataloging everyone’s emotions for future reference, but her voice, when she spoke, kept every spark of worry out of the air.

Briar was the one who meant business. She dressed like she was headed to a boardroom, legs crossed, packet open on her lap, pen already out. She didn’t just read, she dissected, every line getting the side-eye.

And me? I played it cool, shoulder-to-shoulder with Hallie, one arm slung over the back of the couch like I wasn’t two seconds from losing my mind over the way “expanded anchor variable” sounded like a threat instead of a typo.

Sienna cleared her throat. “Okay. Let’s get the official terms down, before anyone starts planning a champagne launch party.”

Kaia grinned. “What about a hot tub launch party? I feel like that’s more on-brand.”

“Maybe if we survive week one, you can pitch it to the IRB,” Sienna muttered. She flipped open the packet, the pages covered in bright blue and highlighted words. “So. Phase Two, officially called the Expanded Proximity Protocol.”

Hallie wiggled, like the words themselves tickled. She whispered in my ear, “You think they make loungewear for expanded proximity?”

I squeezed her thigh under the hem of my shirt, just to watch her bite her lip. “Might have to get you custom fitted,” I whispered back.

Sienna tried for a stern look, almost managed it. “Starting this week, all tier-two women, Cam, Jules, Lila, Piper, Harper, and Nora, are designated as secondary participants. Which means—”

“—we’re all getting sisters-in-law?” Hallie said, grinning.

“Not exactly.” Sienna’s voice got crisp. “They aren’t moving in full time. But they’ll have larger monthly stipends, expanded access to the house, and, this is key, mandatory minimum weekly house hours.”

Kaia whistled. “Mandatory, huh. That’s some spa-membership energy.”

“It’s not optional,” Sienna said. “They want at least twenty hours per week in approved group activity.”

“That’s a lot of hours,” Elara observed. “Especially with classes and jobs.”

Sienna nodded. “That’s why the incentives are higher. They’re not even pretending it’s for casual observation. The official line is expanded social-data collection, specifically by intensifying support-system integration.”

Briar flicked through the pages, scanning fast. “They name all six, right up front. Cam, Jules, Lila, Piper, Harper, and Nora. No substitutes. No open slots.”

Kaia’s brows went up. “Like a fantasy draft, but for emotionally dangerous women.”

Briar didn’t look amused. “It’s not random. They’re building clusters, not just grabbing the prettiest applicants. Look—” She jabbed at the page. “Each secondary is linked to one of us. Cam’s contract has Rowan’s name, Jules is paired with me, Lila with Hallie, Piper with Kaia, Nora with Elara, Harper with Sienna. They want the friend who knows every blind spot.”

I let that sink in. For a study supposedly about group cohesion, this was surgical. They weren’t giving us more bodies, they were shoving every main girl’s pressure point right into the heart of the family.

“Why them?” Rowan’s voice cut the room clear in half. “Why not randomize? Isn’t it supposed to be a social experiment?”

Sienna checked the packet again, frowning. “I don’t know. The consent forms reference group stability and resilience, but when you read between the lines, it’s like they want to introduce chaos agents on purpose.”

Kaia stretched, abs flexing under her top, and shot a look at Rowan. “Cam isn’t chaos. She’s just going to demand you stop bullshitting yourself.”

Rowan’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t take the bait. “Cam knows everything. If they’re inviting her in, they want the truth exposed.”

Hallie hugged her knees. “Lila’s not so bad. She’ll treat it like a challenge, but she just wants in on the jokes. I mean, it’s not like she didn’t already know what was going on here…” She trailed a finger along my thigh, almost absently, but her glance was sharp. “I wouldn’t mind if she stuck around more.”

Kaia cocked a brow. “You never said you had a thing for her.”

Hallie grinned, unrepentant. “I’m not the only one who likes soft curves in the hot tub, Kai.”

Kaia’s laugh was sharp enough to cut glass. “Guilty as charged. But Piper’s going to upend your entire scheduling system if you’re not ready. She thrives on havoc.”

“Piper likes you,” I said, just to see where it landed.

Kaia shrugged. “She likes anybody who doesn’t flinch. Including you. Especially if you can keep up with her.”

On the far end, Elara smoothed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Nora is steady. If they’re bringing her in, it’s because they want the emotional temperature to stay humane. She’s not going to let anyone tear themselves up over this.”

Briar interrupted, her tone dead serious. “Why is Harper in Sienna’s pod?”

Sienna went still, scanning the next page. “I… don’t know. Maybe because she’s seen my worst days and didn’t run?”

“She’s also the only one who calls you on your denials,” Briar said.

“Not comforting,” Sienna muttered, pulling her cardigan tighter.

Briar was in full lawyer mode now. She paged through to a section near the back, squinting. “Wait, who writes this shit? Listen. ‘Expanded anchor variable cohort grouping. Objective: measure stabilization threshold under conditions of peer-intimate variable expansion.’”

I frowned. “That’s not undergraduate psych language.”

“No,” Briar said, “it’s the kind of phrasing you use when you already know the outcome and want to justify it later.”

Hallie peered at the page, then up at me. “Expanded anchor. Babe, pretty sure you’re the anchor. Congratulations. You’re a variable now.”

Sienna slid the packet away, lips pressed tight. “Some of this language is above my clearance. Not admissions. Not even the campus IRB.”

“So it’s a shell game,” Kaia said. “They want to see if you can handle managing double the drama without the harem collapsing.”

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “They want to break us.”

Elara’s eyes met hers across the room, not contradicting but reshaping. “They want to see what still matters when we’re scattered,” she said, her voice a current beneath the tension. “And who reaches for each other anyway.”

For a moment the room went still.

What the university couldn’t see was that the real bond here wasn’t the contract, or the camera, or the cash. It was six women who’d already survived jealousy, secrecy, and the kind of late-night confessions that could gut you raw. Throw in every wildcard the admins could recruit, and it still didn’t feel fragile. Not if Hallie was nestled against my side, or if Kaia was ready to brawl with the next prompt that dared question her commitment.

Briar finally leaned back, more thoughtful than tense. “If this is how they’re going to play it, you know what we do, right?”

Hallie perked up. “Make breakfast cocktails?”

Kaia raised her glass. “Start a pool for which tier-two girl snaps first?”

Briar’s smile was thin but dangerous. “We choose each other. On purpose. Every time.”

Nobody argued.

Sienna, softer now, said, “We can set the weekly hours so it’s not just chaos. I have the master calendar.”

Hallie made a show of whispering in my ear: “Don’t let her color-code your sex schedule. We’ll never get you naked again.”

I couldn’t help it, I kissed the top of her head, breathing her in. “I’ll always make time for you.”

She gave me a look that said she absolutely planned to collect on that.

Rowan finally stopped pacing, sinking into the space between Kaia and Elara, but her eyes stayed fixed on the table. The minute Cam’s name came up, Rowan’s whole body talked: fists clenched, jaw set, gaze gone cool and empty. Cam wasn’t even in the house yet, but she already knew every battle scar on Rowan’s back. If Phase Two wanted to see real emotional fallout, Cam was the ideal audience.

For a second, I wondered if Cam would out Rowan and me before we even made it to the first group dinner. The idea made my pulse flicker, not all nerves.

Kaia, only half joking, said, “Think Cam will actually show up for all her required hours, or will she just text in her observations and blackmail us on the side?”

Rowan’s smile was tiny, but sharp. “She’ll be here. She’ll read the room before she says a word. Then she’ll rip the bandaid off.”

Elara squeezed Rowan’s hand, gentle in a way that made the group feel softer. “We’re more resilient than they think. Cam will see that.”

Briar didn’t let up. “You good, Ro?”

Rowan shrugged. “I don’t love being studied. But Cam would rather weaponize honesty than play spy games. At least I know what’s coming.”

I was about to say something reassuring, Rowan always did better when you reminded her the world couldn’t actually fire her, but my phone buzzed on the coffee table, the screen lighting up with Gray’s name.

Instant migraine.

I hesitated, thumb hovering, the urge to ignore it warring with the old reflex to never let Gray down. Hallie and Kaia were deep into some debate about the “mandatory pajama brunch,” but Rowan had gone still, every muscle waiting for a possible strike.

I unlocked the message.

Gray: “Hey, man. Is Rowan still acting weird? She barely talks to me and won’t tell me what’s up. Is the house fucking with her head? Can you talk to her? Or fix it? She listens to you.”

If I’d taken a punch straight to the ribs, it wouldn’t have floored me harder. My best friend, totally blind to the fact that half the problem breathing down Rowan’s neck was me.

I tried to keep my face blank. Didn’t move, didn’t even blink. But the whole room felt like it peeled back an inch, exposing every raw nerve.

Rowan caught it instantly. Her eyes locked on mine, the challenge clear: Does he know? Had I given it away?

Briar’s gaze flickered from the phone to my hand, then to Rowan, calculation running at full tilt.

Sienna, oblivious to the real reason the air had turned radioactive, tried for diplomacy. “If we can keep communication open, they won’t get the drama they’re hoping for. We manage the tier-twos like pros, the data reads boring, and we keep control of the house.”

Hallie giggled. “You say boring, but if Piper wears her red bikini, the study’s going to need a cold shower.”

Kaia snorted, but didn’t deny it. “There’s a reason I’m the only one who ever wins at distraction prompts.”

Elara, reading the room like a pro, reached over and brushed Hallie’s hand, an anchor in the rising current. “We can do this,” she said softly. “Together.”

But Rowan wasn’t looking at her. She was looking at me. Her mouth set in a line, her whole posture demanding an answer I couldn’t give, not out loud, not with Gray’s trust twisting the knife in my chest.

I typed a quick deflection: “She’s adjusting. New schedule, more chaos. I’ll check in.”

It was technically true, and technically nothing. Gray replied instantly: “Thanks, man. You’ve always had her back.”

Yeah, I had her back. And every other part of her, in ways Gray didn’t want to imagine.

Beside me, Hallie nuzzled in, either not noticing the tremor or pretending very convincingly. Kaia launched a challenge about who could endure more “mandatory hours” without murdering a camera, which got enough group laughter to loosen the tension.

But the aftershock from Gray’s text lingered. I glanced at Briar, found her watching the exchange with a level, unreadable expression. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.

Sienna set the study packet on the table and drew a deep breath. “We need to make this official. A pact between all of us.”

She extended her hand to the center of the table, palm down. Hallie placed hers on top immediately, not even pretending to hesitate. Kaia’s followed, her rings catching the light. Elara’s hand joined more deliberately, her touch gentle but certain. Briar watched the stack for half a beat like she was evaluating the structural integrity of a bridge, then added hers with crisp finality.

I placed mine over theirs, feeling the warmth of skin against skin, the slight tremor in someone’s fingers—maybe mine.

Rowan stared at our stacked hands for a long moment before sliding hers on top, completing the circle. “Whatever happens,” she said, voice low and fierce, “we choose each other. Not them.”

If the study wanted to push us to the breaking point, they’d have to try a hell of a lot harder.

But damn if the universe didn’t know every button to press, starting with the one labeled Gray.

The meeting dissolved into smaller clusters, Hallie claiming my lap, Kaia hatching plans to prank Piper and Lila, Elara and Briar drawing Sienna out of her nerves with questions about the next official “interaction event.”

But underneath, I could feel the axis shift: Cam, Jules, Lila, Piper, Harper, Nora. We weren’t just a harem anymore. We were a fortress, with the pressure points surgically exposed. Every touch, every glance, every text, now carried triple the meaning.

Blackwood House hummed with secret heat, the air thick with promise and threat.

Phase Two had arrived.

And if I was really the anchor, I’d better hold everyone together before the next message landed and the whole experiment went up in velvet lightning.


Rowan's Locked Door


By the time midnight rolled around, the house was a different animal.

Gone was this morning’s playful group banter and the parade of bare legs and borrowed T-shirts. Tonight, the halls ran slow and thick with tension, a velvet hush that made every door mean something. Even the air felt different, each inhale carrying traces of perfume, sweat, and the old wood of the banisters, like the house itself couldn’t forget who’d fucked where, or which secrets still clung to the walls.

I tried to run the numbers on Phase Two, but my brain wouldn’t shut up about Gray.

Not Gray himself, he wasn’t here, thank god, but the echo of his text still burned under my skin. “She listens to you,” he’d said. “Can you talk to her? Or fix it? She barely talks to me.”

I’d told myself it didn’t sting. I lied.

The dumbest part was, I missed the version where I was still the safe friend, the one who could fix things with a late-night beer or a half-assed pep talk. Back then, the only thing between Gray and disaster was me.

Now? I was the disaster.

I drifted through the house, letting the hush push me forward, past the shuttered windows and the half-lit marble foyer. Every room looked staged for a hookup: blankets rumpled on a velvet sofa, a pair of Kaia’s shorts on the stairs, the faint swirl of coconut and vanilla trailing from Hallie’s direction. Briar’s bedroom door was closed, which probably meant don’t even think about it, but the light under Rowan’s door glowed like a bullseye.

It would’ve been smarter to turn the other way.

Instead, I hovered at the end of her hallway, phone heavy in my hand, replaying Gray’s words like they might change if I stared at them long enough.

She listens to you.

I didn’t know if I could live with what that meant.

My phone chimed, a new text, sharp and fast.

Ro: You up?

Tate: Yeah.

Ro: Come here.

No hesitation, no please, definitely no smile. That was vintage Rowan. Direct, dangerous, impossible to misread.

I didn’t waste time knocking.

I found Rowan perched on the edge of her mattress, hunched forward, arms braced on her knees. The lamp behind her cast her in half-shadow, turning her already intense eyes into green candles burning in the dark. Her jawline was freshly scrubbed, almost bruised with the effort of holding it together, and her hair was up in a messy twist. She wore an old Blackwood hoodie and nothing else, bare thighs, feet planted like she was about to sprint.

If you’d told me this was the girl Gray still thought he understood, I would’ve said you had no idea who you were talking about.

Rowan looked up and nailed me with a stare.

She looked up at me, eyes hard in the half-light. “Took you long enough.”

Her voice was rough, stretched thin like she hadn’t spoken for hours.

I leaned against the door. “Your text wasn’t exactly subtle.”

She snorted, but there was no smile. “Good. I didn’t want to play twenty questions with the group tonight.”

She motioned for me to shut the door, but didn’t stand or move closer. Just waited. The room smelled like rosemary shampoo and Rowan’s sweat, restless, sharp, a little bit wild.

“Let’s get to it,” she said. “What did Gray say?”

Straight to the jugular. Classic.

I hesitated. Not because I didn’t want to tell her, but because saying it out loud meant the lie lost its last excuse.

“He texted me after the meeting. Wanted to know why you were being ‘weird.’ If the house was getting to you. Asked if I could get you to talk.”

Rowan’s laugh was ice cold. “So, he still thinks you’re the therapist. The good guy. Not the real problem.”

I nodded. “He doesn’t see anything. Not even a hint.”

Rowan stood, as sudden as a warning shot, and prowled the two steps between us. “And what did you tell him?”

I kept my back to the door, palms open. “Just that you were adjusting. New schedule, more chaos. I said I’d check in.”

She moved in close, so fast I forgot to breathe. Her face was right there, green eyes cutting through bullshit like glass.

“That what you’re doing now? Checking in?” She kept her voice low, but the muscle in her jaw flexed with every word. “You going to tell me to be a good girl, go back to Gray, play nice?”

I shook my head, honest. “I couldn’t say that if I tried. You’d break my nose.”

She smirked, but the defiance was cracked. “You’re right. I’d do it with a smile.”

I wanted to reach for her, but I made myself hold the line. Rowan was a storm right now, and if I didn’t find the anchor, one or both of us would break the house in half.

“Rowan.” Her name tasted like risk. “If you want me to back off… You just have to say it.”

She scoffed, moving even closer, so close I could feel her breath on my cheek. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. You’re not going to back off. Not unless you want to.”

I clenched my jaw. “You’re not wrong. I don’t want to.”

She gripped the material of her own sleeve, knuckles going white. “Then stop standing there like Gray owns the fucking future. He’s not even in the fucking house.”

I tried to push back, but she was right. So I told her the thing I hadn’t said to anyone.

“He thinks I’m the safe one. The only person he’d trust to look after you, if it all went sideways.”

Rowan’s mouth twisted, equal parts pain and disgust. “That’s a joke.”

I nodded, no defense. “Maybe it was true once.”

“Not anymore.” Her voice dropped. “You know what I remember, Tate? First time we fucked, I made it a secret because I didn’t want to hurt him. But it was never just about Gray. I wanted you. I’m tired of pretending it wasn’t a choice.”

I swallowed. My mouth was dry as sand. “You were never a mistake. Not for me.”

She searched my face, hunting for the lie, and when she didn’t find it, she just shook her head, angry at something she couldn’t punch out of existence.

“So why do I feel like hiding this is poisoning me?”

I exhaled, slow. “Because it is. But the fallout—”

“No,” she said, voice going dangerous again. “Don’t feed me lines about consequences. Own it. Tell me you want me, Tate. Tell me you fucking choose me.”

It hit like a slap.

I’d spent so long trying to keep the harem safe, trying to keep secrets from exploding, I’d forgotten what it meant to just say the truth and let the world burn for it.

I stepped forward, crowding her up against the wall, and cupped her jaw in my hand.

“I want you, Rowan. Not because you’re easier. God knows you’re not.” My thumb dragged along her jaw, and I held her there, close enough to feel her breath catch. “I want you because you make every lie feel impossible. Because you look at me like you already know the truth and you’re just waiting for me to stop being a coward. So here it is. I choose you.”

She sucked in a breath, her chest rising under the hoodie. The contact was electric, her skin hotter than any logic.

“For how long?” she whispered, voice sharp enough to draw blood.

I said it without blinking. “As long as you’ll have me.”

The air vibrated between us. For a half-second, I thought she might punch me anyway. Instead, Rowan tangled one hand in my shirt and yanked me in, lips crashing to mine with zero hesitation.

No warmup. No pretend. Just hunger, reckless and raw.

Our mouths met in a clash, teeth bumping, tongues battling for space. She tasted like mint gum and adrenaline, and the way she ground her hips into mine left no question about what she wanted. My cock hardened instantly, pressing against the denim, needing her so bad it physically hurt.

She broke the kiss first, grabbing my jaw so hard it almost bruised. “You want to fuck me? Or just confess all night?”

Maybe it should’ve felt desperate, but it was pure Rowan: challenge first, softness after. If ever.

“You think I’m afraid of you?” I growled, low in her ear.

She grinned, equal parts wild and wounded. “You should be.”

I could’ve tossed her on the bed, but Rowan was a runner, so I spun her and pinned her to the wall, bodies mashed, barely holding back. My hands bracketed her waist, fingers digging into bare thigh where the hoodie rucked up. She wrapped a leg around my hip, grinding into me, so ready for a fight I almost forgot we weren’t supposed to be doing this at all.

She sucked my bottom lip between her teeth and bit down, hard enough to mark. “Let’s see it, Sterling. You talk a big game.”

“Look at me,” I said, voice gone to sandpaper. “You’re not a mistake. You never were.”

She shuddered, and for a heartbeat, I saw the scared version of Rowan, the one who thought she’d lose everything if the truth got out. Then it was gone, replaced by the girl who’d burn down every bridge for a real chance at freedom.

I kissed her again, deeper this time, swallowing the sound she made. She clutched at my shirt, nails scraping my chest, hauling me closer until there was nothing but heat and friction and the familiar taste of ruined control.

She clawed the hem of the hoodie up, exposing the hard planes of her stomach, the curve of her bare tits, skin flushed and impossible to ignore. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath, just sweat and a dare.

My hands found her breasts, thumbs rough against her nipples, and she arched into me like I’d touched a live wire.

Rowan’s voice was ragged. “You want to make this real? Stop holding back.”

I obliged.

In one motion, I hoisted her up, legs wrapping tight around my hips. Her pussy was hot and dripping, and the way she ground herself against my cock through my jeans nearly broke me. I backed us toward the bed, almost tripping on a stray textbook, but Rowan just laughed, spitting challenge.

“Can’t even make it to the sheets, can you?”

I tossed her down, and she hit the mattress, bouncing once, hair falling in a mess around her face. She sprawled there, legs open, hoodie half-off, eyes locked on mine and daring me to pretend I didn’t want her more than oxygen.

I stripped my shirt off, then followed her down, pinning her wrists above her head. Our mouths collided again, but this time it was less bite, more devour.

I ground my hips into her, cock pressed tight to her bare slit, soaking the denim instantly. The friction sent sparks through me, and Rowan moaned, hips bucking into mine, greedy for more.

Her thighs gripped my waist with bruising pressure. “Rip them off,” she whispered, meaning my jeans.

I did, shoving denim down past my ass, barely slowing enough to get them all the way off before collapsing back between her legs. Her nails scraped my sides, leaving streaks of heat.

She rocked her hips, dragging her pussy up the length of my cock. Wet, hot, and already so fucking ready. We’d barely started, but it felt like we’d been building to this for a year.

I reached down, and Rowan slapped my hand away, taking control and lining me up herself. She braced her feet on my hips, then pulled me flush against her entrance.

“No going back?” I asked, searching her face.

Rowan’s eyes burned. “I stopped wanting to go back a long time ago. Fuck me like you mean it.”

No more questions.

I slid in, slow at first, inch by inch, letting her adjust. She was tight, slick, and the second I bottomed out, her head snapped back, a guttural moan ripping from her throat.

“Fuck. Yes.”

I started to move, just enough to feel her pulse around me, but Rowan wouldn’t let it be gentle. She hooked her ankles behind me, locking me in, and rolled her hips to take me deeper with every thrust.

The intensity was blinding. Every time I drove into her, she matched me, sweat slick against sweat, her body arching to take it all. It wasn’t about romance, not now. It was about hunger, the kind that made you lose your grip on right and wrong and just exist in the moment.

She met every thrust with a challenge, her nails digging into my ass, her teeth marking my shoulder, every noise she made more raw than the last. I grabbed her by the hips and fucked her harder, reckless, desperate, like if we could just keep moving, the truth would stay hidden.

But it never did.

I looked down into her face, open and wild and honest in a way that hurt, and she saw it. She saw me, the wreckage of Gray’s trust, the heat I couldn’t fake, and she loved it all.

She bit my earlobe, voice electric against my skin. “Tell me you want all of me.”

I slammed in, deep, holding there. “I want you. All of you. Not just in secret.”

Rowan shuddered, pussy clamping around my cock, her climax building so fast I almost missed the way her breath caught.

She locked her gaze on mine, green eyes shining even through the sweat and fucked-out haze. “You’re going to come inside me. I want to feel it. I want to know you’re not just hiding behind Gray.”

Rowan’s words snapped the final thread of whatever self-control I’d been clinging to. In that instant, everything else, the experiment, Gray on the other side of campus, the consequences waiting in the morning, melted down to just her, just me, just the riot in our bodies and the war we’d been fighting for months.

I didn’t slow. I drove into her with a pace that bordered on savage, every thrust a dare for her to tell me this was still a mistake, to admit she didn’t want me as much as I wanted her. She never flinched. She slammed her hips up to meet me, nails raking bloody crescents into my back, half punishment, half plea to never stop. Her head hit the pillow, hair wild, lips parted in a gasp that turned to something close to a sob.

Rowan’s entire body seized, and I felt her clench down on me, pussy gripping so tight it almost hurt. She came hard, shuddering under me, her voice gone to a silent scream as everything in her world funneled into this one, raw moment. The intensity in her face, eyes squeezed shut, jaw locked, made me want to ruin her again and again, just to keep seeing her like this. She was all fight, all the time, but here, with me, she let herself be undone.

That broke me.

I came not a second later, hips thrusting with a helpless, stuttering rhythm as I unloaded inside her. The wave hit, hot and sharp and overwhelming, and I buried my face in her neck so I didn’t shout her name loud enough to bring everyone running. I pumped into her until I was spent, Rowan milking every last drop with the aftershocks of her own orgasm. Her legs cinched around my waist in a grip that said you’re not leaving, not now, not ever, and for a second, I thought I might actually stay there forever.

The world shrank to the pulse where we connected and the raw taste of her name in my mouth. My back burned from the marks she’d left; my hands still shook from the effort of holding her together while she fell apart. The heat between us didn’t fade, not even as the last quakes passed and her body softened beneath mine.

Rowan’s breath came in tiny, uneven gasps, her chest heaving under the sweat-slick hoodie. I kissed her, slower this time, and she let out a noise that was half groan, half laugh. Her arms looped around my neck, holding me close, neither of us ready to let go.

I rolled us onto our sides, staying inside her, and pressed my forehead to hers. For a moment, the only sound was our breathing, ragged and in sync, a two-person storm in a room that, a minute ago, had been so silent you could hear the clock on the wall.

She blinked, still a little wild-eyed, and dragged a thumb across my cheek. “You’re a fucking disaster,” she whispered, but there was nothing cruel in it, only awe and some new, fragile kind of affection.

“Guess that makes two of us,” I said, and she grinned, baring her teeth. Then she kissed me again, gentler, and the taste of it made me dizzy.

Rowan was the first to move. She raked her hair away, then rolled to her side with catlike elegance, dragging her palm down my chest.

“Jesus, Tate. You ever fuck like that when you’re not risking complete annihilation?”

I barked a laugh, but there was no chill in it. “Apparently you’re my secret weapon.”

She grinned, but it faded around the edges. “You’re going to hate me if Cam figures it all out.”

I caught her wrist, holding her hand to my chest. “Not possible. You’re too honest to ever be a villain.”

She shook her head, not quite believing it. “That’s what scares me. Lying isn’t supposed to feel this good.”

I tugged her closer, wrapped her up, even when she tried to play it like she didn’t need the hold.

“We’re not a mistake, Rowan. Even if the whole world says so.”

She nodded, then popped her head up, pure mischief. “You planning to sneak out, or do I get to flaunt you in the hallway?”

I grinned, but the aftercare was real, gentle strokes along her hip, the slow ease of breathing until our pulses calmed.

Eventually, Rowan stretched, grabbed a pair of shorts, and curled back into her bed like nothing could touch her. “Don’t let Cam eat you alive.”

“Not unless you want to watch the show,” I shot back.

She rolled her eyes. But when I started to leave, her voice caught me.

“Tate. Don’t let it ruin you.”

It landed, quiet and deadly honest.

I nodded and slipped out.

The hallway outside Rowan’s door was nearly black, the only light spilling from a sconce at the far end. That’s where I saw her.

Cam.

She was all long limbs and precise posture, just stepping out of the guest hall like timing itself had decided to ruin me. Her face didn’t give away a thing, but when our eyes met, I felt the hook: curiosity, judgment, and something else, coiled tight.

She didn’t say a word. Didn’t need to.

Cam stared me down, made me hold it, then turned and walked away, her silhouette vanishing into the next room, heels silent on the runner.

Yeah. She knew. Maybe not the details, but enough.

By the time I returned to my own room, every muscle in my body vibrated with aftershocks. The secret wasn’t safer now. Just deeper.

But at least for tonight, I knew choosing Rowan wasn’t the thing that broke me. Hiding her might be.

Bring on Phase Two.


Briar's Pattern Board


The library was supposed to be a sanctuary, but today it felt like a sealed lab. No hallway traffic, no flutter of underclassmen feigning focus for the sake of finals week. Just a hush pressed so close to the stone walls that my own footsteps sounded like a warning.

Briar was nowhere near the main reading room. She’d picked the archive level: lower floor, far corner, where the air was so cold it could bite, and the windows wore centuries-old glass. There were rumors about this wing, stories of doctoral students losing weeks down in the stacks and resurfacing with white hair and enough research to send the provost running.

I found her at a carrel with its own battered brass lamp and a barricade of manila folders, colored string, and her phone running encrypted notes. She didn’t look up right away. For a second, I forgot why I was here and just watched her work.

Briar had this way of moving, spine straight, hands elegant but never wasteful. Her blouse was the pale blue that matched her eyes exactly, and there was not a wrinkle on her. Even her hair—dark blonde and glossy, pulled back with just enough polish, looked like an argument against chaos.

She finished typing before she spoke.

“You’re late,” Briar said, not quite cold, but nowhere close to soft. “I had to reorganize because they’re running an archive tour upstairs.”

I let myself smirk. “You sound like you’d rather eat glass than share oxygen with a campus tour guide.”

She allowed herself half a smile, then tapped a pen against the largest folder. “I’m not here for the atmosphere. Sit.”

The chair across from her was old enough to have been carved by monks. I took it, careful to avoid scattering any of the notes or string. Up close, the smell of paper and something sharper, probably Briar’s perfume, filled the space between us. She watched me watching her.

“You want to see the theory or just stare at me?”

Fair. I dragged my attention to the pattern board she’d built from printer paper and precision. Several columns, neat color-coding, circled names, and a few clusters with lines so thickly drawn they almost left grooves in the page.

Phase Two: Expanded Proximity Protocol

At the top, in her meticulous handwriting. Underneath, two sets of names, then arrows pointing from one column to the next.

Cam Rowan

Jules Briar

Lila Hallie

Piper Kaia

Nora Elara

Harper Sienna

No fluff, no margin notes. Just the math.

I traced a fingertip under the first pair. “You don’t buy the theory that this is all random, do you?”

She looked at me through those glacier-pale eyes. “If you believe in randomness, you haven’t read the contracts.”

A shiver ran through me, though it had nothing to do with the chill in the library. “Go on.”

Briar leaned forward, setting her elbows just so. “Rowan’s best friend, Cam, now has a Phase Two contract. So does mine, Jules. Hallie gets Lila. Kaia gets Piper. Elara gets Nora. Sienna gets Harper. Six main pairs, none of them incidental. The new women aren’t just observers. They’re specific matches based on long-term social ties and—” she hesitated, just a fraction “—pressure points. Whoever designed Phase Two wanted the right eyes in the right place.”

The hair on my neck prickled. I thought of Cam in the hallway last night: the way she’d watched me leave Rowan’s room, all sharp questions and no apology. If she said anything to Gray, the whole house would catch fire.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “You’re saying they’re supposed to catch us out. Or get the right response.”

“Don’t cheapen it. It’s more elegant than that.” Briar gestured to the next set of pages, where she’d highlighted phrases like “proximity variable” and “expanded anchor effect.” There was a list of mandatory hours, contract overlap timings so tight they looked algorithmic, and sections of prompt language designed to nudge people just off their balance.

She pointed again, slower this time. “It isn’t just about surveillance. They want to see what happens when you put each main woman in close quarters with one person who knows her best, and, theoretically, can destabilize her.”

It made sense, in a way I hated.

I looked at Briar. “So, which one’s supposed to destabilize you?”

Her expression didn’t shift, but her fingers dug in a little tighter on the pen. “Ask the question you want to ask, Tate.”

I let the silence stretch. Sometimes, with Briar, you had to let her see you wouldn’t blink first.

“Fine. Why does it bother you so much that Jules is here?” I paused, watching her every micro-expression. “You’re not afraid of her.”

“No,” Briar said. She looked at the ceiling, then back at me. “Jules is the only person on this campus who knows when I’m lying to myself. She’ll see how much this…” She cleared her throat. “How much this matters to me. I’d rather not have the truth that visible.”

It felt like a confession, for her. Maybe that’s why she looked almost sick as she said it.

I kept my tone gentle. “You know you don’t have to be perfect for us, right?”

“Don’t.” Briar’s voice was low, not quite a warning. “I don’t need that kind of comfort.”

“I’m not comforting you,” I said. My voice was even softer, but I didn’t look away. “I’m telling you how it is.”

She stared at me, stubborn tension in her jaw. “Control is the only thing that’s ever kept me safe.”

“Maybe it’s not the only thing anymore.”

Her smile was brittle, but real. “You’re very confident for a man who lost a staring contest to Cam Fournier last night.”

I laughed, quiet, sharp. “Cam’s a force of nature. Even Rowan can’t out-stare her.”

“She doesn’t have to. Cam just waits until you give away your center.” Briar slid two more cards across the table, one marked “Subject Variable: Anchor” and the other redacted so heavily only the label survived: SUBJECT 12: ANCHOR RESPONSE.

I reached for it. She snapped her fingers.

“Do not touch anything until I say you can.”

I froze, then raised both hands like I was being frisked. “Understood.”

The tension ratcheted up. I could see the pulse jump in her throat. Not fear, something hungrier. Briar was testing me to see if I would flinch.

I didn’t.

She waited, seeing if I’d break the silence. When I didn’t, she shifted tactics, stood, as graceful as a runner coming off the blocks, and walked to my side of the table. I could smell the sharpness of her perfume, overlaying the old-paper scent.

“Stand up,” Briar said, just above a whisper.

I did.

She turned me so my back was to the wall. If she wanted privacy, this was the spot: lights at half-strength, no sightlines from the stacks, just the silent company of locked archive cabinets and three feet of scuffed stone floor. “Nobody comes to this section,” she murmured, her voice low but precise. “I’ve spent enough time here to know. The archivists only check once a day, at ten.” Her eyes flickered up to mine, clinical assessment giving way to something darker. “Nobody will see what I let you do to me.”

The air between us went static.

She set her palm flat on my chest, steady. “Don’t touch me until I say so.”

“I can do that.”

“I know you can.” She drew a breath, eyes scanning my face, measuring if I was serious. Satisfied, Briar leaned in, lips barely grazing my jaw before dragging down to my throat. Her tongue was hot, precise. Nothing wasted, not a romantic swoon, just a confirmation that she’d chosen this.

Her hand moved to my belt. She undid it with surgical speed.

Nothing about the way she kissed or touched was frantic, but I was already straining to keep still. I let her direct it, her mouth at my earlobe, her palm sliding beneath my shirt, slow and methodical, tracing abs and the line above my hip.

When she reached my cock, she wrapped her hand around me, squeezing just enough to make it sting. The sound I made, more a growl than anything, drew a pleased smile from her. Then she unbuttoned her own blouse, each movement controlled, not flashy. Her bra was black lace, perfectly subtle, and she let me see but not touch.

I waited, unmoving, and watched her.

She freed my cock, then held it in her fist, curving her palm around the head and stroking slow, so deliberate it felt like she was mapping responses for an experiment. “You like being told what to do,” Briar said, half-mocking.

“You like testing limits,” I shot back.

Her cheeks went a little pinker, which pleased me.

For a few heartbeats, it was all friction, her hand, my skin, the faint rustle of her skirt rising as she guided my cock exactly where she wanted it.

She turned, bracing one hand against the wall, then used her other hand to tug her underwear aside. The way she did it, efficient, almost impersonal, should have killed the mood, but that glint in her eyes said otherwise.

When she bent forward, the skirt bunched up around her hips, displaying her ass and long legs. I stayed put, letting her set every term.

She looked over her shoulder, composure holding, but barely. “Come here.”

I stepped close, angling my body to shield her from any sightlines out in the corridor. My cock was already leaking. I let myself imagine what she’d do if someone walked in right now, but even that risk was under her control. She would finish what she started and then calmly adjust her clothes, smarter and sharper than the idiots who thought they could rattle her.

She pressed her ass into me, guiding my tip to the tight, soaked heat between her legs.

At the last second, she paused.

“Do not come until I tell you to.”

There was a raw, electric thrill in obeying her. I pushed inside slow, inch by inch, careful not to fumble the first thrust, even though my body screamed at me to take her faster.

Briar gasped, but caught the sound behind her teeth. I drove deeper, not slamming, just claiming every centimeter until my hips were flush to her ass.

For a second, she let herself rest her forehead on the wall. “You think you know what I want?” she said, voice gone hoarse.

“I know you want to let go without falling apart.”

In one motion, I gripped her waist, steady, reassuring, not rough, and pulled her back onto me. Hard. Her body shuddered, and I caught a glimpse of real, unguarded hunger. That look alone was almost enough to finish me.

She bucked against me, in total silence, except for the obscene wet sounds every time I bottomed out.

I had to grit my teeth not to lose control. It was hotter than any library fantasy I’d ever had: the faint risk, the smell of her, the way every part of her signaled composure until I found the crack in her armor.

“Briar,” I whispered, close to her ear, “let me see you.”

She shivered, voice breaking through the restraint. “You already do. That’s the problem.”

I slowed, rotating my hips, grinding my cock inside her, and for a second the world shrank to nothing but the obscene friction of our bodies and the savage heat pooling, then spiking, behind my eyes. Briar’s fingers clawed at the wall, nails scraping grooves in the paint, and the way she arched and pushed back onto me was pure animal, all the more shocking for how carefully she’d composed herself just a minute before.

She didn’t beg, not quite. Even now, at the edge of losing herself, Briar Callahan would not surrender the lead. But there was a tremor to her voice, a heartbreakingly tiny crack, when she breathed, “Please,” so soft I might have missed it if I weren’t entirely hers already.

That snapped something in me. Whatever restraint I had left was gone, and I slammed into her, using every inch of leverage the tight space would allow. But it wasn’t mindless. It was a rhythm, a pulse—dominated by her want, not my need. I could feel her body fighting to keep control, muscles clenching, spine taut as a bowstring, but with every thrust she yielded a little more, until she was meeting me, taking me, daring me to fuck her until the mask cracked permanently.

Briar’s face was angled away, but I knew without looking that she was biting her lower lip, holding the sound behind her teeth. Her hand balled into a fist against the wall. When she finally let out a cry it was muffled and fierce, an animal’s snarl made by a girl who’d never lost a contest in her life.

The wet, desperate clutch of her cunt nearly undid me. I grit my teeth, digging my fingers into her hips so hard I worried about leaving marks, and just before I came I bent forward, lips at her ear, and whispered, “You want to know what I want?”

She shook her head, a raw, wordless denial. She wasn’t ready to give me that. Instead, she turned her head slightly, meeting my eyes over her shoulder.

“Now,” Briar said. “Come inside me. I want to feel it.”

I came. There was no lead-up, no warning; the orgasm hit like a demolition charge. My mind blanked out, white-hot and absolute, vision fraying at the edges as I bottomed out inside Briar. My body jolted through a final, brutal thrust and she gasped—it ripped right out of her, a shudder tearing through her as she squeezed down on me, milking every last spasm while I pulsed inside her, coming hard.

I had to brace myself against her back, just to keep from collapsing. A torrent of cum surged into her, and for a moment it felt endless. Rope after thick rope flooded her until it started to leak and trail down her inner thigh, proof of how much I’d lost control.

My heart hammered in my throat. If anyone had walked into the stacks, they’d have smelled the sex in the air, or seen the way her skirt was still bunched up at her waist, my belt undone, and known everything. But in that moment, neither of us would have cared.

I stayed inside her, panting, stunned, forehead pressed to her shoulder. For a long time neither of us moved. Then, very slowly, Briar straightened her spine, drawing herself upright with a self-possession that would have shamed a surgeon. She reached back, palmed my thigh, and gave it a gentle squeeze that felt almost like a thank you.

Then she let go. She fixed the hem of her skirt, smoothed her blouse, and buttoned it up with fingers that only shook a little. She didn’t bother looking over her shoulder to see if I was staring; she knew that I was.

I tucked myself away, still throbbing, still a little high from the aftershocks. My brain was a splatter of fireworks and static. I tried to find words, but Briar beat me to it.

“Next time, you’re not getting off that easy,” she said, running a thumb along my jaw in a gesture so tender it nearly undid me worse than the orgasm had. Her tone was dry, but her eyes were warm, no longer glacier cold but soft and shining, like she’d let herself be unguarded for just this flicker of time.

I kissed her temple, risking the contact. She didn’t pull away. In fact, she leaned into it, letting her forehead rest against my cheek for the span of two heartbeats before collecting herself again.

She let her fingers rest on my hand, just for a second, before she went back to her pattern board.

I watched her, silent for once, as she arranged her evidence into new configurations.

“Look,” she said, gesturing to the two tightest clusters, Rowan/Cam and Briar/Jules. “These are the immediate test pairings. If there’s a breakthrough or a breakdown, it starts here.”

I nodded, but my attention snagged on the tab she’d left uncovered: SUBJECT 12: ANCHOR RESPONSE.

It vibrated in my chest like a note I couldn’t let go.

“Who’s the anchor?” I asked, already knowing.

She looked at me, finally vulnerable, for real this time. “That’s what I need to find out.”

But I could see it in her eyes. She was almost afraid to say it.

Briar closed the folder, fingers lingering on the label. “Don’t flatter yourself, Tate. It could be any of us.”

“That’s not how it feels,” I said, quietly.

She squeezed my hand, then let go. For a heartbeat, the silence between us was more intimate than anything else that had happened in the alcove.

“Go,” Briar said. “I have to clean this up before the next tour.”

But as I stepped away, she pressed a paper into my hand. Most of it was blacked out, the redactions brutal and deliberate.

Only one phrase remained untouched.

ANCHOR RESPONSE.

We didn’t need to say another word.

I left the library knowing Phase Two wasn’t about chaos. It was about me, and how much I could hold together, or break apart, before the whole design came down.

Maybe Briar was right to be afraid.

I couldn’t tell if that made me want to run or prove I could be the anchor she needed, no matter what the study threw at us.

Either way, I wasn’t walking away. Not from Briar. Not from any of it.


Sienna's Compromised Access


The next summons wasn’t subtle. Later that afternoon, my phone vibrated with the study notification, official, clinical, but with the kind of urgency that only meant one thing: Sienna wanted answers, or she was about to cave in and give me some.

So I cut across campus, through the swarms of students desperate for last-minute grades, and up the back stairs of the Psychology Building. Sienna’s office sat on the top floor, with a view through foggy old windows of Blackwood House and the lake beyond, sunlight filtered soft through storm clouds. From the outside, it was all clean lines: a frosted glass nameplate, neutral carpet, and a door that clicked shut with a sound that said leave your secrets here.

Inside, the place looked more like a mind palace than an office: every book perfectly aligned, one of those Newton’s cradle things on a shelf for show, a rich blue couch in the window’s glow, and Sienna herself behind her wide desk. Tablet, files, a legal pad with her spidery, decisive handwriting. The air tasted like coffee and her perfume, a scientific blend of vanilla and something unplaceable but addictive.

She wore a fitted blazer over a cream blouse and navy skirt, legs crossed. If there was a dress code for “psych professor with a dangerous secret,” she’d written it herself. But her hair was down, dark auburn waves curling softer around her face than I’d ever seen, and her eyes were warm blue, not cold, not guarded, just...tired. And anxious.

The moment I walked in, she shut the door with a quiet click and eyed me over the rim of her glasses. It was less dominatrix than damage control, but still, my blood rushed low and hot.

“Tate,” she said, her voice pure professionalism, but her hands betrayed her by fidgeting with the stylus. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

I slid into the chair across from her. “You keep asking and I keep showing up. Feels like you’re getting attached.”

Her lips twitched, but the smile died before it could live. “I need you locked in for the whole session today. There are...additional questions.” She barely glanced at the tablet, as if touching the actual content might burn her.

She scanned the script, pretending she hadn’t already memorized it, but even from here, I caught the bolded prompts: expanded anchor variable, Anchor Response, embedded in the interview flow like bear traps.

Sienna drew a breath. “Phase Two is about measuring how core participants adapt to increased proximity and—” she stopped, recalibrated. “—to external stressors, including monitoring, sexual overlap, and emotional volatility in the house.”

I couldn’t let her get away with playing robot again. “Try that with less jargon. Or just tell me what’s keeping you up at night.”

Her eyes darted to me, sharp, embarrassed. “I’m expected to maintain a line, Tate. Ethics. Boundaries. And I am, was, one of the designers of this stage. But I don’t have full access to the updated interview language. Some is redacted even from me.” She hesitated, voice dropping. “And some of it...scares me. You should know that.”

I leaned in, elbows propped. “Let me guess. You hit the word ANCHOR and the file kicked you out.”

She stilled, then met my gaze for real. “Yes. And now it’s everywhere. Anchor Response, expanded anchor variable, stability measurement, phrases that weren’t in the original spec. It’s as if the experiment changed direction and someone forgot to warn the researchers.”

I watched the mask flicker. “So the researcher is now the rat.”

Silence. For three heartbeats, I counted the flush working its way up her throat.

She flipped to a fresh page, but her hands trembled. “I can’t ask these questions as if you’re just data. I know you, Tate. They want me to probe for...’response to containment breakdown’ and ‘unrestricted emotional convergence.’”

“Let me see,” I said, gentle but firm.

She slid the tablet across. It stopped short of my reach, as if the desk itself was still a force field.

The document was a nightmare of edits. Every other paragraph had lines through it or black bars over key terms, like someone was daring us to guess. One section, flagged in red, said only:

SUBJECT 12: ANCHOR RESPONSE. See restricted protocol file // clearance required.

Another, just beneath, was a single cryptic note:

PHASE THREE: [RESTRICTED] // EARLY FLAG—MONITOR.

I whistled. “You’re not supposed to show me this, are you?”

Her laugh was more of a flinch. “I’m not even supposed to see it myself. But I have to pretend I’m in control, or they might replace me as your handler. And then—we’d both be exposed.”

“Is that what you’re afraid of?” I kept my voice low. “Losing control, or losing us?”

Her mouth opened, shut. The careful lines she’d drawn around herself started to blur.

“I think,” Sienna said, after an eternity, “I’m afraid that the moment the study doesn’t need my access, or my...capacity to explain things, I’ll be disposable. And so will whatever this is between us.” She met my eyes, and in that instant I saw all the self-doubt, the war of wanting and not-knowing, right there.

“If you really believed that,” I said, “you wouldn’t have brought me in after hours. Or shown me the files. Or risked everything with me, not once, but over and over.”

She blinked. “You underestimate how good I am at self-sabotage.”

I smiled. “I excel at it. I’m the cautionary tale on every warning slide.”

This time, she laughed for real. “You’re impossible,” she said softly. “But you’re not wrong.”

The space between us shrank, just a hair. She set the tablet aside, as if it weighed too much, and finally looked at me, really looked, none of the filter.

“Are you the anchor?” She whispered it, half to herself. “Did I set this up from the beginning and just blind myself to it?”

I shook my head. “You didn’t choose me, Sienna. But you did choose to bring me in, even when it cost you.”

A long, awful silence followed. The air was thick with the unasked question: was she here for answers, or because she needed to be seen?

I couldn’t stand the distance.

“You know you’re part of us, right?” I said, quietly. “Not just an informant. Not just access. Family.”

Her mask broke, splintered, and then she covered her face with one hand.

I stood, careful not to spook her, and came around the desk. I didn’t touch her, not yet, but I waited, giving her the chance to set the terms.

She looked up. Her eyes were wet, but her voice was steady. “Lock the door.”

I did. She stood, a little shaky, and went to the door herself, double-checking the lock. Only then did she let out a breath and shrug off the blazer, shoulders immediately more vulnerable, less lab-coat and more woman.

I didn’t make a move. This was hers to start.

Sienna met me near the couch, by the window, hands restlessly twisting the hem of her blouse. “You heard the prompt. Unrestricted emotional convergence. I think it’s code for...”

“For not hiding?” I offered.

“For loving you,” she said, barely a whisper. “Not the right word—” her throat bobbed, “—but it’s the one I keep coming back to.”

The words made something hot twist inside me: not just arousal, but that impossible sense of needing to shelter her and fuck her in the same breath.

I reached for her, slow and sure, giving her every chance to back away. She didn’t.

I brushed my hand along her jaw, thumb skimming her cheek. Her skin was hot and smooth and trembling, and her breath caught, but she didn’t break eye contact.

“I want you,” I said, “not for what you know. For you.”

The words hit her harder than any touch. She surged up, desperate, and pressed her lips to mine.

Gone was the frantic secrecy of the observation suite. This was softer, deeper, a chemistry experiment where the hypothesis was: what happens when the subject is finally cherished?

Our mouths fit like a solved problem. I teased her bottom lip with my teeth, let her feel me smile against her, and only then let my hands roam, down her back, over her waist, savoring the curve and subtle tension of her body.

She tasted like coffee, like fear, like hope.

Her hands fumbled at my shirt buttons, more clumsy than clinical. Instead of the old urgency, she took her time, peeling away the layers like she was scared the spell might break if she moved too fast.

We paused, both of us laughing under our breath. She because she’d nearly dropped a button, me because I was instantly, spectacularly hard.

“Be honest,” I murmured, lips grazing her ear. “Did you bring me here for data collection or something more dangerous?”

She shivered, hands working my shirt open until she could flatten her palms on my bare chest. “Definitely the latter,” Sienna said. “But if you want to fill out the post-interview, be my guest.”

I grinned and slid my hands up her thighs, palms rough from tension or hunger or both. I waited for her to speak, to stop me if she needed. She didn’t; she just swayed closer, letting me pick her up by the hips and set her gently on the arm of the couch.

She guided my hands to her blouse buttons, a silent dare. I undid them, one by one, exposing the delicate curve of her breasts and the soft, freckled skin she only let me see when no one else was looking.

Underneath, her bra was pale pink lace, practically scientific in its precision, but feminine in a way that had my cock throbbing. My hands shook, not with nerves, but with the weight of how much I needed to make this count.

Sienna reached back to unhook the bra herself, eyes never leaving mine. The slow reveal of her chest, full, lush, and flushed with anticipation, was a thousand times hotter than any frantic touch in a camera-filled basement.

I kissed my way down her neck, taking my time with every inch, letting my stubble tease her. She gasped, hands twining in my hair, and arched into me so her bare breasts pressed against my chest.

“Tell me if you want to stop,” I said, voice low.

She smiled, shattered and fierce. “I want you to ruin me for anybody else.”

Challenge accepted.

I slid her skirt up, exposing her thighs, her perfect ass perched on the armrest. Her underwear matched the bra, pink lace, damp before I even touched her. I buried my face at the line of her hip, inhaling her scent, and watched Sienna struggle to keep her composure.

She gave up on hiding her sounds, moaning softly as I kissed her chest: first one nipple, then the other, rolling them gently between my lips and thumb until she was shaking.

“God,” she groaned, “you’re going to make me lose my job.”

“After what you’ve done to my self-control?” I said, nipping at the curve of her breast. “Consider us even.”

She raked her fingers down my back, all inhibition gone.

When I slipped her underwear off, she hesitated, just a fraction. Then she lifted her hips, letting me peel them down, and I got the first, devastating look at her bare pussy.

She was beautiful, shaved, wet, pink and trembling at the edge of restraint.

I knelt between her thighs, nosed along the crease, and flicked my tongue along her slit. Sienna gasped, fists clutching my hair like she’d drown without me anchoring her.

Her flavor was sweet, earthy, intoxicating. I sucked her clit, slow and steady, until she bucked against my mouth. Instead of hiding her pleasure, she let it out, soft whimpers, desperate little curses, praise I didn’t deserve but would have killed for.

I licked her relentlessly, letting her ride my tongue, until she broke and came hard, legs shaking around my shoulders.

The aftershocks hit her in waves; I stayed there, licking her gently, until her hands lost their grip and she sagged, boneless, against the couch.

“Fuck,” Sienna whispered. “No one’s ever—”

I cut her off with a kiss, tasting her on her own lips.

She reached for my cock, fingertips tracing the line beneath my waistband. “Let me—”

I caught her wrist, gentle. “Let me take care of you.”

She melted. That was the thing, beneath the brilliance, the ethics, the armor, she wanted to be chosen, to be cherished, to not have to perform for anyone.

I kissed her, deep and slow, as I shucked off my pants. My cock sprang free, thick and pulsing, already leaking in anticipation.

She looked at me like she wanted to memorize this version of us: no audiences, no secret monitors, just two people choosing each other.

I eased her back onto the couch, guiding her thighs open, aligning my tip to her entrance. She nodded for me to keep going.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did.

I slid inside, slow and steady, letting her feel every inch. She sucked in a breath, eyes locked on mine, and the heat between us was white-hot but somehow sweet, not savage.

When we moved together, it wasn’t just the heat or the chemistry, or even the collision of our old, battered defenses. It was something raw, like we’d both run out of pretense and had only the absolute truth of skin and nerve left between us. We didn’t crash; we fused, awkward, tender, desperate for forgiveness but even more desperate to be allowed this.

She wrapped her legs around my waist as if to force the rest of the world out. Her ankles locked behind me, her nails raked my scalp, not just holding on but daring me to never let go. I braced one arm behind her, pinning her upright in my lap, and with the other I cradled her face so she couldn’t hide. The rhythm was slow at first, my cock sliding deep, slow, then holding, savoring the tremble in her thighs and the way her pussy gripped me with every measured thrust.

Sienna’s breath was wild, out of sync with her body, and she bit the crook of my shoulder to stifle the sounds. I didn’t want her to hold anything back; I fucking needed to hear her, to catalog every moan and gasp so I’d never doubt this was real. I shifted, grinding up into her, and the angle made her break, her eyes squeezed shut, her lips parted in a shocked, wordless gasp, and she fell forward, her forehead pressed to mine.

“You’re not just research,” I whispered. “You’re not a means to an end.”

Her laugh was broken glass, then she gripped the back of my neck, searching for an anchor. “If you tell anyone I cried, I’ll sabotage your psych profile.”

I kissed her, biting her lower lip, sucking it until she groaned, and then I let my hands roam. She was heat and muscle, science and surrender, but so impossibly soft where it mattered most. The blouse fell from her shoulders in stages, and somewhere along the way I lost any interest in pace. I wanted her frantic, ruined, incoherent.

She started to ride me, slow at first, but when I palmed her ass and held her down, she gasped and fucked herself on my cock with a velocity that threatened to break us both. Her tits bounced against my chest, the brush of her nipples sending a bolt of need down my spine. I bent to suck at her throat, right above the pulse, and she shuddered, whispering my name like it hurt to say it out loud.

She didn’t beg, not in words. But her body pleaded, her muscles tightening, the way she clamped down on me each time she got close. I shifted us, laying her back so she sprawled across the length of the couch, hair wild, arms flung overhead. She was breathless, leaking slick down her thighs, eyes glazed and shining with the last of her defenses melting away.

“Let me see you,” I said. My voice was shredded, nearly gone.

She met my gaze, unblinking, and nodded.

I fucked her deep, grinding my hips so she could feel every inch. Her limbs wrapped around me, greedy, like she wanted to keep me buried inside her forever. I watched her unravel, mouth open in a silent scream, hands clawing at my back. I felt her clench down, rhythmic, then she broke with a cry muffled in my shoulder, coming so hard her whole body shook.

I held on, not letting myself finish, even as she quaked beneath me. I wanted to memorize this, every second, every twitch and gasp, because after this, we’d go back to pretending, and I’d need the memory like air.

But Sienna wasn’t done. She pulled me down until our foreheads touched, lips brushing, and whispered, “Don’t stop. Please. I want all of it.”

Her words hit me harder than the tightest clench of her pussy. I lost the last thread of control, driving into her until my vision went white. I could feel her pulse through her thighs, her arms locked around my waist, all of her squeezing and holding and demanding I let go.

I did. I fucked her deep, hard, grinding us both against the edge, and when I came it was violent, blinding, perfect. I buried my face in her neck, hips jerking, chest pressed to hers, every muscle on fire. It felt infinite, this collapse, like the only thing that existed was the heat of her body and the wild, grateful ache in my heart.

She clung to me, nails dragging down my spine, and I held on so tight I thought we’d fuse together. Her breath hitched as she rode the aftershocks, but instead of pulling away, she pulled me closer, fingers winding in my hair.

When it was over, I didn’t pull out. I just held her, letting us both float.

The office was silent except for our breathing.

She laughed into my shoulder, shaky and real. “I am never letting you go. You know that, right?”

“Good,” I said. “Because I’m not letting you go, either.”

We stayed tangled, my cock softening inside her, her head pillowed against my chest.

Eventually, she blinked up at me, pink-cheeked and happy, and said, “I sound like an idiot.”

“You sound like someone who isn’t used to getting what she wants,” I said, softer than I meant.

Sienna went quiet.

“For so long,” she murmured, “being useful was the only way I knew to matter. If I wasn’t making myself necessary, why would anyone pick me?”

I stroked her hair, giving her all the time she needed.

“For the record,” I said, “I’d pick you six ways from Sunday. With or without the secret files.”

She shuddered a little, but it looked like relief.

That’s when we noticed her monitor.

It had gone to sleep, but now a black box flashed in the corner, a restricted file, just long enough that we both caught the label before it vanished:

PHASE THREE: NO ESCAPE

Then the screen returned to normal. No trace. No explanation.

Sienna sucked in a breath. “Did you see that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They’re getting ready for the next phase. And not even you have the keys.”

She reached for her underwear, suddenly self-conscious, but I stopped her, pulling her back onto my lap.

“If this is no escape,” I said, “then we’re in it together.”

She kissed me, softer, but with a promise.

I held Sienna until the clock ticked our time away, and the only thing between us and the storm outside was the sense that, this time, we’d chosen each other for real, no lab coats, no scripts, and no escape.


Cam's Terms


Aplace like Harbor Cafe shouldn’t have been the site of a quasi-interrogation, but I guess nothing about my life counted as normal anymore. Warm honey wood, golden sunlight pouring through windows that looked like they belonged in a lakeside Airbnb, the faint hiss of espresso machines, and the low hum of morning regulars working through their croissants. The steadiness of it all felt almost obscene, knowing what Cam wanted to talk about.

She picked the only booth that made sense: window seat, back corner, all the light you could drink and not a single eavesdropper within two tables. There was public pressure, anyone could see you if they wanted, but with the sun in your eyes and the pastries on the table, you might as well be having brunch with your mother. Unless your mother was Rowan’s best friend and currently holding a silent sniper rifle beneath the table.

I got there five minutes early. Didn’t matter. Cam was already in place, back straight, hands folded on her mug like a judge ready to rule. No phone on the table, no notebook, just a plain black coffee and a lemon scone that looked untouched. Her clothes fit sharp as ever, white button-down, sleeves cuffed, dark jeans, hair in a twist that probably took zero effort but looked like a magazine ad for effortless cool.

She didn’t look at me when I slid into the booth opposite her. Just said, “You’re on time.”

“Thought you’d appreciate it,” I said. I kept my voice low, not soft, but not giving her anything extra to work with. “Didn’t want to make you wait.”

She finally glanced up. Cam’s eyes were gray-blue, ruthless and clear, nothing like Rowan’s wild green. But the effect was just as destabilizing.

“Except I have been waiting,” Cam said. “The other night, in the hallway. I waited a long time for you to come out of that room.”

There it was. No accusation, just data.

I tried for a smile, but it probably looked more like a wince. “So you want me to say it.”

Cam let a silence build, no hurry to fill it. She could have been a therapist if her loyalty didn’t run so personal. “What do you think I saw, Tate?”

There are questions you can dodge, and then there are Cam’s.

I let out a breath. “You saw me leaving Rowan’s room. Past midnight, no excuse except the one nobody’s supposed to say out loud.”

Cam nodded once. “I’m curious, do you have any idea how bad it would look if someone else had seen you? Or are you relying on everyone’s willingness to keep pretending?”

There was no anger in her voice, just a composure that made me want to confess every terrible secret in the house. Still, I answered straight: “I know exactly how it looks. I also know I’m not the only one playing dumb. Gray still thinks I’m the safe friend. The guy who keeps his girlfriend grounded. If he found out—” I broke off, searching for the right curse, “—it would nuke more than the study.”

Cam’s mouth didn’t twitch, but her grip tightened on the coffee cup. “You’re not worried about the study. Or Gray.”

“I am,” I said, quiet but flat. “But not as much as I am about Rowan.”

That got a flicker of real reaction. Cam was still in control, but I saw the way her jaw worked, just a fraction. She sipped her coffee, then set it down with a slow, almost surgical precision.

“Pretend for a second I’m not Rowan’s best friend. Maybe I’m just another participant with a window seat and too much time on my hands. Does this all feel like an accident to you? Or was it inevitable?”

I let the question hang in the sunlit air. Outside, some couple laughed over bagels, utterly oblivious.

“It wasn’t an accident,” I said. “I chose her. More than once. Even when I knew what it would cost.”

Cam gave a short, satisfied exhale. If she’d been Rowan, there would have been a firing squad of sarcasm; Cam just left the answer hanging until it felt like a fact written into the wood grain.

“So the secrecy?” she pressed. “Is that about protecting Rowan, or protecting yourself from Gray?”

I didn’t try to lie. “Both. The second one’s the ugliest part, and I know it.”

For a heartbeat, sunlight glared off the window glass, making all of this look like the world’s least-believable confessional.

Cam leaned in, elbows on the table, and let her voice drop. “You realize you’re stringing Gray along. Keeping him as the decoy, letting him believe you’re a safe place for Rowan to land. When in reality—”

“When in reality I’m the reason she won’t,” I finished. “Yeah. I know what that makes me.”

Cam didn’t flinch. She just observed. “Gray still thinks you’re the one guy who wouldn’t do this to him. Still does, from what Rowan tells me. You really ready to burn that to the ground?”

“Do I want to? No. Will I do it if the other option is lying to myself and Rowan for the sake of a friendship that already died the moment we crossed that line? Yes.”

“You’re not convincing me you’ll take the fallout,” Cam said, soft but lethal. “If you’re going to make Rowan the villain in Gray’s story, you’d better be ready to get dragged right beside her.”

“Rowan isn’t my mistake,” I said. The words came out rougher than I wanted, but I didn’t dial it back. “She’s the one I choose. Not just for the study. Not just because it’s easy. Especially because it’s not.”

Cam’s eyes flickered down to my hands. I’d been flexing my knuckles against the table, white-knuckled enough to leave a mark. I forced myself to relax, even as the guilt burned against my ribs.

“Then why not just tell him?” Cam said, eyeing me like she already had the answer and wanted to see if I’d own it. “Why the secrecy, the tiptoeing around the inevitable?”

“Some of it is cowardice,” I admitted. “I hate that, but I’m not going to dress it up. The rest is timing. The minute I make it public, I lose Gray, and maybe some of the house’s stability with him. Rowan deserves better than a blow-up she can’t control.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke. My coffee went cold in front of me, untouched. Cam’s scone looked like a prop, maybe something she used for plausible deniability.

Finally, Cam relaxed, just a hair. “So you’re saying you want her. That it’s not just a secret, not just a thrill.”

“Rowan is the person I’d stand beside even if everyone turned their back on us.” I said it without blinking. “The secrecy can’t last. But once it’s over, it’s not an apology. It’s a choice.”

Cam watched me for a long moment. Her gaze was unflinching, but the courtroom chill in her posture softened. “She’ll burn herself alive before she asks you for help, you know.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s why I can’t treat her like a gamble.”

Cam studied her coffee, then me. Then, as if reading a cue, she reached into her bag and pulled out a folded page. The top half was redacted, but the visible part was highlighted: primary attachment disruption: peer-intimate stress observation: social proximity escalation.

She let it sit between us like a bomb.

I whistled, low. “They really went there.”

“It’s not random,” Cam said. “Briar thinks the pairings are deliberate. Pressure points, engineered to do exactly this, get us all wound tight and see who breaks first.”

I scanned the contract language. “Primary attachment disruption. So they chose you because Rowan can’t hide from you.”

“If you want to call me a narc, just do it,” Cam said, never breaking eye contact.

“I don’t,” I said. “You’re not here to be the morality police. You’re here because the only way Rowan lets herself get checked is if you’re the one holding the receipt.”

Cam almost smiled at that. “You understand her better than Gray ever did, just by saying that.”

There was an awkward comfort in the admission. Not relief, exactly, but the sense that maybe the guns had shifted from my chest to a more neutral ground.

But Cam wasn’t quite done. “If you hurt her, I will never forgive you. You understand?”

I nodded. “If I ever do, you’ll get to throw the first punch. Or worse.”

Behind me, the bell on the cafe door rang. Rowan stepped inside, sunlight catching in her hair and making her look every bit like the center of a storm she refused to acknowledge. Her eyes went straight to our booth, even though she couldn’t possibly have heard the tone of the conversation. But Rowan always knew when the stakes changed.

She clocked Cam, read her posture, then looked at me. It didn’t take three seconds for her to realize: Cam knew.

For a heartbeat, the three of us were frozen in the cafe sunlight, with Gray’s shadow ghosting over the table, and not a single person in the world pretending this was casual anymore.

Rowan took a slow, measured breath, squared her shoulders, and strode toward us like the next round of fighting was hers to start.

And judging by the look in Cam’s eyes, she wasn’t planning to make it easy.


Three Truths and a Dare


If Blackwood House had ever known peace, it wasn’t tonight.

The sun was just finishing its shift, bleeding pink and gold through the autumn skyline, and the whole place felt coiled with anticipation. I don’t remember climbing the stairs with Rowan and Cam, just the sound of two pairs of footsteps, one measured and cold, the other all restless energy and intent. By silent, mutual agreement, we went past the usual lounges and up, up, to the rarely used rooftop terrace: part greenhouse, part afterparty. Tonight, it might as well have been the set of a reality show where lying gets you thrown off the roof.

The roof itself was empty, except for the wind and a cluster of low couches arranged around a fire pit nobody bothered to light. The air up here was brisk, but not freezing, and the hush was more private than any locked door. At least if anyone eavesdropped, we’d see them coming.

Rowan took the lead, throwing herself onto the edge of a couch, legs outstretched, practically daring the world to try to manage her. She wore black joggers, ripped at one knee, and an old Sigma Tau t-shirt stolen from Gray. It was a fuck-you to everybody, starting with herself. Cam, perfectly crisp in a sand-colored sweater and jeans, perched nearby, hands folded as if she might actually benchpress the tension if it came to that.

I stayed standing at first, because sitting felt like a commitment I might not survive.

For a stretch, nobody spoke. The House creaked beneath us, glass catching the last light, and in the distance you could hear the lake wind. I’d been in confessionals that felt less charged.

Rowan finally broke the silence. “Just say it, Cam. I know you want to.”

Cam’s gaze flicked over both of us, sharp as ever. “Fine. I will.” Her voice was cool, not cruel. “Are you and Tate sleeping together? Or are you going to keep pretending it’s all study-friendly?”

Even knowing it was coming, the directness made my stomach drop.

Rowan shot me a look that said: let’s burn it down.

I didn’t deflect. “Yes. We are.” I locked eyes with Cam, not hiding. “Not just once. Not just for a thrill. We crossed the line, and we’ve kept crossing it ever since”

Cam’s jaw worked, but her expression didn’t change. “Gray doesn’t know.”

“No,” Rowan said, her jaw hard enough to crack stone. “He doesn’t. If he did, you’d have heard the explosion on the other side of the lake.”

“So what’s the plan? Just keep sneaking around until the house decides to out you?”

It would have hurt less if Cam was angry. Instead, it was surgical, each word nicked at the wound and then left it to bleed.

I said, “The plan was to keep things contained until we figured out how to end it without nuking half the people we care about. Turns out, there’s no way to do that, not anymore.”

Rowan’s eyes flashed. “Cam, if you’re here to fix me, save it. I know what I’m doing.”

“You always say that,” Cam replied, merciless as a chess prodigy, “but if you actually knew, you’d have faced Gray already. Which you haven’t.” She set her hands on her knees, steady as anything. “So here’s the truth. I don’t care about Gray’s feelings as much as I care about yours. But watching you torch yourself for the sake of someone else’s memory? Kind of exhausting, Ro.”

That landed, but Rowan was never one to fold early. “Nobody’s torching anything. I made a choice. I’m not ashamed of it.”

“You’re not ashamed, but you are hiding,” Cam pressed. “There’s a difference, and you know it.”

I sat down then, not next to either of them, but close enough to anchor. “This isn’t a secret because we’re ashamed. It’s a secret because there are consequences. But if this was just about risk, I’d have walked away a long time ago.”

Cam’s stare drilled right through me. “So why didn’t you? Why keep going?”

I shrugged, feeling the words hit my ribs before they came out. “Because this, Rowan, is not some conquest. She’s not a fix for my ego or some forbidden trophy. I want her, and I’m going to keep wanting her, whether it makes sense or not.”

Rowan looked at me, something unspoken softening around her mouth.

Cam took it all in, every micro-reaction, and for a second she went quiet. Then, “So what now? You keep digging the hole deeper? Or are you actually going to make this real, no matter who gets scorched in the fallout?”

Rowan’s lip curled, but she didn’t snarl. “Why does it matter to you?”

“Because I know what it’s like to watch you destroy yourself rather than ask for help,” Cam said. “Maybe I’m tired of being your cover story instead of your friend.”

The openness, raw, clinical honesty, hit harder than any accusation. The air on the roof wasn’t just cold now, it was clearing out every excuse and leaving us to deal with the fallout.

“Do you actually want this, Cam?” I asked, measuring each word. “Or do you just want to moralize?”

She met my eyes, nothing but steel and ache there. “You think I’d be here if I didn’t want both?”

Rowan scoffed. “You just want a front-row seat for the disaster.”

Cam’s voice was softer this time. “Wrong. I’m here because I want to see you get picked for once. No strings. No pretending you have to be the villain.”

Rowan’s defense wavered. The silence was so heavy it threatened to knock the oxygen out of the air. All the house’s ghosts waited on the answer.

I looked at Cam, really looked at her this time. Not as Rowan’s protector. Not as the woman who’d caught me sneaking out of a room I had no innocent reason to be in. As Cam.

“You keep saying Rowan,” I said. “What about you?”

For once, Cam didn’t answer immediately.

That told me more than any confession could have.

Her gaze flicked to Rowan, then back to me, and something controlled and dangerous shifted behind her eyes. “I didn’t come here planning to want you.”

Rowan went still.

Cam’s mouth curved, barely. “Which is inconvenient, since apparently I’m not as immune to the house as I thought.”

The honesty landed differently this time. Not accusation. Not judgment. Admission.

I put a hand out, palm up, invitation and apology. “Then let’s stop pretending any of this is clean. I know I fucked this up by hiding. But I don’t want to hide anymore. Not from Rowan. Not from you. If you want honesty, here it is: I want Rowan, and I want you. No performance, no rescue fantasy. Just the mess and the truth.”

Cam stared at my hand, then at Rowan, her face suddenly unreadable.

“Rowan,” she said, “for once in your life, will you let someone help you carry it?”

Rowan’s laugh was all knife, no guard. “You think it’s help? Or you just want to be first in line if the bodies start dropping?”

“I want you to stop bracing for misery all the time.” Cam’s voice was low but intense. “I want you to have something real. Even if it looks nothing like the world’s stupid expectations.”

Rowan blinked, and for a second, the fight left her. I don’t think I’d seen her look that vulnerable since the first night we’d tangled sheets and secrets.

She bit her lip, then said, “Fine. I want Tate. I want you, Cam. Maybe that makes me a monster, but I don’t want to spend another minute explaining why I don’t want to play house with Gray anymore.”

Cam’s shoulders dropped. The tension bled into something closer to relief, or at least a truce.

I tried not to let my voice shake. “You’re not a monster, Ro. You’re just ready to stop being a ghost.”

No one spoke for a stretch. Then, quietly, Cam said, “Good. Because I’m tired of sitting this out, pretending I don’t want the same thing.”

It was a new kind of confession: not admission of guilt, but proof that the game had shifted. The House had built us to break, but it made us honest first.

Rowan leaned forward, nudging Cam with her bare foot. “You’re sure you’re not just here to narc on us?”

Cam snorted. “If I was going to turn you in, I’d have handled it before the pastries went stale. I’m here because I want to see what happens when nobody blinks.”

They grinned at each other, something dangerous but also a little reckless.

I let myself breathe, for the first time in hours.

“Come here,” I said, voice low.

Cam hesitated, but Rowan dragged her closer, until the three of us formed an unsteady triangle on the couch. No more judge, no more jury, just three people choosing each other. The air prickled, not with anger anymore, but with anticipation.

“I have questions,” Cam said, but her hand was already finding Rowan’s. The judge’s gavel was gone; the curiosity was personal now.

Rowan covered Cam’s fingers with her own, and for the first time, the gesture wasn’t a dare. It was gentle, almost grateful.

Cam looked at me, like she was searching for a reason not to do this. I made the decision easy for her.

I leaned in and caught her lips with mine.

At first, Cam didn’t move, her control was that absolute. But the second my hand cupped her jaw, she opened, melting against me, lips hungry and sweet. Nothing tentative. All in, or not at all.

Rowan watched, eyes narrowed but amused, until she yanked Cam away and went for my mouth herself. Her kiss was filthier, rough with years of not getting to want what she wanted. She bit my lower lip, forced my mouth open, and let her tongue claim what was hers.

The three of us laughed, awkward at first. It broke the last layer of tension.

I pulled back, breathless. “You done interrogating, Cam? Or do you want a second opinion?”

She raised an eyebrow, then grabbed Rowan by the nape and kissed her, this time, with no audience to perform for. The sound Rowan made was shockingly soft, a whimper that only I got to hear. Cam’s control was precise, but the want underneath burned all the way through.

They broke apart, panting.

Rowan fixed me with a glare that was half invitation, half demand. “You going to stop talking now, or...?”

I didn’t bother to answer. I dragged the both of them in, one arm around each, and let the House watch if it wanted.

This wasn’t a porn set, nobody was performing. Cam was a slow-burn fuse, hot under the composure. Rowan was pure oxygen. I handled them accordingly.

I started with Cam.

She trembled as I unzipped her sweater, barely brushing skin, then let my hands roam beneath her shirt, mapping her ribs, the soft line of her stomach, the heat coiled there. She kissed back, urgent, a little desperate, like she’d been holding her breath all semester.

Rowan used the moment to straddle my lap, balancing so she could lean in and bite my ear. “Pretend you’re not obsessed with her for one second, I dare you.”

“Never said I wasn’t,” I murmured, letting Cam’s hand settle at my chest. “But you’re the only one who could pull this off.”

Rowan grinned wicked, then shifted so she could pull Cam in for another kiss. Their mouths collided, wild and messy. Nothing fake. Lust, yes, but trust too. Cam threaded her fingers in Rowan’s hair, holding her steady, and somewhere in that exchange, the rivalry vanished.

For the record: having two of the most intense women in the House go after each other, and you, at the same time, is a religious experience.

Rowan’s t-shirt hit the deck first, exposing the lean, cut muscle of her torso and the black sports bra hugging her breasts. She yanked it up, flicking it aside, and suddenly she was bare from the waist up, nipples hard in the chilly air, scars and definition on display.

Cam looked stunned for half a heartbeat, then leaned in and kissed Rowan’s shoulder, soft as a secret. I let my hands roam Cam’s back, then pulled up the hem of her shirt, wanting skin.

She let me. Underneath, Cam’s bra was navy lace, simple but elegant, and her breasts were smaller than Rowan’s but perfect, the nipples already pebbled beneath the mesh.

I went slow.

I mapped every inch: Cam’s jawline, the shiver in her neck when I licked there, the way she arched when Rowan palmed her breast, then nipped gently at the tip through the fabric.

Cam actually gasped, sharp and surprised.

Rowan grinned. “You look better breathless, Cami.”

Cam rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were flush. She didn’t protest when I unhooked her bra, letting it fall from her shoulders. Her chest was revealed, pale skin and dusky pink nipples, and I couldn’t resist running my tongue over one, then the other, while Rowan fondled her from behind.

Cam’s breath hitched, and she grabbed my hair, steadying herself. “You really do want both of us.”

“I want you to stop pretending you’re not into this,” I shot back, catching her nipple between my lips and rolling it until she shivered.

She grinned, dry but giddy. “Not pretending anymore, am I?”

“Not even a little,” Rowan said, reaching up to tweak Cam’s other breast, thumb and forefinger working in sync with my tongue.

Cam’s head rolled back. Her composure was beautiful, but watching it crack was something else.

I let a hand drift down, palming her thigh, feeling the heat building through the jeans. When I broke for air, Rowan was already making short work of Cam’s fly, slipping her hand inside to stroke along the damp heat at the center.

The noises Cam made, surprised, needy, almost pained, went straight to my cock.

I didn’t want to rush. I wanted to make this count.

With Rowan’s help, I got Cam’s jeans off, revealing plain navy underwear, already dark with arousal. I tugged those down, taking in the sight of her perfect, bare pussy: neat, pink, glistening, trimmed just enough to show intention. Rowan couldn’t help herself; she leaned in, mouthing at Cam’s inner thigh, biting just enough to leave a mark.

Cam bucked, nearly losing her balance.

I’d have laughed, but my own cock was throbbing, harder than I could ever remember.

Rowan slid her tongue up Cam’s thigh, then circled her clit, flicking it with practiced precision. Cam’s entire body went rigid, and she grabbed my arm, nails digging in.

“Fuck,” Cam whispered, eyes wide. “Did she always—?”

“Knew you’d like it,” Rowan said, smug.

I let Rowan take the lead on Cam for a second. She licked Cam’s pussy, slow and deep, then teased her with quick flicks over the sensitive nub. Cam writhed, hands clenching, breath coming in ragged pants.

Not to be outdone, I moved behind Rowan, peeling down her joggers and underwear in one go. Her ass was perfect, taut from years of sports, and I couldn’t resist smacking it, light but enough to get her attention.

She moaned, low and filthy.

I dropped my own pants, cock springing free. The chill made it ache, but the heat between Cam’s thighs promised better.

For a moment, all three of us collapsed into a tangle of limbs and hunger. Rowan buried her face in Cam’s pussy while I pressed up behind Rowan, grinding my cock against her soaked slit from behind.

Rowan arched, pushing back against my length, but never losing rhythm on Cam. She ate her out with a ferocity that bordered on brutal. Cam, for her part, lost it completely, grabbing both our hands, squeezing like she’d never been this out of control.

“Want you to fuck me,” Rowan gasped, twisting to look at me over her shoulder. “But make her come first.”

“Can do,” I said.

I joined Rowan at Cam’s core, licking alongside her, trading off, sometimes both at once. Cam mewled, nearly falling apart. Her composure was in shreds.

Rowan fed off Cam’s reactions, goading her. “You like it messy? Or slow?”

“Both,” Cam stammered, “but if you keep—oh, fuck—”

She clamped a hand over Rowan’s head, holding her in place, while my tongue flicked her clit again and again. Cam’s whole body jerked. The orgasm hit her full force, legs shaking, back arching, a desperate, helpless sound ripped from her throat.

I kept licking, not letting up, while Rowan drew patterns with her tongue. Cam came hard, gushing against us, and Rowan lapped it up, not stopping even as Cam tried to wriggle free.

When Cam finally flopped back, breathing like she’d run a mile, Rowan turned, wiped her mouth, and grinned. “You taste even better than I imagined.”

Cam’s laugh was more a gasp, but she dragged Rowan in for a kiss, tongue tangling as if she’d needed to prove it.

I stroked my cock, just to keep from losing my mind entirely.

Rowan shifted, so she was straddling my lap. “Now it’s your turn, baby,” she purred. “Fuck me, and let her watch every second.”

I didn’t wait for instructions. I lined up, hands gripping Rowan’s ass, and drove into her in one slow, brutal stroke. She was so wet I nearly lost control on entry.

Rowan’s head went back, mouth falling open. “God, yes—”

Cam, recovered, watched us with laser intensity. Her hand drifted down, lazily stroking her still-sensitive clit as she stared at the place where I split Rowan open again and again.

Rowan rode me, strong thighs flexing, hands braced on my shoulders. I watched her breasts bounce, watched Cam watch us, the electricity between them now a live wire.

But I wasn’t about to let Cam just spectate.

I reached for her, pulled her close, and kissed her hard while I fucked Rowan. Cam melted into the kiss, her body slick with afterglow and new need.

Rowan turned, mouth at Cam’s neck. “Want him to fuck you while I watch?” she whispered.

Cam shuddered. “God, yes.”

Rowan eased off my cock, sticky and dripping, then guided Cam onto my lap. Cam’s hand wrapped around my shaft, guiding it to her entrance, and when I slid inside, the sensation was so intense I nearly blacked out.

Cam was tight, impossibly so, and the way she gripped me made me want to blow instantly. I held back, but it took everything I had.

She settled onto me, slow, savoring every inch, gasping when I bottomed out. Rowan, not to be left out, knelt beside us, kissing Cam, then biting at her nipples, pinching them until Cam nearly sobbed.

I rocked my hips upward, fucking Cam deep, while Rowan stroked both our bodies, my thigh, Cam’s chest, everywhere at once. Cam’s pleasure was a live pulse, her composure gone. She whimpered, rode me, clung to Rowan for balance.

“Look at me,” I said, voice rough.

Cam did. Her eyes were wild, unfocused. “You’re going to make me come again, aren’t you?”

I smiled. “That’s the plan.”

Rowan licked Cam’s ear. “Think you can outlast me, Cami?”

“Not a chance,” Cam breathed, bouncing harder on my cock, letting the rhythm take over.

They kissed, wild and desperate. I fucked Cam from below, driving up into her, while Rowan’s hand toyed with Cam’s clit, merciless.

Cam lost it, her pussy clenching me so tight I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d tried. She came screaming, digging nails into Rowan, riding out the orgasm until she slumped onto my chest, panting and ruined.

Rowan, not to be upstaged, straddled my thighs again, mashing her body against Cam’s so both could ride me together.

The pressure was insane: two gorgeous women, their bodies grinding against each other, slick and hungry and never pretending there was any competition.

I lost myself in the rhythm, fucking Rowan in tandem with Cam, my hands spanning the impossible: Rowan’s ass in my left hand, Cam’s in my right, guiding them, holding them, shaping the way they moved together on my cock, as if the world had always meant for these women to be a matched set. Above me, the night spun, the old lights twinkling overhead in the Blackwood House lanterns, but all I could see was the sharp, wild black of Rowan’s hair snapped against the pale curve of her neck, her eyes locked on Cam’s, the charge between them electric.

It wasn’t a contest anymore, but a dare: which of them could keep the other flying longer, who would crack, who would give in to need first. They kissed, hungry at first, then softer, almost reverent. Rowan bit Cam’s lip, Cam gasped, then deepened the kiss, taking what she wanted. I felt their heat, their sweat, the roll and clash of their bodies, and I knew if there was anything like religion, it was this: the moment you realize you are part of something that couldn’t exist without each piece.

I drove up into Rowan, slow at first, savoring the grip, but the way she rode me was violence. Her thighs flexed, driving herself down, bracing on my chest, and she grabbed Cam’s hair, pulling her in, making her watch as I filled her. Cam reached, hands shaking, and started to play with herself, but Rowan caught her wrist and guided her hand to where our bodies joined. Cam hesitated, then pressed her fingers to my length, feeling the wetness, the friction, the way Rowan’s pussy stretched around me. Cam trembled with the shock of it.

Rowan’s voice broke. “Touch us, Cami.”

Cam did. She stroked along the base of my cock, then up, finding where it met Rowan’s swollen clit. She circled there, gentle at first, then rough, and Rowan’s head dropped back, mouth open, panting. I watched her come apart, the tension in her body boiling over.

But Cam wasn’t finished. She leaned in, licking up Rowan’s neck, then over her jaw, biting just below the ear. “Didn’t think you could get wetter,” Cam whispered, and I almost lost it at the truth in her voice.

I let go of control, fucking up into Rowan, driving her down on me even as Cam kept playing her, and when Rowan finally shattered, her whole body locked, her muscles clamped down on my cock so hard I thought I’d pass out. Her hands reached blind for Cam, found her face, and pulled her into a kiss that was nothing but need.

“Don’t stop,” Rowan managed, and I felt her pussy still fluttering, still milking me.

I went harder, chasing my own finish, but I didn’t want to leave Cam behind. I reached for her, pulling her onto Rowan’s lap with a grunt, so both of them were straddling me, Cam’s thighs spread wide, her cunt slick and ready, her own breath ragged and desperate. I pushed into her, Rowan steadying us both, and Cam’s eyes went wide, then glassy, as I bottomed out inside her.

It was different with Cam: tighter, velvet-smooth, her hole clinging to every ridge, and she made a high, keening noise as I fucked her. Rowan didn’t let her go, kept kissing her, kept groping Cam’s breasts, pinching and rolling her nipples hard enough to make Cam buck against me.

I watched them, felt them, and the line between pleasure and pain vanished. Cam started rocking herself, meeting my thrusts, each time grinding her clit down on the base of my cock. Her hands clawed at my shoulders, and she dug her nails in, hard, as if daring me to stop.

“Don’t you dare fucking stop,” Cam hissed, and I almost laughed, but it came out a snarl.

I grabbed both their waists, holding them locked together, and started fucking up into Cam in relentless, brutal strokes. The sound of it, skin on skin, the wet, obscene slap, was pure filth, but the look on Cam’s face was total surrender.

Rowan was still trembling, but she managed to gasp out, “Come for us, Cami. Want to watch you lose it.”

Cam bit her own lip, then Rowan’s, and it was the three of us, together, a knot of limbs and sweat and hunger, no lines separating who belonged to whom. Cam’s pussy started to clench around me, tight enough to make my vision fuzz at the edges, and she let out a sound that was all climax, no words at all.

That would have done it, but Rowan reached down, found my balls, and squeezed just enough to make me lose my fucking mind.

I felt it build, coiling, too much, too fast, but I didn’t want to finish until both of them had. I gritted my teeth, barely holding back, even as Cam started to shake on my lap, her whole body wracked with shudders, her fingernails drawing blood at my shoulders.

Rowan’s mouth found my ear. “Come in her. Make her feel exactly what she chose,” she whispered, and I saw fucking stars.

I couldn’t hold out. I pounded up into Cam, once, twice, and on the third stroke I blasted, coming so hard I blacked out for a second. My cock pulsed inside her, every nerve on fire, and I felt her pussy milk out every last drop, her own orgasm wringing me dry.

Rowan watched, eyes on fire, and as soon as I pulled out, she knelt between Cam’s thighs, spreading them to watch the mess leaking out. She licked it up, slow, devouring every drop, and Cam sobbed, hands fisted in Rowan’s hair, as if she needed to be devoured to survive.

I sagged back, shaking, spent, barely able to breathe, and Rowan crawled up to kiss me, her mouth tasting like sex and salt and the end of the world. Cam, drained, slumped between us, her head on my chest, hair damp from sweat and mist.

For a minute, none of us spoke. Just the wind and the hum of the world, and the knowledge that nothing between us would ever be the same.

Aftercare isn’t just a word. It’s a new center of gravity.

Cam was the first to recover: she wiped her mouth, fixed her hair, and if not for the glow on her cheeks, you might have thought nothing had happened. But underneath, she was soft, open, and holding Rowan’s hand like it was the only thing keeping her real.

Rowan didn’t say much. She just curled into Cam, letting the aftershocks hit without shame. She even rested her head on Cam’s shoulder, a move that would have gotten you punched last semester.

I held both of them, anchoring in the only way I knew how.

Eventually, Cam spoke. “You want to know what the House is after? Why they paired us like this?”

She fished in her discarded jeans, pulled out a folded sheet. It was another contract page, some lines redacted, but key phrases stood out: proximity-driven escalation, primary attachment disruption, peer-intimate observation. Cam’s name was paired with Rowan’s, inked at the top.

“Briar thinks they’re using us as pressure points,” Cam said, quietly. “Not just to break old habits, but to see if… this”, she gestured at our tangle of limbs, “becomes stronger under stress. Or if we implode.”

Rowan peered at the page, then back at me. “So you’re saying we’re lab rats.”

Cam arched a brow. “If we are, at least we get each other.”

I grinned, despite everything.

For a while, we just sat on the roof, letting the night settle over us. There was no rush to get dressed, no awkwardness. Just the knowledge that the secret belonged to all three of us now, and whatever Phase Two had planned, we’d face it together.

I replayed the scene in my head: the confrontation, the honesty, the way Cam stepped in and didn’t flinch at the chaos. Maybe the secret hadn’t just survived exposure, it had become something new. Something worth fighting for.

As the wind picked up, and the House hummed with unseen watchers, I realized: Phase Two didn’t just break the old pattern. It pulled Cam into the center, made us a unit nobody could pick apart.

If that was the experiment, they’d miscalculated one thing already: pressure didn’t always break people apart. Sometimes it showed them exactly where they belonged.


Harem Heartbeat


After the rooftop, Blackwood House felt like the aftermath of a house party nobody admitted was still raging. I woke to quiet, sun hazed through autumn leaves, and the kind of ache in my muscles that said I hadn’t slept so much as blacked out with Cam and Rowan tangled on either side. By the time I hit the kitchen, it was post-breakfast chaos: cereal boxes everywhere, half the harem already scattered to their corners. I couldn’t remember who’d actually cleaned up. Maybe nobody.

I stared at my phone, scrolling notifications I couldn’t bring myself to read. Cam had texted me a single word, Steady, and Rowan, true to form, dropped a meme ten seconds later, like secrecy was just a flavor to her mood. I knew it wasn’t. The guilt was there, always, but this morning it sat weirdly parallel to satisfaction. Like I’d jumped off a roof and landed on both feet, but had no idea what came next.

Didn’t realize I was being observed until Kaia cleared her throat from the living room threshold.

She stood with one hip cocked, phone in hand and a tumbler of green juice balanced like a prop. All honey-blonde waves and gym shorts that barely covered her ass, sports bra in a shade of black that did nothing to disguise what was underneath. Her eyes, hazel and unamused, pinned me to the bench like I’d been caught cheating on a test.

“Checking for fresh drama?” Kaia called, not even trying to sound casual.

I set the phone down, busted. “Just reading email.”

She snorted. “Sure you were. You always get that lost-in-space look after a complicated night.” She padded over, sneakers barely making a sound, and leaned across the island. The way her abs flexed when she moved made me wish I’d put on an actual shirt.

“I’d ask if you slept, but…” Kaia glanced at my neck, like she was looking for proof. “You want to tell me whose hickeys those are, or should I guess based on word count?”

Hallie, at least, would’ve blushed. Kaia just grinned, wolfish.

I rolled my eyes, but her mood was contagious. “What, are you the official Blackwood House referee now?”

Kaia sipped her juice, then set it down, all deliberate. “Please. If I was the referee, at least two of you would be in horny jail right now. Probably more, if Briar’s library incident gets public.” Her gaze flickered to the seat next to me. “Scoot over.”

I did, and she slid onto the bench so our thighs pressed together, electric and immediate.

For a second, Kaia just studied me. No heat, no hurry. She took in the tension under my eyes, the way I kept flexing my hands on the mug, and the nervous glance at my phone every sixty seconds.

“You’re thinking about Rowan,” she said, deadpan.

“Not just her,” I said. No point pretending. “But yeah.”

She nodded, like it was data in a spreadsheet. “And Cam?”

I grinned. “You’re not going to let me off easy, are you?”

“Absolutely not.” Kaia settled in, crossing her legs. “You had a wild night and now you’re doing the thing, overanalyzing, guilt, plotting your remorse tour. Meanwhile, the rest of us would appreciate it if you occasionally remembered how to have fun.”

I laughed, but it sounded more like a sigh. “You’re not wrong.”

“Of course I’m not.” She gave me a look that was half fond, half exasperated. “You think anybody in this house wants you to mope around like you’re the CEO of Regret?”

If Kaia had worn a badge, it would’ve said In This House, We Call Bullshit. And honestly, I needed it.

She changed tack, shifting closer. Her thigh brushed mine, then lingered, like she was testing for a reaction.

“Can I try something?” Kaia asked, eyes glinting.

I shrugged. “Always.”

Without warning, she reached for my phone and slid it across the counter, all the way to the far end, out of reach.

“Eyes on me, not the guilt machine,” Kaia said, voice low and surprisingly gentle. “Let’s see if you remember how to live in real time.”

I watched her, and suddenly the kitchen faded into background static. The way she commanded space, even barefoot, was unreal. It wasn’t pure dominance or performance. Kaia was just built to be seen, and she knew exactly how to own that spotlight.

“Let me guess,” I said. “You’re going to run a House intervention now. Make me get up and do pushups or something?”

She laughed, real and bright. “Only if it’ll get you out of your own head. But no.” Kaia tapped my knee with hers. “I want to run an experiment.”

“What kind?”

Her smile turned wicked. “The kind where you prove you can focus on one woman at a time.” She leaned in, eyes sharpened to a dare. “Think you’re up for it, or is your attention span already fried from last night?”

Challenge registered. My cock perked up, probably before my brain did.

“I can handle it,” I said. “But I’d better warn you, if this is a challenge, I play to win.”

Kaia didn’t back down. She rose smoothly, circling the island until she stood behind me, hands on my shoulders. A move that would’ve felt possessive from someone else, here, it was a flex, a test to see if I’d let her run the board.

Her fingers dug in, slow and confident, like she was recalibrating my pulse. “Good answer,” Kaia hummed. “Now, let’s change the scenery. This place smells like burnt toast and codependency.”

Classic Kaia.

She slid her hand into mine and pulled me up. No hesitation. When Kaia wanted something, she just took it. I followed her down the hall, past the lounge and up the stairs toward the only bedroom that didn’t have a pair of bunny slippers outside the door.

My room, chaos and all.

She let herself in, then scanned the space: rumpled sheets, desk covered in post-its, that one chair nobody ever sat in except for clothes. Kaia strolled to the window, sunlight hitting her in a way that made the sports bra look painted on.

“So,” she said, spinning to face me, “what’s the new plan, Tater? Do we talk about our feelings, or do we make this place off-limits to existential dread?”

I smiled. “I vote the second one.”

“Perfect.” Kaia hopped onto the edge of the bed, stretching out like a cat. “First, ground rule. This isn’t about proving anything. I don’t want a trophy; I want you focused.” She crooked her finger, beckoning. “If you’re going to think about guilt, at least make it interesting.”

I approached, deliberately slow. “How do you want me?”

“Surprise me,” Kaia said.

She was all shine and nerve, but the second I knelt on the bed, her pupils blew wide, a tell she couldn’t hide. Game recognized game.

I caught her ankle, dragging her closer. “You like being chased, don’t you?”

Kaia’s lips curled. “I like being wanted. Chased is just the bonus round.”

I ran my hands over her calves, then up her thighs, loving the way her skin prickled under my touch. She arched, hips rolling forward, an unspoken dare.

“You want to see how long I can hold out?” I asked, voice dropping.

“No,” Kaia said, bold as always. “I want to see what happens when you stop pretending you’re dangerous and just let yourself enjoy it.”

Point taken.

I pressed my mouth to her knee, then higher, tracing kisses up the elegant line of her leg. She tasted like clean sweat and coconut lotion. The effect was immediate: my cock went iron-hard, straining my waistband.

Kaia caught my wrist as I neared her hip. “Slow down,” she teased. “You’re not getting any extra credit for speed.”

I licked up her thigh, then mouthed at the curve where her shorts flared over her ass. She responded with a low, appreciative sound, hand threading through my hair.

“Not bad,” Kaia admitted, as if she graded on a curve. “But can you do it without letting go of control?”

She tried to twist, but I pinned her at the waist, forcing her to feel every second. Kaia grinned, clearly loving the reversal.

“Are we competing now?” I asked.

“Only if you need to keep score,” she shot back. “Or you can just admit you like it when I make you lose composure.”

I did, and she saw it. My face must’ve given me away.

Kaia peeled off her sports bra, slow and deliberate, as if she was auditioning for the world’s sexiest Nike commercial. Her breasts bounced free, big, round, perfect, and taut, nipples already hard from anticipation. I palmed both, squeezing just hard enough to test the reaction.

She sucked in a breath, but refused to flinch. “You’re predictable,” she said, but her voice trembled.

I took that as permission.

I sucked one nipple, then the other, letting my tongue flick and circle until she was grinding against my face. Kaia liked sensation, not just friction, so I mixed it up: teeth, tongue, lips, even a little light bite just to see if she’d yelp.

She did. “Fuck, that’s better,” Kaia moaned, and grabbed my head, keeping me latched.

I relished her taste and heat, even as she tried to clamp down on her own pleasure.

While I tortured her tits, Kaia snaked a hand down, unzipped her shorts, and arched so I could peel them off. Underneath, she wore a black thong, tiny and soaked through.

“You going to just look,” she taunted, “or do you need another invitation?”

I buried my face between her thighs, inhaling the raw, sweet musk of her arousal. She was slick, lips swollen, clit peeking through, and god, if the harem wanted a confidence boost, they should’ve just watched her work me.

I licked her through the fabric, slow at first, savoring the way her thighs trembled. Kaia refused to beg, but her pussy told the real story, pulsing, greedy, hungry for more.

I hooked my fingers under the thong and slid it off. Her mound was bare, flushed, and perfect. I spread her open, letting the sunlight hit the glistening pink. Kaia tilted her hips, giving me full access, utterly unshy.

“Who’s showing off now?” I muttered.

“Just proving I’m still MVP,” Kaia purred.

I flicked her clit with my tongue, using a tight rhythm, while two fingers teased her entrance. Kaia gasped, then covered her mouth, muffling the sound.

“Nobody’s listening,” I said, voice thick. “You can let it out.”

She didn’t, but her thighs clamped on my head, pulling me deeper. The salt and heat of her was intoxicating. I sucked at her clit, slow, then fast, switching tempos until her whole body jerked.

“God, you’re good,” she finally admitted, as if it physically pained her.

I loved her shamelessness, so I doubled down, laving her folds, then plunging my tongue inside, eating her like she was already my breakfast.

Kaia broke, muscles locking, pussy gushing in a quick, brutal spasm. She convulsed, then sagged, but the cocky grin never left her lips.

“Thought you said you could hold out?” she taunted, breathless.

I wiped my mouth, grinning. “Round one. I’m just warming up.”

She yanked me up and kissed me, hard, tasting herself on my lips. Then she flipped me onto my back in one athletic twist, straddling my hips. For a second, she just grinded against my cock through my boxers, showing off the rolling power in her core.

“You like being chased?” Kaia murmured, kissing down my neck. “You’re about to get hunted.”

She peeled off my shirt, then yanked my boxers down, freeing my cock. It sprang up, flushed and leaking, and Kaia grinned like she’d just found a new toy.

She ran her palm along my length, slow strokes that bordered on mockery. “Missed this,” she confessed, honest as hell.

I could barely talk. “You missed me? We had sex yesterday.”

She guided my tip to her entrance, pausing just to let the moment simmer.

“I missed being the only thing on your mind when you come,” Kaia confessed, and then she sank down, impaling herself inch by inch.

Her cunt was slick, vice-tight, velvet heat clutching me so perfectly it knocked my brain offline.

“Holy…” I gritted my teeth, fighting the urge to come instantly.

Kaia rode me, slow, savoring every grind. She braced her hands on my chest, her breasts bouncing with each movement, and when I tried to buck up, she pinned me with her thighs.

“We do it my way first,” Kaia insisted.

“Not here to argue.”

She changed tempo, sometimes fast enough to blur vision, sometimes so slow it was torture. The playfulness was weapons-grade: she’d lean in and bite my lower lip, then pull back and roll her hips, milking every millimeter.

I watched her, obsessed. The way her abs flexed, the arch of her spine, the way her sweat shimmered in the sun, all of it engineered to drive me mad.

Kaia’s pleasure was competitive, sure, but never cruel. She wanted to push me to the edge, to see if I’d surrender. I could’ve lasted forever, but when she started clenching down, heat and control warring, I snapped.

I gripped her ass, fingers sinking in, and fucked up into her in deep, grinding thrusts.

Kaia howled, for real this time. “That’s it. Finally.”

We wrestled for control, meeting each other stroke for stroke. I rolled us over, pinning her wrists above her head. Kaia’s eyes glittered.

“Didn’t think you’d fight back so hard,” she whispered, voice gone breathless.

“You should know by now,” I replied.

If there was a difference between competing and making love, Kaia wanted no part of it. She wanted both, every time, with the dial snapped off and thrown in the lake. The first few thrusts were a battle, her grinding for control, me wrestling it back, but as we found a rhythm, the line between adversary and lover vanished. There was only us, and the heat, and the way we kept daring the other to lose first.

I drove into her, deeper and wilder each time, pivoting my hips until I found that angle that made her eyes go wide and her nails rake my skin. The mattress complained, but Kaia didn’t. She wasn’t the type to give you what you wanted until you earned it, and right now she was determined to make me work for every gasp, every shudder.

Her thighs locked around me, ankles digging into my ass, pulling me in until it felt like our bones could fuse. She rolled her hips, meeting my every stroke with a counterthrust that was pure bravado. Sweat slicked her skin, making it impossible to hold her except by digging in, so I did, hands bruising her hips, teeth on her shoulder, breath hot against her neck.

“You know you don’t have to prove anything,” I growled, voice caught halfway between laughing and moaning.

Kaia’s mouth found my ear. “Then why do you look like you’re dying to impress me?”

I was, and she knew it. She relished it, the way I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. She bared her teeth in a grin, kissing me and biting my lower lip until I tasted blood, then licking it away. Her tongue darted into my mouth, and I had to fight the urge to come just from the flavor of her and the way she tasted herself on my tongue.

She grabbed my hand, guided it down, and pressed my thumb to her clit. “You want to win?” Kaia gasped. “Do your worst.”

So I did. I let my thumb work tight, ruthless circles while my cock pistoned in and out of her, each stroke harder than the last. Kaia’s composure started to slip; her eyes fluttered, her lips parted, sounds escaping that she’d never allow outside this room. It was the sound of someone who liked to lose her mind, just to see what she’d find on the other side.

“Fucking hell, Tate,” she choked, and I could feel her walls squeeze, undulating around me in greedy, clutching ripples.

She didn’t want soft, didn’t want mercy, so I gave her exactly what she needed: reckless, almost brutal, but somehow still careful not to break her. Every thrust was met with a demand, faster, deeper, harder, and her body rose to meet it, never shying, never flagging.

My arms were shaking, my abs on fire, and Kaia was coming apart, nails clawing my shoulders, hair wild across her face, sweat streaking down her neck. I watched her, really watched her, every muscle flex, every twitch, the way her chest heaved with every breath. She wanted to be seen like this. She wanted to be remembered.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I told her, but the words came out rough, almost a growl. She laughed, then clenched and almost threw me over the edge.

She locked her hands behind my neck, bringing our faces close enough for me to see every fleck of gold in her eyes. “I know,” Kaia gasped. “Now stop stalling and—”

She didn’t finish, because I slammed into her, perfectly, and the words evaporated in a shriek. Her pussy locked down so tight I saw stars. She thrashed, then arched, sweat-slick and shining, coming like she wanted the whole house to know.

I lost it, too. The build was so intense I had to bite her shoulder just to stay anchored to my body. White-hot, raw pleasure shot through me, every muscle tightening as I exploded inside her. Kaia held me there, legs locked and arms crushing, riding out the aftershocks until we were both shaking.

We collapsed together, tangled in sweat and sheets and each other’s arms. My face was mashed against her chest, her hair stuck to my cheek, her heartbeat pounding so hard I could feel it echo in my skull.

Neither of us spoke for a long minute.

The world outside the bed just dropped away. There was only the ragged sound of our breathing, the sunlight strobing through the blinds, and the taste of salt and blood and coconut on my tongue.

“I win,” Kaia whispered, finally, voice graveled and smug.

I laughed, low and winded. “You always do.”

She kissed the top of my head. “You’re not so bad yourself, Tater. But if you ever tell anyone I said that, I’ll deny it until the day I die.”

I rolled off her, but not far; Kaia kept my arm, fingers laced tight. For someone who lived for the next win, she clung like a girl who didn’t want this round to end.

“Do you think it’s always going to be like this?” I asked, genuine for once. “Always a battle, always trying to one-up each other?”

She turned to face me, eyes softer now. “No. Sometimes it’ll be a siege. Sometimes a stalemate. And sometimes”, she trailed a hand down my chest, playful, “sometimes we’ll be on the same side.”

I liked that idea, more than I’d admit.

We lay there, breathing each other in, neither eager to move. Eventually, Kaia flopped onto her back and stared at the ceiling, a satisfied smile carved into her face.

“You ever think about what happens after this?” she asked, eyes distant. “When the game is over and we’re not being watched?”

“All the time,” I said.

She nodded, as if that settled something inside her. “Good. Because I don’t want this to end just because the study does. I want to see if it works when the pressure’s off.”

I kissed her, gentle this time. “We’ll figure it out.”

She grinned and pulled me in, and for a while we just lay there, hearts thumping in sync, bodies tangled and sticky and sore and perfect.

For a minute, neither of us moved. Then, slowly, she stroked my hair, like it was aftercare and a claim rolled into one. Kaia propped herself up on one elbow, smiling like a devil.

“Well, that was definitely better than existential dread,” she quipped.

I grinned. “I aim to please.”

She reached for the water bottle by the nightstand, downed half, then tossed it my way.

“Hydrate, champion,” Kaia teased. “Wouldn’t want you passing out before round two.”

I drank, still catching my breath.

When the room stopped spinning, Kaia stretched, then sidled over to share the pillow, her skin warm and slick against mine.

She traced patterns on my chest, like she was thinking out loud.

“You know,” Kaia started, “everybody assumes the harem is this wild machine you have to manage, like there’s a quota or a scoreboard. That’s not how it is.” She looked up, meeting my gaze. “It only works because we choose each other. Me and Hallie? That used to be war. Now she’s the best thing that ever happened to my ego, because we stopped lying about what we wanted. There’s pride in that. Hallie gets it too.”

I nodded, listening for real.

Kaia leaned in, kissed my jaw, almost gentle. “You don’t have to be the solution all the time, Tate. Sometimes the answer is just… let people feel what they feel. Own the choices, but don’t drown in them.”

She fixed me with a look. “That’s your superpower, you know? Making people feel seen. But if you keep pretending guilt is the same as accountability, Gray’s going to eat you alive when it breaks.”

Ouch. But fair.

Kaia softened, running her thumb along my cheek. “And as for Rowan, she can’t stay a secret forever. You think you’re protecting her, but you’re just delaying the fallout. Safety isn’t always about hiding; sometimes it’s about ripping off the bandage and letting things heal.”

I took a long breath, letting it sink in.

She snuggled closer, smirking. “If you want to avoid drama, you picked the wrong harem.”

I laughed, for real this time.

Kaia rolled on top of me, pinning me with her body. “So, are we good? Did I recalibrate your sense of wanting, or do you need more incentive?”

She was pure trouble, and I loved her for it.

“We’re good,” I said.

She kissed me, deep and lingering.

Then, like a true pro, she rolled off, stood, and started sorting her clothes with the briskness of a woman rebooting into world-conquering mode.

As she headed for the door, Kaia looked over her shoulder, glow in her eyes.

“Just remember,” she said, “there’s no winning if you’re the only one keeping score. Next time you want to spiral, call me. I’ll show you better ways to burn energy.”

Then she was gone, leaving nothing but the scent of sweat and victory and the nagging belief that maybe, just maybe, Kaia had reset the equation for all of us.

Hell of a morning.


Mirror Test


If Blackwood House had ever tasted stillness, today wasn’t it. The living room felt like the nerve center of a half-wired organism, velvet couches in jewel tones, windows filtering in late-day gold, the constant low thrum of possibility in the walls. Even the air was charged, like right before a thunderstorm, and if you listened, you could almost hear the house fidgeting with secrets.

The other women weren’t around, or if they were, they’d scattered to their corners. Only Briar held court, and she’d picked the one couch that looked more like a throne: back straight, ankles crossed, surrounded by what she’d called “reference material” but which everyone else in their right mind would have labeled a conspiracy board. Open folders, highlighted contracts, a notebook with color-coded tabs, and a single half-finished coffee, cooling on the marble table.

I watched her work, and it was like watching an assassin prep for a heist. Nothing wasted, every move deliberate. Her hair was down today, glossy and perfect, not a strand out of place, and her shirt clung to her like a dare, sky blue, crisp, flattering, engineered to make emotion look like an accessory. Even the way she gripped her pen had bite.

She didn’t look at me at first, not even when I stretched out on the couch across from her, one leg out, trying to project “low-stakes housemate” instead of “guy who would sell a kidney for her attention.”

“You can sit closer,” Briar finally said, voice dry. “I don’t bite unless provoked.”

I grinned and slid down the couch until there was only a sliver of air between us. “Last time, you did more than bite. Pretty sure I still have the marks.”

She flicked her gaze sideways, just a hint of pink in her cheeks before she shut it down. “We’re not here for that. Today’s about Phase Two.”

“Of course,” I said, deadpan. “I’m nothing if not professional.”

I wanted to say something to knock her off balance, a joke, maybe a memory of the library stacks, but before I could, footsteps sounded at the threshold, measured but unhurried.

Enter: Juliette Mercer.

Jules, to everyone who mattered. She moved into the living room like summer followed her, warmth radiating from every line of her body. Her chestnut-brown hair was loose, wavy, glowing in the light. Her dress was soft and floral, like she’d picked it to be the answer to Briar’s sharpness, but the effect was deliberate, not accidental. She smiled when she saw us, but her eyes, warm, quick, locked on Briar and didn’t look away.

“Let me guess,” Jules drawled. “Somebody’s stress-organizing again.” She didn’t bother with hello. She dropped a tote bag and set a Tupperware container on the table, like she’d brought snacks to a stakeout.

Briar didn’t blink. “I’m prepping for Phase Two mandatory hours. The contracts are designed to catch small errors. Anyone who doesn’t prepare gets eaten alive.”

Jules’s mouth curved. “Sure. Or,” she said, scooting next to Briar on the couch, “the contracts are just an excuse for you to make color-coded flowcharts when you’re anxious. Same difference.”

Briar shot her a look, but Jules just pulled two cookies from her container and offered one to me, wordless. Her arm brushed Briar’s as she moved, subtle but intentional. The couch barely fit the three of us, but that was probably the point.

I bit into the cookie, a crime against self-control if there ever was one, chocolate and salt and heat. “Are you always this on the nose?” I said, grinning.

Jules shrugged, self-effacing. “It’s kind of my thing.” Her gaze flicked back to Briar, softer now. “Also, if you’re going to spiral, you should keep your blood sugar up.”

Briar looked like she wanted to argue, but she ate the cookie anyway.

Jules leaned back into the cushions, eyes scanning the pattern board Briar had built across the coffee table. “Wow,” she murmured. “They really went all-in with the ‘best friend as emotional grenade’ approach.”

I choked on a laugh. “Is that the technical term?”

“It is now,” Jules said, eyes twinkling. “I mean, look. Cam and Rowan? Cam sees through every single misdirection. Hallie gets Lila, the only one who can get Hallie to actually take a nap. Piper and Kaia, don’t get me started, that’s chaos squared. Harper and Sienna? Good luck running from your feelings there.”

Briar straightened, obviously unwilling to cede the floor. “The pairings aren’t just familiar. They’re precision-matched to destabilize existing defensive patterns. If you look at the proximity schedules and the overlap data, it’s clear whoever designed this wasn’t just interested in socializing us. Every main subject is paired with the best friend most likely to—” she hesitated, as if saying it was a defeat “—see through them.”

Jules nodded, not missing a beat. “Right. Because it’s not about more data. It’s about whether the harem survives when there’s nowhere left to hide.”

That landed. The old Briar might have parried, but this version let the silence work.

I noticed the way Jules’s leg nudged Briar’s, a tiny anchor. Not sexual, just a promise not to let her drown in the space between hearing and feeling.

“Do you think they want us to break?” I asked, genuinely curious.

Jules kept her gaze on Briar. “I think they want to know if being loved, or at least seen, can upend the whole system. Or if you get stronger when the people closest to you stop pretending there isn’t something real at stake.” She offered Briar another cookie, almost a bribe. “I mean, look at you, all blue-light elegance and perfect posture, but the truth is—”

“That’s enough,” Briar said, not snapping, but not soft.

Jules’s smile never faded. “Truth is, none of this is theoretical for you. You built a life around analysis, but the harem is the first thing that ever made you want, not just solve. That’s why you’re panicking.”

A flush started at Briar’s collar, visible even under her blouse. She stared at a chart as if sheer force of will could make it less true.

I found myself mesmerized by the way Jules navigated Briar’s defenses, gentle, but utterly relentless. Where Briar cut with precision, Jules offered warmth so honest it was destabilizing.

“You’re not afraid of Jules,” I said, mostly to see what would happen.

Briar didn’t look at me. “I’m not afraid of anyone.”

“You are,” Jules said, quiet but firm. “But only when you think someone can actually see who you are when you’re not bulletproof. That’s what this place does, right?” She looked at me, suddenly, the warmth doubling down. “You get it, don’t you, Tate?”

I shrugged, honest. “I know exactly what it’s like to need armor. I also know sometimes the only way you get out alive is if somebody holds you through the fallout.”

Jules’s gaze lingered on mine. There it was again, that slow-burn curiosity, the kind that tasted every word, every shift in air pressure, and filed it away. Not predatory. Investigative.

I felt the charge between us, but what drew me in wasn’t just the heat. It was how perfectly she fit with Briar: opposites, sure, but only because the world had made them choose which roles to play.

For a stretch, the three of us watched the light through the windows, silent witnesses to the mess on the table and the even wilder mess in us.

Eventually, Jules rested her head on Briar’s shoulder, casual as breathing.

“Don’t you think it matters that you’re not alone?” Jules’s voice gentled. “That you’re not the only one afraid of getting exposed?”

Briar exhaled, the sound a controlled shudder. “It’s not about being exposed. It’s about what comes next. What if the system isn’t built to withstand the pressure?”

Jules laughed, low. “If there’s anything I know about you, Briar Callahan, it’s that you’re built for the high-pressure rounds. You just don’t like it when the test isn’t fair.”

That made Briar bristle, but she looked almost grateful for the call-out. “If it’s a test, it’s rigged. The pairings, the prompts, even the penalty language. Everything’s engineered to escalate emotion until the old rules crack.”

I leaned in, elbows on knees. “Maybe that’s what whoever’s behind all this wants. To find out who’s an anchor and who’s just decoration.”

Briar’s gaze darted to me, sharp. “You think you’re the anchor?”

I shrugged. “Maybe I’m just the canary in the coal mine.”

Jules laughed, eyes shining. “I think you’re both right. The study keeps writing scripts about proximity, but the real question is: can you handle what happens when people stop lying about what they want?”

Briar’s posture faltered, a microscopic tell.

Jules nudged her, almost imperceptibly. “Go on. Tell him.”

Briar hesitated, then stilled herself. “It matters. The harem. You.” Her words came out clipped, but the tremor in the air was all raw nerve. “If it didn’t, I wouldn’t be this invested. Or this… off-balance.”

Jules hugged her closer. “See, that wasn’t so hard. Vulnerability doesn’t look bad on you, by the way.”

Briar shot her a look that could have frozen boiling water, but the edges were soft.

I absorbed the moment, all the little exchanges. The way Jules made it possible for Briar to crack, but also made sure she didn’t shatter. It was the kind of power dynamic that didn’t need labels.

“Do you think the others see it?” I asked. “How much the new pairings aren’t just about surveillance?”

Jules returned her focus to the chart, fingers tracing the matchups. “I think most of them know, but only a handful want to admit it. Cam and Rowan, obvious. Lila and Hallie? You’d be amazed how much Lila props up Hallie’s whole world. Piper is Kaia’s chaos buddy, so there’s no subtlety there. Harper can take Sienna apart in three sentences. And me? I’m here because nobody else in the world is stubborn enough to make Briar honest.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched in the beginnings of a smile. “You’re incorrigible.”

“And you need it,” Jules countered, tone pure affection.

The tension in the room shifted, from defensive to something sweeter. I let myself drift into the current, watching Jules’s hand settle on Briar’s knee, and let my mind wander to what it would be like to be caught in their gravity for real.

Jules noticed. She always did.

“You’re not immune, Tate,” she teased, her gaze heating. “You watch us like you’re collecting data, but I think you just like seeing people let themselves want.”

“No argument here,” I said, voice low.

Jules’s foot found mine under the table, a subtle nudge. The air between us was pure want, threaded with anticipation. She didn’t make a move beyond that, but the look she gave me, hungry, but precise, promised everything, eventually.

Briar watched this silent conversation, and for a flicker, she looked like she might pull away. But she didn’t. Instead, she took a breath and leaned in, bridging the space.

“Let me see the contract, Jules,” Briar said.

Jules fished it from her bag, sliding it over. Briar read, lips tense, then highlighted a section: mandatory overlap with primary participant, emotional proximity escalation, and her favorite, peer-intimate stressor.

She looked up, caught between dread and curiosity. “You realize they’re using you as a mirror, right? Not just an observer. The theory is, I can’t lie to myself if you’re watching.”

Jules grinned. “And is it working?”

Briar hesitated, then nodded. “Uncomfortably well.”

Jules clapped her on the thigh, then glanced at me. “That’s the whole point, isn’t it? Watch each other, and maybe you don’t combust. Or maybe you do, but at least you know how it happened.”

I laughed, letting the tension bleed off. “You sound like you’ve read the study notes.”

“Oh, I have,” Jules said. “But the truth is, you don’t need a protocol for this. You just need to stop running from what you want.”

Briar took the cue, immediately switching gears. “You said the anchor could be any of us. But the contract language keeps circling back to you, Tate. Anchor Response. Why?”

I shrugged, but honesty won over evasion. “Maybe they’re waiting to see if I can hold it together once everybody stops pretending. Maybe it’s about whether I can stand being chosen, not just choosing.”

Jules’s eyes softened. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

I nodded, watching as her hand drifted to Briar’s, fingers intertwined, a test run for the next level. “Pressure’s never really the problem. It’s the aftermath.”

Briar absorbed that, her eyes growing distant, then sharp again.

Jules turned the conversation back to us, like a mediation expert who’d never broken a sweat. “So what happens when this isn’t in whispers and coded doc files? What if the whole campus knows the harem isn’t just theoretical?”

Briar tensed, but Jules’s grip held steady. I let the silence stretch, trying to imagine a world where we weren’t hidden, where desire and belonging didn’t have to duck behind evidence boards and plausible deniability.

I looked at them, Jules, radiant and clear, Briar, jagged but beautiful, both of them together a dare the world wasn’t ready for.

I found my voice. “If it’s public, the only thing left to do is decide whether it breaks us. Or turns the harem into something real.”

Jules’s lips curled, the smile both challenge and reward. “Are you ready for that, though?” she asked. “What happens when wanting all of this stops being a secret?”

The pause was everything: heavy, charged, echoing in the gilded edges of the room.

I didn’t hedge. “I’m ready,” I said, softer than I wanted. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

Jules’s foot pressed into mine, a gift masquerading as a dare. Briar, for once, didn’t recoil, she just tipped her head and watched us, the faintest glimmer of relief breaking through her control.

Jules nodded, satisfied. “Good. Because next time, there’s no hiding.”

The conversation broke on the sound of her voice. Promise, warning, and invitation, all at once.

We sat, the three of us, Briar, clinical and raw; Jules, warm and ruthless; me, holding the midpoint, knowing the threshold was right there. Waiting. Whatever came next had already stopped being theoretical.

But for tonight, we let the House hum with anticipation, tension stored up for whatever came next. Jules’s hand squeezed Briar’s, then found mine, fingers brushing, brief but electric. No more games.

I was ready.

We all were.

And the House, damn it, felt like it knew.


The Jules Variable


It was nearly midnight when I found Briar’s private study room at the end of the second floor hallway, locked down like a vault. The House was dead quiet, as if the walls themselves were bracing for what came next. I’d half-expected Jules to bail, but she materialized right behind me, her hair still damp from a late shower, scent of rose and vanilla drifting past.

Inside, the room was pure Briar: blue-and-brass desk lamp, folders arranged in brutal logic, even a wool throw draped with surgical precision across the small leather couch. There were no windows, so the only light came from Briar’s careful little kingdom of lamps. She perched at the desk, all long lines and pale blue blouse, eyes sharp with anticipation and something less nameable.

Jules set down her tote on the low coffee table, her wavy brown hair gleaming in the lamplight. “Late hours, huh? What, nothing gets you going like mandatory overlap reports?”

“You know how it is,” I said, sliding the door shut behind us. “Briar runs the tightest ship at Blackwood.”

Briar barely acknowledged me, eyes glued to her chart. “We have forty-eight hours before the prompt cycles escalate again. If we don’t figure out who’s driving these new pairings, Phase Two becomes a free-for-all.”

Jules just grinned, settling herself on the couch with a catlike stretch. “You know, there’s more to life than legal fine print. But I’m not judging. Briar likes her puzzles.”

Briar didn’t take the bait. “Unlike some people, I’m not here for recreational feelings.”

Jules’s foot nudged her ankle under the desk, an intimate reminder that nobody really bought that. “You can say that again, boss. But I’m just here as your chaperone. Or maybe your emotional translation device.”

I watched the byplay, Briar’s posture rigid, Jules’s teasing, always precise, and it hit me how much gravity this setup carried. Even now, after weeks of escalating pressure, Jules could make Briar look almost bashful, which was a flavor I hadn’t seen anywhere else.

I slid onto the couch beside Jules, close enough to feel the warmth from her body but still keeping space for Briar’s ego. Jules noticed; she always did.

“So,” she said, voice honeyed, “let’s review: the study hand-picked best friends for every main girl, and then locked us together with you. Why? To see if anchors really hold, or if we just pretend not to crack.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but it looked more nervous than mean. “Or maybe to see if I can survive another month of intervention.”

“You can,” Jules said, certainty absolute. “But you’d do better if you didn’t treat vulnerability like tax season.”

That got a laugh out of me, sharp, involuntary, but honest.

Briar’s cheeks flared pink, but her tone stayed even. “If I wanted a therapist, I’d book a session. You’re here to help decode the file matrix, or…?”

Jules arched an eyebrow. “I’m here for whatever you need, Briar. Including decoding your real feelings.”

Ouch. Points to Jules.

Briar tried to regain footing, pointing at her board. “Fine. Priorities: first, isolate who’s pulling the strings. Second, map the contract crossovers. Third—” she stopped, pulse jumping in her throat.

I spoke up, softer. “Third, maybe stop pretending that having us here doesn’t make you want something else.”

For a moment, the room thrummed with live current.

Briar didn’t deny it. Not this time. Instead, she gave Jules an almost pleading glance, like she needed backup but refused to say so out loud.

Jules softened. “You don’t have to pick between being the sharpest mind in the room and just… letting yourself be wanted. It doesn’t make you weaker, Briar.”

“I know that,” Briar said, but her voice went quieter.

I leaned forward, elbows on knees. “For the record? I want both. You, Briar. And you, Jules. Not just as a side dish. For real.”

Jules’s gaze flickered to me, warm and a little surprised, but mostly satisfied. “Thank you for saying it out loud.” She reached for Briar’s hand, testing boundaries, “—if that’s not against the rules.”

Briar didn’t move to stop her. “You can touch me.” She sounded almost clinical, but her hand trembled in Jules’s.

Jules squeezed, then started tracing slow circles on Briar’s wrist, not sexual, just grounding. “Any other rules, Professor?”

Briar hesitated, calculating. “I set the terms. If I say stop, you do. “No cameras, no recording, and nobody walks out without checking in. If I say stop, we stop.”

I gave her a mock salute. “Absolutely. You call the shots.”

Jules grinned, but didn’t let her control become a joke. “Whatever you say, Briar. We want you to feel safe.” She pressed her forehead to Briar’s shoulder, soft hair brushing the sleeve. “See how easy it is to be the center?”

That, right there, Briar’s tension shimmered on the edge of shattering. She exhaled hard, composure slipping a notch.

“What about you?” she asked Jules, abrupt. “You’re not just here to… translate. What do you want?”

Jules’s voice was lower now, honest. “I want to be included. Not just as your emotional perimeter. I want you to let me see you, and I want him—” she nodded at me “—to see us both for real. No performance.”

God. The sweetness in that landed like a punch.

I slid closer on the couch, careful to telegraph every inch. “I want to see you, Jules. Not as a side note. As much as I want Briar.”

Jules turned, face open and almost shy. “You sure you’re up for that?”

“Try me,” I said.

I watched as her warm fingers mapped Briar’s forearm, up to her elbow, slow and careful. The touch was so gentle it was almost reverent, but the effect on Briar was immediate: her pupils blew wide, and her breathing stuttered.

Jules leaned in, lips grazing Briar’s jaw. “You don’t have to act unflappable. You’re allowed to want it.”

Briar shivered. “Then show me.”

Jules obliged. She pressed her lips to Briar’s, soft at first, then deliberate, tongue tracing until Briar parted for her. The sound Briar made, a little gasp, almost shocked, was enough to paralyze me. The sight of them, blue-blouse elegance and floral dress tangle, made my cock throb instantly.

Jules deepened the kiss, her hand curving to cradle Briar’s cheek, thumb brushing along the sharp bone. She didn’t rush. There was no battle for dominance, just a slow, precise claiming, as if she wanted to memorize the exact sequence of how Briar lost control.

Briar gave in, barely, letting herself melt into the contact. Her hand gripped the armrest, white-knuckled, but she didn’t pull away. Not even when Jules slipped her other hand along Briar’s thigh, teasing the fabric of her skirt up an inch, then two. Still above board, but the promise was there.

I felt like I might explode just watching.

Jules broke the kiss, a string of breath connecting them. “Still with me?” she teased.

Briar’s whisper was ragged. “I hate how much you know me.”

“Liar,” Jules said, kissing her again, this time with more force.

I was obsessed from the sidelines, but not as a spectator. When Jules glanced at me, she reached out, snagged my hand, and guided it to Briar’s knee, like she was authorizing me to enter the current.

“Is this okay?” I asked, voice gone tight.

Briar nodded, barely a movement, but her hand landed over mine, pinning it to her thigh.

Jules turned, catching my mouth with hers. The kiss was honey-warm, open. She tasted like chocolate and coffee, and the way she let me claim her tongue was nothing short of addictive. No hesitation. All in.

She pulled me closer, trapping Briar between us. I felt the heat of both women, the static charge in the tiny gaps left between bodies, and suddenly the whole room vibrated with belonging.

Jules moved with intention. “If you’re going to touch her, Tate, show her how much you want her.”

I did. I shifted so Briar’s back was to my chest, arms around her waist. My mouth found her neck, gentle at first, then working open-mouthed kisses along the soft skin, right at the place her pulse hammered hardest. She half-sighed, half-whimpered, but she didn’t tell me to stop.

Jules angled to face Briar, thighs bracketing her knees, and began unbuttoning the blouse, slow and unhurried, as if opening a gift. Each button surrendered exposed another inch of pale skin, delicate collarbones flushed pink, the top swell of her bra.

Jules didn’t look away, not even for a second. “You’re beautiful, Briar. You know that?”

Briar actually blushed, real, uncensored.

Jules pressed a kiss to her sternum. “Can I take this off?”

Briar nodded, silent.

Jules met my gaze. “Tate, can you help?”

I slipped my hands to Briar’s shoulders, fingertips teasing the fabric until it dropped to her elbows. Her skin was electric: hot, soft, goosebumps racing from every touch.

Her bra was midnight blue, lace, understated but sexy as hell. Jules traced the edge, then reached behind and deftly unhooked it. She didn’t rip it away, just peeled it off, revealing Briar’s breasts, fuller than her tailored blouses ever suggested, pale and heavy with dusky pink nipples that tightened under the sudden exposure. Jules’s breath caught audibly as she took in the perfect weight and curve of them, her fingertips hovering just above the skin as if asking permission to touch something precious.

“Still good?” Jules checked.

“Yes.” Briar’s voice was a hiss of want.

I palmed Briar’s breast, gentle, supportive, not a grab but an affirmation. She arched into my touch, tension breaking her posture for the first time all night.

Jules went lower, hands on Briar’s knees, skirt gliding upward by increments. “You want to set the pace?” she teased.

Briar, still trying to assert a last shred of control, said, “You’re not allowed to get smug.”

Jules grinned. “Smugness is a side effect, not a goal.” She knelt, so she was eye level with the hem of Briar’s skirt, and nuzzled along her thigh. “Permission?”

Briar’s thighs tensed, but she parted them. “Yes.”

Jules slid Briar’s skirt up, then hooked her thumbs into the waistband of pale blue panties, matching set, of course, and tugged slow, with a reverence that bordered on sinful. I helped lift Briar, just so the panties could slide off smooth and easy.

The sight was everything: Briar, naked and open, legs trembling but steady, pinned between my arms and Jules’s hungry gaze.

Jules rested her palm on Briar’s inner thigh. “God, you’re gorgeous.” She didn’t rush; she just savored the view, then leaned in and licked, once, right along Briar’s swollen clit.

Briar jolted, hand flying to Jules’s hair, not to stop her, but to hold on.

Jules flicked her tongue again, a little slower. “Want me to keep going?” Her voice was velvet.

Briar nodded, unable to form words.

Jules buried her mouth between Briar’s thighs, eating her out with a focus and finesse that made my head spin. She mixed soft, teasing licks with firm, ruthless pressure on the clit. Briar’s legs started shaking, and the sounds she made, tiny gasps, strangled half-whimpers, were the sexiest thing I’d ever heard.

I held Briar’s hips steady, letting her rock back against me, while my free hand stroked her chest, rolling her nipple until it pebbled hard under my thumb.

Jules glanced up, lips glossy, “You like being watched?”

Briar’s laugh was more a tremor. “Not usually.”

“Tonight you do,” Jules said, and then she doubled down, sucking Briar’s clit between her lips.

I felt Briar shudder to the core. “Fuck—” she gasped. The first true crack in her armor.

I couldn’t help myself. I kissed Briar’s neck, making her arch, then nipped her earlobe. “Let go, Briar. Let her see you.”

She shook, but didn’t resist. Jules lapped her relentlessly, two fingers joining the party, curling up to stroke inside while her tongue tortured the clit.

Briar was clenched so tight I worried she’d spasm right off the couch. Her hand never left Jules’s hair, and when I pinched her nipple harder, she let out a raw, startled cry.

“Jules—please—”

Jules pulled back for breath, eyes glowing. “What do you need?”

Briar gritted her teeth. “Want you to fuck me. Both of you.”

Well, then.

Jules grinned, laser-focused. “How do you want it?”

Briar finally surrendered. “No walls. Want to feel both. Want to watch him fuck you, then fuck me.”

Jules laughed, delighted at the honesty. “Noted. Permission to proceed?”

“Don’t you dare stop,” Briar said, and the effect was so immediate my own cock nearly ripped through my jeans.

Jules rose, undressing with a minimum of drama, just slipping her floral dress over her head like it was made of tissue. Beneath, she wore a bra the color of cinnamon and panties that barely held on. Her body was softer than Briar’s, curves and warmth, and so inviting I nearly lost composure.

I wanted her, not as an extension of Briar, but for the gravity she brought: nurturing, hungry, precise. Jules must have felt it too. She knelt before me, fingers working at my belt buckle with deliberate patience. As I tugged off my shirt, the metal clinked as she pulled it free, then unbuttoned my jeans, dragging the zipper down tooth by tooth. When she tugged the denim past my hips, boxers going with them, her eyes never left mine, even as her hand wrapped around my cock, already hard and leaking at the tip. Her thumb circled the wetness there, spreading it in slow, torturous strokes down my shaft.

Jules noticed the flare in my eyes. “Your move, Sterling.”

I laughed. “You sure?”

She stalked me, graceful, then straddled my lap, planting a long, slow kiss on my mouth. Her taste was heady, sweet, all-in. My hands found her hips, mapping their shape, then slipped up to cup her breast, thumb teasing the nipple through the lace.

Jules moaned, subtle but real. “You’ve wanted this,” she whispered, nipping my lower lip.

I inhaled her, then spun us so she was pinned beneath me on the couch. “Yeah. I have.”

Jules parted her legs, urging me closer. “Show me.”

I pulled her panties off, revealing a perfect, glistening slit, trimmed and slick and impossible to ignore. Her pussy was already dripping, evidence that all her focus on Briar hadn’t been a performance. I licked my fingers, then dragged the slick through her folds, circling her clit, loving the way her hips bucked at every touch.

Briar watched, blue eyes dilated, no jealousy in sight. Only hunger.

Jules wrapped me in her heat, drawing me down until our bodies were flush. “Want to feel you inside me,” she said, open and unguarded.

I obliged, lining up and pushing in, slow at first, savoring the friction. Jules clamped down, tight but welcoming, and the sensation was so crazy-good I almost collapsed.

Jules bit back a gasp, then smiled, wicked and sweet. “God, I see why she’s obsessed.”

I thrust into her, slow grind, letting her adjust to every inch. Jules reacted to precision, not brute force. Her pleasure was a rolling wave, building with every motion, every grind, every deeper push.

Briar crawled across the couch, catching Jules’s mouth in a kiss so dirty it could’ve melted steel. Their tongues tangled, and when I bottomed out, Jules bucked, hips rolling up to take all of me.

The three of us melted into a knot of heat.

I kept the focus balanced: sometimes controlling the pace, sometimes following Jules’s cues. She liked it when I went slower, especially if Briar was touching her too, like Jules wanted to feel every molecule of sensation and catalog its meaning.

She reached between her legs, rubbing her own clit in sync with my thrusts. Briar, never one to sit out, joined her, fingers tangling together as they worked over Jules’s swollen nub.

Jules trembled, her breath catching. “Fuck, keep going. That’s—oh—”

She shattered, eyes going wide, pussy squeezing me so hard I had to grit my teeth not to finish on the spot. Her climax was silent at first, just a full-body spasm, then she gasped so sharp it echoed off the high ceiling.

I rode her through it, not stopping until she sagged, boneless, against the cushions.

Jules eyed Briar, glowing. “Your turn. He wants you next.”

Briar didn’t hesitate. She straddled my lap, lining herself up and sinking onto my cock in one slow, greedy motion. The sensation, tight, hot, so fucking hungry, nearly blacked me out.

Briar’s new flavor was wild. The composure melted away; she rode with abandon, hands on my chest, hair wild, breasts bouncing, sweat beading down her neck. I watched her, obsessed with the sight of those usually-cool eyes blown wide with need.

Jules, recovered, moved behind Briar, bracketing her with arms and kisses. She cupped Briar’s breasts, pinching the nipples so hard that Briar gasped and arched even deeper onto my cock.

“There you go,” Jules murmured in Briar’s ear. “Let yourself fall.”

And Briar did. She fucked me like she wanted to erase every memory except the one where she was being taken, cherished, filled to the brim.

I held on for dear life.

Jules licked along Briar’s throat, then reached down to play with her clit, merciless little circles that made Briar tremble. I watched her struggle for control, then finally break, body locking, cunt spasming around my cock like a velvet fist.

Jules kissed Briar’s cheek. “Come for us.”

And Briar did, hard and perfect, the sounds she made shattering the last bit of caution between us.

I could’ve finished then, but I wanted more. I needed more.

I thrust into Briar one last time, barely holding back as she trembled on my lap, then eased out of her and watched her collapse against the couch, skin shimmering with sweat and satisfaction. But I wasn’t done. I wanted the full equation: three bodies, three souls, every variable tested. I guided Briar down, settling her flat on her back, her hair haloed wild across the velvet cushion, legs splayed open in brazen invitation. Beside her, Jules stretched out, sidling close so their bare thighs tangled, skin on skin, mouths colliding in a feverish, messy kiss that sang of rivalry and relief.

When I moved between their legs, Jules reached for me first, yanking me down with a force that said she was starving for more. I lined up and pushed slow into her, savoring the difference in angle, the friction, the frantic heat. Briar’s hand wandered, stroking along my thigh, teasing my ass, even as she watched, rapt, the place where Jules and I met.

Jules arched up to meet me, her pussy greedier this time, as if now that she’d tasted orgasm she was ready to devour the whole experience. She pulled Briar close, clutching her hand and dragging her in for a sideways kiss as I fucked Jules deeper, harder, the sound of skin meeting skin obscene in the quiet room. Briar, not to be left out, slid her hand between Jules’s legs, fingers circling just above where I was buried inside. Her blue eyes never left the spot, obsessive, scientific in their hunger.

“You see how she takes you?” Briar whispered, thumb gently spreading Jules’s folds apart so the view was explicit, intimate, a private film reel meant for just us. “God, I can feel you inside her.”

Jules gasped, trembling against Briar’s hand, and then turned her head, fixing me with the most raw, honest stare I’d ever seen on her face. “Don’t hold back, Tate. Give it all to us.”

The command, the rawness of it, nearly undid me. I thrust harder, grunting with effort, and Jules wrapped her legs around my waist, anchoring me in place and urging me deeper still. The pressure was exquisite, overwhelming, my cock throbbing and slick, the whole world shrinking to the heat between our bodies.

Briar, still touching herself, used her free hand to stroke my cock as I pumped in and out of Jules, fingers gliding over the wet shaft, squeezing just enough to make me hiss. The dual stimulation had me dizzy, teetering on the edge between control and surrender.

Jules’s climax built like a tidal wave. She started with tiny shudders, her pussy clamping down in soft pulses, but with each fuck of my hips, the tremors grew. Soon she was bucking up to meet me, moaning loud, wet sounds into Briar’s kiss, her whole body strung tight. I felt Briar’s hand move faster on my cock, tuned exactly to the rhythm of my thrusts, and the feedback loop was pure madness.

“Want you both to come for me,” Jules choked out, her voice shredded with need. “Want to feel you lose it.”

Briar answered by flicking her own clit with practiced violence, body curving up off the couch in a spasm of pleasure. “Fuck—I’m so close,” she bit out, eyes wild. “Tate, please—”

That ripped the brakes off. I hammered into Jules, sweat dripping down my spine, every sense sharp and hungry. The room was filled with the scent of sex, and the sight of Briar and Jules clutching each other, bodies shaking, locked into a circuit of sensation.

Jules reached the mountaintop first, legs squeezing my hips like a vice as she came around my cock, pussy fluttering so hard I thought I’d pass out. Her moan was a banshee wail, echoed by Briar’s frantic panting as she tumbled into her own orgasm moments later, hips bucking up from the couch, fingers white-knuckled in Jules’s hair.

The feeling of both women coming, one after the other, their bodies writhing together, was too much. I felt myself tip, the pleasure blinding and animal, cock twitching as I emptied into Jules in a torrent, the sensation so powerful that my vision spotted out at the edges. I kept pumping, milking every drop, as Jules milked me back, her pussy refusing to let go even as her whole body went limp beneath me.

Briar watched, transfixed, her gaze moving between my face and Jules’s, as if she was cataloging every moment for later use. When my last spasm faded, I pulled out, spent and shaking, and collapsed onto the couch beside them, arms outstretched.

Jules immediately rolled over, flopping her head onto my chest, face flushed and glowing, sweat painting her hair to her forehead. Briar turned, shifted awkwardly, and curled up at my other side, nestling her cheek against my shoulder, her lips brushing the edge of my jaw.

We lay there, the three of us, a tangle of sticky limbs and heavy breathing, every border erased.

I couldn’t help but laugh, a low, giddy sound, as I held them both. “You two are fucking dangerous,” I said. “I think you broke me.”

Jules snorted, her voice muffled against my skin. “Good. You needed breaking.”

Briar’s hand found mine, lacing our fingers together, her grip surprisingly gentle for a woman who’d just tried to fuck me into the afterlife. “You’re not the only one, Sterling.”

We drifted there, suspended, hearts finding their way back to normal. For a while, there was nothing but the soft, interleaved breaths and the afterglow of every nerve ending set to simmer.

We didn’t move for a long time.

Jules tucked herself under Briar’s arm, warm and content. “That was… better than any contract negotiation I’ve ever seen.”

Briar snorted, but she didn’t push Jules away. “We should be cataloging evidence, but—” she glanced down at her ruined blouse, then shrugged. “I suppose this counts as research.”

I ran my fingers through their hair, slow, grounding. “I’d rather do this than fill out another intake survey.”

Jules laughed, low and real. “You say that, but you’d ace the follow-up.”

There was a gentleness to the aftercare: Jules wiped sweat from Briar’s brow, and Briar, trying to play it cool, grabbed a water bottle from her desk and handed it around like this was just another late-night cram session. I stayed in the moment, making sure nobody drifted; if Briar looked even a little shaky, I caught her hand, anchoring her back.

Eventually, Briar started to reassemble herself, but the air was softer now, less brittle. She even let herself lean into Jules, lips pressed to her hairline, like she’d forgotten anybody could see.

Jules held the space, letting Briar come back slow, teasing her with a few sarcastic remarks about “team-building.” I watched them both, feeling the strange, beautiful weight of what had just happened. If there was one word for it, it was belonging. Not ownership or competition, just the certainty of being seen and chosen, over and over.

At some point, Briar, true to form, tried to push us back into data mode. She pulled up a file on her tablet and started reviewing notes, voice still a little rough.

“Look here,” she murmured, tapping a page. “Old contract overlay, something about a legacy donor.”

Jules peered in, cocking her head. “Wait. Scroll back. There. See the margin note? ‘Peyton Endowment, 1989 transfer protocol.’”

Briar blinked. “I hadn’t caught that. Peyton wasn’t listed in the current donor sheet.”

Jules licked her lips, focus firing up. “They redacted the mainline, but kept the metadata. Every time a new rule set appears, it’s tagged PE:__ or a variant. Could be a shell, or an outside architect.”

I scanned the note. They were right: every third page, a metadata tag I’d missed, PE, or an old Blackwood grant number, hidden in the fine print.

Peyton.

The name meant nothing to me yet, which somehow made it worse. Around Blackwood, names didn’t survive in metadata by accident.

Briar smiled, slow and predatory. “That’s our next angle. If they’re hiding the architect, it’s intentional.”

Jules’s fingers slid over mine, a silent squeeze. “See? You don’t have to do it alone. We’re better at this as a set.”

She meant it as a tease, but it landed warmer than any promise.

I drew both of them in, chest pressed to their backs, nothing left to prove.

For a long moment we just breathed, the three of us, tangled in Briar’s fortress of logic, and for the first time, she looked not just unguarded, but content.

The House, outside, hummed with secrets.

But tonight, the center held.

And with a new clue unlocked, I started to believe we might survive the next phase together. Not as a contingency plan, but as a family unwilling to break.

God help whoever tried to crack us next.


Elara's Quiet Mirror


It was the kind of hour when Blackwood House should have been asleep, but none of us had learned how to surrender that easily. Briar had cornered me in the kitchen to triple-check a funding pattern she and Sienna found in an archived folder. Peyton Endowment, again, always hidden behind some legacy tag that made you feel like you were the one missing the obvious piece. Rowan was up late with Cam and Kaia, sharing a bottle of wine and half-competitive retellings of how their latest prompt nearly got them dropped from the study. Elara watched it all from the end of the hallway, one shoulder on the wall, arms folded. She looked like she belonged there, as much a part of the house as any secret camera or velvet banister, but also apart from it, watching me. I knew that particular gaze. The air between us had that pressurized stillness, the kind that said: don’t fake it for me. I didn’t.

We could have played at normal, could have climbed into bed and tried to sleep with the work of the day still on us, but Elara gently took my hand. She didn’t say a word. We stepped into the cold together and out onto the porch, her breath a visible thread in front of her. She didn’t pull, just kept pace, letting me decide whether to call the moment or let it happen. I let her.

The walk down to the lake was a study in almost-touch: the chill closing around us, her fingers loose in mine, boots scuffing over drifted leaves and the last of the frost from that morning. The world behind us pulsed with distant light, campus lamps, the glow of Blackwood House’s upstairs windows, the steady blue of Briar’s laptop left open on the kitchen table. Here, the air was sharper, cleaner, edged with cedar and water and the kind of quiet you don’t get inside walls. The boathouse squatted at the edge of the dock, silhouetted against the lake: old and battered, but claiming its place, like a memory that refused to fade out.

Inside, it was almost as cold as the night, but Elara knew where the emergency blankets were, the battered old thermos someone left on the shelf, even the way to slide the bolt so nothing could interrupt. She moved around the space like someone who’d made it a refuge before. We sat on the wide bench beneath the window. She draped the wool blanket over my shoulders, then curled up beside me, knees pulled close, golden hair tumbling loose around her cheekbones. The light in here came from the moon off the water, filtered through warped window glass and strips in the cedar siding. I could see her eyes even before she glanced up at me.

It was too intimate to pretend, so I didn’t.

“You’re cold,” I said. My voice sounded rough, like I’d been holding my jaw too tight for hours.

Elara smiled, slow and real. “Not when you’re here.”

She burrowed in closer, her shoulder against my side, feet tucked under the edge of the bench. “Long day?”

“Yeah.” My hand found her hip, almost without thinking. She was smaller than she looked, dense with muscle and steadiness. “Feels like every move we make, the experiment finds a way to turn it against us.”

I thought I’d stopped performing for the cameras, but lately, it was like I had a camera built into my own body. I could not shake the feeling of being watched.

Elara didn’t argue. She just ran her fingertips along the edge of the blanket, right where it pressed into my thigh. “You carry everyone, Tate. Even when you think you’re not.”

I let out a breath. “It’s not just Rowan and Gray anymore. Or the day-to-day with Kaia and Hallie. Now there’s Briar pulling threads, Sienna half-convinced she’s the villain, Cam and Jules getting swept in whether they want it or not. And always the Peyton Endowment. Always a hint that the story started before we ever got here.”

She nodded, as if I’d confirmed something she already knew. It could have gone clinical, but she made it warm. “It matters to you, holding the pieces. That’s not a flaw.”

“Sometimes it is,” I said, and the words came out too honest. “If I drop it, someone gets hurt. But if I keep holding it, I have to choose who gets the clean version of the truth. That’s not leadership, it’s triage.”

Elara turned in, framing my jaw with her palm. “You don’t have to ration yourself,” she said. “Not with me. Or anyone here, if you let them.”

I didn’t have a comeback for that.

Outside, moonlight drifted across the lake in a wide silver band. I watched it, breathing her in. Her scent was subtle, clean skin and something warm, like the memory of summer grass. The boathouse felt a world away from the chaos and heat of the House. It felt like ours.

Elara let the silence stretch until it didn’t feel dangerous. She traced her thumb along my cheek. “Can I say something hard?”

“Of course,” I said.

She tipped her head, watching me in the dark, the way you’d look at someone you knew would not break. “Sometimes I think you mix up guilt and responsibility. Like, if you hurt someone, you can never be worth loving again. But that’s not how it works, Tate. Not unless you want to be Harrison.”

That landed. My chest went tight for a second, then released. “You don’t think I already am?”

“No.” She kissed the corner of my mouth, featherlight. “You don’t run from the damage, even if you want to. Harrison needed his version of me to stay on the shelf, untouched, safe, easy to explain. You want the real thing, even if it’s messy.”

It took a second for the words to find their home. “You don’t let your history define you.”

Elara’s smile was sad, but not resigned. “No one gets this far without hurting someone, especially not here. The difference is whether you keep pretending it never happened, or you make something better from it.”

She rolled her shoulders, settling in closer. Her hand traced over my thigh, then higher, warm even through the denim. “You’re not building love on denial. You’re just letting it grow in a weird climate.”

That got a laugh out of me, and the rawness eased a little.

“Don’t tell Rowan I let you get away with ‘weird climate’ as a metaphor,” I said.

She grinned, the expression brighter than the moonlight coming through the window. “I’ll claim full responsibility.”

For a minute, all we did was watch the water. The cold in the air finally found my bones, but she pressed in, sharing every bit of heat we had. It felt like a dare: to show up, to still want, even after the rest of it.

I turned her chin up and kissed her, slow and steady. The warmth was instant, rippling out in waves. She shifted to face me fully, hands cupping the sides of my face, her mouth open and unhurried. Our breaths fogged together. I could have stayed in that stasis for hours.

Elara moved first, sliding onto my lap, straddling me with deliberate care. She still wore jeans and the old ivory sweater she liked, but when her hips rolled up over mine, she didn’t hold back. Her hands found my shoulders, fingers kneading traces of stress I didn’t know were there.

I slipped my palms beneath her sweater, dragging it up, revealing the soft skin of her waist. She shivered, but not from the cold. I watched the goosebumps rise along her side as I traced her curves, thumbs slow over each rib. She didn’t flinch. She leaned in, letting me undress her inch by inch, like every piece of fabric was a promise not to rush.

When her bra came off, her breasts settled perfectly into my hands, warm, full, nipples peaking in the chilly air. She arched at my touch, hazel eyes wide and very awake, watching me as if I might vanish if she blinked too long.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said. The words were less a compliment than a confession.

She pulled her own hair loose. It fell around her shoulders in golden waves. “You always look at me like that,” she said, teasing, but her voice was thick with need.

I let my mouth linger on her skin, her shoulder, the dip of her collarbone, the curve of her breast, slow enough to feel every heartbeat. I tasted her, warm and alive beneath my tongue. She made a little sound, not a moan but a real exhale, like she’d been holding her breath for hours.

I sucked her nipple until she twisted, gasping, then soothed her with my hand on her back. She ground down against my cock, so turned on it was almost funny we were still joking about metaphors a minute ago.

She unbuttoned my jeans, hands sure and greedy, and freed me with a playful squeeze. “You always carry so much tension here,” she murmured, stroking me slow, every pass making it harder to think.

I don’t know if it was the quiet or the cold, or just the way Elara let me want without apology, but my whole body felt both lit and grounded. I wanted to see her, all of her.

She pushed her jeans down, revealing soft black panties. I trailed my fingertips over the front, then gently pulled them aside and slid two fingers through the wetness waiting for me. She was already slick, hips jerking forward.

“All for me?” I said, watching her face.

Elara nodded, blushing but refusing to look away. “It’s always for you,” she whispered. “Even when I try not to show it.”

I slid inside her with my fingers, slow and careful. She ground down, hungry for more. I thumbed her clit, and she groaned, hard enough that I almost expected the walls to shake.

“Someone will hear us,” I joked, voice barely above a whisper.

She shook her head, hair spilling everywhere. “Let them.”

I stroked her, slow and deep, until her thighs trembled under my hands. Every pulse of her body melted any remaining tension in my own. When I finally unwrapped the last of her clothes and sat her bare in my lap, skin to skin, legs spread over my thighs, arms around my neck, I nearly lost it.

She rocked her hips, taking my cock in hand, guiding me to her entrance. The tip slid in, hot and tight, her whole body clenching around me as I eased deeper. She let out a shaky noise that did some beautiful damage to my self-control. I buried myself inside, deeper with every thrust, and she never looked away. Her hands buried in my hair, her lips dragging down my jaw, her cunt squeezing me so perfectly it almost felt like forgiveness.

We fucked slow, wrapped in blankets, moonlight turning Elara’s skin silver and shadowed. The cold outside made the heat between us burn brighter. Every movement was deliberate, no performance, just the truth of bodies that knew each other and weren’t afraid to show need.

I had Elara in my lap, her knees pinning the wool blanket, bare thighs bracketing my hips. The scent of her clung to my mouth, the sweat at my temples, everywhere. The wind outside rattled the old boathouse, but in here it was only our warmth and us, already out of breath but still wanting more.

She rolled her hips over my cock, slow enough to draw it out, fast enough to make my pulse skip. Her hands found my face as she rode me, fingers threading behind my neck, thumbs cradling my cheeks. I felt her eyes on mine, so close I could see the flecks of green and gold in her hazel irises, the way her gaze went soft when she was on the edge.

“God, I love you like this,” I said, the words tumbling out without any filter. Maybe the cameras would have caught that, but I didn’t care.

She smiled, cheekbones high, eyes wet. “You love me in every version,” she whispered back, and then she leaned in and took my mouth, tongue searching, lips greedy.

Her body flexed around me, velvet and fire. She started to fuck me in earnest, the friction building, every slide of her cunt around my cock slicker, hungrier, more unafraid. She braced her hands on my shoulders and rode, hard, like she wanted to imprint her shape on me forever. I held her ass firm, guiding her rhythm, but she was already in control, her pleasure lapping over everything else, a tidal wave.

She tilted her hips, chasing the perfect depth. Each time she ground down, her clit caught the ridge of my pelvis, and she gasped, high and sharp, shuddering as her pussy clenched. I could feel her getting close, could see it in the way her jaw went slack, the way her head tipped back exposing her throat, the string of raw little sounds she stopped trying to hide.

I kissed her throat, then her breast, then the soft inside of her upper arm. Every heartbeat pressed her closer, every inhale was warm and right and nothing like the version of her that Harrison ever wanted. She tasted alive and addictive in a way that left my head spinning.

She pulled my head to her chest, burying my face in the golden curtain of her hair. “Don’t let go,” she said, voice shaking.

“I won’t,” I promised, and for once, it wasn’t a triage. I just meant it.

We moved together, all friction and forgiveness, her pelvis rolling into mine until it was just heat and sweat and the sound of skin on skin. I slipped a hand between us, thumb tracing circles over her clit, and she arched, the whole line of her body lighting up.

“Fuck, Tate—right there, don’t stop—” Her voice broke, and she came, clenching down so hard around my cock I saw stars. Her fingers dug into my back, nails sharp, and she ground down, shaking with the force of it. She made a wild, beautiful noise into my throat, half-moan, half-sob. I felt her heart going double time, echoing in my own chest.

That did it for me. I let go, let the pleasure break over me, hips bucking up into her, cock pulsing deep inside her. I felt her squeezing me, milking every drop, the pressure building until it burst, a release so powerful I almost sobbed with her. My hands were in her hair, on her back, everywhere at once. All I could taste was her skin, all I could hear was her voice, every sense dialed up and focused on the one fact that for this exact minute, nothing else in the world needed fixing.

We stayed knotted together, her shaking in my arms, sweat cooling on our skin. She pressed her forehead to mine, eyes closed, breathing ragged but sweet. I brushed the damp hair off her face and kissed her again, soft this time, just a brush of lips, but she smiled into it like it meant everything.

After a minute, she eased off me, but not far. She lay across my chest, legs tangled with mine, the blanket a tangle at our feet. I pulled her closer, and she let her whole weight rest on me, like she knew I wouldn’t mind.

She made a little sound, almost a laugh. “You always make me feel safe,” she said, voice muffled against my shoulder.

“You are,” I told her, meaning it in every way I could. “With me, always.”

She went quiet for a bit, just listening to my heartbeat. “You know, after Harris, I never really believed it could be like this,” she admitted, the words so soft I almost missed them. “I thought wanting could only break things.”

I swallowed, stroking her hair. “I thought the same about myself. Rowan, Kaia, even Hallie, it always felt like I was a grenade in their lives, waiting to go off.”

She laughed, but it was gentle. “You’re not a grenade. You’re a furnace. You keep us all running hot, and that’s terrifying, but it’s also what keeps us alive.”

I let the words settle. There, in the dark, I let myself believe it. “I want to keep you alive,” I said, and it was the closest I’d ever come to a prayer.

“You do.”

We lay there, listening to the ice crack somewhere out on the lake, the old wood beams shifting as the wind picked up. The world felt smaller, but kinder.

At some point, I reached for her hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back.

The comedown was soft, almost dreamy. She curled against me, naked but layered in old wool and shared body heat. For the first time all week, I let myself rest.

She stroked my hair while I caught my breath. If I had something to confess, she made it easy to say.

“I’m scared I’ll ruin all of this,” I told her. “That Gray will find out and everything we built will turn toxic overnight. I’m scared I’ll turn into the thing I hated.”

She tucked her face under my chin. “You won’t. Even if you fuck up, even if it hurts, you’ll choose accountability over hiding. That’s why they trust you to be the anchor. But you don’t have to do it alone. We’re allowed to hold you up, too.”

It shouldn’t have hit as hard as it did, but it did. In the dark, with her wrapped around me, I could believe it.

She squeezed my hand, quietly bossy. “Now shut up and let me keep you.”

I laughed, and it sounded almost normal.

When we finally stood to go, she dressed me, piece by piece, fingers brushing my skin like a benediction. She bundled us both in whatever blankets were left, and we slipped back outside, the air colder but less hostile now.

The walk uphill was easier this time. The house was still; all the lights but one had gone out. We kissed once on the porch, just a soft press of lips and a silent promise to shelter each other again.

Inside, my phone buzzed with a text.

Gray: You up? Need to talk, no weirdness. Just us.

I stared at the screen for a few heartbeats, feeling the whole past year lurch forward.

Elara saw it, but didn’t ask. She just squeezed my arm, a silent backstop against whatever came next.

The sanctuary was over. The next round would be public.

But for the first time in weeks, I felt ready.


Almost Caught


Ididn’t have to check the cameras to know when Gray arrived. I heard the front door rattle, a firm, impatient twist, then the heavy stomp of his boots on marble, each step telegraphing annoyance and something sharper underneath. Blackwood House was never truly silent, but at this hour, the quiet was surgical, like the building itself had sensed trouble coming.

Gray was faster than I remembered. Before I could cross the kitchen, he was already looming in the entryway, hands sunk in his jacket, jaw set to “fuck you, don’t ask.” The overheads cast hard shadows, etching every line of his expression. If I hadn’t been braced for it, the sight might’ve knocked me flat.

“Hey, man.” His voice came out gruff, but the usual frat-boy cheer was stripped away. “You alone?”

I nodded. “Mostly. Elara’s upstairs. Hallie and Kaia are out. Briar and Sienna crashed hours ago.”

He grunted, like that was good enough. “Need a drink?”

“No,” he said. “I need you to tell me I’m not losing my mind.”

I gestured toward the couch, a calculated choice. It faced the main hallway, away from the dining room window where the nearest camera glowered like a cyclops. Gray dropped onto the cushions, elbows parked on his knees, head in his hands for a second like it physically hurt to play vulnerable.

I eased down across from him, only half-pretending the air didn’t hum with static.

“So what’s up?” I asked, keeping it neutral.

He shot me a look. “You’re gonna make me say it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “You came here for honesty. Might as well start.”

His laugh was raw. “Rowan. It’s fucking Rowan. She’s not… I don’t know, man, she’s not even looking at me lately unless she needs to kick my ass at ping-pong. And don’t gaslight me, because half these girls in this house walk around like I’m radioactive.”

I didn’t flinch. “You’re not radioactive. You’re just not reading the room.”

That look again, the one that knew me too well but couldn’t figure out how I kept winning the bluff. “So I am missing something.”

I felt the urge to pour him a drink after all. Instead, I tried to take the edge off.

“You and Rowan had a mess. Now she’s trying to build something that isn’t just about pain. That’s going to look weird, especially in this environment.”

He let the words hang. For a moment, only the hum of the refrigerator and the soft, regular click of the upstairs landing light punctuated the quiet. Gray finally spoke, his voice pitched lower.

“I thought being here would help. Not just for us but for her. But the more time passes, the more I feel like everyone is in on a joke I missed. Even Cam. Especially Cam.”

I bit down my own laugh. He wasn’t wrong.

“She’s… distant,” he said, a little softer. “Like the Rowan I knew is still in there, but it’s buried under something I can’t touch. And when I try, she just… locks up. Or pivots. Or tells me I should be less of a selfish asshole and more of a grown-up.”

I knew that version of Rowan intimately.

“She’s changing,” I said. “But that doesn’t mean she’s erased everything you were.”

Gray considered that. He’d always been more sentimental than he let on.

“Are you saying I should just let her go?” he shot back, bristling.

I shook my head. “I’m saying you can’t strong-arm her into being old Rowan. She’s not going back in the box.”

He smacked his palm over his jaw, hard enough to leave a red print. “You really think I’m the villain here?”

It was tempting to say yes, to play the scapegoat. But that was too easy for both of us.

“No,” I said. “But I think you’re stuck in the past, and that gets ugly when you expect everyone else to stay stuck too.”

He actually laughed. “You were always the shrink in high school, but now you’re going full Dr. Phil. Guess the study taught you something after all.”

The banter eased the tightness in my chest for half a second. But only half.

Gray dropped his voice. “I’m fucking scared, man. She was it for me. Still is. I know I’m not some perfect catch, but I’ve never wanted anyone more. And lately, I can’t shake the feeling that if I turn my back for one second, she’ll just—” He cut himself off, staring straight at me. “Hell, maybe I don’t even want to know.”

He was looking for reassurance. What he got was my silence.

The house pressed in. A draft from the hallway bit at my ankles, and I could almost feel the lenses flexing, waiting for us to admit what was really happening.

Gray’s gaze sharpened. “You’re friends, though. Still? I keep thinking if she was seeing someone else, you’d tell me. I mean, you’d have to.”

This was it, the line nobody wanted to cross. I breathed slow, careful.

“I’d never let you walk into something that was going to destroy you,” I told him. True enough. Just not the whole truth.

He nodded, satisfied for now but not convinced. “Good. Because if it does happen, I want to hear it from you. Not from one of the gossip girls around here.”

I almost lost it at “gossip girls”, felt like the world’s least funny sitcom, but with higher body counts. Before I had to reply, footsteps hit the stairs.

Rowan appeared at the top of the landing, hair a mess, eyes sharp as glass. Her look said she’d heard more than plenty, and she didn’t plan on pretending otherwise.

She took the stairs two at a time, all athletic grace and barely-contained adrenaline. She wore one of my hoodies, shit, was that really mine?, and a pair of black shorts, the kind that revealed way too much leg for this kind of showdown.

Gray tracked her the way a crash survivor tracks a second wave. “You’re still up?”

She didn’t bother with a greeting. “Did I wake you? Or is this another one of your ‘let’s fix us at two in the morning’ strategies?”

He flinched. “I just wanted to talk.”

Rowan shrugged, arms folded. “So talk. But don’t expect me to be sweet about it.”

I caught the twitch in her jaw, a warning shot.

Gray squared up. “I’m trying, Ro. I come over here, I put in the work, and you just, what? You ghost me for days at a time. Is that how this works now?”

“I’m not obligated to check in,” she said. “We’re not in high school anymore.”

He looked at me, eyes wide. “See? This is what I mean. It’s like there’s a wall between us, and no matter what I do, someone always pulls her to the other side.”

Rowan’s posture stiffened, but her voice kept its edge. “What wall? The one where I stopped being your fucking property?”

His face colored. “That’s not what I—shit, you know I don’t talk like that.”

But she was already rolling, not giving him an inch.

“You want the truth? I’m sick of this conversation. We’ve had it a hundred times. You want me to go back to the girl who’d play nice, say the right things, let you walk around like nothing happened. That’s not me anymore.”

Gray stared at the floor, momentarily gutted. “So what, I just take the hint and disappear?”

Rowan softened only enough for the guilt to peek through. “I didn’t say that.”

He was desperate enough to push again. “Then what are you saying, Ro?” He gestured around, frustrated. “Because right now, it feels like you’re living a whole new life, and the only guy who doesn’t get the memo is me.”

She hesitated for half a heartbeat, and I saw the calculation: tell the truth, destroy him now; or hold back, and gamble another round of this hell.

At that perfect moment, Cam materialized from the dark edge of the hallway. She didn’t slink, she just appeared, back straight, arms folded, gray-blue eyes perfectly clear.

“Am I interrupting?” Her voice could shave glass, but she sounded almost polite.

Gray looked relieved. “Cam, maybe you can translate. I’m getting nowhere.”

Cam leaned against the doorframe, gaze flicking over Rowan, then me, then back to Gray. “Some answers you already know. You just don’t like them.”

He barked a laugh, defensive. “Yeah, like what?”

Cam considered. For a heartbeat, she let the silence expand, her version of a truth serum. “Like maybe Rowan doesn’t want what you want. Like maybe her happiness doesn’t require your permission.”

That stopped him. He blinked, genuinely thrown.

“Okay. Fine. She gets to move on if that’s what she wants. But it feels like everyone in this house is holding a secret, and every time I come around, I’m the last guy to the party.”

He lanced me with a glare, real enough that it almost hurt. “Even you. The one guy I thought would call it straight.”

Before I could step in, Rowan cut around the back of the couch, planting herself at my side, territorial, unafraid. She barely glanced at him. “He doesn’t owe you a running tally of my choices. Neither does Cam.”

Gray let that land. Then he laughed, but it was bitter. “Don’t worry. I’m getting the message loud and clear.”

I tried to stay neutral, but standing side by side with Rowan, the heat of her body bleeding into mine, I knew the pretense was crumbling. In the old days, I’d have given Gray an out, told him he was just tired, or that Blackwood House did weird things to people. Now? All I could do was brace for impact.

Gray cast his eyes around and caught sight of the study tablet on the counter. I’d left it charging, screen awake. Unlucky timing. A new prompt scrolled in bold black, right at the top: PAIRING UPDATE: SUBJECT ROWAN — STABILITY RESPONSE IN NONPRIMARY PROXIMITY PARTNER.

He squinted. “What the fuck is this?”

Cam swooped in. She plucked up the tablet, locked the screen, and arched a perfect eyebrow. “Just another prompt designed to start drama. You know how they are.”

He reached for the device, but she held it out of reach. “I’d let it go, Gray. The study wants us to eat each other alive.”

For a second, the old Gray sparked, competitive, half-crazed with curiosity, unwilling to be played. “So what? You’re saying the whole thing’s bullshit?”

Cam didn’t blink. “I’m saying the more you dig, the less you’ll like what you find. Especially if you ask the wrong questions.”

Gray glared, then pivoted back to Rowan. “Is it true? Are you—what, lining up for somebody else now?”

Rowan didn’t flinch. “If I was, maybe that would be my business. Or maybe you could respect my ability to choose what I want.”

He looked to me again, last hope or final nail. “Tate. Seriously. Is there something I need to know?”

I felt the room close in, every camera, every inch of air, every memory of how this all started. I could have shattered him right there. But I didn’t.

“Rowan’s not a prize to win,” I said. “She’s not a consolation, either. If she wants something different, you have to let her.”

He let out a long exhale, the fight draining out. Then he shook his head, just dazed. “I don’t even know who I am without her.”

Rowan’s voice was ragged. “You’re still you, Gray. Just not the center of my universe anymore.”

That hit harder than any punch. He looked like someone had stolen the gravity out of the room.

Cam took the cue. “Maybe it’s time to call it. None of us are going to say what you want to hear tonight.”

He stood, swaying for a beat. “Yeah. Guess I should go.” He paused, scanning us one last time, as if the answer would finally fall out of someone’s mouth. It didn’t.

He left the way he came, fast and loud, and the door thudded shut behind him.

The silence after Gray exited was high-voltage. The three of us just stood there, breathing hard. Rowan’s fists clenched so tight her knuckles blanched.

Finally, Cam broke it. “You can’t keep this up. Every time he walks in, the chance of a blowup triples.”

Rowan’s eyes glittered, but she didn’t react.

Cam softened, just a shade. “You don’t have to be a villain, Ro,” she said. “But you do have to choose eventually. Or the house will choose for you.”

She looked at me, meaning clear: I was on the hook, too.

“Next time,” Cam said, “I’m not cleaning up the wreck.”

She swept out, quiet as she came.

Rowan stared after her, trembling, but when she turned to me, her expression wasn’t defeat. It was relief, dark and dangerous, but honest.

“We almost blew it,” she said, voice stripped raw.

I nodded. “We did.”

“Do you care?”

Everything inside me twisted. “I care that you’re here. That’s all I’ve got left that feels real.”

She reached for my hand. The touch was electric.

We stood like that, wired, unsteady, but together.

The house, for once, felt like it was on our side. But the clock was ticking, and every beat brought us closer to the next detonation.

***

In the gravity well of Blackwood House, bedrooms weren’t built for sleeping. Around two-thirty a.m., I found Rowan alone in my room, back pressed to the window, hoodie half off her shoulder, legs drawn up to her chest. She stared at the pool outside like it owed her a fight.

She didn’t flinch when I came in. Just looked up, eyes bright and dangerous.

“You ever think maybe the house is rooting for everything to explode?” she said.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I shut the door and let the lock click, loud and final.

She barked a laugh, sharp as a punch. “Cam’s gonna have an aneurysm if we keep this up.”

I crossed the room, but left a buffer of air between us. Her energy was wildfire, beautiful, but untouchable.

“You want to talk about it?” I asked.

She fixed me with the kind of stare that could melt the paint off walls. “What’s left to say? He’s not an idiot, Tate. He already knows, somewhere in that dumbass heart. He just needs one crack, one slip, and we’re fucked.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said.

She threw her legs off the ledge and got up, pacing in restless loops. “I hate this. I hate sneaking around like I’m the villain. I hate that I still care if Gray gets hurt, even after everything. But mostly, I hate that I can’t stop wanting you even when it’d be easier to blow the whole thing up.”

I let the words land. They tasted like whiskey, hot, with a bitter edge.

“You don’t owe me neat feelings, Ro.”

She whirled, cheeks flushed. “You’re not off the hook, either. Don’t play the martyr. You like having me, even if it costs you your best friend. You want me to say I chose you? Fine. I fucking chose you. If you want to lie about it, do it somewhere else.”

That should have leveled me. Instead, it felt like a dare.

I closed the distance, crowding her against the glass. Her breath hitched, but she didn’t blink.

“Look at me,” I said, voice like gravel.

She did.

“When I want you, it’s not a mistake. I will not apologize for it, or make you smaller. If the truth gets ugly, it’s because it hurts to lose something real.”

She shook, but not from fear. Her fingers found my wrists, nails digging in.

“Then do it. Say it.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I want you. I want you so fucking bad it makes lying feel like a joke. I want you to break me open and never put me back together.”

Her laugh was wrecked. “That’s what you get for fucking the girl with a death wish.”

We crashed together, a knot of limbs and teeth and heat. She kissed me like she meant to hurt, biting my lower lip, hands shoving into my hair. I pinned her against the glass, grinding the length of my body into hers until even air felt optional. The scent of her, clean sweat, wine, something sharp and green, went straight to my brain.

We didn’t waste time. She clawed my shirt off, yanking so hard the collar popped. I slammed her hips back into the sill and shoved her hoodie up, baring the smooth muscle of her stomach, the tight black sports bra barely containing her breasts.

She smirked, wild and unashamed. “If you’re going to fuck me, do it right.”

So I did.

I pulled the hoodie over her head, dragged it free, then stripped off the bra with one practiced flick. Her big tits looked perfect, nipples already hard, skin hot enough to burn. I took both in my hands and squeezed, rolling her nipples until she gasped and tried to shove my pants down without even unzipping them first.

Her shorts hit the rug before her words caught up. “Can’t even pretend to be patient, can you?” she taunted, voice pure flame.

“Nope.” I cupped her ass, hauling her into me so tight the air got squeezed right out. Her pussy pressed against my cock, only two thin layers left.

“You want this?” I demanded.

She wrapped a leg around my thigh, pure animal. “You already know.”

I trapped her wrists above her head with one hand, forcing her to stay still while I fed on her mouth, her throat, the sweet hollow of her collarbone. She shivered with every bite, but didn’t back down, not once.

I freed my cock, hard and leaking, and let it ride up the crease of her panties. She moaned, arching shamelessly, grinding her cunt over the tip until I thought I’d explode without even getting inside.

“Fuck,” she hissed, breaking her wrists free to tear her own panties down. I knelt, mouth at her hip, and bit the elastic so hard it snapped.

She was already soaked, inner thighs gleaming, the scent of her slick and humid and more honest than words. I ran my tongue along the seam of her pussy, lapping up her taste, teasing her clit until she shook.

“God, Tate—” She bucked against my tongue, grabbing my hair for leverage.

I tongued her until her whole body shuddered, then straightened, lining my cock up and driving into her in one deep stroke. She went stiff, then melted around me, cunt gripping so tight I saw sparks.

We both went feral. I fucked her against the window, muscle and want, my hands locked around her waist as her ass banged the glass loud enough to wake up the cameras. For once, I hoped they were recording. Let the world see what honesty looked like.

Rowan clawed at my back, nails raking hard, but she never looked away.

Our bodies blurred, sweat, heat, the drum of flesh on flesh. I took her mouth, swallowing every groan, then slid down to bite her shoulder, her tits, every inch of her I could mark as mine.

She hooked both legs around my hips, meeting my thrusts with a fury that bordered on violence. “Harder,” she begged, voice gone hoarse. “Don’t fucking stop.”

We stopped pretending there was anything careful left in us. I pinned her wrists because she pushed them into my hand, daring me to hold her there, and she took every thrust like she’d been waiting all night to prove she could handle the truth. It was rough, reckless, and completely mutual, the kind of heat that burned through excuses instead of making any new ones. Her back arched off the window, hips jerking like she was trying to crawl out of her own skin, but I didn’t give her even a second of slack. I wanted her to remember this in the morning, in her sleep, in her bones. I wanted to make a fucking ruin of her.

She gasped for air, teeth bared, eyes gone glassy with pleasure and something more feral. “Don’t you dare stop,” she snarled, and so I didn’t. I slammed her against the glass so hard I thought it would shatter. Her legs locked around my waist, dragging me deeper, grinding her clit against the base of my cock with every ragged, uncoordinated thrust.

The pressure built with a speed that bordered on violence. She shook all over, sweat slick on her skin, hair damp and wild against her cheeks. I felt her muscles clamping down, then the rolling, blinding rip of her orgasm: Rowan came with a scream, body seizing, pussy fluttering around me in wild, convulsive pulses that made my whole world white out behind my eyelids. I fucked her through the crest, relentless, not stopping even as she bucked and twisted, trying to wring every ounce of pleasure from the moment.

It sent me over, hard and helpless. I lost my grip on her wrists, hands tangling in her hair instead as I buried myself inside and came, a pulse of heat and sharp-edged relief, the kind that left you dizzy and unsteady on your feet. The sound I made, half-growl, half-plea, didn’t even sound like me.

The moment hung there, breathless and obscene, our bodies still straining against each other long after the climax. The air in the room felt electrified, skin prickling, every sense in overdrive.

We slid down to the carpet, Rowan sprawled on top, breasts heaving, flushed as hell and still shaking. Sweat cooled over our skin, but the threat of what we’d done stayed molten.

For a long minute, neither of us moved. Then she found my face and kissed me, slow and savage, like she was still starving.

I stroked her hair, my own mind ringing like a fire alarm. The guilt didn’t vanish, it sharpened, cutting through the haze, but for once it didn’t win.

“I could have said no,” she whispered. “I could have walked away a thousand times. But I didn’t.”

“You wanted this,” I said, low.

She nodded, eyes shining. “I wanted you. I still do, more than air.”

I held her, bare skin pressed to bare skin. The sweat, the smell of us, her heat, none of it felt accidental.

“Gray?” I asked, because it was the only word that mattered.

Rowan went quiet. Then she said, “Part of me wants him to find out. Not because I want to hurt him, but because hiding feels like dying.”

That landed with a violence more intense than sex.

“I don’t want to hide you,” I said. “Not ever.”

She tucked her head into my neck, breath hot on my skin. “Then why do we keep doing it?”

I didn’t answer, because the truth was obvious.

We lay together, tangled limbs and sticky skin, staring at the ceiling like it held any absolution.

“I want to stay here tonight,” Rowan said, voice fragile now.

“Stay forever if you want.”

She laughed, but there was no edge to it, just hope.

I pulled a blanket over us, wrapped her up, and held her while her heartbeat slowed. Even naked, even guilty as sin, she felt like home.

The night thinned out, hour by hour. At some point, Rowan settled on my chest, half-asleep, her breath soft and trusting.

If this was what honesty felt like, I wasn’t giving it up.


The Clip


The house felt weirdly weightless that morning, a held breath, a hungover hush that didn’t match the storm brewing just under the surface. Maybe it was leftovers from the night before, or maybe it was just the sick certainty that hiding was over. I rolled over to find Rowan slumped beside me, hair tangled, skin bare beneath my blanket, looking like she’d fought through an entire war just to land in my bed. Her eyes flicked open, green and clear and wide awake, not even pretending at sleep.

For one stolen second, I almost believed we could have a normal morning. Just drift down to the kitchen, make coffee, dodge the cameras, and laugh at each other over toast the way something resembling a regular couple might. But nothing about us was designed for normal, not anymore.

Rowan stretched, body athletic, naked and uninhibited, then looked at me like she could already feel the world coming for us. “How long you think we’ve got before this blows up?” she asked, voice gravelly with sleep.

I smirked, even though I barely felt it. “I’d say we’re way past the point of no return.”

She laughed, low. “Good. I hate waiting for the axe to fall.”

We dressed in silence. I handed her a clean t-shirt, mine, of course, and she yanked it over her head without hesitation. The sight did something primal to my pulse, but there was no time to linger. Down the hall, I heard the telltale click of Sienna’s computer, the distant rush of the shower (Briar or Kaia, judging by the hard, methodical water sound), and the fat, lazy yawn of a house that had no idea what was about to hit.

I risked the kitchen first. The marble counter was littered with stacked mugs, empty vitamin bottles, and a half-eaten banana bread that looked like something Hallie had orchestrated in the middle of the night. I started the coffee. Rowan prowled in behind me, moving half in shadow, hoodie hiked up over her bare hips before she grabbed a pair of shorts from the laundry basket and made them work. We kept a deliberate distance, two arms’ length, which in Blackwood House might as well have been a chasm.

I heard the front door open with restrained violence. Not a knock, not a courtesy ring, just a twist, a shove, and Gray’s boots slamming down on the entry marble.

Shit.

Rowan stiffened. My heart did something ugly in my chest. There was no time to stage anything; nothing to reset or disguise.

Gray stalked in, dark hair bristling, campus-casual jacket wide open over a t-shirt that looked only a step above yesterday’s sweat session. He moved like a man who’d barely slept, like maybe the only thing holding him together was the rush of needing answers.

He didn’t even look at me first. His eyes zeroed in on Rowan, locked on the way she leaned against the counter, half-dressed, flush still rising on her cheeks.

He stopped dead. “Well, fuck me. Guess you weren’t lying about ‘moving on.’”

Rowan didn’t blink. “Good morning to you, too.”

“Don’t do that,” Gray snapped. “Don’t—Jesus, don’t stand here and pretend it’s nothing.”

His fists clenched. Even from this side of the room, I could see the muscles in his jaw working overtime. He shot me a glare so loaded it almost had its own weather system.

“You,” he said, voice low and venomous. “You were supposed to be my friend.”

I held his gaze. If I’d had time to script a confession, it wouldn’t have changed a single thing.

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.”

He shook his head, almost laughing. “How long have you been fucking her?”

Silence, loud enough to rattle the cutlery.

Rowan beat me to it. “You want the truth, Gray? Then here it is: It was over before it started. You just wouldn’t listen.”

He stared at her, gutted but not retreating. “Then why didn’t you just say it? Why keep me on the hook, show up for all the relationship check-ins, the ass-backwards therapy sessions? Why make me feel like it was worth fighting for?”

Her eyes flicked, sharp. “Because I wanted to believe you’d get it without needing me to spell out the misery. I didn’t owe you a public execution.”

He laughed, ugly this time. “You think this is about me not ‘getting it’? You think I’m too fucking dumb to do the math?”

He turned on me, all that wounded, brother-level trust curdled into fury. “You let me say shit to you, man. I came here for help. I fucking told you how scared I was. And the whole time, you’re just—what, banging her and letting me make a clown of myself?”

He was shaking now, but it wasn’t rage, not really. It was the kind of grief that just sat in your bones and waited to turn bitter.

I didn’t dodge. “Yeah. I should have told you. I should have ended the lie a long time ago.”

He barked a sharp laugh. “But you didn’t. Because what, she was worth it?”

I met his eyes and didn’t look away. “She is. But that’s not why I did it. I fucked up, Gray. I wanted to have it both ways: not lose you as my friend, and not lose her either. I made it worse by dragging it out.”

He looked at Rowan, then back at me. “Is this your definition of loyalty now?”

Rowan bristled, stepping between us. “Don’t you put this on him alone. I made my call. I’m not property.”

“You’re right. You’re not,” Gray said, the words half-choked. “But you sure knew how to make me feel disposable.”

She winced, but didn’t back down. “You wanted a version of me that stopped existing the second I realized I didn’t belong to you. I tried to tell you. But you needed the fight more than you needed the truth.”

He ignored her and locked in on me. “You were supposed to be the safe friend. The one who’d call bullshit or drag her back when she lost her mind. Instead, you just kept quiet and grabbed what you wanted.”

“Yeah,” I said. My voice sounded like gravel in a glass. “I wanted her. No excuses.”

The sound of footsteps on the stairs. Cam’s silhouette appeared at the edge of the kitchen, eyes sharp and emotionless as a sniper.

She didn’t move to intervene, not yet. Just observed, arms folded, face unreadable.

Gray kept moving, circling the island like he’d lose his balance if he stopped.

“So what, this was worth blowing up everything?” Gray asked, voice rising, desperate. “Worth nuking the best friendship either of us ever had?”

Rowan’s knuckles went white on the countertop. “Maybe the friendship mattered, but you always wanted it to be a shield. Like if I couldn’t be your girlfriend, I at least had to stay loyal to your little boys’ club.”

He lost it for a second, slamming his hand on the granite, voice echoing through the whole downstairs. “I never asked for a fucking Stepford girlfriend, Ro! I just wanted to not get lied to, for once.”

She didn’t yield an inch. “If you wanted honesty, you could’ve handled what I told you last fall. Instead, you called me crazy and spent the next six months ignoring every word that didn’t fit the story where I made you whole.”

Something in his face cracked. He looked at Cam, like maybe she’d call a flag on the play, offer him some outside verdict.

Cam’s voice was icewater. “She’s not the villain here, Gray. Nobody stole anything. It hurts like hell, but you knew this was coming.”

He glared at her, lip curled. “You always side with her.”

“Not always,” Cam said. She glanced at Rowan, then me, then back to Gray. “But this time? I do.”

Gray turned away, as if to get distance, but the sightlines in Blackwood House made that impossible. Hallie appeared just at the edge of the hallway, face white with shock and sympathy. Behind her, Kaia hovered, chin up, eyes narrowed, already sizing up the damage.

Gray ignored them. He just kept unraveling, the loss of inertia more painful than any blow.

“You know what really gets me?” he said, voice trembling. “I could handle losing. I could. What I can’t take is knowing you both looked me in the eye and kept letting me believe I mattered.”

He jabbed a finger at me. “You could have called it, man. You could have looked me in the eye and told me to fuck off. I would have respected that. But you waited until it was too late and now—” He cut himself off, breath ragged.

Kaia chose that moment to speak, voice blunt and crystalline. “He’s not going to be the last person who gets hurt in this house. But you can choose if it makes you cruel, or if you want to leave with any dignity left.”

Gray flinched, like she’d actually smacked him.

I stepped in closer, not for intimidation, just to make sure I wasn’t holding anything back.

“I’m sorry, Gray. For all of it. For treating you like you weren’t a factor, for letting secrets get in the way of everything we built. I don’t expect you to forgive it, and I won’t pretend it was the study, or Rowan’s fault, or anything but mine. I let it happen because I was selfish and scared.”

He stared at me, nothing but heartbreak left. “Who are you?”

The words landed like a body blow.

Hallie finally came forward, soft voice trying to bridge the gulf. “You’re both better than this,” she said. “But nobody here came out unscathed. Especially not you, Gray.”

He let out one last, hollow laugh, the sound of someone realizing nothing would ever fit again. “Guess that’s what I get for thinking I was the main character, huh?”

Rowan shrank back, grief finally showing, but her relief was there too, a wildness in her eyes that didn’t look sad at all.

“You are still you,” she told him, voice gentle. “But I’m not yours, and I can’t go back.”

He fished in his jacket, hands shaking, like he wanted to throw something, break a window, or just smash the whole day to pieces. But all he did was clench his phone so tight the casing cracked. For a second, I thought he’d take a swing at me, but he didn’t.

He pivoted to the door, then back. For a split second, it sounded like he might cry, but he just spat out the last bit, voice shredded. “Have a nice fucking life,” he said, eyes locked on me. “Both of you.”

He slammed the door behind him.

The house felt like it exhaled. All the tension rippled through the entryway, up the stairs, into the kitchen, rattling everyone into alertness.

Rowan slumped against the counter and let her head drop to her forearm. For a blink, nobody moved.

Cam was the first. She crossed to Rowan, put a careful hand between her shoulder blades. “You okay?” she said, gentle but firm.

Rowan didn’t answer, not right away. I watched her fight for breath, then collect herself. “He had to know,” she muttered. “We all did.”

Kaia stalked forward, gaze fierce. “If you’re looking for someone to say you fucked up, you’re not going to find it here. You survived.”

Hallie hung back, eyes wide with worry. “It’s going to be okay, Ro. We all saw it. You didn’t run.”

Briar ghosted in, cold coffee in hand, eyes narrowed as she took in the ruined tableau. She looked at me, then Rowan, calculating.

“I’m guessing this wasn’t random timing,” she said, dry as a bone.

Sienna trailed in behind, feet bare, expression caught between guilt and curiosity. She glanced at the wall tablet, at the phone in my hand, then at the front door Gray had just obliterated.

Elara lingered at the base of the stairs, arms folded tight around her sweater, watching like she was already stitching our pieces back together.

Nobody said a word for a long, electric moment.

Rowan finally straightened, the red mark from her forehead pressed into her arm. “I don’t regret choosing you,” she said, eyes on me. “Even after that. Even now.”

I could have kissed her right there, but every instinct said the next wave was coming.

Cam caught my eye and gave the briefest, smallest nod. No judgment, just the unspoken truth that this was what leadership looked like: not the performance, but the cleanup.

Kaia broke the silence with trademark efficiency. “Next move?”

“I think,” Briar said, “we look at the logs.”

Sienna nodded, voice soft but unflinching. “It feels engineered. Like the experiment wanted this blow-up on tape.”

Every molecule in the house seemed to lean in, listening.

Rowan leaned into Cam’s touch, but her eyes reflected nothing but relief. For the first time in forever, the secret was just a fact, not a hand grenade.

I took her hand, threading our fingers, and she squeezed back, hard.

The house reset. The old world was over. Only the aftermath was left to manage.

***

There’s a rule in Blackwood House: after the bomb goes off, you don’t hide in your room. You report to the kitchen. You wear what you can grab. You show up with your wounds and your loyalty, and you do not let the experiment win.

Rowan sat at the end of the kitchen bench, Cam on one side and Hallie angled in so close that their knees knocked. Rowan’s hair was still a wreck from sleep and the argument; her hands trembled faintly where they wrapped around her mug, but her eyes were wild and alive. She looked like she’d fought off a wolf with nothing but a spatula and a grudge.

Kaia stalked in, barely dressed, just a ribbed tank top and running shorts. She wasted exactly zero time. “You need me to hunt him down and make him apologize?” she asked Rowan, half-joke, but the offer was real.

Rowan snorted, voice thin but fierce. “I think he’s had enough.”

Hallie reached across the table, squeezing Rowan’s hand in both of hers. “You know what I love most? The way you never run away from the mess. Even when it’s bloody. That’s not villain energy, that’s hero shit.”

Rowan barked a laugh that sounded a lot like relief.

Briar entered with her phone already in hand, hair still damp from her own panic shower. She looked at me with crisp calculation. “I want to see the prompt logs. Right now.”

Sienna trailed just behind her, cheeks blotchy, cardigan slipping off one shoulder. She perched on the accent chair by the counter, scanning between me, Rowan, and the wall display like she was piecing together a crime scene. “The timing isn’t a coincidence. Gray’s last study access was hours ago, then suddenly he reappears at the exact wrong moment? It’s way too precise.”

Kaia rolled her eyes, but not at Sienna. “You’re telling me the study set us up?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Cam muttered, voice sharp.

Elara drifted in nearly silent, poured coffee for whoever needed it, and set her hip to the counter. “It’s not just about blame. The whole point is staying whole even after the worst reveal. That’s what the study never expects.”

I pulled up the system dashboard, heart pounding like I’d just sprinted the quad. Briar and Sienna closed in on the screen behind me, their heads nearly touching as they read. Hallie squeezed Rowan’s hand harder, murmuring soft reassurances while Cam kept a palm at the small of Rowan’s back, protective but never possessive.

Kaia watched from just behind my shoulder, arms folded, breathing like a runner at the starting block, ready to call bullshit on anything that didn’t add up.

The prompt log loaded, sluggish like it hated the scrutiny. There, timestamped at 7:02 AM, less than half an hour before the blowout, was a Phase Two entry:

[ACCESS SUGGESTION: SUBJECT GRAYSON — Recommended Visit Window: 0700-0900 / PE_ROUTING]

Briar’s lips curled. “There it is. The system nudged him. Peyton’s initials, too—PE. They didn’t even bother to mask it.”

Sienna nodded, mouth tight. “That’s the Blackwood signature. Push the secondary contact into the house at the worst possible emotional moment and record the shrapnel.”

I swallowed, felt the slow, familiar acid of being played. “So we’re not just lab rats. We’re ammunition.”

Kaia arched a brow, zero sympathy for my self-blame. “Yeah, well, at least we win by surviving. Which means not hiding or licking wounds in silence.” She ruffled Rowan’s hair, then winked at Hallie. “We’re still the best damn family on campus.”

Hallie glowed, soft warmth lapping over all of us. “Even if we’re dysfunctional, we’re honest. That’s better than ninety-nine percent out there.”

Elara’s presence soaked through every word, gentle but unbreakable. “If you’re worried Gray’s going to make you the villain, don’t. Anyone who watched that would see a woman who knows how to choose herself.”

Rowan finally looked up, color returning to her cheeks. “I hated hurting him, but I’m so relieved the secret’s dead.”

“You’re allowed to feel both,” Briar said. “It’s proof you survived their script.”

Cam gave Rowan a gentle nudge. “See? Didn’t even need me to break his kneecaps.”

Rowan rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched like she was about to laugh.

Sienna, still glued to the logs, said, “This isn’t the end. Next time the system wants to escalate, it’ll use different levers. We have to be ready to see it coming.”

Briar met her gaze. “Then we outsmart it. Together.”

It landed, more like a contract than a slogan.

I tucked Rowan under my arm and squeezed, careful not to jostle the vulnerability still humming inside her. She leaned in, full body, like she already knew we weren’t going anywhere.

Kaia signaled the end of the crime scene with a yawn. “Anyone want eggs? Because I’m starving, and if we’re going to fight the man, I prefer it with protein.”

Hallie brightened instantly. “I’ll make toast. Let’s double it for leftovers.”

Rowan blinked, genuinely touched. “I thought you’d all think less of me.”

Hallie actually giggled, then immediately looked guilty for it. “Sorry. Too soon? Maybe. But also, are you kidding? You broke up with a man who wears cologne to casual brunch. That’s a public service.”

Kaia threw an arm around Hallie and Rowan both, nearly smothering them. “If you ever doubt where you stand, ask again, and we’ll re-swear you in.”

Elara brought over a mug for me, the gesture so intimate my throat nearly closed. “You’re allowed to rebuild, Tate. Not everything is broken.”

Briar tilted her head, softening for the first time all morning. “You took the hit so Rowan wouldn’t have to.”

I shook my head. “We did it together.”

Cam caught my eye, something like respect in her usually glacial stare. “Welcome to Chosen Family, round two.”

We fell into the rhythm of recovery, voices overlapping, food appearing like magic, the sting of betrayal cooling into camaraderie. But beneath the surface, a pulse of anger stayed hot, at the experiment, at whoever thought we’d break that easily, at the very idea that love could be manufactured, measured, or destroyed on schedule.

When the log entry reloaded, Briar flagged it for all of us to see: the system’s signature was clear as day. A calculated ping, engineered to shatter the hour most likely to wound.

We were lab rats. But we were also the control group that refused to die.

Hallie clinked her mug against mine, blushing a little but proud. “I like the odds,” she whispered.

Kaia smirked, ready even for the next round. “Bring it on, Peyton. We’ll burn down the script and write our own ending.”

Under the harsh, predatory lights of Blackwood House, every flaw, every secret, every fresh wound was on display. But for the first time, the proof of survival tasted sweeter than the threat of collapse.

I watched my harem, my home, hold the day together with nothing but grit and bare hands. And for a second, I almost pitied the assholes who thought they could break us apart.

Let the system log that, I thought. Let Peyton’s people tear their hair out. We had survived the reveal.

Now we had to survive what it changed.


What We Broke


The first time Rowan’s name trended for something other than volleyball, it wasn’t about stats or varsity records or her latest dry one-liner in psych class. It was two hours after Gray stormed out, and every phone in Blackwood House buzzed with a kind of dread that even the caffeine couldn’t blunt.

Sienna was the first to spot it: a rumor account, @blackwoodshade, suddenly cranking out blind items that weren’t blind at all. “Varsity bombshell ditches Sigma prince for a Blackwood insider—guess that’s what you call a study in chemistry,” the post read, complete with the kind of emoji that made you want to punch the screen. Below, the comments were already a feeding frenzy.

Rowan leaned over Sienna’s shoulder, lips curled in a deadpan snarl. “I don’t know whether to be flattered or to jump in the lake.”

Hallie made a noise halfway between a laugh and a scream. “If you jump, I’m coming with you. I refuse to let you get canceled alone.”

Kaia was more surgical. She slid onto the barstool next to Rowan, hips braced like she was ready to tackle a quarterback. “They’re not even subtle. ‘Blackwood insider’ is you-know-who. And if anyone on campus can’t connect those dots, they probably failed Psych 111.”

I poured coffee, hands steady even when my insides felt like broken glass. Across the kitchen, Elara caught my eye, a soft warning not to let the guilt eat me for breakfast.

Rowan snorted and took the mug from my hand, fingers raking back her hair. “Let the rumor mill work. At least I don’t have to send out a press release. Or—fuck, maybe I do. How does one untag themselves from emotional car wreck?”

Nobody had a good answer.

The next hour was a haze of damage control: Kaia on her phone, already pinging a list of allies and blockers, Hallie playing rapid-response with memes and “I’m fine” texts to anyone close enough to care. Cam was offsite, her strategy, always give the blowup room to settle before weighing in, but she sent a string of messages that made it clear the outside world was circling.

Elara nursed her coffee like it was holy sacrament, perched across from me at the kitchen table. Her calm did more than any fake pep talk. She squeezed my fingers under the table, grounding me, every slow inhale a reminder that pain just proved we were alive.

Upstairs, Briar and Sienna were already huddled over the study tablets, dissecting the log entries from last night. I could hear the dry murmur of their voices: “PE_ROUTING is too clean. They didn’t even try to bury it this time,” from Briar; “They wanted Phase Two on the record. Take down the anchor, watch what happens,” from Sienna. The words were sharp, but the underlying note was loyalty, not blame.

I joined them for maybe fifteen seconds before Rowan ghosted in behind me. Her scent, sweat, skin, some leftover vanilla from my hoodie, hit first. She didn’t speak, just hovered in the doorway, arms folded, chin up like she was still bracing for the next punch.

Briar looked up, eyes impossibly clear even after a night of zero sleep. “You want the short version?” she said.

Rowan cut her off. “The study did it on purpose.”

“Like clockwork,” Sienna confirmed. “Gray’s prompt hits at 7:02, he’s in the House by 7:21, and the system flags the room for ‘proximity stress test.’ You could set your watch to it.”

I sucked in a breath, but it felt anticlimactic. “So we’re not just the main characters. We’re the ammunition.”

Rowan smirked, but it was pure self-defense. “Guess all I need now is a cute villain monologue and a matching bodysuit.”

Briar was all efficiency. She slid the tablet across the desk to me, timestamp highlighted and every damning line marked. “We’ll keep tracking, but the real fireworks are going to be public, not private. If Gray sticks to pattern, he’ll hit social next.”

I nodded, the words burrowing into muscle memory. “He’ll be hurt, but not cruel. He’ll do what guys always do, rehash the story until he sounds like he won, even if he didn’t.”

Rowan’s face twisted, a split-second of guilt fighting with relief. “He deserves to be pissed. But he also deserves more than the version of me that stayed out of pity.”

Sienna’s gaze softened. “You don’t have to apologize twice, Ro. The only one who can call you selfish is you. And even then, I’d argue the experiment baked that into the rules.”

Briar shrugged. “Just brace for the rebound. The system wants a messy sequel, not closure.”

The girls retreated back to the day, leaving me cradling the study tablet like it might confess something new. Elara watched through the open door. She tilted her head, blonde hair spilling over her collarbone, then beckoned me with a small, insistent gesture.

I followed, and let the air in the hallway reset my head.

Elara waited until the others were out of earshot, then gently pressed her body to mine, both hands flat on my ribs. “You’re still carrying it,” she whispered, no judgment, just fact.

I didn’t bother with denial. “Feels like gravity’s off. Everyone’s wired but acting like it’s fine. I’m supposed to be the glue, but I can’t stick the pieces back together.”

Her touch was so simple, so real, it almost hurt. “It’s not your job to make them un-break. It’s your job to love them anyway.”

I wrapped my arms around her, breathing deep. “Rowan’s strong, but I don’t want her to take the hit alone. And Gray, I’ll never stop feeling like I played him for a chump.”

Elara tipped my chin. “You didn’t lie to him for sport. You did it because you thought you could save him from pain.” Her lips brushed my jaw, a featherlight benediction. “Baby, don’t confuse regret for self-destruction.”

“God, you sound like a psych textbook.”

She grinned. “I read the fun ones.”

We stayed there, pressed together, just long enough for the ache to fade to a dull throb.

By the time I made it back to the kitchen, the morning had mutated again. Rowan perched on the counter, knees drawn to her chest, Hallie curled beside her like a cat. Kaia was making eggs, slamming the skillet around with so much force it was a miracle the stove survived. Cam still MIA, but every time someone’s phone lit up, you could feel her ghosting the situation by proxy.

Nobody tried to make Rowan talk. She looked like she’d run a marathon in her sleep, but her eyes were bright. The secret was gone, and if that left scars, at least they belonged to her now.

Hallie brushed Rowan’s hair back, careful as you’d handle a fever. “If you want to nap, I can bring you food.”

Rowan shook her head, mouth twisted in a half-smile. “I’d rather just stay awake. Not much point running from the headlines.”

Hallie squeezed her knee. “I’m your designated distraction officer. We can marathon the worst Netflix garbage you want.”

Kaia slid in with a pan of eggs, like the world’s bossiest nurse. “Eat. You’ll need the stamina for the next round.”

Rowan didn’t pretend to be too cool to accept. “Thanks,” she said, voice almost shy.

Kaia hovered just close enough to count as backup. “You did what he never expected you to do, chose yourself.”

That landed. Rowan didn’t bristle, but she didn’t puff up with pride, either. “I didn’t want to be the villain. I just wanted it over.”

Kaia’s smile was razor-sharp. “Villains don’t get sympathy. You didn’t take anything he didn’t already lose.”

Hallie was the emotional glue, always. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “Even if you look like a sleep-deprived serial killer right now.”

That finally broke Rowan. She laughed, for real this time, head thrown back. “I’m not crying at brunch, so don’t even try.”

Hallie and Kaia traded a look: mission accomplished.

Behind them, Sienna and Briar compared phones, screens lighting up with fresh messages every thirty seconds. I didn’t need to eavesdrop to catch the pattern: campus was pinging like a beehive, every house and hallway dying for the next scoop.

Briar read aloud, deadpan: “’Blackwood House still collecting exes like infinity stones? Time to get Tate his own sidepiece.’ That one’s from the prelaw group chat.”

Sienna didn’t flinch. “Harper texted me: ‘Should we bring popcorn or security?’ Guess the only shock is that it took this long to break containment.”

Kaia rolled her eyes. “Let them talk. No one here needs to beg for approval.”

Briar looked at me, steel in her gaze. “You realize campus is going to pick apart every move now. The experiment’s not even pretending to care about privacy anymore.”

I shrugged. “Good. Maybe it’s time they see how real people survive even when the system wants us choke on the fallout.”

Sienna drew in, voice low. “Don’t make it sound like you deserve the fire. You didn’t build the matchstick.”

Briar shot her a sly smile. “He did, but he also rebuilt the house. I’ll take those odds.”

For a second, the kitchen hummed with a hot, weird pride. The chaos might be relentless, but so was the refusal to let the experiment define us.

Hallie topped off my coffee, leveling me with a look that said: You’re allowed to eat, too, you know.

I accepted, and for a few minutes, we pretended normal was still a possibility. The only voices were the clatter of mugs and the low thrum of Rowan’s laughter as Kaia described the “most cursed ex apology” she’d ever received. The mood felt sticky, but not broken.

Afterwards, most of the girls drifted off to regroup. Briar and Sienna camped in the upstairs office, plotting their mystery hunt. Hallie claimed the sunroom with a pile of pillows and two pints of ice cream, a clear comfort offensive for anyone who needed it. Kaia took the gym, pounding the heavy bag like she meant it.

Rowan lingered at the table, tracing tiny circles in the wood grain. I caught her watching me, all guarded intensity and something else, gratitude, maybe, but laced with an ache that didn’t want company.

“You want air?” I asked.

She nodded, and we slipped outside just as a fresh round of notifications hit all our phones at once.

This time, it wasn’t just rumor accounts. It was Gray: an Instagram story, blurry and loud, a boozy morning-after with him and his frat brothers. The text layered over the shot said, “Real friends don’t steal your girl, but they do buy you six rounds. Here’s to loyalty, even when it’s dead. #HouseRules”

Rowan stared at the screen, jaw flexing. “He’s not wrong,” she muttered.

I didn’t correct her. Not because I agreed, but because trying to fix it now would have sounded like a joke.

The lake air hit cold and clean, the dock nearly empty except for a gaggle of ducklings that had taken up residence on the far side. We walked in silence, hands in pockets, the spring melt coloring everything in harsh, honest light.

Rowan kicked at a loose stone, sending it spinning into the water. “You ever think maybe the whole point of this place is to see who can take the most blows and still crawl back for more?”

I let the question hang. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just about refusing to let someone else script your story.”

She snorted. “I’m not sure if that’s noble or just getting off on chaos.”

“Does it matter?”

She grinned, a little less brittle now. “Not as long as you’re in it with me.”

The path curved back toward the house, warmth spilling out through the tall windows. It didn’t feel like a prison anymore. It felt like the only place that would let us be exactly this bruised and still worth saving.

We slipped inside to find Hallie curled up on the couch, Kaia stretched out on the rug, both of them watching a true crime doc with the volume low. Neither commented on the fact that Rowan immediately draped herself over my lap, as if the new status quo was already set.

Hallie’s eyes flicked to mine, open and supportive. Kaia just winked and tossed a pillow at Rowan’s head. “You look like shit,” she said, but the affection was obvious.

Rowan caught the pillow one-handed, a fucking athlete even when half-dead, and propped it behind her back. “You should see the other guy.”

Kaia cracked up. Hallie delivered ice cream. The rest of the afternoon blurred into the kind of calm that only exists after the dam breaks. If anybody checked their phones, it was only to swap memes or debunk the latest rumor.

The real fix, though, was the certainty: for better or worse, we’d pulled the pin on the grenade and survived to talk about it.

Maybe the world would keep watching, keep waiting for us to crumble.

But when Rowan tucked her head under my chin and let herself really lean in, I stopped caring how much of it made sense to anyone else.

We had a lot of work left to do. But for now, being chosen, even publicly, even messily, felt like an upgrade.

We just had to keep standing through whatever came next.

***

There’s no such thing as a “quiet” night at Blackwood House, but after the kind of day we’d just survived, even the shadows felt raw. Most of the girls vanished into bedrooms or their favorite hideouts, the house settling on its creaky old bones. I headed to my room, expecting to decompress solo, maybe take a quick shower and try to process without hallucinating.

So, of course, Rowan was already waiting.

She sat on the edge of my bed, hair wet from a reckless hot rinse, wearing my oldest t-shirt and nothing else. Her knees were up, hugging the hem nearly to her chin, eyes sharp but unreadable.

I closed the door behind me, the click loud as a rifle shot.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I said, voice coming out rougher than planned.

She didn’t look away. “You think I got any sleep last night? Jesus, you’re cute.”

I let out a low laugh, took a few steps closer, but kept my distance.

She tensed, then relaxed. “You know, I thought everything would feel worse. Like, like the world would catch fire, or I’d just shrivel up and die inside. Instead…” She trailed off, disgusted.

I dropped onto the mattress beside her, not too close, not too far. “Instead what?”

“Instead, I can breathe.” She spat the words, like she could punish herself with them. “And that makes me the monster.”

I watched her, the slant of her jaw, the tremor in her hands. “Why? Because you wanted out?”

She flared. “Because I hurt him on purpose, Tate. Don’t play dumb. That look on his face? I’ll see it every time I close my eyes.”

A beat. Then: “But I’ll still sleep better tonight than I have in months. That’s what makes me sick. I should feel guilty, but underneath, it’s just…relief.”

I let that land, not flinching. “How is it different from ripping off a cast? You’re supposed to feel the pain. Then you have to learn how to walk again.”

She turned, eyes blazing. “Don’t you start with the psych metaphors. It’s not that clean.”

“Nothing here is,” I said, voice steady. “But loving you, that part isn’t the betrayal. Lying to Gray was. I won’t pretend I didn’t fuck up, but I won’t call us a mistake just to make it easier.”

Rowan barked a bitter laugh. “You’ll never let yourself off the hook, will you.”

“Neither will you.”

She looked at me, and it was all defiance and raw want. “Are you really so proud of what we did?”

“No,” I said, honest as a punch. “I’m proud we stopped hiding, even if it means carrying the damage. I’m done letting someone else write the story.”

Her leg twitched, nerves and adrenaline colliding. “You think the house wants us to fight, or just eat each other alive for the cameras?”

“Both,” I replied. “But I don’t care. I want the truth, even ugly, over one more week of pretending. Do you?”

She pushed up, closer. The heat off her thighs was almost enough to make me forget every word in the English language, but I held my ground.

“I want you,” she said, quiet but cutting. “But I don’t want this to just be about who we hurt. I want to be more than the thing that broke him.”

“Then say it,” I challenged. “Say what you want. Pick your poison, Ro.”

She leaned in, green eyes locking on mine, and the whole night seemed to tilt around us. “I want to be yours. And I want it to be fucking worth it.”

The words went through me like fresh whiskey, a clean burn and a punch at the same time.

I caught her chin and pulled her the last inch, foreheads pressed, steadying both of us. We stayed that way, breathing each other in, the air thick with everything unsaid.

She shifted, settling into my lap, hands braced on my shoulders. “Swear to me this isn’t just about being the villain.”

“Swear to me you won’t turn it into a self-destruct contest.”

For a second, neither of us moved. The tension was its own living thing. I could feel every inch of her body, alive under my hands, the rough drag of my shirt against her bare skin.

She softened first, lips ghosting over my cheek, then catching at the corner of my mouth. “If we go down, we go down swinging together.”

I smiled, tasted the salt of her sweat, the heat of her breath. “No cameras, no scripts, just us.”

A single, rough-edged kiss, not for show, not for anyone else. When she pulled back, her eyes were shining, but clear.

“I don’t regret you,” Rowan said, voice fierce and urgent. “Not for a second.”

That hit harder than anything Gray ever managed.

I squeezed her thighs, kept her close, and let the moment say what words couldn’t quite reach.

We sat there, messy, hurting, but more honest than we’d ever been. Maybe that’s what counted.

Of course, nothing gold lasts long in this house.

My phone chimed, loud even from across the room. Rowan stiffened. I grabbed it, expecting a meme or a Hallie check-in, but my gut already knew better.

It was a screenshot from Kaia, followed by one from Briar. Gray had gone live on a campus social forum, not just a throwaway story but a wall post, tagged to Sigma and the Blackwood Study group. The caption: “Funny thing about trust? There’s always one friend who plays you for a fool. House rules, right? Guess Rowan picked hers. Hope Blackwood’s ready for Act Two.”

Threaded beneath, the likes stacked up. Comments were already exploding: inside jokes, speculation, and a handful of people dropping my name or hints so obvious a toddler could piece it together.

Rowan’s mouth tightened, but her eyes flashed. “There it is,” she said. “Round two.”

I nodded, the old fear back for a split second, but then it drained away.

“We write our own rules. Remember?” I whispered.

She leaned in, steel-laced. “Let’s see if they can handle them.”

The story wasn’t over. It was just getting a bigger audience.

And if the house, the system, or the world wanted to see us sweat, I promised right then: they were about to learn the difference between a scandal and a family.


Briar Chooses Mess


The first notification hit at 11:04 AM. By 11:07, the group chat was lighting up so fast it short-circuited the kitchen Wi-Fi. Gray’s post was the gasoline, but the comment threads were the match, every friend, ex, and psycho gossip account on campus piling on, dissecting the bodies while they were still warm.

Briar was the first to move. Her phone pinged, twice, then three times, as she scanned the fresh carnage. “We need to get ahead of this,” she said, and her voice had that surgical-cut precision nobody else could fake. Even in sweatpants and with her hair jammed into a haphazard knot, she radiated the command presence of a woman who once ate pre-law rivals for breakfast.

Across the kitchen, Hallie blinked at her phone, paled, then set it down like it might explode. “Do we—do I need to call anyone?” she asked, glancing at Kaia, then me, but it was clear this was Briar’s show now.

Kaia already had her own phone out, thumbs dancing as she cross-checked rumors and incoming DMs. “People are going to run wild no matter what we say. But if we don’t punch back, we become the story.”

Sienna slumped at the end of the table, hair still sleep-flattened. “Is anyone else getting pings from random numbers? Because I just got three in a row.”

Briar didn’t look up. “They’re using burner accounts. Most of them are probably campus media interns with a death wish.”

Rowan, who’d been barely functional all morning, straightened a little at Briar’s tone. “If we’re burning this down, let’s not do the ‘say nothing and hope it blows over’ strategy. That never works.”

Hallie’s eyes were huge. “Do we… have a plan? Like, an actual… family statement?”

Jules strolled in, phone clutched, hair brushed but otherwise undisturbed by the chaos. She gave Briar a lingering once-over, equal parts affection and subtle side-eye. “You’re about to try to crisis-manage us, aren’t you,” she said. “I can feel it.”

Briar’s lips quirked, but she didn’t waste time confirming it. “If nobody curates the message, the message curates us.” She fired off a rapid staccato of instructions: “Hallie and Sienna—message the outer orbit. Kaia, get to the root of the Sigma chat leaks. Rowan, you and Cam police the anti-Ro accounts. Jules—” she paused, like she felt it, “work with me. We need to block the worst narratives before anyone gets labeled a predator or a victim.”

Kaia, not remotely phased, just grinned. “What’s my bounty for every Sigma rumor I kill before lunch?”

“Respect and plausible deniability,” Briar shot back.

Hallie’s laugh was a high, sweet relief. “I’ll take plausible deniability. It sounds like an excellent moisturizer.”

Sienna tucked her knees up, reading from her own phone. “Oh my god, the campus confessions forum has three different posts claiming Tate has a secret wife in Wisconsin. With kids.”

That one actually stopped me. “Wisconsin?”

Rowan choked on her coffee. “You’re definitely not wholesome enough for Wisconsin.”

Jules, holding back a grin, watched Briar as she rolled her eyes. “It’s not about the rumor, it’s the escalation pattern. When you can’t win with the truth, you win by flooding the zone until nobody remembers what started the fire.”

Briar nodded. “Exactly. It’s chaos theory, only it’s rooted in emotional leverage. We don’t have to win, we just have to outlast.”

Kaia smirked. “You should have studied marketing. You’re wasted on law.”

“If law gets boring, spin doctoring pays better.” Briar barely looked up, fingers already flying over her screen. If the building caught actual fire, I had a feeling she’d organize the evacuation and still make it out with the best quotes on tape.

Every new notification felt like a fresh punchline.

From across the room, Hallie went still. “Oh no. They tagged my hometown. My mom is following the thread.”

Kaia’s tone was all dry amusement. “Send her a meme and a wish for plausible deniability.”

Hallie did, and her phone buzzed so hard it nearly hit the floor. She grinned, a little wild. “She said to ‘keep my chin up and my boy crazy.’”

“Sounds like good policy,” Sienna said.

Jules, meanwhile, watched Briar’s rapid-fire deployment and finally held up a hand. “Timeout. This is getting a little…PR department in a war zone. I love your brain, but we’re not a corporate merger, babe. We’re a family.”

For the first time all morning, Briar faltered. “And if we don’t act like one, the study eats us alive,” she replied, voice tight. “If I let it go, we turn into a blood sport for bored undergrads.”

Jules went gentle, but didn’t retreat. “But if you treat us like a hot potato to be packaged and managed? You miss the point. People aren’t looking for spin; they’re looking for the mess to make sense.”

I watched the color rise in Briar’s cheeks. Her jaw flexed as she scanned the screens, trying not to admit how much that stung.

Rowan, of course, had no time for hesitation. “Honestly, I’d rather be the villain than the footnote. But I get what Jules is saying. It’s not about headlines, it’s about who the hell is still standing together at the end of the week.”

Sienna piped up, deadpan: “Can’t we be both? Villain and family? It’s sort of on-brand.”

Everyone laughed, and for a second, the tension snapped.

Briar, biting down hard on her urgency, adjusted her strategy. “Fine. But if you want my honest version? I’d rather be hated for protecting you than pitied for looking weak.”

Jules grinned. “That’s more like it.”

Kaia locked eyes with me, a flicker of respect behind the sarcasm. “You seeing this?” she asked, voice low. “This is what the experiment never understood. The mess doesn’t make us fragile. It makes us alive.”

“Yeah,” I said, and meant it.

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of rumor control and damage management. Kaia went full scorched earth on every Sigma group chat moderator. Hallie spun micro-reassurances to anyone with a pulse, including her mom’s book club. Rowan and Cam went dark ops, submitting fake leads to confuse the rumor mill. Sienna quietly flagged the harshest posts and reported them with the kind of methodical violence only future lawyers truly mastered.

But it was Briar who kept the wheels spinning.

She mapped out every cycle: the time lag between a campus post and the House’s next blowback, the list of contact points with known informants, the language patterns that signaled paid troll activity. She even started drafting a “group culture statement” for the Blackwood study, like we were a fucking reality TV finalist squad instead of six women, one barely-tolerable guy, and a hot tub haunted by failed relationships.

Nobody matched her bandwidth. At least not until Jules circled back for round two.

They hunkered down together in the corner of the dining room, side-by-side laptops, legal pads patched with color-coded post-its. If it wasn’t so high-stakes, it would have looked like a slumber party for Type As.

Jules started with a joke. “Want me to ghostwrite your memoir, or are you still holding out for a law review?”

Briar flashed a smile, but it slid off quick. “At this rate, I’ll be lucky to survive the week.”

Jules caught her hand, gentle but not backing down. “You’re not alone, Bri. Even if it feels like you’re the only one keeping the roof from caving in.”

Briar sighed, just audible. “If I don’t run the playbook, everything turns into a trauma reenactment. I can’t stomach the idea of them getting hurt because I missed a cue.”

This was the real talk, the stuff you couldn’t get from email threads or press releases.

Jules watched her a beat. “But you’re not just the handler. You’re in the photo now. You’re one of us.”

The words landed. Hard.

For a second, Briar had no answer.

I drifted closer, careful not to break the spell. Briar’s whole body was taut with tension, her hands tight around the pen even when it wasn’t writing.

Jules pressed her advantage, voice soft but insistent. “You can say you’re scared, Briar. That doesn’t make you the weakest link. It makes you real.”

Briar’s lips parted, but nothing came out.

Jules squeezed her hand one last time. “I’ll cover the next shift,” she said. “Go take a walk. Or hell, just breathe. I promise, the family won’t burn down without your minute-by-minute crisis reports.”

Briar didn’t argue. She just nodded, head ducked, and left the table, arms locked tight to her chest. If you didn’t know better, you’d think she’d just lost a match point instead of saving the day.

Jules watched her leave, then shot me a pointed look. “You know what she needs?” she said.

I kept my voice low. “What?”

“Permission to be messy. You’re the only one she’ll actually believe when you say it’s allowed.”

I nodded, and let the words sink in.

The archives at Blackwood House had the kind of hush you only find inside abandoned churches or architect’s offices at midnight. Rows of cabinets, files thick with tabs, the faint hum of a single active laptop on a patched-together conference table.

I found Briar there.

She sat alone, ankles crossed, chin propped on her fist, and in front of her, the detritus of a full-on psychological war. Three legal pads, two laptops, a half-eaten protein bar, and a sprawl of printouts. Screenshots from study logs, rumor threads, and something that looked suspiciously like an anti-defamation draft labeled “PRE-RELEASE: Blackwood House Community Statement, v6.3.”

She didn’t notice me at first. Her gaze was locked on a monitor, lips moving in silent calculation. I let myself watch her, because if there was one thing that punched a hole in her polish, it was unguarded focus. That, and the way she kept squeezing her own wrist when she thought nobody was watching.

I cleared my throat. “How many versions does it take to restore order?”

She startled but only a little. “If I find out, I’ll let you know.”

“Hallie and Rowan are placing bets,” I said, settling across from her. “I think the over/under is ten.”

She gave a soft, reluctant laugh. “Put me down for fifteen.”

I let my eyes drift over the chaos. “You know, most people respond to crisis with tequila and denial.”

She arched a brow, but her voice was low. “Most people don’t have the entire psych department rooting for their downfall.”

I sat, elbows on the table, and waited. Sometimes, you have to let the silence work before you try to fill it.

Briar paged through the study logs, but her hand trembled just enough to betray her. “I don’t know how to not care,” she admitted. “If I step back, the machine wins. But if I get too close, I…” She trailed off.

“Get burned?”

She shook her head. “Lose perspective. I built my whole life on knowing the rules. Tonight, I can’t even see my own emotional boundaries, let alone anyone else’s.”

I let the words settle.

“Sometimes,” I said, “the boundary isn’t there to keep you safe. It’s there to see if you can survive without it.”

She looked up then, eyes glassy with fatigue and something sharper. “What if being loved makes me useless? What if I can’t protect anyone unless I’m on the outside, pulling strings?”

Now we were getting somewhere.

I reached across, covering her hand with mine, slow so she could refuse it if she wanted. “What if you’re the strongest when you actually let it in?”

Briar’s laugh was low, but cracked at the edges. “That’s not how they raised us.”

“I’m pretty sure nobody here got the fairytale version of growing up, Briar. Well, excluding Hallie. But even so… you don’t have to choose between power and real connection.”

For a second, she just breathed. Then: “I don’t want to be soft.”

I shook my head. “That’s not what I’m asking for. I want you sharp, honest, and a little dangerous. I just want you in the room with us, not managing it from a safe distance.”

She absorbed that.

For the first time, the mask cracked, just a hairline fracture, but enough. “Being needed is easy. It’s quantifiable. But love? It’s unpredictable. It makes you the… variable.”

I smiled. “I always did have a thing for unpredictable variables.”

Briar’s cheeks colored. “Don’t use my own metaphors against me.”

“I’d never dare.”

She looked away, then back. “I’m scared, Tate.” The words came out small, but clear.

I squeezed her hand. “I know. But I’d rather do this whole thing wrecked and honest than keep faking my way through some study script nobody wants to live in.”

Her shoulders dropped, slow and careful, like she was lowering a set of invisible weights. “What if I keep screwing up?”

“Then you screw up with family. We’ll weather it.”

She closed her eyes. “You make it sound so…fixable.”

I shrugged. “That’s because I want you happy. Not perfect, just happy.”

She bit her lip, then let out a slow exhale. “You think if I let the cameras see this, I’ll still be myself?”

“Way more yourself than you ever were in the goddamn interviews.”

She let the silence hang, but now it was softer.

I kicked back, letting a grin show. “Wanna hear a secret?”

She snorted. “Always.”

“I never actually cared about the study’s definition of ‘leadership response.’ I wanted to see if actual affection could beat the algorithm at its own game.”

“And?”

I nodded at the sprawl of emotional carnage on the table. “I think the answer’s obvious.”

Briar braced her elbows on the table, hugging her own arms. Then, almost without thinking, leaned her weight into my side. It was more intimacy than I’d seen from her in a month.

Jules’s ghost lingered in the air: Give her permission to be messy.

I did.

We sat there, side by side, just letting the world be ugly for a minute. No clean saves, no perfect narrative. Just two people knowing they’d rather go down swinging together than leave one another to fend off the wolves.

After a spell, I nudged her hair off her cheek. “If you want to build a plan, do it. But if you want to just be here—” I squeezed her again “—I’m not going anywhere.”

She nodded. The pressure eased, but she didn’t entirely let go.

“I want both,” she whispered. “I want to win. But I want to be held, too. Even if it means showing the experiment what I actually look like under the armor.”

It was the closest I’d come to hearing her beg for connection.

Most days, I’d have reached for a solution. Tonight, I just let the need fill the air.

“Come here,” I said.

She did, shifting closer, letting me wrap my arms around her. For a long moment, she trembled in my hold, as if her body was finally allowed to register how fucking hard she’d been clenching every muscle all day.

“You know the best part of being fucked up?” I murmured.

She arched a brow, still hiding a grin. “Enlighten me.”

“Means you’re still alive. Means you’re real. Means no psycho in Psych 211’s rumor thread gets to say they invented you out of whole cloth.”

Briar’s laugh was soft, and her voice wavered. “I’m not used to being seen as the girl who needs anything. Not even by you.”

“Well, I see you now. And you know what? It’s gorgeous.”

She exhaled, shuddering. “You’re messing up my brand, Sterling.”

I brushed her hair back, tracing her jaw. “Guess I’ll just have to keep you off-balance.”

She nodded, like she finally understood. “I don’t want you to fix me. I just… want you to stay when it’s ugly.”

I sealed it with a kiss to her crown.

“No plans to bail,” I promised.

We sat, bodies pressed together, letting the crisis simmer in the background. The screens glowed, but the only thing real was the weight of her in my arms, the steady slow truth of her heartbeat as it calmed beneath my hand.

After a while, she pulled back, cheeks damp but eyes dry. “Should I send out the v7.0 statement?”

I shook my head. “Tell them what you just told me. The truth, not the spin.”

She laughed, then nodded, and typed out a brief, raw reply: “We’re not hiding. We’re choosing each other, even if it’s messy. That’s the only headline that matters.”

I watched her hit Send.

The world kept churning, but for once, Briar didn’t look like she was losing the fight. She looked, if anything, more alive than I’d ever seen her.

The mess had a name, and it was ours.

We lingered in that little bunker for a long time: talking, swapping stories and old wounds, charting disaster scenarios just for the fun of it. We even made a game of which campus account would break next (“I’m betting the sports blog goes full psycho,” Briar guessed; I had my money on the astrology meme account).

When dinner hour rolled around, Hallie and Kaia poked their heads in, both grinning like they’d been eavesdropping for hours.

Hallie launched herself at Briar, arms tight, face bright as if all the campus drama was just another pre-game party. “I knew you’d fix it!” she said, so loud Briar actually winced.

Kaia leaned against the wall, arms folded. “You missed the best group chat. Sienna convinced three premeds that the experiment is actually a matchmaking pyramid scheme.”

Briar glowed, but didn’t pull away from my side. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Rowan rolled up behind, followed by Cam. “Could be worse. We could be running a cult.”

Cam raised a brow, positively glacial. “Don’t encourage them.”

The energy was warm, rowdy, all-in. For the first time since the news broke, I felt something shift. Every woman in the room was looking at Briar, not for answers, but for proof you could survive it and still want to be around each other.

Jules, draped in someone’s abandoned blanket, sidled up last. Her eyes flicked from Briar to me, a quiet, satisfied sparkle buried inside.

“I told you,” Jules said, gentle. “No amount of script can break what we’ve got.”

We toasted with take-out and irreverent memes. The noise built up until it felt like a dare: Come on, Peyton, come see how real family does it.

Briar even let herself laugh, once or twice, without looking like it needed to be perfect.

The archive room was trashed, but the family was intact, and the crisis, at least for now, was just proof that we hadn’t been engineered to lose.

By nightfall, the rumor cycle had moved on to another tragedy. But the memory of today stuck like a badge.

Messy? Sure. But alive.

And for a minute, at least, that was all anyone ever really wanted.

***

Eventually, the others drifted back upstairs in search of showers, leftovers, and whatever version of peace Blackwood House allowed. Briar and I stayed behind.

We didn’t turn on the news feed or scroll the aftermath. We stayed in the archives, Briar and I, surrounded by the after-burn of her own crisis choreography. It was the only room in Blackwood House where the past and present collided without apology: layers of paper, the hum of cold fluorescent bulbs, the scent of old, leather-bound files mixing with the clean, deliberate edge of her perfume.

She stood by the tall windows, arms folded sharp across her chest, body outlined in the gold from the hallway. A queen in exile, Vera Wang hoodie falling down to tease the curve of her ass. Her legs were slim and endless, the joggers just tight enough to show the lines of her hips and the round, perfect swell of her breasts above the line of her zipper.

I watched her from the table, letting her hold the silence. The air between us crackled.

Briar was the first to speak. “So. You’re still here to babysit me or to check if I’m about to drown in my own drama?”

“Neither.” I smiled. “I came to see if you’d let me want you.”

She arched a brow, mouth twisting. “Because I’m so—what? Impressive? Useful? Or because it feels safer to fix me than just fuck me?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I crossed the room, slow enough for her to call a halt, fast enough to make my point. I stopped just inside her bubble.

“I could list a thousand reasons,” I said, “but none of them are clean. I want you messy. I want you impossible to handle. I want you knowing you don’t have to impress me, not unless you get off on it.”

For a beat, she said nothing.

Then: “I’ll set terms,” she replied. “You’ll follow. And then you’ll break them. That’s how this works.”

I learned a long time ago, you don’t argue with Briar when she’s like this. You let her set the perimeter and trust she’ll tell you when she wants the game changed.

So I nodded. “Set them.”

She inhaled, finely tuned. “I want control until I don’t. I want you to see every edge, every fault line, and not flinch. I want you to keep me clear, even when I turn incoherent.”

“Done,” I said, and meant it.

She tilted her chin, lips parted, eyes fixed on my mouth. Every molecule in the room pulled tight.

“Take off your shirt,” she commanded.

I did, not trying to make it theatrical, just let cotton slip off my shoulders. She watched the muscles flex, the ripple at my ribs, the line of the waistband where my jeans rode low. Her own pulse jumped in her throat.

She circled behind me, slow and predatory, until her palms were flat on my chest. The heat of her cut through the chill. Her mouth skimmed the back of my neck, feather-light, a tease before she angled around front.

“Touch me,” she said, voice crisp. “No talking. Just do exactly what I tell you.”

I bracketed her hips and drew her up against me, but kept my hands light, fingers just a suggestion over the curve of her waist and the rise of her breasts.

Briar’s breath caught, shoulders shivering. “Good,” she praised, cool as ice. “Now lift my shirt. Slow.”

I worshipped the command. Dragged the fabric up, inch by inch, until her pale bra came into view, almost clinical, but when her tits spilled over the front, every trace of composure evaporated.

Her breasts were gorgeous. Full, heavy, perfect for my hands, the skin so soft I could have spent hours charting it. I let my palm cup their weight, thumbs grazing her nipples through thin lace.

She hissed, a raw, involuntary sound, then caught herself.

“Don’t stop,” she ordered. “But don’t go lower until I say.”

I obeyed. Rolled her nipples under my thumbs, feeling them pebble and stiffen. Her composure held, but barely. She let her head tip back, mouth slack, as I massaged both tits, squeezing them together, then letting them bounce apart.

“Harder,” she whispered.

This time, I pressed my fingers in, molding the flesh, pinching and kneading until she groaned. Her body arched, pitching her chest into my mouth. I didn’t need a clearer invitation.

I bent and took one nipple between my lips, sucked until she gasped, then bit down just enough to draw a jolt of sensation. Her hands went to my head, threading into my hair, anchoring me there.

For a second, I thought she’d keep the frame right here, keep us frozen in this perfect control.

But no.

Briar shuddered and released her grip. “Now you can do whatever you want with my mouth. I want to see if you taste like adrenaline or regret.”

I grinned. “Try me.”

She pulled me down, lips hot and searching, tongue forcing past my teeth like she wanted to write new rules inside my mouth. The kiss was pure heat, no pretense, and it broke something between us.

Her hands tugged at my waistband, nails digging barely enough to sting. “Undo me,” she ordered. “Make it quick.”

I popped her drawstring and palmed her ass, lifting her off the floor. The sweatpants clung just a little, so I peeled them down, exposing the tight, toned line of her thighs, the curve of her crazy-tight ass in sheer black panties. Her legs bracketed my hips, perfect leverage.

She ground herself against my cock, a friction that made both of us groan.

I lifted her onto the conference table, bare, cold, except for the chaos of files and legal pads. The edge dug into her thighs, but she seemed to like it. She opened her legs, wide, then gestured. “Finish undressing me.”

I obeyed, because the act of stripping Briar was practically a sacred ritual.

Bra: unhooked, the cups springing back as her tits bounced free, nipples flushed and stiff. I cupped and kissed them in turn, worshipping the weight, the taste, the way her whole body trembled when I latched on and sucked.

Panties: peeled down, slow, revealing her perfect, shaved pussy, lips already slick and parted, a glistening invitation.

She tried for sarcasm. “Enjoying the view?”

I laughed, raw, then let go. “You have no idea.”

She smiled, but it was shaky now. “Good. Now, make me forget the rest of the world exists.”

That was the last order she gave.

I knelt between her thighs, ran my palms up the outside of her legs, then buried my mouth in her pussy. The taste, instant, heady, sweet mixed with salt, made my eyes roll back. I licked along her folds, traced the whole slit, then locked on her clit and sucked, slow at first, then harder as her hips began to jerk.

Briar went silent, jaw clenched, refusing to make noise. So I pushed her: spread her thighs open, pinned her knees back, and ate her until her whole body convulsed under my tongue.

Still, she tried to hold on.

I slid two fingers inside her, curling them deep, matching the thrusts with the flick of my tongue. She bucked, fists pounding the table. “Fuck—” she moaned, finally letting noise escape.

I kept at it, relentless, until her body gave out. Her first orgasm hit sudden, brutal, her pussy spasming around my fingers, her nails clawing at my scalp, her voice a broken, wild sob.

She shivered, then slumped back, hair stuck to her face, every muscle limp.

When I straightened, she looked up at me, eyes dazed. “You don’t have to go easy,” she confessed. “I don’t want you to go easy.”

“Good,” I told her, voice thick. “Because I want all of you.”

I hauled her off the table, spun her around, and bent her over the mess of notes and paper. Her ass, tight, round, flawless, jutted back at me. For a second, I just admired it, the slope, the dimples low on her hips, the way her pussy still glistened with arousal.

I lined myself up, no teasing now, and shoved inside, the first thrust driving a gasp so loud it bounced off the glass.

She was tight as hell, her cunt gripping my cock like it wanted to keep me forever. I settled my hands on her hips and picked up a hard, deep rhythm, making sure every motion slammed her into the table edge.

The sight was obscene: her back arched, tits swaying, hands bracing against the files, the whole desk rocking with the violence of it.

Briar stopped trying to be silent. She cried out, raw and unguarded.

Each time I bottomed out, she pushed back against me, meeting every thrust, her control gone, replaced with pure, animal want.

“Harder,” she begged. “Don’t stop—fuck—make me—”

I did.

I gripped her hair, yanked her head back just enough to feel it, then bent over her and bit down on her shoulder. She shuddered, pussy clenching, and I reached around to finger her clit as I fucked her deeper.

She broke, another orgasm ripping through her, her body shaking so hard I thought we’d snap the table.

I didn’t slow.

I slid into her with a fierce, unspoken need that made the rest of the world vanish, just her warm curves, her breathy laughter, the slick welcome that let me go deeper than I’d ever dared. Our pace was electric, every movement a promise of something unguarded; Briar met me with fearless force, her moans trembling into soft gasps that shook us both. The slap of skin on skin bounced off the stone walls, turning the whole archive into our private, beautiful chaos.

Even as her face dipped into a messy pile of legal pads, nails tracing margins, ink smudging under her fingertips, she kept twisting toward me, eyes hungry. Every time I leaned down to kiss her collarbone or raked my hand through her hair, Briar locked onto my gaze, lips glossy and parted, a bright spark in her blue flame eyes. She wanted me to see all of her: the tremors, the raw need, the parts she’d always kept buttoned up.

When the next wave of pleasure started to roll through her, thighs trembling, breath hitching, her body clenching like she was trying to hold herself together, I found her clit with one determined thumb. She broke wide open: “Tate…yes…please…” spilled from her lips in a rush of heat. Her body rippled in an explosion that made my heart pound so hard I thought it might break free.

I didn’t stop. I drove in deeper, fingers digging into her hips as she pushed back, hungry for every inch. Her voice dropped lower, fierce and untamed, Briar the strategist forgotten, replaced by Briar the living, breathing desire. It was intoxicating, every gasp and cry pulling me closer to my own edge.

And then I tipped over, muscles clenched tight, and released inside her in one perfect, searing moment. The world lit up. Briar’s scream was half surrender, half revelation, and in those last wild beats, her body squeezed mine until I felt we’d become one tangled spark of feeling.

We collapsed together, breathless, hearts thundering in a shared rhythm. I held her close, her back pressed into my chest, our limbs entwined, skin still humming. We stayed like that for a long while, letting the afterglow wash through us, raw and sparkling, each of us finally unmasked and wholly, beautifully seen.

For a moment, the rest of the world went dead silent.

We just breathed, locked together, sweat cooling on our skin.

I pulled her up, and she folded instantly into my arms, softer, looser than before, her head resting against my chest. She didn’t try to joke, didn’t retreat. Her heart hammered wild, but she let me hold her until it slowed.

After a while, we collapsed onto the sofa in the corner, limbs tangled, her body melting into mine. I stroked her hair, the soft skin of her thigh. She didn’t resist. She soaked it in, eyes half-shut, letting herself be wanted.

I murmured against her hair. “You still with me?”

She nodded, blinking slow. “Yeah. I just… that was different.”

“How?”

She hesitated, then smiled, exhausted and honest. “I let you see me. Not the version for the cameras. The one that likes losing control.”

“You can let go with me any time you want,” I promised.

She nuzzled closer. “Maybe I’ll take you up on that.”

For once, neither of us hurried to close the distance. We basked in it, the rawness, the sweat, the stickiness at her thighs and the shudder still rippling under her skin.

Eventually, Briar stirred. She reached for her files, hand a little unsteady, and started flipping pages almost at random. Her brow furrowed.

“You’re back on the case?” I teased.

She grinned, but didn’t look up. “Found something weird, actually. There’s a file in the Phase Two logs cross-tagged with ‘rivalry conversion’ and ‘secondary-bond integration.’”

I let the words land. “That’s not standard experiment language.”

“Exactly.” She scanned the page, lips moving. “It’s like they weren’t just expecting jealousy or collapse. They were testing if rivalry could flip into attraction. Or even into…found family.”

I blinked. “You mean, the Kaia and Hallie arc?”

Briar’s eyes glinted. “Not just them. Rowan and Cam. Me and Jules.”

I caught her wrist, holding her still. “You think Peyton and the rest knew you’d all end up this close?”

Briar nodded, awe creeping into her voice. “Not a perfect prediction. More like a probability model.” She tapped the highlighted line, then looked at me, eyes bright and unsettled. “But Hallie and Kaia are practically the case study.”

“What does it actually say?”

She read from the file, voice turning clinical despite the flush still high on her cheeks. “‘Primary-bond rivalry will, under proximity stress, tend to resolve by secondary-bond integration, preferentially through alliance, mutual attraction, or chosen group identity.’”

She shrugged, but color swept her cheeks. “We proved their model. The thing is, I don’t hate it. I just… wish it hadn’t taken this much mess to figure out I belong.”

I kissed her, slow and deep. “You always belonged. The study just got lucky enough to catch it on tape.”

Briar softened, letting her body mold to mine. “Just promise me, if I ever try to write a press release about us again, you’ll fuck me on a conference table instead.”

“I swear on my next scandal headline,” I said, laughing.

She tucked her head under my chin. “I like our odds.”

So did I.

Somewhere in the quiet, I thought about Hallie and Kaia, the rivalry that had burned so hot, then flipped into something fierce and loyal, a love story the study hadn’t just anticipated but mapped out line by line.

Briar must have had the same thought, because she whispered, “We are exactly the family they never believed could work.”

I stroked her hair. “And every mess makes us stronger.”

She beamed, real and reckless and beautiful.

“Guess we should show them what comes next,” she murmured.

Outside, the campus might have been ready for Round Three. But here, in the hush and the afterglow, all that mattered was the body curled under my arm, her heartbeat steady, her head full of world-changing ideas, and her belonging, finally, claimed.

It didn’t get more real than that.
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Hallie and Kaia didn’t send out a formal invite. They just started dragging things out of the fridge like it was a military op: cheese, grapes, two hunks of leftover steak, and an assortment of olives that probably cost more than my last week’s groceries. Kaia moved in nothing but black running shorts and a bralette cropped high on her ribcage, her honey-blonde hair twisted into a messy knot that looked effortless and pornographic at the same time.

Hallie was next-level wholesome: cloud-blue t-shirt tied above the waist, bare legs below, freckles on full display, and another batch of banana bread cooling on the counter like it was her emotional support animal. Every time she caught a girl looking lost, she hit them with the world’s softest smile and a snack perfectly tuned to their vibe.

Within fifteen minutes, tier-two started rolling in. If the campus gossip mill wanted to script us as a harem, tonight’s casting was damn near perfect.

Piper led the charge, a walking four-alarm fire in a cut-off tee and leopard print shorts, copper hair wild around her shoulders. “Holy shit, that’s enough cheese to seduce a vegan,” she crowed, launching herself into the kitchen and swiping a grape before anyone could protest.

Kaia flashed her an approving once-over. “You’re just here to see if I’ll let you beat me at flip cup again.”

Piper grinned, pure mischief. “If you’re scared, just say so.”

They circled each other like rival gym captains, but the vibe was all-in and familiar, not mean. Piper’s fingers trailed over Kaia’s waist, teasing but not taking. Kaia didn’t flinch. She just smiled like a queen with all the best snacks.

Lila arrived moments later, trailed by Hallie’s laugh and the scent of berry perfume. Lila’s style was deliberate: black ribbed tank, bare feet, a floaty silk wrap that showed off every inch of her legs as she glided into the living room. She headed straight for Hallie, winding herself around Hallie’s side and dropping a kiss on her shoulder with zero hesitation.

“You’re a vision, babe,” Lila whispered, loud enough for everyone and yet somehow still just for Hallie. “If I wasn’t already contractually obligated to adore you, I’d do it on principle.”

Hallie colored, her whole body lighting up. But instead of shying away, she slipped an arm around Lila’s waist and leaned into her touch, fingers grazing the inside of Lila’s thigh. “Eat first, then flirt,” Hallie mock-scolded. “The night is young.”

In the background, the sound system kicked in. Rowan’s playlist, all bass and dark beats, filled Blackwood House. Rowan herself slouched in, wearing baggy sweats and a sports bra that could barely contain her, dark hair still wet from the world’s quickest shower. Cam followed close, silent as a shadow, but there was nothing subtle about the way Cam sized up the entire room, reading everyone’s mood in two seconds flat.

Rowan made a beeline for the table, grabbed a fistful of steak, and only then noticed Cam at her side. “You judging my protein intake?”

Cam didn’t blink. “I’m judging your avoidance routine. You promised not to melt into the floor tonight.”

Rowan’s mouth quirked, exposing a flash of teeth. “Yeah, well, at least I don’t run on guilt and mineral water.”

“That’s why you need me,” Cam said. She cracked the faintest smile, then knocked her hip into Rowan’s until the tension dissolved. They occupied the loveseat together, Cam’s thigh pressed to Rowan’s, giving no ground.

Jules and Briar trailed in next, a matched set of understated dominance. Jules wore a faded college tee and cutoff shorts, her brown hair in a messy bun, her warmth instantly making the air softer. She perched on the arm of Briar’s chair, fingers dancing along Briar’s neckline as if she had a standing invitation.

Briar, never off her game, wore dark leggings and a razor-sharp tank top, hair slicked back to showcase her jawline (still flushed from our earlier archive tour, a detail she didn’t even try to hide). For all her precision, she let Jules touch her like it was the most normal thing in the world.

“Are we allowed to discuss group feelings, or is this a food-and-flirt only zone tonight?” Jules teased, eyes on Briar, but her gaze roamed the room, reading every reaction.

Kaia grabbed a soda, popped the tab, and replied first. “The only rule is, don’t turn it into a telethon.”

Piper cackled. “Can we vote on sexier dress code, or are we all just one drink away from a pool party?”

“Pool party requires at least three submissions for rule change,” Hallie deadpanned, shoving a tray of crackers toward Piper.

“I second the motion,” Lila said, propping her bare feet up in Hallie’s lap. “But only if Hallie acts as lifeguard.”

Jules flashed a lazy smile. “Feeling protected, babe?”

Lila licked her lips. “More like worshipped.”

I watched as Hallie’s face went bright, but she didn’t pull away. If anything, she pulled Lila closer, letting the contact last. Every girl in the room picked up on it, how Hallie didn’t just allow affection, she craved it and shared it like a favorite dessert.

The dynamic was different in every corner, but the thread was the same: proximity, touch, and the mutual dare not to hide. Even Sienna, curled up at the edge of the main sofa, cardigan slipping from her shoulder, allowed Harper (all dark hair, green eyes, and shredded leggings) to lean against her thigh with studied nonchalance.

Harper’s opening shot was pure dry fire. “So what’s the over-under on how fast tonight turns into a group therapy circle?”

Sienna set her jaw, but didn’t retreat. “If you’re that bored, you can always escalate.” She reached for a chip, her hand steady, but her foot tangled with Harper’s under the coffee table, a silent show of comfort, maybe, or just a territorial claim.

Harper didn’t let up. “Just saying, the more we pretend it’s not about feelings, the messier it gets after midnight.”

Kaia raised a glass. “And the more honest it gets, the sexier the house party. You want a study in bonding? Watch what happens when you ban the word ‘drama.’”

Elara drifted in around then, wearing nothing but a long cream sweater that hit mid-thigh, hair loose and glowing beneath the kitchen lights. Next to her, Nora read the room like a pro, her presence somehow quieter than Elara’s but every bit as anchoring. Nora’s jeans and flannel said “cozy,” but her eyes never left Elara, and they orbited together with a kind of subtle intimacy that made you believe in soft landing spots.

Nora poured two glasses of wine, set one in Elara’s hand, and then gently nudged Elara onto the end of the couch. She squeezed Elara’s knee, held it there, and whispered, “You good?” under the noise.

Elara’s smile was small but bulletproof. “Better than good,” she murmured, and then she folded herself against Nora’s side, accepting every bit of comfort on offer.

At every turn, tonight was about someone refusing to be left out. Even in the chaos, Piper starting a shot contest with Kaia, Jules instigating a mini-truth-or-dare with Briar as the mark, Rowan and Cam inventing new “competitive” rules for who got control of the TV remote, the vibe was tight, wired, and shot through with physical electricity.

I drifted from corner to corner, playing referee, but mostly soaking up the spectacle. It wasn’t a name soup. It was more like the world’s best highlight reel of every way desire could translate into loyalty:

— Hallie and Lila: a masterclass in playful adoration, Lila’s head in Hallie’s lap, Hallie stroking her hair and making offhand compliments that made both of them blush.

— Kaia and Piper: If I’d been asked to bet, I’d have said their drinking game would devolve into a wrestling match. Instead, it turned into a dare-off: who could invent the best strip rule and still hold their own. Kaia played to win, but Piper was a wild card. When Kaia lost a round, she didn’t pout, she peeled her shirt off like a trophy, flexing for the crowd, Piper hooting and then following suit without a hint of shame.

— Rowan and Cam: Cam never let Rowan escape the embrace. She kept a hand at the small of Rowan’s back, steady, even as Rowan tried to posture or run her mouth. When Gray’s name got mentioned, Cam just squeezed Rowan’s thigh and refused to let her spiral.

— Briar and Jules: Briar the ice queen, but with Jules in her lap and a glass of bourbon in her hand, she was looser than I’d ever seen. Jules poked and prodded, joking about “making you cry on tape,” but her affection was the real headline. The more Briar let herself be seen, the more at home she looked.

— Elara and Nora: Elara never needed the spotlight, but Nora made sure she was never left in the dark. Every time the conversation veered into guilt or old wounds, Nora would gently steer Elara back with a squeeze, a private joke, or a shared glance that said: you’re safe here.

— Sienna and Harper: Sienna’s comfort zone was being useful, but Harper refused to let her escape into analysis. Harper would toss out a dry burn, Sienna would volley a clinical quip, and then Harper would cut the game with a hand on Sienna’s leg, grounding her in the present.

If Phase Two wanted to see if rivalries would break us? Joke’s on them. Every rivalry here turned into heat or humor, and nothing was strong enough to send a girl to the sidelines.

Even the stressors, the whispers about Gray, the looming Peyton agenda, the latest campus meme wars, got handled like background noise, not existential threats. When someone sent around another screenshot of Gray’s “tragic hero” post, Kaia snatched Piper’s phone and read it aloud in a faux-bro voice until everyone was howling.

“Real friends don’t steal your girl, but they do buy you six rounds. #HouseRules,” Kaia quoted, then shot me a wink. “He’d have made a great harem boyfriend if he could survive a group chat.”

Rowan barked a laugh. “I’ll drink to that.” Cam topped off Rowan’s glass and clinked it, a silent dare.

The whole night felt like a dare, actually. A dare to touch, to want, to let someone else see the real version. Every move was a challenge and an invitation.

At some point, the music got louder, the drinks flowed, and the dress code hit “barely plausible.” Kaia, topless after a lost bet, lounged with Piper and Lila, trading stories about the worst sorority parties on record. Hallie wore nothing but a sleep shirt and a tiny pair of shorts; she didn’t even pretend not to love being the center of Lila’s attention.

On the far end of the couch, Sienna and Harper went back and forth over a prompt log, “accidentally” brushing thighs, trading snark and inside jokes about which campus power couple would implode next. If there was a secret being hidden, Harper would sniff it out, but for now, she seemed content to make Sienna blush at least once a minute.

It was chaos, but it was curated. Hallie drifted from group to group, offering food, hugs, and emotional check-ins as if she’d been born to arbitrate wild feelings. Kaia kept a running commentary, roasting anyone who looked too serious, and physically dragging girls into the middle if they tried to do the “I’m fine alone” move.

At one point, Briar tried to retreat with her phone, but Jules cornered her and planted herself in Briar’s lap. “You don’t get to analyze your way out of this,” Jules murmured, nipping Briar’s earlobe. “You either play or you nap, babe. No lone-wolfing tonight.”

Briar actually surrendered, arms looping around Jules’s waist. “That was hot,” Piper called from across the room. “Ten out of ten, zero notes.”

“Can you even count to ten?” Cam deadpanned.

“Only if it’s shots,” Piper replied, then winked at Kaia.

Even as the night amped up, nobody lost their footing. If one girl flagged, another checked in: Cam for Rowan; Lila for Hallie; Nora for Elara; Harper pressing Sienna until the clinical walls finally fell.

I watched every permutation, every new hand on a bare thigh, every playful insult that turned into a kiss or a mock-threat. The night was high-voltage, but rooted in real affection, an ongoing dare to prove that the harem could get bigger, louder, and hotter without devolving into jealousy or splintering under pressure.

And the best part? Everyone knew it. Even when the party hit a lull and the music drifted off, the air didn’t go hollow. It just simmered, like something bigger was on deck.

Maybe the system thought we’d self-destruct. Maybe Peyton had a file open, watching every camera angle to see if someone would finally snap. But all I saw was a family refusing to hide, and for once, it made every old drama look tiny.

As the hour stretched, Hallie and Kaia gravitated toward each other, like planets finding home orbit. Hallie perched in Kaia’s lap, legs tucked up, arms draped soft around Kaia’s neck. Kaia, still topless and hell-bent on proving she wasn’t fazed, wrapped her arms around Hallie and nuzzled the side of her neck.

“Didn’t think you’d ever go full snuggle-bunny for the cameras,” Hallie teased.

Kaia shrugged. “Competition’s over, remember? Now we just see who can love you harder.”

Hallie’s smile was pure sunlight. “You’re on.”

Even the original rivals had rewritten their rules.

In every corner of the House, the same pattern played out: rivalry replaced by trust, heat replacing hurt, every new girl folding in like she’d always belonged.

At some point, Lila and Piper staged an impromptu dance-off, pulling Hallie and Kaia into the fray. The music hit a dirty bass line, and suddenly Hallie was pressed chest-to-chest with Kaia, arms linked, hips rolling low. Lila and Piper made it a competition, of course, but the point wasn’t who won, it was how everyone else watched, breathless, every look a compliment, every glancing touch an escalation.

Briar, always one to analyze a trend, leaned into Jules and whispered, “Sociologically, this is exactly how Phase Two was supposed to implode.”

Jules laughed. “Instead, you’re all making out. Science is so unpredictable.”

Beside me, Elara drifted in and pressed her body to mine, looping an arm around my waist. “Don’t you love it?” she murmured. “The experiment thinks chaos means collapse, but it actually means we survived.”

I squeezed her hip, slow and deliberate. “Best version of chaos I’ve ever seen.”

Rowan sprawled on the rug, her head in Cam’s lap, and for a solid hour, the only thing that mattered was the gauntlet of jokes, snacks, and that relentless, electric sense of belonging.

When the music finally faded and the bodies slowed, everyone clamped tight together on the main floor: chests and thighs and bare arms overlapping on the sofas and the rug, bodies everywhere, touch casual and constant. There was nowhere to hide, and nobody wanted to.

It was the clear signal: beneath all the party tricks, we were ready for something more honest. But not before we got the last word in.

Piper stretched, flashed everyone, and declared: “No offense, but this is the hottest research sample on campus. If they wanted drama, they should’ve recruited uglier people.”

Kaia barked a laugh. “Careful, or you’ll end up in the next study prompt.”

Sienna, not missing a beat, said, “I’ve already drafted three new prompt structures based on group snuggle data.”

Harper kicked her foot. “No escape now, babe.”

At that, Sienna flinched, just enough for me to notice, and for Harper to lock in like a heat-seeking missile.

Nobody called attention to it. Not yet.

Instead, Hallie snuggled deeper against Kaia, Lila draped herself over both, and the tier-two girls folded in around the core like it had always been that way.

Every secret was still in the room. But so was every promise to want, and protect, each other.

When the laughter softened, and eyes turned serious, we all knew it was time to write the next set of rules. But for now, we just lingered in the warmth, high on the evidence that you could break the old script and not only survive, but love even harder.

If the system was watching, let it take notes.

We were just getting started.

***

After midnight, the party haze faded, leaving only bodies sprawled across the living room and a sticky afterglow that felt earned, not engineered. Every girl in Blackwood House found a landing spot: Hallie tucked between Kaia and Lila on the main sofa, Kaia with her arms slung around both, attitude set to “try me.” Piper and Jules were tangled together on the rug, heads tipped back, shirts abandoned mid-bet. Even the more reserved pairs, Elara with Nora, Rowan and Cam, Briar and Sienna, seemed welded in some kind of post-party huddle.

The only rule was proximity. Every secret, every bruise was out in the open, but nobody looked like they wanted to run.

Hallie was the first to break the silence. “You know, if you’d told me last year that the solution to public scandal was roast chicken, banana bread, and a three-hour group snuggle, I’d have called you insane.”

Kaia nipped her ear, just to be extra. “That’s because you think love can be rational. It’s pure chaos, Hal. We just make it look pretty.”

Hallie flushed, but held her ground. “I think we make it look like we want to survive, even when the world expects us to crumble. That’s what makes it work.”

Piper, never one for deep talk, hooted. “Preach, Hallie! Let’s make a ‘survived the drama’ merch line. First edition: crop tops only.”

Lila giggled, burrowing closer to Hallie. “Can my edition say ‘Harem Mom’ on it?”

“Only if I get ‘Queen Instigator,’” Kaia replied.

Rowan deadpanned from the other couch. “Tate should get ‘#1 Homewrecker.’”

Cam poked her rib, firm but fond. “If you’re going to play the villain, at least let someone else handle the monologue next time.”

Rowan snorted, then went soft. “For real, though, it’s better. Hard as that fight was, hiding it almost killed me.”

Cam’s hand threaded through Rowan’s, anchoring her. “You owe yourself more than permanent guilt. You can regret the pain, but not that you wanted more.”

Across the room, Briar, still dressed for war, but with Jules in her lap, spoke up. “That’s the pattern, isn’t it? Every time we hide, it comes back louder and meaner. Maybe the only way to win is to make the script our own.”

Jules tucked a strand of hair behind Briar’s ear. “Or at least stop pretending we’re not human. There’s nothing more predictable than people doubling down on the thing they think they can’t have.”

Briar’s eyes glinted, wary but intrigued. “You saying secrecy is the real poison?”

Jules nodded. “You know it is. You never look better than when you’re not pretending.”

The admission landed, softening Briar’s edge. “I hate that you’re always right,” she muttered, but she let Jules kiss her anyway.

Kaia caught the mood and leveled the room. “This whole place was designed to make us eat each other alive over scraps. Anyone still think the system wants us whole?”

Nora weighed in, gentle and measured: “I think the only thing that matters is if we want ourselves whole. The cameras can record what they want, but if we let hiding set the rules, we might as well run now.”

Elara leaned against Nora and murmured, “It used to be about guilt for me. Now it’s about choosing this. Even if it looks wild from the outside.”

Nora squeezed her. “You’re allowed to want it, Elara. Real isn’t reckless if you’re not pretending.”

Piper threw a pillow, badly, but with spirit, at Kaia. “Does this mean we’re going public? Because I look amazing in crisis lighting, but I draw the line at live streams.”

“We don’t owe anyone a play-by-play,” Kaia said, voice cool. “But we’re done pretending secrets fix things. Next person who talks about ‘protecting people’ by lying gets to wear the banana bread on their face.”

Hallie groaned. “Aww, come on. It’s my finest work.”

Lila stroked her thigh. “Not as fine as your actual assets, babe.”

Hallie melted, but she was brave about it. “So—what, we just agree to not weaponize secrecy? Even when it’s easier?”

Jules looked around the circle. “Even when it’s harder. If you see a mess coming, you warn people. You don’t let them get blindsided for sport.”

Cam, directing her words to Rowan but throwing me a side-eye, said, “That goes double for when it’s someone you care about.”

Rowan bit her lip, caught, but nodded. “I get it. I do.”

Kaia plopped her chin on Hallie’s shoulder, all mock innocence. “See, we’re not the tragic harem after all. We’re just the ones who refused to lose each other.”

Briar inclined her head. “That’s the core. It’s not that we never hurt anyone. It’s that we own it and try to rebuild, not just duck and run.”

Even Sienna let the admission in. “You’re all very persuasive,” she said, voice quiet. “Maybe I spent too long thinking the experiment’s rules were the only real ones.”

Harper, who’d been coiled like a cat on the edge of the armchair, fixed her with a razor-sharp look. “Then why flinch every time someone mentions No Escape?”

The room went silent for half a second. Sienna’s cheeks colored, and she folded her hands in her lap.

Hallie, ever the comfort-bringer, reached across Kaia and offered Sienna a cookie. “Hey, it’s okay to say if something’s off. We’re not gonna bite. Unless you ask us to.”

Piper grinned, but let the moment ride.

Harper didn’t let go. “It’s not just a bad file name, right? You tense up. I’ve seen it before. I think you know what it means.”

Sienna was cornered, but not in a cruel way. If anything, it was Harper’s version of loyalty. She pressed in, voice low and relentless:

“Is it a secret you’re supposed to keep? Or do you just hope we won’t notice?”

Sienna breathed, slow and careful. She looked around the room, and everyone was watching. Not with judgment. Just with the hunger for real answers.

“I’ve seen it,” Sienna finally admitted. “But not just in prompts or logs. It’s not a launch code, it’s not just clickbait for escalation. No Escape is the internal term for Phase Three. Higher clearance, off-limits even for most researchers.”

Harper raised a brow, unimpressed. “How do you know?”

“I heard it in meetings last spring,” Sienna said, the words coming easier now. “Senior researchers, people attached to the Peyton Endowment, a few others, talking about the endgame. But it wasn’t supposed to be connected to the Phase Two rollout. At least, not at our level. When it started showing up in prompt logs, I knew it was built in from the start.”

Jules, eyes sharp, said, “So the whole time we thought it was just the house and the cameras… they were planning something more?”

Sienna nodded, looking at her hands. “Permanence, exposure, no way to walk it back. It’s not about romance. It’s about seeing who survives being made permanent.”

Kaia barked a laugh, unfriendly, but not at Sienna. “So ‘No Escape’ is literal. We get through the test, and then the world gets to figure out how far it can push us.”

Hallie, ever the anchor, just squeezed Kaia’s arm. “We’ve beaten every other round. We’ll beat this one, too.”

Lila stroked Hallie’s cheek, soft as a promise. “And if we don’t, at least we go down together?”

Piper leaped in, not to be outdone: “If I’m taking group-cuddle bullets, it better be with you people.”

The tension eased, replaced by a weird, warm euphoria. Jules tugged Briar closer, buried her face in Briar’s hair. Cam just wrapped Rowan up, arms tight, and refused to let go. Nora kissed Elara’s temple and whispered, “You’re not alone in this.”

Even Sienna relaxed, Harper finally letting her off the hook with a “Good girl,” equal parts challenge and affection.

We didn’t have Phase Three solved, not even close. But the air had shifted. No more secrets for someone else’s experiment. No more hiding behind the idea that keeping things neat would keep us safe.

I watched the women pressed in around me: Hallie, heartbeat thumping against my shoulder, Kaia fierce and loyal, Rowan sharp and unbroken, Elara soft as a sunrise but steady as stone, Briar and Sienna, each riveting in their own weird ways, and all the tier-two girls woven through like it had always been this way.

For the first time in weeks, the family felt real, not built for cameras, but for survival. For desire, and trust, and every messy win.

Maybe No Escape was waiting. But so were we.

And if the next round wanted to break us, it should come ready for a fight.

The night faded out in a pile of tangled limbs and laughter. Kaia and Hallie took over the main sofa, Lila wedged between like she’d always belonged. Piper snuggled up with Cam (“Don’t get clingy,” Cam warned; “Too late,” Piper countered, straddling her hips). Elara and Nora claimed the fainting couch, sharing a blanket and a gentle embrace. Jules spooned Briar, who let herself be held, for once, and didn’t try to script the moment. Rowan tossed an arm over my chest, green eyes warm and bright even in near-dark.

Sienna lingered on the edge of the rug, Harper at her back. Harper murmured something, and Sienna’s smile turned wry. I caught Sienna glancing my way, maybe a thank you, maybe a dare to keep up.

No more fake boundaries. No more study-approved loyalty. Just real women, wanting what they wanted and ready to carry each other through whatever came next.

Blackwood House pulsed with heat, promise, and the strangest sense of joy. If you asked me right then, I’d have said the harem felt invincible.

Maybe that was dangerous. Maybe it was exactly what we needed.

Let Peyton and their creepy little files come for us.

We had each other.

And the story wasn’t done.


Firebreak


The so-called morning after wasn’t fooling anyone. Blackwood House felt like a detonated war room: mugs everywhere, banana bread crumbled into the carpet, and the haze of emotional smoke still hanging in the air. I came down the stairs, bracing for tactical replays, and found Rowan already in the kitchen, sleeves shoved up, phone in hand, eyes daring the world to try her.

She paced, green gaze laser-sharp, hair wild, energy just this side of violent. If the psych experiment had wanted collapse, it was about to get an uprising instead.

Briar sat at the marble counter, perfectly composed in a crisp white tank and dark running tights, her legs crossed, coffee cup balanced in one hand and a file folder in the other. She looked like the CEO of Damage Control, every inch controlled and studied.

The tension was so thick it might’ve been a fourth presence in the room.

I grabbed a mug, filled it, and hovered, trying to figure out if I was referee, bodyguard, boyfriend, or just a target of opportunity.

Rowan’s phone lit up with another notification. The screen sizzled with new comments: campus gossip, Gray’s spin, and a few “leak” accounts trying to psychoanalyze the house from a safe distance. Her jaw flexed. “This is bullshit,” Rowan fired off. “If people are gonna talk about me, they better be ready to eat it when I talk back.”

Briar didn’t flinch. “If you engage head-on, you give them footage. It’s exactly what the Peyton people want. High drama, emotional blowout, women clawing each other for scraps.” She sipped, unhurried. “You want to win? You let their script stall out. No oxygen, no lasting story.”

“Stalling is how we got here,” Rowan shot back, voice loaded with old wounds and caffeine. “Every time we try to ‘control the narrative,’ the experiment just pushes harder until someone snaps. Look at last night. They played us like a reality show finale.”

Briar set her cup down harder than necessary. “That’s why you don’t crack under pressure. You wait, collect patterns, and hit when the timing guts them.” She gestured at the file. “We have proof: the prompt logs, the push alerts, even the fake burner accounts. If you want to bury them, we hit them with facts, not confessions.”

Rowan arched a brow, savage. “You want to bury them, or just buy time? Because to me, it looks like you’d rather never admit anything unless it’s already over.”

Briar met her head-on, voice cool as the pool at sunrise. “Because admitting under their spotlight means you never get a chance to repair. You saw what happened to Gray. You went nuclear, and the experiment got exactly the heartbreak they were hoping for.”

Rowan’s laugh went jagged. “I don’t regret breaking it open. I regret pretending for as long as I did. If you hang back forever, you might as well let the Peyton creeps write your entire life in PowerPoint slides.”

Briar’s lips curled, a flash of impatience. “Real power is not exploding on cue. It’s knowing the rules well enough to bend them for your own ends. You want to burn it down, that’s fine, just don’t set the family on fire in the process.”

Rowan’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t look away. “As opposed to freezing everyone out and letting the guilt stew until nobody even remembers what we were fighting for?”

Briar’s voice was bone dry. “I know exactly what I’m fighting for. Do you?”

Rowan stalked around the island, closing the gap. “Yeah. I’m fighting so we don’t have to apologize for wanting what we want. I’m fighting so nobody here gets boxed in by someone else’s morality test. If that means dragging every ugly truth into the open, good. At least we can breathe.”

She planted her palms on the counter, green eyes locking with Briar’s. For a moment, I half-expected one of them to launch the banana bread as a weapon.

Briar didn’t blink. “You ever think winning isn’t about being loud? Sometimes, survival means you keep the inside safe while the house burns outside.”

Rowan bared her teeth, not a smile, more like a wolf showing it was tired of the leash. “You want to stay safe so bad, that’s fine. But I’m not a secret anymore. Not for Gray, not for the fucking rumor blogs, and not for the cameras. If I’m going down, it’s on my own terms.”

The room vibrated, both of them absolute in their stances. It wasn’t ego, not really. It was the energy of two apex predators with totally different blueprints for how to keep the pack alive.

I finally stepped in, hands braced on the breakfast bar. “You’re both right,” I said, and for a second, the silence was so thick it almost whistled. “We made it this far because some of us broke the script, and some of us studied it until it cracked from the inside.”

Rowan glanced at me, all crackling intensity. “So whose side are you on?”

“Neither,” I said, honest as bare skin. “Or both. Hiding didn’t work. But neither did letting them force every confession at the worst possible moment. We survived because we had both, force and precision. The experiment never got that.”

For a moment, Rowan and Briar just circled each other, as if both were checking for the real weak spot.

Briar was first to blink, but it wasn’t surrender. “If you want the record straight, I’ll back you,” she said, voice softer but not less certain. “But only if it’s a package deal. We don’t feed the system what it wants unless we have a move ready for the backlash.”

Rowan crossed her arms, heat still radiating. “Fine. But I’m not waiting for a perfect weather window. If anyone comes for this house, I want teeth, not a fucking waiting list.”

They held the look, something new flickering behind it. Respect, maybe. The beginnings of actual alliance.

I felt it too: the low, dangerous thrum of two extremes finding a reason to orbit instead of collide.

Hallie peeked around the hallway, hair a mess, face open and wary. Kaia followed, arms folded, taking in the scene like a coach ready to bench anyone who lost their temper. Neither interrupted, but the presence grounded the space.

Briar adjusted her posture, spine straight, every inch the queen in exile. “You want an offensive? We run it together. Strategic, fast, and absolutely clear. No more half-truths, but no more playing into their crisis fetish either.”

Rowan’s face twisted, but she nodded. “I’ll call it as I see it. But if you ask me to sit on my hands while Peyton, or whoever the fuck they are, paint me as another disposable girlfriend, I’m out.”

Briar actually smiled, a rare and dangerous sight. “I’d expect nothing less.”

I rolled a shoulder, tension draining just a little. “If you two combine tactics, I wouldn’t want to be anyone in your way.”

The atmosphere eased, but only by a notch. Both kept their edge, neither yielding an inch of personality.

Briar locked in on me. “You’re the anchor, Tate. They built this whole circus around your ‘effect.’ If we’re going to flip the narrative, you have to be in every shot, not just patching wounds after.”

“Deal,” I said. “But only if you both mean it. No more solo heroics, no more hiding behind the hope that silence equals safety.”

Rowan shot me a look that landed somewhere between grateful and predatory. “You got it. But when the next phase hits? I want first crack. No more sitting out the chaos.”

Briar slid her files across the counter, open to a page with the Phase Two header in all caps. “I’ve got a restricted log here, but the rest is locked behind admin firewalls. If we want the master file, we’ll need to move together. No margin for error.”

Rowan’s smile was pure flame. “Then let’s break their rules.”

The pact was more than a handshake, more even than sex. It was the electric certainty that, for the first time, neither control nor confrontation had to stand alone. We could use both, and it just might work.

Hallie exhaled, the relief visible. “Does this mean we’re calling a truce, or just upgrading the arsenal?”

Kaia grinned. “I vote arsenal. Always did like a good ambush.”

Briar cut in, voice all steel. “We’re not burning ourselves down. We’re burning the script.”

Rowan met her eyes, direct and wild. “I’ll light the match if you open the door.”

The tension was so thick it was almost erotic, the kind of charged air that didn’t end with a fight, but with the certainty of what could come next.

I caught them both in my gaze, feeling the world tilt just enough to make room for a new kind of leadership. “Next move, then?”

Briar tapped the file. “We pull the restricted Phase Two log. We dissect the bonding algorithm, theirs, not just ours. We turn every tactic against them.”

Rowan locked in. “And we do it before the next blow lands.”

For a moment, I just watched them. The way Rowan refused shame. The way Briar never let a single emotion slip without examining it from every angle. The contrast didn’t weaken them; it made the room vibrate with unresolved want.

“Guess I picked the perfect women to set the world on fire,” I said, unable to hide the pride.

Rowan’s laugh was sharp, edged with new heat. “Just don’t slow us down.”

Briar’s gaze lingered, promising and impossible to decipher. “You’re lucky we want you on our team, Sterling.”

The table was reset, the plan in place. For the first time all week, it felt like we might actually have the edge.

But beneath every line, every shared glance, was a current of raw attraction. The hunger to claim, to be known, to break each other open and see what survived the blowback.

No Escape was waiting somewhere ahead of us, but for once, we weren’t walking toward it blind.

The last thing I saw before Rowan marched off to start the hunt was a flash of challenge in Briar’s eyes, like she was already plotting how to make the first win count.

I grinned. The house wasn’t healed, but it was alive.

And the next move was ours.

***

In Blackwood House, sexual tension was never scarce. But tonight, it was nuclear.

After the kitchen pact, equal parts truce and battle plan, Rowan and Briar retreated upstairs, but that didn’t mean they ran out of fight. I found them in my room, standing at opposite sides, energy still fizzing like the air after a lightning strike. The door clicked behind me, locking out the rest of the world.

Rowan perched on the windowsill, legs drawn up, hoodie abandoned somewhere on the floor. She wore a faded ribbed tank, nothing underneath, and her shorts barely covered the bite of her hips. She watched Briar like she was a puzzle you didn’t want to solve, but to dare. “You come here to talk tactics, or to finally stop pretending you don’t want to crack?”

Briar stood in the center of the room, hair slicked into a tight ponytail, loose black tee brushing her thighs. She was poised, almost clinical, but the flush on her cheeks was the universal language of hunger. “If you’re still chasing the hero monologue, Rowan, you’ll be disappointed. I don’t need to win. I just want it to be real.”

Rowan grinned, pure mischief. “If you want real, come and get it.”

Neither woman moved first. It was a faceoff, loaded with everything unsaid.

I stepped forward, slow, letting them set the terms. “You can both have what you want,” I said, voice low. “But you can’t expect it to be gentle.”

Rowan’s eyes went molten. “Nothing about this is gentle.”

Briar met my gaze, her breath coming quicker. “Then why don’t you show us how hard you want it?”

There was a crackle, invisible but deadly. All the house tension, every argument, every dare, it pooled in the space between the three of us.

Nobody rushed. For a second, all we did was devour each other with our eyes.

Rowan made the first move. She slid off the sill, hips rolling, and stalked toward Briar, challenge in every step. She stopped close enough for their skin to nearly touch. “Afraid to get messy?” Rowan asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Briar’s lips quirked. “Not with the right girl.”

The dare hung, and suddenly the air split. Rowan leaned in, mouth ghosting over Briar’s jaw, not quite kissing, more like a warning shot. “You can call it,” Rowan murmured. “Or you can let go, and see what happens.”

Briar shivered, just enough to betray her anticipation. “You always need to be first?”

Rowan’s answer was a smirk and a flash of teeth. “You can try to take it from me.”

It was a line in the sand. And then it vanished.

They crashed together, two forces, reckless and calculated, mouths claiming, hands fisting in hair and cotton, pulling each other in. Briar’s body was long and sinuous against Rowan’s athletic compactness; the contrast did nothing to slow them down.

Watching it was like seeing two enemies realize they were actually on the same side.

I let them go, refusing to step in until they demanded it. Rowan tugged Briar’s shirt up, baring her tight stomach, and Briar countered by raking her nails down Rowan’s spine, dragging out a gasp that could’ve shattered windows.

They staggered, half wrestling, toward the bed. Rowan shoved Briar down first, pinning her at the edge. But Briar, ever the strategist, flipped the script in a heartbeat: she hooked her legs and rolled, landing on top of Rowan, straddling her hips.

Briar’s eyes glittered. “Still think you’re the boss, Ro?”

Rowan chuckled, breathless. “I’m just here to see if you can handle it.”

That was my cue.

I joined them on the bed, bracing a hand on either side. “You two finished squaring off?”

Rowan grinned up at me, lips already swollen. “Bet you can make her admit it first.”

Briar lifted her chin, all defiance. “I’ll concede nothing.”

I let my hand drift up Briar’s thigh, slow, savoring the heat of her skin. Her breath hitched. Rowan’s hand slid over my wrist, guiding me higher, her own pulse thrumming.

For a moment, I had both women under my hands: Rowan’s wild, lean tension; Briar’s deliberate control. The way they watched each other, not just me, was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

Rowan reached up, bracketing Briar’s waist, dragging her down so their chests grazed. “Come on,” Rowan whispered, eyes hot. “You wanted in. Take it.”

Briar leaned in, hair falling like a curtain. Her lips met Rowan’s again, soft at first, then deepening, tongues battling, hands roaming. The aggression melted into something else, hunger, yes, but also mutual recognition. Every touch was a statement: I see you. I want you. Try and stop me.

I stripped my shirt and pressed in close, my mouth at Briar’s neck, my hands roaming the arch of her back. She swallowed a moan, the sound vibrating through her whole body. I let my palm slip beneath Rowan’s tank, flattening against her ribs, feeling the pace of her hammering heart.

Rowan turned, caught my mouth in a brutal, desperate kiss. She bit my lip, pulling me down until all three of us were tangled, breath loud, skin burning.

With a strength that surprised even me, Rowan rolled us, flipping Briar onto her back and planting herself between Briar’s spread thighs. The view was obscene: Rowan’s dark head buried at Briar’s throat, Briar’s hands in Rowan’s hair, both of them arched and straining.

I could have watched for hours.

Instead, I hooked Briar’s knee, drawing her open, and sank down beside them. My fingers traced up Rowan’s spine, drawing shivers. “Thought you wanted to see her crack,” I teased.

Rowan flashed a devil’s grin. “Watch and learn.”

She slid Briar’s shirt off, slow, and then peeled away the plain black bra beneath. Briar’s breasts tumbled free, soft and perfect, the nipples already flushed. Rowan cupped them, squeezing, then bent and took one into her mouth, sucking hard enough to make Briar gasp.

Briar clamped a hand in Rowan’s hair and yanked, not gentle. Rowan yelped, just enough for me to see how much she liked it. The two of them were locked in a dance of dare and surrender, Briar testing Rowan’s limits, Rowan demanding the best Briar had.

I stroked the line of Briar’s thigh, kneading the muscle. “You look good with her on you, Bri.”

She bit her lip, eyes still on Rowan, but she nodded. “I could get used to it.”

Rowan switched breasts, leaving bright red marks, then smirked up at me. “You think you can do better? Prove it.”

Not a challenge I planned to ignore.

I hauled Rowan up, kissing her dizzy, hands everywhere: her ass, her ribs, her stomach. She was a live wire in my grip, shoving my shorts down and wrapping her palm around my cock, stroking with rough, impatient need.

Beside us, Briar propped herself on her elbows, eyes gone dark and wild. “You always this greedy, Ro, or do we bring it out in you?”

Rowan threw a glance over her shoulder, the look pure heat. “You’re the one with her legs open, honey.”

Briar cocked a brow. “You want to see how far I’ll open them?”

“Only if you mean it,” Rowan shot back.

Briar shucked her panties in one elegant, practiced move, then did the same for Rowan. Rowan hesitated exactly zero seconds before pushing Briar’s thighs apart, spreading her wide, exposing the glisten between her legs.

The sight was enough to make my head spin.

Rowan knelt between Briar’s legs, took a second to admire, then licked a slow stripe along Briar’s pussy, tongue out, savoring. Briar collapsed back, breath shaky, but her hands stayed locked in Rowan’s hair, holding her right there.

Rowan went to work: alternating hard, punishing flicks on Briar’s clit with deep, filthy licks that had Briar writhing like the control freak had just short-circuited. Every so often, Rowan would glance over her shoulder at me, daring me to interfere.

I couldn’t resist.

I crowded behind Rowan, palming her ass, parting her cheeks to expose her own messy slit. I ran two fingers along her folds, soaked, and slipped them inside, curling slow and deep.

Rowan’s hips jerked, but she didn’t pull away from Briar. “Jesus, Tate—” she moaned, voice muffled by Briar’s pussy.

Briar’s eyes rolled back, her body arching. “Don’t fucking stop,” Briar managed. “If I lose it, you own the aftermath.”

Rowan just doubled down, sucking Briar’s clit so hard it turned Briar’s moans into actual sobs. I kept fingering Rowan, twisting and pumping until she shuddered, her ass shaking in my grip.

I pressed my cock against her, grinding along the seam, letting her feel the weight of it.

Rowan pulled back for a breath, lips glossy, chin wet. She looked back at me, grinning like a fiend. “You want a turn?”

“Let’s see you handle it,” I replied.

With a flick of her hip, Rowan guided me into position. I lined up, then shoved my cock deep, filling her in one quick, savage stroke.

Rowan’s whole body went taut. She groaned, loud, then dropped her mouth back to Briar’s pussy, eating her like she was starving. The view was pure porn: Rowan on her knees, getting railed, tongue deep in Briar, Briar sprawled out wild and helpless above.

I set the pace brutal, hard, deep, relentless. Every thrust shoved Rowan’s mouth against Briar’s clit, each one dragging a fresh gasp or curse from both women.

Briar was shaking, all pretense gone. “God, don’t stop,” she begged. “Fuck—Rowan—right there—”

Rowan had none of her old sarcasm left; she was just a conduit for sensation, her whole world narrowed to the heat between us. The sound, the wet, the pulse of us all together, it was enough to make the air shimmer.

I pulled Rowan up, just for a second, so I could take her mouth, tongue tasting Briar all over Rowan’s lips. She kissed me back, wild and hot, hips grinding back against my cock.

Briar half-sat, reaching for Rowan, yanking her down into another kiss. For a split second, both women traded my grip for each other’s, their bodies tangled, mouths pressed, hands clutching.

Then Rowan dipped back, this time lowering herself face-to-face with Briar. She straddled Briar’s thigh, riding it, while I pounded into her from behind. The pressure made her cunt even tighter, squeezing my cock until I thought I’d lose it then and there.

But the focus was the two of them, teeth on skin, nails dragging, breath mingling.

Briar let her hand drop to Rowan’s clit, rubbing her in tight, controlled circles while Rowan bucked against her. “You cracking yet?” Briar teased, voice ragged.

“Sweetheart,” Rowan hissed, “I’m never cracking, but I might make you cum until you forget your own name.”

Briar’s laugh was shredded. “Promises, promises.”

I upped the pace, short, rough thrusts, driving Rowan down onto Briar’s body. Both women were a mess, sweat and curses and pleasure, bodies colliding.

Finally, Rowan shuddered, the orgasm racking her from inside out. She screamed, back arched, cunt clamping around my cock so hard I saw stars. I didn’t stop; I kept fucking her, milking every spasm, riding the aftershock.

But Briar wasn’t done.

She dragged Rowan up and kissed her deep, swallowing every moan, then twisted, rolling Rowan off and slipping on top. Briar still trembled, her control shot, but she owned the frame. She grabbed my jaw, pulling me down to her mouth, tongue forceful and needy.

“There’s more,” Briar demanded.

“Always,” I promised.

She positioned herself over my cock, and Rowan, not to be outdone, slithered behind Briar, cupping her tits from behind, biting at Briar’s neck and shoulders.

I hooked Briar’s hips with both hands, bracing her as I pressed up into her, hard. The sensation of her, slick and molten-hot, gripping me from the inside while her thighs trembled in my palms, nearly broke my brain. Every time I thrust, her body clenched tighter, the shiver of it telegraphing straight through my cock to the rest of me.

Rowan never stopped moving. She’d climbed up behind Briar, one arm around her middle, the other skimming over Briar’s chest, cupping her tits and rolling the nipples, then pinching them until Briar’s head fell back against Rowan’s shoulder. They were a living sculpture, Briar’s sleek, controlled body arched into Rowan’s lean, wild one, and both of them wide open, beyond shame.

Rowan pressed her lips to Briar’s ear, licking the shell, then whispered so soft I almost missed it, “Is this how you wanted it?”

Briar’s answer was pure heat, a shivery gasp that wedged deep in her chest. “Yes—fuck, yes, don’t you dare stop—”

Rowan grinned, then slipped a hand between Briar’s legs, her fingers finding Briar’s clit and rubbing hard, precise, relentless. I felt it, Briar squeezing me, her body ratcheting tighter every second, her whole frame vibrating with the effort of holding on. I kept pace, fucking up into her, deeper, faster, and every thrust made her whine, made her nails claw at the sheet, made her walls flutter and then spasm around my cock.

Rowan’s hand was everywhere at once: palming Briar’s breast, pinching her nipple, then sliding down to cup the mound at the apex of Briar’s thigh, thumb rolling on her clit. Briar arched, muscles locking, every tendon drawn sharp under her skin. She was a study in sensation, her eyes rolling back, sweat slick on her lower back, her hands scrabbling for purchase in the mess of sheets and bodies.

Rowan didn’t let up for a second. “Tell us,” she hissed, words molten and close. “How bad do you need it?”

Briar’s breath came in broken staccato. “I—fuck—need—” Then she lost the thread, her body shuddering, hips jerking back onto me. Rowan caught Briar’s face in her hand, turning her for a kiss, savage and deep. The sight of it, Briar unraveling, Rowan feeding on her weakness, ratcheted my own control down to the thinnest wire.

I leaned forward, one hand splaying across Briar’s stomach, pinning her to me, the other fisting Rowan’s hair and yanking her upright so she could watch Briar’s face as she broke.

Rowan’s eyes glowed, dark and wild. “That’s it, Bri. Let go.”

I slammed into Briar, hard enough to rock her whole body, and Rowan’s hand moved faster on her clit. Briar’s mouth opened, but no sound came out, just a trembling, silent scream as her pussy locked around me and her body shook with the force of her orgasm. She came so hard she collapsed, knees buckling, arms giving out, her head dropping to Rowan’s shoulder while the rest of her spasmed around my cock.

But Rowan wouldn’t let her fall. Rowan held Briar upright, arms braced like steel cables, lips moving at her ear, coaxing every last shiver out of her. I kept fucking, slower now, milking the aftershocks, wanting to see how much more Briar could take before she completely fell apart.

Briar’s voice finally came back, ragged and raw. “Please—oh god, I can’t—” But even as she said it, she ground herself back onto me, greedy for every last pulse, every last inch.

Rowan ran her tongue up the line of Briar’s neck, nipping at the skin, then eased her hand down again, stroking Briar’s clit in tight, ruthless circles. “Yes you can,” she said, words barely a whisper. “You can take whatever you want.”

Briar whimpered, trembling, and I felt her clench down again, another mini-orgasm rolling through her. She half-collapsed onto Rowan, who wrapped her up tight, one hand splayed over Briar’s pulse, the other still driving her wild.

I lost it. The sight, the sounds, the raw hunger. My orgasm hit like an electric shock, and I rammed up into Briar, coming so hard it went white behind my eyes. I held her tight to my chest, shuddering, hips jerking, while Rowan kept her locked down and rode out the aftershocks with us both.

Rowan nuzzled into Briar’s hair, her eyes meeting mine over Briar’s shoulder, and for a second there was nothing but the three of us, sweat and skin and breath, the taste of each other still hanging in the air.

When it was over, the three of us collapsed in a tangle of limbs, skin sticky, lungs working overtime.

For a long moment, we didn’t move. Every inch of my body ached, but it was the good kind, earned, not stolen.

Rowan sprawled at my right, head tucked under my arm, sweat cooling on her back. Briar curled against my chest, legs twisted with Rowan’s. Both women were quiet, but not from awkwardness. If anything, it was the sacred kind of silence that only existed when nothing was left to prove.

I stroked Rowan’s hair, let my thumb drift over Briar’s ribs. Neither woman shied from the contact.

Rowan was first to speak: “Okay. That was worth all the drama.”

Briar’s breath was slow, deep, deliberate. “It’s being seen,” she said, voice small but clear. “Not the sex. The connection.” She let her hand find Rowan’s, twining their fingers. “They’re not just studying you, Tate. Or us, as a couple. It’s about this, the way two women can flip from rivals to…this.”

Rowan considered. “So the real test is if we can bond. Not just compete.”

Briar nodded, her own logic piecing together the theory even as she basked in the afterglow. “Rivalry conversion. Secondary integration. They built Phase Two to see if pairing us together would fracture, or if it’d fuse us into an alliance.”

I whistled, impressed. “And what do you think they saw tonight?”

Briar’s mouth tilted in a satisfied smile. “I think we just tanked their jealousy hypothesis.”

Rowan’s laugh was a victory lap. “Let’s see them try to script us as frenemies after that.”

We lay there, breathing together, the weight of what we’d just done settling over all of us.

Briar was the one who broke the hush: “I want the file. The unredacted one. But I can’t break it without backup.”

Rowan stretched, looking like she could take on the world. “I have no problem kicking down doors if you make the map.”

I pulled them both close, one arm around Rowan, one hand laced with Briar’s. “We go together. No shot we let them split us up now.”

The plan was set, but the intimacy of the moment lingered. I pressed a kiss to the damp crown of Briar’s head, then Rowan’s, and let myself hope the cameras were catching all the things the algorithm could never measure.

“I like our odds,” Rowan murmured.

Briar closed her eyes, peaceful, but her mind was obviously still burning through the angles. “They wanted to see if women in a harem would ever actually choose each other over the guy.”

I grinned, not even pretending defense. “Pretty sure you both just proved it.”

Rowan’s lips quirked. “Don’t worry, babe. You’re still the anchor. But we run the board now.”

Briar’s nails traced lazy circles on my chest. “First, we get that file. Then, Phase Three.”

We lay there, tangled and unguarded, until the only thing left was the shared pulse in every muscle. The war wasn’t over. But for the first time, it felt like the house could survive anything.

Let Peyton watch. The real data wasn’t in conflict or collapse.

It was in how fiercely we stayed.

No escape, indeed.


Restricted Access


The Psychology Building was one of those boxy, glass-and-brick affairs that looked like a bad Tinder date between government architecture and someone’s idea of “modern.” By midnight, the only lights that still glowed were the ones that hated to be left alone: exit signs, security panels, and the blue firefly blip of night-running servers.

The four of us slipped around the back, the way Sienna had mapped out, ducking campus security and a really tragic garden installation. Briar led, jaw set, stride confident, not even pretending this wasn’t the hottest thing she’d done all week. She wore a fitted navy jacket over tight black jeans, hair scraped into a ponytail that promised business and pleasure at once.

Sienna hovered just behind her, hands stuffed in the pockets of a soft cardigan, eyes darting from every shadow to the next. Her badge hung around her neck, swinging like a little ‘please fire me’ sign every time she took a nervous step. If she shook any harder, she’d spill hypotenuse and guilt all over the pavers.

Bringing up the rear was Harper. She was impossible to miss: five-feet, nine-inches of golden skin and midnight-black hair, cheeks carved from ambition, body poured into a cut-off crop and high-slung leggings that made her ass look like the gym’s main export. Her green eyes flicked over every angle, clocking Sienna, me, and the building like she was rating us out of ten. Spoiler: None of us were below a nine, but Harper would never say it out loud.

Me? I was the emotional chaperone: one arm around Sienna’s tense shoulder, one eye on Briar as she locked in on the entry panel. My own adrenaline spiked, because I was many things, boyfriend, anchor, trouble magnet, but I’d never been a study subject breaking into the actual nerve center of the campus psych cartel.

At the glass doors, Briar stopped and assessed. “Camera on the left’s a decoy,” she whispered. “Infrared’s real, but the badge system is standalone. Sienna?”

Sienna’s hand trembled, but she swiped her card through the reader. There was a beat of silence, then a polite green light, and the doors parted with a tiny, traitorous hiss.

We were in.

The building was a warren after dark: fake-plush carpet, walls painted the color of commitment issues, an endless parade of locked offices watching from two sides. Even the air smelled clinical, like floor cleaner cut with the threat of midterm breakdowns.

Briar’s plan was brutal in its clarity. “Straight to the fourth floor. Left at the elevators, then past the lab cluster to the server annex. That’s where the restricted terminal lives.”

“Somehow I pictured more Mission Impossible lasers,” Harper deadpanned, voice low. “This is more like Sears after closing.”

Sienna shot her a wounded glare. “You want lasers, break into the med school. Psych just uses passwords and plausible deniability.”

We hustled up the linoleum stairs, the hallway humming with energy that had nothing to do with air conditioning. I felt Briar’s pulse from a yard away. She was locked in, every step calculated, but the flush on her neck said pure, undiluted thrill.

Harper sidled up beside me, not breaking stride. “So, boss,” she murmured, “current odds on Sienna actually passing a panic attack test before we hit the vault?”

I grinned. “I’ve got faith. She’s built for this.”

Harper’s eyebrow said “I’ll believe it when I see it,” but she didn’t argue.

At the end of the hall, a door blocked us: DATA ANALYSIS SUITE – AUTHORIZED ACCESS ONLY.

Briar paused. “Sienna?”

Sienna’s hand shook as she pressed her badge to the sensor. The lock thunked, louder than it should have, and the little indicator flicked yellow.

She went still. “That’s… not standard?”

Harper leaned in, reading the code. “Means someone’s watching. Or just that you’re low on juice. Try again.”

Sienna did, and this time the light glowed green.

We slipped into the server room.

Inside, the temperature dropped instantly, the classic basement chill of a thousand hard drives and too much institutional air. The main bank of monitors glowed against the far wall, anchoring a desk that looked like a NASA knockoff and a rolling chair that might have cost $1,400 and someone’s soul.

Briar wasted no time, swinging into the seat and firing up the main terminal. The monitor flickered, then displayed a login: ADMIN — PASSWORD REQUIRED.

Sienna hovered at her elbow. “Technically, I’m not supposed to—”

“Technically,” Harper drawled, “we’re already getting you fired, so just show off, babe.”

Sienna flushed red but typed in her credentials. For a second, nothing happened. Then the screen unfurled files, folders, and a tree of log entries that made my blood run hotter.

Briar navigated, fingers flying, her composure so icy it practically steamed. “Give me restricted, Phase Two and above. Ignore the public logs, they’re wallpaper.”

Sienna guided her, nervous but sharp. “There, see the anchor symbol? That means it’s flagged for attachment effects. The top one is… Subject 12.”

Harper snorted. “They gave you an avatar?”

Sienna’s voice wobbled. “It’s not an avatar. It’s a…mapping node.”

For a second, Briar just stared. Then: “Jesus, Tate. You’re the goddamn center of the universe.”

She spun the monitor so we could all see.

It was insane: a color-coded network map, my name dead-center, with a web of profiles radiating out: Hallie in warm gold, Briar icy blue, Kaia a slash of pink, Rowan sharp green, Elara soft lavender, even Sienna plotted in red, and tier-two girls on little satellites. Every line between profiles was tagged, jealousy, alliance, competition, “secondary bonding potential,” “group identity formation.”

There was a heatmap overlay, too, tracing the strength of every pairwise alliance. Hallie and Kaia glowed, so did Rowan and Cam, Briar and Jules, Sienna and Harper. Even the cross-links, Briar to Hallie, Rowan to Sienna, Kaia to Lila, were annotated. Underneath, a summary box predicted the probability of new alliances, with confidence intervals and snarky footnotes that sounded eerily like Sienna’s sense of humor.

Sienna braced her hands on the table, lips pinched. “This is… way more advanced than anything in the published study. They’re not just tracking male-female pairs. They’re optimizing for female-female alliance.”

Harper peered in, all business. “Look at the top nav. There’s an overlay titled ‘No Escape.’ Bet you two shots it’s more than a threat.”

Briar didn’t hesitate. She clicked it.

The screen rebuilt. Now the lines went bold, swatches of orange and black, every node doubled in size. The sidebar spelled it out, bureaucratic but merciless:

PHASE THREE: NO ESCAPE — “Upon completion of rival-to-alliance conversion in female cohort, test protocol escalates. Subject web exposed to full environmental and social transparency. Goal: eliminate retreat, validate permanence of attachment matrix, stress-test group under public fallout. No further hiding permitted.”

I had to laugh. “Somebody wrote that expecting us to melt on camera.”

Briar’s smile was savage. “They underestimated the experiment.”

Sienna, meanwhile, looked sick. “Phase Three was only ever rumored. I didn’t—nobody at my level was supposed to have the full protocol.”

Harper reached over, squeezing Sienna’s wrist in a rare show of support. “Welcome to the deep end, Si.”

Sienna blushed, but nodded.

Briar kept poking. “There’s another tier up. See the grayed out node? That’s admin-only.”

I leaned in, reading the tag: “Architect Oversight DB.”

Briar tried to open it. There was a pop-up: CREDENTIALS INSUFFICIENT. ACCESS RESTRICTED.

Harper whistled. “That’s the real puppetmaster. Sienna, you sure you’re ready to hit confirm on bypass?”

Sienna looked at me, then at Briar, and nodded, jaw set.

“I didn’t come this far to chicken out,” she said, proud and terrified.

Briar grinned. “Good. Watch and learn.”

She launched the credential sniffer Sienna had preloaded. The screen flickered, spat a warning, then dropped us into a text-only vault. No graphics now, just lines of raw data:

SUBJECT 12 ANCHOR FILE: STERLING, TATE

—

OVERSIGHT: PEYTON ENDOWMENT / DIRECTOR: [REDACTED]

ARCHITECT: [REDACTED]

—

“Subject 12 has exceeded predicted anchor effect in generating multi-female alliance, collapse-resilient web, and rival-to-cohesion conversion. Current protocol recommends targeted isolation, then exposure to permanent integration (No Escape). Highest predictive interest: Bonds with Callahan, Halloran, and secondary nodes Stephenson, Vale, Carter. Observe for formation of chosen-family identity rather than simple harem stratification.

Hypothesis: Emotional stability is maximized when anchor-subject enables not just pair-wise female bonds, but robust female-to-female attachments, with minimal rivalry. Phase Three will test if group identity is resilient when externalizing stressors (public, institutional, reputational, familial).”

Below, a section labeled INTEGRATION STABILITY LOG caught my eye.

It tracked every major moment we’d survived: the “Hallie/Kaia Conversion Event,” the Rowan/Gray fallout, the Briar/Rowan rivalry dissolving. Even the group cuddles and kitchen truce. Every one was flagged: conversion, alliance, chosen-family signature.

I stared, speechless for a beat.

Briar’s eyes glittered. “They modeled the emotional logic of our group before we understood it ourselves.”

Harper, not impressed, said, “Big deal. You’re still the ones writing the ending. Unless you want to roll over and let some spreadsheet tell you which positions work best.”

That broke the tension for a split second. Even Sienna managed a grin.

But I saw it in her eyes: the guilt, the fear, the weird excitement of being inside the machine instead of just a bystander.

I reached and took her hand. “You didn’t build the rules, Si. You just helped us see them.”

She exhaled, barely.

Briar, meanwhile, was already in the next protocol: “There’s a warning at the bottom. ‘If subject group achieves permanence, begin trace for architect-level reveal. Initiate surveillance escalation.’”

Harper cocked her head. “Meaning?”

“It means,” Briar said, “that the real architect has been waiting for this exact moment. And now they know we’re in.”

Right on cue, the monitor glitched. The color bled red, then black, and a system overlay blared in block capitals:

RESTRICTED ACCESS LOGGED. TRACE INITIATED. SUBJECT 12 ANCHOR FILE ACCESSED. SIENNA VALE CREDENTIALS FLAGGED.

For a beat, nobody moved.

Briar was first to recover. “Screenshot. Dump the logs to the burner drive. We’re out in sixty.”

Sienna scrambled, hands shaking, but got it done. Harper killed the lights and checked the hall. I yanked the files to the backup, then scanned the room for any sign of backup eyes.

We left as we came in, but now the adrenaline was a new beast. Sienna was all panic and shaky pride; Harper was the world’s coolest operator, low-voiced and dry but taking every risk like it was a dare; Briar looked like she could have kissed me right there, every nerve alive with the thrill of being smarter and faster than the whole damn system.

The second we hit the ground floor, Harper chucked me the burner. “If they catch anyone, they catch the anchor. That’s what they built you for, right?”

I stuffed it in my jacket, grinning. “Guess I’m the take-home prize.”

Briar rolled her eyes, but her hand found mine, hard, hot, and full of intent.

In the safety of the shadowed corridor, we waited for the coast to fully clear. I watched the way Briar and Harper scanned the angles, all predator and precision, while Sienna took careful breaths like she was trying to remember how to be a real person. I’d never been more turned on, or more proud, seeing how the danger brought out every sharp edge in them.

“I’m guessing we’re not going back through the main lobby,” I said.

Harper snorted. “Not unless you want to get immortalized on the janitor’s meme thread.”

Sienna half-laughed, tears ringing her voice. “I can’t believe that worked.”

“It didn’t just work,” Briar whispered, “we set the curve. They can watch all they want, but they didn’t see the twist coming.”

The air buzzed with aftermath. Every molecule hot, reckless, and alive.

We slipped out the loading dock, into the dark, cool air, and for a second, I thought about the way the whole world felt different now that we’d ripped the mask off the study.

Upstairs, an admin or bot or god-knows-who was now playing cat-and-mouse with us.

But down here, just for that moment, the four of us were free.

We booked it across campus, the evidence burning in my pocket, and I knew with absolute clarity that sticking with these women was the only gamble worth making.

The real game was just starting.

And this time, we were playing by our own rules.

***

We didn’t stop running until we’d crossed two buildings and ducked into the side entrance of the psych annex. Every blood vessel in my body was thrumming, every sense dialed to max. I barely registered the stairs under my feet; my whole world had narrowed to Briar, three steps ahead, her ponytail flying and her hand locked around my wrist like she was leading a jailbreak.

We slid through a maintenance corridor and found an empty glass-walled room, probably meant for focus groups or secret interviews, but tonight it was home base for fugitives. The second the door latched, Briar dropped into a crouch, breathing hard, cheeks flushed, blue eyes wild with the aftershock.

I braced the door, then crossed to her, heart thundering like I’d just finished a championship. Down the hall, Sienna and Harper doubled back, probably circling for security sweep. But in here, it felt like a two-person universe: her, me, and the data files still burning a hole in my pocket.

Briar pushed up, posture so rigid it almost hurt to watch. She paced once, twice, then spun to face me. “Did you get it all?” she demanded, voice rougher than usual.

I nodded, holding up the burner. “Logs, files, even a screenshot of the No Escape protocol. Everything they thought we’d never see.”

Briar’s mouth compressed, fierce and almost ready to crack, but her eyes just shone. “They mapped it all. Every alliance, every flip, every failure-to-self-destruct.” Her laugh was thin, almost desperate. “Even my own goddamn feelings got a code attached.”

“Does it make you feel fake?” I asked, low.

She shook her head too fast. “No. I just—hate how right they were. That I went from trying to manage to actually wanting to belong. I’m supposed to be the outlier. The one they can’t chart. And here I am, phase-two textbook.”

I caught her before she could launch into another spiral. Both hands at her waist, pulling her against me, bodies flush. She was rigid, electric, hungry for something I knew couldn’t be explained in a summary box.

“Briar.” My voice was quiet, serious, the way she liked it best. “You can be predicted and still be free. There’s no fucking way an algorithm gets to own the way you feel. Or the people you choose.”

She glared, daring me to prove it. “You really believe that?”

I drew her up, face-to-face, her breath hot on my lips. “I know it. You’re not crafted. You’re chosen. Every night, every play you call, every risk you take. You picked this.”

Her hands found my chest, nails biting through fabric. “I picked you,” she whispered, the words landing like a dare. “And I want to erase any doubt about why.”

This time, she was the one who kissed me first. Not gentle, not sweet, a raw, brutal open-mouthed attack, like she wanted to refute every line the study had ever written about her.

I locked onto her, all the stress and heat of the night burning through me. She jammed her hands under my shirt, nails dragging across bare skin, then yanked it over my head in a move that might have torn the collar. My turn: I slid her jacket off her shoulders, peeled her tight top away, and wasted no time getting my hands on the warm, perfect swell of her goddess-tier breasts.

Briar gasped, the sound catching between her teeth, but she didn’t stop moving, didn’t cede control. If anything, the more I grabbed, the harder she pushed, a test of wills, a dare to see who could claim more ground before the world crashed in.

She shoved me onto the couch, then straddled my lap, knees bracing either side. I watched her, every inch a woman on a mission: hair wild, lips red and parted, nipples taut against the lace under her bra. For a split second, she just hovered there, less like prey and more like a queen about to set the rules.

Her hands dropped to my waistband, popping the button, dragging the zipper down slow, all precision and taunt. “You know what I want?” she asked, voice low and dangerous. “I want this. Here. Now. Like there’s a live wire under our skin and tomorrow doesn’t exist.”

She fisted my cock through the denim, squeezing until my vision went black at the edges. I watched her, blown away because this was Briar unleashed, a force unto herself, turning the whole night into a fuck-you to anyone who thought she’d break.

I grabbed her hips, dragged her closer, then kissed down her jaw, biting at the sensitive spot below her ear. She shuddered, but didn’t yield; she ground down, rubbing her pussy along my cock, using only the thin barrier of panties and jeans to keep it from going nuclear.

Briar reached behind herself, unhooked her bra, and let it slide down her arms. Her tits spilled into my palms, heavy, soft, nipples flushed and straining. I sucked one into my mouth, biting just enough to make her jolt, then soothed the sting with my tongue.

“God, Tate,” she groaned, voice stripped of all pretense.

“Say it, Bri,” I coaxed, nipping at her chest. “Say what you really want.”

She raked her nails over my abs, down to the edge of my jeans, then leaned in, mouth at my ear. “I want you to fuck me so hard I forget what a data point even is.”

That was all the cue I needed.

I flipped her, caging her against the cushions, hands bracing either side of her head. Our eyes met, blue on brown, the air crackling like a live wire. I pushed off just enough to yank down my jeans, freeing my hard cock. Her gaze flicked down, pupils dilating at the sight of me ready for her.

She wrapped her legs around me, bare heels digging into my ass, then dragged me down for a kiss that tasted like the best kind of destruction.

I pushed her panties aside, not bothering with ceremony, and lined myself up. She was already soaked, the heat between her thighs driving me half-insane. I slid in, inch by inch, until I bottomed out, her pussy gripping my cock with a squeeze that felt like she never wanted to let go.

Briar arched, head thrown back, tits bouncing with every thrust. The sex was obscene, fast, messy, all adrenaline and pure physical need. The couch creaked, every impact punctuated by her sharp little moans and the slap of skin on skin.

I couldn’t have stopped if the building caught fire.

I fucked her like we were trying to set a speed record, all my strength behind every thrust, chasing through the edge of pain into something almost holy. Briar met me, force for force, no mercy, no cowering. Her hands roamed everywhere, tight on my hair, dragging my head to her lips, then clawing down my ribs and leaving red streaks that would last for days. I barely felt it over the roar of her body moving under mine, every squeeze of her cunt like a demand, every gasp a call to arms, every curse a challenge: go harder, go deeper, don’t you dare give up on me.

“God, Tate, don’t you fucking stop, don’t you ever stop,” she choked out, biting my earlobe so hard I tasted blood.

The room around us vanished. Gone was the glass, gone the university, gone the experiment that thought it understood us. Briar was the whole world, legs wrapped around me, skin burning, eyes wild as the storm outside. Sweat slicked us together. The couch rattled under our weight, squealing with each violent motion; we’d probably destroy it, and I didn’t care, and Briar clearly cared even less.

She arched, driving her tits into my mouth. I bit down, leaving a mark, then sucked until she thrashed. She loved it, every rough edge, every loss of control. Her laughter exploded, wild and desperate and real, before she smothered it in my mouth, her tongue fighting mine in a contest neither of us wanted to win.

I pulled her tighter, desperate to get even deeper, hands locked around her ass, lifting and dropping her onto my cock with dizzying speed. She wasn’t even trying to hold back the noises anymore; each moan, each stuttered demand, echoed off the walls and made me want to fuck her harder just for the hell of it.

“You like that?” I grunted, voice raw.

“Obsession-level,” she snapped back, breathless. “You’re hitting spots I didn’t know I had. Now prove it’s not just theory.”

I slammed into her, once, twice, and she convulsed, her orgasm coming on so fast it stole the words from her mouth. She screamed, not my name but a string of syllables, hands burying in my hair, legs locked like a trap. Her pussy clenched down, milking every inch of me, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from blowing instantly.

There was nothing careful left in us. Only trust, adrenaline, and the need to prove the moment belonged to us. I pistoned through her aftershocks, every thrust a dare: you wanted real, you wanted this, you wanted out of the algorithm? I’ll give you something the data can’t predict.

Briar wasn’t content to just take it, she pushed back, rocked her hips, ground her clit against my body in a way that made both of us shudder. She thrashed her head side to side, sweat flinging off her blonde ponytail, lips swollen from the force of our kisses. She was gorgeous, unhinged, every inch of her alive with the need to belong to nothing and no one but this moment.

“Fuck, you’re—” She couldn’t even finish, her voice breaking as another orgasm wracked her, smaller but even more brutal, tight as a fist.

I bent low, bracing her to the cushions, and whispered, “You’re not a data point. You’re my fucking problem.”

She laughed, even as she sobbed. “Then solve me, genius.”

She bucked her hips, tilting her pelvis to take me even deeper, and I lost the last of my control. The world funneled down to her, her smell, her taste, the lightning under her skin. My orgasm hit like the whole night finally caught fire, all-consuming, unstoppable, my whole body tense and shuddering as I emptied inside her, biting down on her shoulder to keep from yelling.

She clung to me, arms around my neck, squeezing every drop until we were both wrung out, boneless, shaking.

We collapsed, bodies tangled, breath coming ragged.

I held her close, both of us humming with leftover adrenaline and something softer, sweeter. She didn’t move, didn’t retreat. Instead, she pressed her face into my neck, holding tight.

For a long stretch, the only sound was our breathing and the thunder of blood in our ears.

I stroked her hair, gentle now, kissing the side of her jaw. She let me, loose and open, for once not hiding any part of herself.

“You still with me?” I asked, low.

She nodded, the tiniest smile curling her lips. “Yeah. I just… needed that. More than I knew.”

“Talk to me, Briar. What’s actually in your head?”

She hesitated, then gave it up, honest, raw. “It kills me how close the data is. How well they anticipated even the way I’d choose you. But there’s no universe where that makes this, us, less real. If anything, it’s a dare to go even harder.”

I hugged her tight, anchoring both of us. “They can model us, but they don’t own us.”

She laughed, shaky, but real. “That’s the new headline. Fuck the algorithms.”

We just lay there, soaking it in. The sense that for once, we’d beaten the system at its own game. Not by being unpredictable, but by refusing to let prediction mean defeat.

After a while, she cuddled closer, tucking her head under my chin, fingers tracing lazy lines on my chest. The connection was clearer than ever, clean, chosen, and fully ours.

We must have drifted, because the phone buzzed, sharp and insistent.

A text from Harper: [MEME: “When your Anchor Subject triggers a full trace and you’re the only one who read the security manual. #busted”]

Right behind it, a ping from Sienna: “They flagged the access. Trace in progress. It’s admin-level. We need to move.”

Briar barked a laugh. “Guess the experiment doesn’t like losing.”

I grinned, already reaching for her clothes. “Then let’s make it a habit.”

Together, we straightened up, re-dressed in record time, already plotting our next move.

Even as the threat from above closed in tighter, the only thing that mattered was the weight of her hand in mine, and the fact that, for tonight, we’d chosen each other and our story.

Data points, prediction models, No Escape, it all blurred against the purity of this one truth: they could run every script they wanted, but the ending was ours to write.

And we were just getting started.


Gray's Line in the Sand


The Breakaway always looked like a half-assed sitcom set before five in the afternoon. Sports channels arguing on mute, a couple of townies working their way through cheap beer, sticky floors that never really got clean. I guess the point was, nobody would pay attention unless we started swinging or stripping.

Gray picked a corner booth, same one we’d used for midterms, breakups, and the night he swore off whiskey sours after the infamous homecoming incident. He was already there when I walked in, hunched over a glass of water, sleeves shoved up, muscles tense and twitching.

He saw me and didn’t wave. Just stared, jaw locked.

No script for this. No playbook, no pre-game banter. I crossed the room, sat opposite him, and didn’t bother to order. If Gray wanted a fistfight, he would’ve gone with the gym or the Quad. This was something colder.

He spoke first, voice low and flat. “How long were you going to let me look like a moron?”

Straight to the bone. No warm-up.

I kept my voice steady. “I wasn’t trying to make you look stupid. I was trying not to—”

He cut me off. “Don’t. You already played it your way. Now you get to answer.”

The world shrunk to our table. The clatter of plates, the smell of old fries, the ambient din of a dozen lives that didn’t even know they were eavesdropping on a disaster.

Gray tapped his glass, eyes never leaving mine. “How long, Tate? Since when?”

I didn’t bother to run a narrative buffer. He deserved it raw.

“Since the study started. Early September.”

His nostrils flared, but he barely moved. “And you let me keep talking about her like, like Rowan was still mine. You sat there, week after week, letting me tell you about our fights, the sex, the way I thought she was slipping, and you knew it was already over. You were already…”

He didn’t say fucking. He didn’t have to.

“I was in love with her, Gray. I tried to bury it. I didn’t plan any of this. But I didn’t stop it, either.”

He barked a laugh, sharp and bitter. “You’re damn right you didn’t.”

Gray was always good at throwing the first punch. Words, or knuckles, it didn’t really matter.

He leaned in, elbows braced. “You know what gets me? Not just that you did it. Not even that she left. It’s that I trusted you to tell me if it ever got serious. You told me what kind of guy you weren’t, all that high-road shit. You didn’t just take her. You let me make you my witness while you already knew how the story ended.”

That landed like a shot to the ribs. Accurate. Maybe the only real thing in the whole mess.

I didn’t flinch. “You’re right. I tried to keep both. I told myself I was protecting you, but it was about protecting me. I’m not going to blame Rowan, or the study, or the house. I lied to you, and that was on me.”

Gray’s smile was thin and ugly. “So what, you just move on? You and her and the whole…harem setup? Did it ever cross your mind that maybe I would have let her go clean if you’d just told me the truth?”

I let that settle. He deserved a real answer.

“I should’ve told you. I should’ve owned it, even if it tore us up. But loving Rowan wasn’t a trick. It’s not a cover, or a kink, or a power play. It’s the messiest, ugliest proof I ever had that wanting someone will break you and still be worth it.”

He watched me, hard, like he was weighing every syllable. “You ever think the harem just made you greedy? Like it’s easier to talk about ‘family’ and ‘belonging’ when you’re the one who gets to have everything?”

That felt familiar. I’d been asking myself the same in the quiet hours.

“Yeah,” I said. “All the time. But it’s not about collecting. It never was. The experiment wants us to self-destruct. If anything, the only thing that makes it work is when the women choose each other, too. Not just me.”

Gray’s laugh this time was hollow. “Bullshit. They choose you, because you’re the anchor. You act above it, but you collect every loyalty like it makes you holy.”

I didn’t try to debate the PR.

“What do you want to know, Gray? The absolute worst of it?”

He glared, and, fuck me, it was real. Not petulant, not frat boy drama. Just loss.

“Yeah. Give me the worst.”

I made myself hold the look.

“The night you and Rowan ended…it was already dead. Nobody cheated in the classic sense, but we were both lying to ourselves for weeks. She chose me before you ever knew it was a question.”

He grunted. “So I’m the last one to know. That checks out.”

“Doesn’t mean you didn’t matter. I never wanted to hurt you.”

Gray drew back, shaking his head.

“You still don’t get it. You hurt her, too. You made her hide who she wanted because you were too chickenshit to call it. You let the game run three moves longer than it had to. And you did all that while sitting there, nodding at my stories, playing best friend.”

I took that straight. “You’re right. I was a coward. I thought if I contained it, maybe nobody had to break.”

He rolled his eyes, disgusted. “Nobody cares about containment. They care about being chosen. When was the last time you asked her if this was what she wanted, or if you just decided you’d break it and pick up the pieces?”

The words landed. Not gentle, not fair, but not totally wrong.

“Rowan chooses what she wants. She always has.” I said it with force, because that was the line I wouldn’t cross. “If you want to call me a liar, do it. If you want to say I failed you, I deserve it. But don’t call her a thing that got taken. That’s not the story.”

He went quiet, tongue running over his teeth.

“Pretty noble, coming from you. But you know what? You don’t get to play white knight now. You sat in the audience and let me look like a clown. You let me throw you the ball, week after week, knowing the whole game was rigged.”

A flush rose under his collar, and I realized that for Gray, the real crime wasn’t losing Rowan. It was being played for a fool on the campus stage.

He finally said the part underneath all of it.

“You let me look stupid in front of the one person I trusted most.”

I didn’t look away.

“I know. And I’ll carry that. You want an apology, it’s yours. But if you want me to say I regret loving Rowan, or the women who make up my family, that’s another lie, and I’m out of those.”

Gray’s fingers drummed the table, slow, deliberate.

“That’s the real experiment, huh? See how much fallout one guy can take before he breaks. Well, I’m done playing lab rat.”

I nodded, because the only thing left was honesty. “You should be. I don’t expect you to forgive me. I don’t even expect you to want to see me again.”

Gray’s eyes went sharp. “You’re damn right you don’t.”

He looked at me, and for one second, I thought he might actually throw a punch. But the anger in his eyes was clean. The kind that lets you go, not the kind that keeps you stuck.

“You get to have your story, Tate. But we’re not that pair anymore. You’re not mine to trust. And she’s not yours to parade as a trophy.”

I almost laughed at that, but then I realized he meant it. For all his flaws, Gray was staking his own end of the line.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I wish it hadn’t ended like this.”

He shrugged, all bravado drained. “It was never going to end clean. The minute the study started, we were all just playing out someone else’s prediction.”

For a while, we just sat there, old friends with nothing left to bluff.

After a bit, Gray let out a sigh, almost a laugh. “You know what’s funny? I saw it before the rumors. I just didn’t want to believe it. And when the leak came, a tip, actually, I knew exactly where to look.”

I opened my mouth, but a shadow moved in the doorway. Rowan, every inch a storm in jeans and black tee, jaw set, eyes burning.

Gray saw her and went still. The next round was coming.

***

If my life were a streaming series, the next scene would open with a dramatic zoom on Rowan, scowling like she was about to take on the world. She had a way of making any space her battleground, whether it was the Quad, my bedroom, or the bar on Main Street. Her honesty wasn’t just a personality trait; it was a blunt-force weapon.

Rowan was already there, standing just over my shoulder, green eyes fixed on Gray. I didn’t know how long she’d been listening. Long enough, from the look on her face.

She didn’t sit. She stood, arms folded, chin up. “You want to keep talking about me like I’m a thing that got passed around, or are you ready to ask the real questions?”

Gray didn’t look at her at first. He watched me, then turned with the slow, deliberate chill of someone who refused to drop their armor.

“Funny,” he said, voice dripping sarcasm. “I figured you’d let your new anchor handle it for you.”

Rowan rolled her eyes. “I don’t need a bodyguard. But I’m tired of hearing about myself as the campus cautionary tale.”

She moved closer, planting her palms on the table. The stance was pure challenge. “You want it direct? Here it is: what we had was dead before I ever touched him. You just didn’t want to see it. And yeah, I handled the ending like shit. I lied to your face about what I wanted, because it was easier than blowing up your world in one shot.”

Her voice didn’t waver. If anything, it got stronger as she went. “But if you think I regret choosing him, or that I’m going to crawl back and pretend none of this happened, you’re not listening. I didn’t break a rule, I broke out. Finally.”

For a beat, I thought Gray would take a swing, but he just laughed, short, sharp, more wound than humor.

“Spare me the self-actualization speech, Ro. You could’ve just said you wanted him. You didn’t have to make me the campus punching bag.”

Rowan’s mouth twisted, pain flickering behind the rage. “I never wanted it to turn into a circus, Gray. If it makes you feel better, know that I lost sleep over not saying it sooner. But you were already gone, you just wanted me to stick around so you didn’t have to admit the relationship was finished.”

Gray barked a bitter laugh. “Typical. All about control. You want to run the board and never get dirty.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it,” Rowan shot back. “You think because you played loyal guy, you get to own the whole story. It wasn’t loyalty, it was inertia. You didn’t want to fight for me. You just didn’t want to lose.”

She leaned in, almost nose-to-nose. “Tate never took me from you. I left, even if it took me too long to say it out loud. Own your mistakes the way I own mine.”

The table was an island of heat. Even the waitress, halfway through a refill, veered away like she sensed a bomb about to detonate.

Gray’s hands clenched on the tabletop, but he never broke eye contact.

“You always needed the last word, didn’t you? Even now, when you’re the villain.”

Rowan actually smiled, but it was razor-sharp. “I’d rather be a villain with agency than your tragic ex. At least I’m real now.”

“You’re a legend,” he spat, but his heart wasn’t in it.

Rowan dropped her posture, just for a second, and let the honesty break through. “I wish I’d handled it with more dignity. I wish I hadn’t made you feel like a prop in someone else’s show. But the thing with Tate? It wasn’t a stunt. I love him. I’d say it again in front of every camera on campus.”

That rattled Gray. Not because she was mean, but because she said it clear and proud, not a flicker of shame.

He sat back, all the old Sigma Tau muscle but none of the swagger.

“Congrats,” he said, voice hollow. “You get to be the new model for whatever-the-hell Blackwood House wants now.”

She shrugged. “If that means I get to stop pretending, I’ll take it.”

The dust settled. The anger didn’t drain out, but the fight changed shape.

Gray reached into his hoodie pocket, dug out his phone, and thumbed through the screen. He flipped it around for us to see.

There it was: a screenshot. A prompt, but not one that had ever aired in public. Not a gossip meme, not a dumbed-down “guess what they’re doing in the House now” junk. This was clinical. It read:

—Experiment Update: “Nonprimary partner proximity creates competition and unpredictable loyalty shifts; monitor for anchor effect and novel alliances.” If you want the real story, ask Tate why the proximity stressor flipped the dynamic, and why Rowan stopped being a nonprimary.—

Below it, a burner email address. Timestamped for two hours before Gray’s first campus wall post.

He dropped the phone on the table, like it burned.

“That’s what you don’t get,” he said. “It was never just a rumor. Someone fed it to me. Someone who wanted me to blow it up for them.”

I read the message twice. Rowan’s hand found mine under the table, tight and electric.

Gray shook his head, all the fight bleeding into fatigue.

“I wasted so much time trying to keep you in my story. And you were already out. Fuck. If you want my respect, here’s a tip: don’t waste people’s time for someone else’s game.”

He looked at me, not with hate, but something older and heavier. “You think you’re the anchor? Try owning every bruise you leave behind. Don’t just stockpile secrets for cover.”

I took it straight. “I will.”

He got up. “Don’t answer,” he said, almost soft. “Just…don’t make it worse.”

He left, taking his battered pride with him. It wasn’t a win, but it wasn’t a total defeat, either.

Rowan exhaled, long and shaky. “You okay?”

I wasn’t, but I nodded.

We sat alone in the booth, the screenshot still on the table, glowing like a warning.

Rowan traced the lines, frowning hard. “That’s not campus rumor. That’s someone with inside access.”

I nodded. “Sienna or Briar will know. But Gray’s right, they aimed it, not just let it slip.”

She rolled the phone to me. “Proximity stressor. Nonprimary. Anchor effect. That doesn’t hit open forums unless someone’s pulling levers.”

I felt the chill again, smoking through all the adrenaline.

“Means Gray was a trigger,” I said. “Not an accident. They wanted him to hit us where it would hurt the most.”

Rowan’s jaw set. “It worked. But not the way they wanted. At least now, nobody is hiding.”

I took her hand, squeezed, let it say what words couldn’t.

“Should we go back?” she asked, voice small.

I nodded. “Yeah. But we tell the family what really happened. No more hoping the drama is just background noise.”

We stood to leave. I forwarded the screenshot to Briar, then left Gray’s phone on the table.

The old story was dead. The new one had teeth.

Outside, the light was already fading, but for the first time in weeks, my chest felt…hollow, yeah, but honest. I held Rowan close, let her lean in, and together, we walked toward whatever fresh hell, or hope, waited back at Blackwood House.

The leak wasn’t gossip. It was orchestrated. And now, for once, we were ready to fight smart.

Let the puppeteers come.

We weren’t interested in their old ending.


Rowan in Daylight


There was no cosmic alignment, no brass band, no butterfly moment where the air went still and everyone gasped. There was just the door swinging open behind us, the cold daylight, and the familiar smell of stale beer and someone else’s courage as we stepped out of The Breakaway and onto the sidewalk.

But the second Rowan’s hand found mine, everything sharpened.

Her grip was absolute. No hesitation, no fiddling, no “I hope nobody notices.” If anything, she held on like the world might tilt out from under her if she let go.

I could feel the tremor in her fingers. It wasn’t fear, not really, or at least not the version most people could handle. This was the full-body, pre-game, “fuck it, bring it” kind of adrenaline that made athletes do impossible things. Rowan was scared. But she was also so goddamn alive, the kind of alive you only get after you’ve bled for something and still want it more than ever.

We stepped onto the sidewalk together. The center of campus waited, a long green slice between buildings, anchored by ancient oaks and bordered on all sides by stone paths and old-school lamplight. The Quad. The Exposure Zone. I’d seen girls crack here, seen rumors blossom, watched entire reputations come apart and then get reconstructed by a meme account before sunset.

Today it was our turn.

Nobody said a word. We just started walking, straight across the middle, toward the admin building like there was no other route. The sun was out, everything a little too sharp, the sky that flat, late-autumn blue that had no warmth left in it, just light.

The first heads turned before we’d even hit the flagstones. A couple of psych majors, all North Face and rental bikes, tried to play it casual, but their eyes widened and I could already see the first texts coming to life on their screens.

I almost laughed. If they wanted a show, they were getting the opposite.

Rowan didn’t flinch. Her jaw was set, green eyes locked dead ahead. She walked like she’d been through this a hundred times, even though I knew that every step probably twisted in her gut.

Hallie and Kaia fell in like pro bodyguards, one on each side, not crowding us, but not pretending they didn’t have skin in this game. Hallie’s smile was soft-focus, the emotional buffer that dared anyone to come at us with anything less than pure affection. Kaia was the opposite: all cool contempt, the kind of posture that told the rumor hounds to back off or get smacked down.

And then there was Cam.

Cam didn’t do drama. She drifted a few paces off to the right, never close enough to crowd Rowan, never so far she couldn’t intercept. Her gaze swept the grass, the benches, the doors. Anyone hoping to see Rowan collapse was going to have to get through Cam first.

None of them said a word. They didn’t need to.

Blackwood Quad is a stage. Today, it was ours.

Phones came up fast. You could hear the shimmer of attention, like static electricity or the hum of a thousand whispered TikToks happening six feet away. Some people tried to pretend they weren’t recording, but nobody rushes the crosswalk that slow unless they’re building a story for the group chat.

We walked right through it.

Rowan didn’t blink. Her breathing was sharp, her spine locked, and her hand stayed in mine like we’d been welded together.

I kept my stride slow. Didn’t try to shield her but made it clear I was all in, every step. My gut twisted, and every old habit screamed to look down, to hide, to hope the moment would just slide off and let us disappear.

But not today.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a couple of guys from Gray’s old fraternity haunt. They weren’t laughing, and they weren’t looking for a fight. If anything, they seemed almost sorry, the way people do when a legend finally dies in public. Their glance was a mix of caution and respect, like maybe we’d done something they’d never had the guts to try.

A pack of girls on the main steps, probably upperclass psych, judging by the hair and the hydros, whispered and pointed, but it didn’t get ugly. If anything, the buzz was... awe? Maybe envy. The narrative had shifted. Instead of “caught cheating” or “tragic homewrecker,” the new line seemed to be: She owned it. They both owned it.

Still, the pressure was nuts. Every bench we passed, every crosswalk, every pocket of shade, had eyes. Nobody was pretending not to watch.

I braced for the worst. Rowan never wavered.

The oaks threw shadows across the grass, and the further we went, the clearer it was that the old story didn’t fit anymore. Rowan, the so-called villain, wasn’t hiding beside me. If anything, she was daring the whole quad to see her, see us, and then make up their own minds. Every inch of her broadcast: I did this. I wanted it enough to hurt for it.

My heart hammered. For a second, the noise faded, and all I could feel was the heat of her hand and the sharp, salt-bright need to just get her through to the end.

We hit the midpoint, the brick walkway where most of the study’s signature memes got filmed. Kaia drifted a half-step forward, breaking up the sightline, as if to say: You want her? You deal with us all.

Cam hung back slightly, tracking Rowan’s every micro-move. If she’d sensed even a hair of panic, I know she’d have cut in, steered Rowan off the path before the crowd got their claws in. But Rowan stayed steady, maybe even picked up speed.

A few voices called out, not mean, not mocking, just curious.

“Rowan! You good?”

She didn’t break stride. “Better than good,” she fired back, not looking to banter, but not hiding, either.

I loved her for it. I’d never seen anyone take a rumor punch and just keep walking.

The air buzzed. Nobody else looked close to melting down.

Even the campus media interns, huddled around the main statue, just watched, phones up, waiting to see if we’d go full viral. Not even the study’s own cameras could have captured Rowan’s defiance better. She was an absolute fucking star, and nobody in the world could narrate this moment but her.

There was a pulse when we neared the far side, like the whole quad wanted to see how it would shake out. I heard a couple of speculative bets from a group near the benches (Would she let go? Would I crack first? Was Gray about to show up and throw a scene?).

None of it happened.

Hallie caught Rowan’s eye and flashed a smile so kind it felt like sunlight. “You’re crushing it,” she said, soft but proud.

Kaia didn’t cheer or gloat. She just kept pace, the silent message unmistakable: Family first.

Cam met Rowan at the edge of the path. They didn’t hug; didn’t need to. Cam’s hand came up, half a warning, half a comfort, and Rowan just nodded.

“Still upright,” Rowan said, voice dry.

Cam’s reply was pure steel. “Of course you are.”

I felt the air shift. The sense of being a bug pinned in the rumor lab faded, replaced by something else: relief so raw it almost stung. The adrenaline didn’t drop, but it leveled out, and every step felt more like agency and less like punishment.

Rowan squeezed my hand even tighter.

Together, we crossed the last stretch of cobblestone and found ourselves on the far side, under the shadow of the admin building, just out of direct view.

Rowan stopped first. For a second, she just braced, chest heaving, fists tight.

I turned to her, so close I could see every flicker in her eyes.

“You did it,” I said, voice low.

She laughed, sharp-edged but real. “Not exactly a parade.”

“Didn’t need to be. You just had to show up.”

She let out a breath, finally letting her shoulders loosen. “I’m not sorry I did it. I’m just sorry it took this long.”

She didn’t say Gray’s name, but I felt it between us. The cost, the regret, the line we’d crossed and refused to walk back.

“You didn’t break anyone, Ro. You just stopped lying.”

She bit her lip, the energy still running wild under her skin. “You think they’ll ever let me be something besides the bad guy?”

“I think you already changed the story,” I said. “Maybe not for them. But for you? Yeah.”

She nodded once, fiercely. “That’s all I ever wanted.” Her voice went hoarse, but not with shame. It was relief, pure and uncut.

Hallie sidled up, wrapping her in a quick, fierce hug. “You’re free now, babe. Everyone else can catch up.”

Kaia dropped a hand to Rowan’s shoulder, squeezing just enough to ground her. “If the system wanted you to explode, it’s about to be really fucking disappointed.”

Rowan actually laughed at that.

For a flicker, the tension dissolved. The campus kept spinning, and the only thing that mattered was the four of us, braced together at the edge of the world’s oldest rumor machine.

Cam lingered, always the last line. “You good, Ro?”

Rowan blinked, then shot Cam a grateful look. “Yeah. I’m good.”

No fanfare. No memeable drama. Just a girl who refused to keep hiding, and the family that refused to let her stand out there alone.

I pulled Rowan a step off to the side, away from the foot traffic. Her chest was still heaving, but now she looked lighter, the old weight at least partly gone.

“You ever want to run?” I asked, keeping it private.

She shook her head, then reached up and touched my cheek. “Maybe. But not without you.”

It was the answer I’d always wanted, the one I wasn’t sure I’d ever deserve.

Across the Quad, the world went back to its own business. I knew the memes would hit within the hour, and that even now, some burner account was tacking our walk to some campus scandal board. But compared to this, the directness, the honesty, the clean, sharp rightness of not having to hide, I never wanted to go back.

We stood in the shadow of the admin building, the others keeping a respectful distance. Rowan just watched me for a long moment, and then, without any warning, pulled me down and kissed me.

It wasn’t a stunt. It wasn’t a play for the cameras. It was slow, hungry, and absolutely real.

I kissed her back, letting every bit of the old fear burn away. She was fire and want and the honest wildness of someone who’d fought to finally be known.

When we broke apart, we just leaned into each other, chests pressed together, nothing but the truth between us.

Hallie’s voice, from a few feet away, was soft and full of awe. “That’s how you break the script, babe. You just write your own.”

Rowan smiled, small and bulletproof. “Guess we need a new set of rules.”

“Already written,” I said, meaning every word.

She nodded, then turned, holding my hand, and together we walked the rest of the way.

Behind us, the study could record, the campus could gossip, and Gray’s shadow could linger, but none of it would ever make us hide again.

That was the win.

If anyone wanted to see what it looked like to survive exposure, let them watch.

We were done with secrets.

And Rowan was finally, fucking free.

***

By the time we made it back to Blackwood, the afternoon light was already going amber, cutting low through the windows of my bedroom as I pulled the door shut behind us both.

This wasn’t the fevered, desperate hookups we’d tried to steal in the past. No guilt; no need to outrun the truth. Just a room lit by honest daylight, soft shadows dancing across my sheets, and the sound of Rowan breathing easy for maybe the first time in her life.

She stood across from me, still wound tight from the Quad, chest rising and falling like she’d just run the relay of her damn existence.

I watched her. Not the armor. Not the bravado. Just Rowan, athletic and unfiltered, hair wild from the wind, face flushed, eyes absolutely clear.

There was no script here. Nothing to hide behind or blame.

We didn’t even speak at first. I reached for her, and she came, every inch of her pressed to mine, hands sliding up my ribs, mouth finding my throat. It was hungry but not frantic; she wanted touch, not just sensation. She wanted to be known.

I cupped her jaw and tilted her gaze to mine.

”You sure?” I asked, quiet. Not about the sex. About all of it. The openness. The no-hiding version of this.

She grinned, quick and jagged, but it was honest. “I’ve never wanted anything more.”

Everything inside me went taut, but not with adrenaline. With this slow-blooming, impossible heat that made the world slip away, second by second.

I pulled her close, our chests flush, her nipples peaking through the old cotton of her tee. I grazed my fingertips along her arms, slow, letting her goosebumps lead the way.

She exhaled, shuddering, and let her hands roam: my shoulders, my chest, the line of my jaw.

When we kissed, it was less like a collision and more like a homecoming. Mouths exploring, tasting, learning the difference between being wanted and being taken.

Rowan twisted the fabric of my shirt in her fists, as if anchoring herself. I ran my hands down her spine, settling just above her ass, fingers drawing lazy circles, feeling the play of muscle and the heat of her.

Her scent flooded me: something sharp and sweet, like grapefruit and wind, and the echo of the grass from the Quad still clinging to her skin.

She tugged at my shirt, voice rough. “Off.”

I obliged, slow, peeling the cotton away until I stood bare for her. Rowan’s eyes went hungry, but there was nothing mean in it. She let her palm drift over my chest, nails feather-light, tracing every dip and line.

“You always looked like a secret,” she murmured, “but this is so much better.”

Her words landed, clean and electric, the way only Rowan could say them.

I went for her in turn, bunching the hem of her black tee and sliding it up. She let me, arms raised, green eyes locked to mine the whole way. The view nearly wiped my brain: black lace bra just sheer enough to hint at the outline of her nipples, abs sharp as a blade, the faintest tan line along her waist.

I paused there, letting my fingers drift over bare skin. Rowan didn’t squirm. If anything, she leaned into my touch, eyes glassy with want and something older, a need to be claimed and kept for real, not as a proof of conquest.

I palmed her breasts, more devotional than greedy, thumb grazing the soft, sensitive curve above her bra. The fabric was tight, but her nipples strained, eager for more.

Rowan arched into my hand. “You’re making me feel like a goddamn treasure,” she said, half-laugh, half-moan.

“You are,” I told her. “And you know what else?”

She held my eyes, not flinching. “What?”

“I love you, Ro. I knew it before the study even started.”

It landed, hard, neither of us backing away. For a second, the air pulsed.

She didn’t look away. “I love you, Tate. I love you so much it scares the shit out of me.”

For once, nothing in the world could have cut the words in half.

I kissed her again, slower, deeper, letting her taste the truth on my tongue.

The old clothes came off one by one, careful, no rush. I slipped her bra off, catching the way her tits bounced free, nipples flushed and perfect. Rowan’s body was pure athletic glory, small scars on her hip, the start of a bruise on her left thigh from our last encounter, nothing to hide, nothing to fix.

I bent and kissed down her neck, taking my time with every inch. Her skin was hot against my mouth, and her little gasps told me exactly where she needed more.

She stripped me next: gym shorts, boxers, everything until I was rock-hard and bare to the world.

She let her hand wrap around my cock, gentle at first, just feeling the weight of me. “Is it always this intense?” she whispered, not mocking.

I thought about every other time: the stolen minutes, the guilt chasing us out the door before we’d even caught our breath. “We’ve done this before,” I said. “But not like this.”

She held my eyes. “Not like this,” she agreed.

Her smile was slow, proud, and soft in a way nobody else ever got to see.

We tumbled onto the bed, no wild moves, just tangled limbs and open mouths, every inch of skin hungry for contact.

I took my time with her. I wanted her to see it, to know it, to never doubt again. I braced myself over her, letting our chests and thighs graze, cock heavy and leaking against her stomach. Her pussy was soaked, slick pooling at the apex of her thighs, and the scent of it mixed with her sweat and the last ghost of her shampoo.

I worshipped her breasts with my hands, then my mouth, sucking, gentle, then firmer, letting her ride the edge of sensation. Rowan moaned, arms flung above her head, back arching as I lavished her.

She met every touch, every shift, with her own slow caress: mapping the planes of my back, digging her nails in just enough to remind me she was here, present, and alive.

I dragged my tongue lower, tasting the salt and wildness of her. Kissed down her ribs, left a line of marks across her stomach, down to the waistband of her shorts.

She wriggled, eager now, and I laughed low. “You want these off?”

She growled the answer. “Right fucking now.”

I peeled her shorts and panties down in one move. Her cunt was gorgeous, puffy, pink, glistening, every part of her ready to be taken and loved.

I didn’t dive in, not yet. I spread her knees and took a minute to just look, let her feel how much I wanted this.

She blushed, maybe for the first time. “You like it?” she whispered, a hint of old fear trembling in the words.

“No, Ro. I fucking love it. I love you.”

That was the final unlock.

I bent and licked her, slow, from the base of her slit to her clit, savoring how she shuddered for me. Her taste was heady, sweet-salt, nothing shy. I rimmed her lips with my tongue, then flicked the tip of her clit, gentle, then building, knowing exactly what made her gasp and buck her hips.

She came fast, first time, maybe just from being wanted like this. Her thighs clamped on my ears, and her whole body spasmed, silent at first, then broken by a raw, honest moan: “Tate—oh my god—”

I didn’t back off. I ate her like she was the last thing I’d ever taste, tongue fucking her, then two fingers sliding deep, curling and teasing until I found the spot that made her go liquid.

She came again, legs shaking, voice trembling. I whispered against her: “Let me have it, Ro. Want you open for me.”

She did. Every shiver told me she was all in.

I slid up her body, mouth meeting hers, letting her taste herself on my lips.

She was radiant, flushed, sweat beading on her chest, hair wild, eyes wide and shining.

“Do it,” she begged. “I want all of you. No holding back.”

I lined up, teasing her folds with my tip, then pressed inside, slow, steady, making her feel every inch.

Rowan’s eyes locked to mine as I filled her. The sensation was pure heaven: tight, hot, welcoming, her pussy gripping me in a way that didn’t just say take, but keep.

I started slow, deep strokes, watching how she unraveled. Every thrust drew a gasp, a moan, her fingers digging into my biceps or clutching my ass, urging me closer.

We didn’t break eye contact. Even when pleasure hit hard, even when she whimpered and arched and came again around my cock, she kept her gaze locked to mine, letting me see exactly what she felt.

I cupped her face. “I love you, Ro. Every fucking thing about you.”

Tears tracked down her cheek, but she smiled, bright and proud. “Don’t ever let me go,” she said.

“Not possible.”

We fucked like that for ages, slow, hungry, building, every movement an affirmation. I let her set the pace; sometimes she needed it rough, sometimes she begged for slow, endless rolling, stretching the pleasure until her whole body vibrated.

Every time she came, I praised her, whispered what she meant to me, and every time she broke, I pulled her close and let her rebuild in my arms.

Rowan hooked her ankles behind my back and surged upward, impaling herself deeper on my cock, all muscle and wild need. She didn’t just take it, she demanded it, grinding up to meet my every thrust, hips tilting for the perfect angle that made us both see stars. The friction bordered on raw, but she wanted more, always more, and the shock of it made me curse under my breath.

She gripped my shoulders, nails raking hard lines down my skin, and the pain was nothing compared to the way her cunt milked me, pulse for pulse. “Fuck, Tate—harder—” She sounded like she was unraveling, the words ripped out of her. “Don’t ever fucking stop—”

I wasn’t going to. Even if my body broke apart, even if the house caved in, I wouldn’t leave her. I braced and went harder, faster, giving her the ferocity she asked for, and she locked her eyes to mine, like if she looked away it would all vanish.

I bent down, finding her nipple, sucking so hard she arched off the mattress. Her hands flew to the back of my head, holding me there, shoving me closer. I bit, just enough to make her gasp, and she shattered, pussy clamping so tight I almost followed her straight into oblivion.

But I held back, wanting her to feel every ripple, every aftershock. I slowed, hips rolling deep, letting her ride the crest as long as she could stand. She whimpered, a pure, broken sound, and her legs twitched around me, whole body shaking. I pulled back and looked at her, face flushed, hair a mess, lips parted and a little swollen, eyes glassy but utterly present.

“You’re unreal,” I whispered, forehead pressed to hers.

She grabbed my jaw in both palms, and kissed me, slow this time, like tasting sunrise after a blackout. “So are you,” she whispered back, voice all grit and disbelief. “It’s never been like this. You—fuck, Tate, you make me feel—” She lost it, the words. But I saw them in her face, and that was enough.

I started moving again, slower at first, letting her recover, letting me recover, but it didn’t take long before the hunger caught. She pulled me in, harder, and I gave it to her, every inch, every ounce, wanting to memorize the way her body took me, the way she fucking glowed with every wave.

She got loud, then. Not performative, just unafraid. Moaning my name, cursing, begging, warning me she was close again. I held her hips, angled up, and fucked her so deep she grabbed the pillow and screamed into it, the whole bed creaking under us.

When she came again, it was a tidal wave, her thighs locking, her pussy spasming so hard it almost hurt. I barely held onto myself, but I did, because I wanted to see her come undone, to know I’d given her that.

She sobbed out a breath, laughing and crying, face wet with sweat and tears. “You’re killing me,” she said, and she sounded so fucking happy about it.

I kissed her cheek, her jaw, her neck, tasting the salt and heat, and I lost track of anything that wasn’t the two of us fused together. My own orgasm built up slow, then hit like a bomb, every nerve ending detonating as I fucked her hard, deep, emptying myself inside her. I didn’t hold back. I wanted her to feel every drop, to keep it, to know there was nothing between us but this.

When it hit, my mind went blank, no names, no words, just a blinding sense of rightness, like every choice had led to this exact second. I heard her moan my name through the haze, felt her hands wrap around my head, pulling me so close I thought our hearts would fuse.

We collapsed together, skin-to-skin, her sweat slick on my chest, our hearts hammering loud and wild.

I stayed inside her. Didn’t retreat, didn’t let the old world creep in.

Rowan clung to me, her breath hitching. But after a minute, the adrenaline faded.

She went loose and soft, tangled in me, face pressed to my neck.

I stroked her hair, slow and safe.

“You still with me?” I whispered.

She nodded. “Yeah. Just… feels different this way.”

“Good different?”

Rowan laughed, shaky but real. “The best. Like I can actually breathe.”

“I told you: you never had to be perfect. Just honest.”

She curled up tighter, thigh thrown over my hip, hand splaying across my chest. “I don’t need anyone’s approval anymore. I just need this. Us. No more script. No more pretending.”

I kissed her, slow and soft. “It’s yours, Ro. All of it.”

We stayed entwined, not talking, just soaking in the quiet. Her body calmed under my hands, the tension gone, replaced by the warmth of being held and truly seen.

Minutes bled by.

When she finally pulled back to look at me, her eyes were clear. No ghosts, no old story.

“You said it earlier,” she whispered. “Say it again.”

“I love you,” I told her.

Her smile softened into something almost peaceful. “Good. I needed to hear it without the world watching.”

And that was all the closure she needed. Not a parade, not a scream for the crowds. Just a real moment, alive in daylight, with no more secrets.

We drifted, half-asleep, skin cooling in the quiet.

That’s when my phone buzzed.

Rowan groaned. “If that’s a meme account—”

I laughed and checked. The screen lit up with a text from Briar. No preamble, just a screenshot:

[Access Channel: PE_LEGACY_COMM / Peyton Endowment Legacy Routing / Architect-Level Action Required]

Underneath, Briar’s reply: “Gray’s leak was architect-tier. This was aimed at you. Thought you should see it first.”

I showed Rowan the message.

She grinned, all teeth. “Guess our exposé just made varsity.”

I kissed her temple, proud as I’d ever been.

“Let them watch,” I said. “We’re not losing to some ghost in a fancy office.”

Rowan pulled me closer, voice already drifting to sleep. “You’re such a nerd, Sterling.”

“Yours, though.”

She smiled, satisfied.

And in the hush of my room, with her still wrapped around me, it felt like we’d finally, actually won.

The old pain was still real. The scars would stay. But for the first time, neither of us was hiding.

Next move was ours.

And whatever came next, I knew, with absolute certainty, that love didn’t need a secret to survive.


The Architect's Shadow


The Blackwood University Library at midnight didn’t look like a crime scene or a haunted mansion; it looked like the world’s most seductive dare. The main reading hall was all polished wood, high beams, and rows of ancient psychology journals that smelled like secrets and dust. The only light came from brass lamps, each one humming gold heat across a sea of leather-bound volumes and forgotten donor ledgers.

I’d never felt more awake.

Briar called the meeting, of course. She told us the files wouldn’t wait for daylight, and if we wanted to actually get ahead of the Peyton Endowment, we had to run our own after-hours experiment. So here we were: me, Briar, Jules, Sienna, and Harper, all huddled around a battered table in the archives, surrounded by silence so thick it should’ve felt suffocating. Instead, it was intimate. Every small noise, Jules’s soft laugh, the snick of Briar’s fingernails on a ledger, Sienna’s anxious breath, was amplified, made bolder by the hush.

Jules brought the coffee. She always did, like some harem mom with superpowers, except tonight she wore a fitted tee and jeans, hair loose, and a look that said “I dare you to act like this isn’t sexy.” She poured mugs out for everyone, then sidled up beside Briar, keeping her close enough that not even a stray note of anxiety could wedge in the gap.

Sienna hovered, cardigan tight around her frame, eyes jumping from the files to the floor and back like she was tempted to bolt but knew better than to leave. Her guilt was a living thing, but so was her need to prove she wasn’t some villain sent to sabotage the family.

Harper sprawled across two chairs, legs out, crop top and leggings leaving nothing to the imagination, her posture set to “I’m only here because threats are boring.” But her gaze was laser-focused on the stacks of archival paperwork, eyebrows raised every time someone tried to skirt the point.

And Briar, Briar was poetry-in-motion. She wore a silk blouse and black pants, hair back, gorgeous face perfectly composed, hands moving over the ledgers like she was reading a lover’s pulse. She’d brought her own backup: a thumb drive, a battered legal pad, and a pen that clicked in time with her heartbeat.

“Okay,” Briar said, breaking the ice. “Here’s what we have. The access credentials from Gray’s leak. PE_LEGACY_COMM—Peyton Endowment Legacy Routing. The logs reference donor shells, old transfer protocols, and metadata tags spliced through the study design. Classic shell game: bury your real intent under three layers of historical paperwork.”

Jules grinned, sipping her coffee. “You love this. Don’t even pretend the bureaucracy doesn’t turn you on.”

Briar shot her a flat look, but the smallest dimple betrayed her. “Let’s just say there’s nothing more honest than a paper trail. If you know how to read it.”

Harper didn’t look up. “You want honest? Start with the fact that the Peyton Endowment always pays to not be seen. Every department has a shell foundation; every study memo has their prints. The real question is why a bunch of dead donors care who’s blowing who in Blackwood House.”

Sienna bristled, but only a little. “It’s not about sex. Or not just about sex.” She flipped open a stack of study proposals, hands shaking again. “See these? Every one of them frames the experiment as a proximity and boundary test, but even the oldest drafts reference ‘multiphase progression’ and ‘attachment-matrix evolution.’”

I scanned the page, letting the words burn through my skull. “So it’s not a one-shot. It’s an arc. They were building the progression before we even moved in.”

Briar was already three steps ahead. She tapped a column in the ledger, blue eyes locked on the numbers. “Here. In the old donor spreadsheets, look at the transfer spikes. End-of-quarter, every year, always routed through Peyton shells with fuzzy names. That tracks with the launch of the first recruitment period, the House renovations, and the pilot run for the Cohabitation Study itself.”

Harper pounced. “And see the text in the memo margin? ‘Subject anchors under new phase protocol expected loyalty conversion event Q2.’ That’s not biology. That’s betting on when you’ll turn a rival into a partner.”

Sienna leaned in, hair falling out of its clip. “The official language is all risk mitigation and best practices, but the metadata is where you see the true goals. Once they confirmed the anchor effect—”

I cut her off, curious. “Anchor effect. That’s…?”

Sienna swallowed. “A hypothesis that if you build the right male anchor, group loyalty forms around him, and then the only real instability is whether the women bond or tear each other apart. Phase One was about raw attraction. Phase Two was harem stability, rivalry conversion, integration of so-called tier-two partners. Phase Three?”

Briar said it, voice like a knife: “No Escape.”

Jules wrapped her fingers around Briar’s wrist, gentle but firm. “Stay here with me, babe. Don’t vanish into the next hypothesis.”

Briar didn’t flinch, but she squeezed back. “I’m good. Just—look at how they mapped us. Every relationship, every rivalry, every reconciliation. Predicting the moves isn’t the same as causing them, but it’s still…intimate. Unsettling.”

I caught the look in Sienna’s eye, a mix of admiration and horror. “You said nobody at your level had clearance to see the real endgame. But the Peyton trail—”

Harper cut in, savage. “The Peyton trail is the endgame. Sienna’s whole career was built on admiring the elegance of studies like this. Don’t let her soft-pedal it.”

Sienna flushed, but didn’t shy away. “She’s not wrong. When I read the protocols, it was kind of…brilliant. The integration math, the behavioral triggers, even the prompt timing. But I never understood that the goal was to make every new phase feel organic, like the group owned its evolution.”

Jules nudged her, softer. “That’s because owning doesn’t mean inventing. You can predict how we’ll move, but you can’t write the heart in. The emotions aren’t manufactured, just modeled.”

I took that in, pride stirring under my ribs. This was the thing the architects never banked on: how the women, together, would outpace the script. How every rivalry turned into an inside joke, or, in the case of Briar and Jules, something a whole lot better.

Briar rifled through the files. “Let’s track it, then. Here’s the first Blackwood pilot: single-couple bonding, failed. Next, the four-subject trial. Imploded at the start of Phase Two, jealousy never stabilized. Then us. The trigger isn’t male dominance. It’s group-level female alliance. Rivalry becomes cohesion; that’s what flips the system.”

Harper pointed at a highlighted memo. “Listen to the language: ‘Upon confirming rival-to-alliance conversion, proceed to subject exposure, remove protective layers, stage for public permanence.’ That’s No Escape. It’s not about horror, it’s about not being able to go back.”

Sienna pinched the bridge of her nose, voice hoarse. “Why am I just now seeing it?”

Harper’s voice turned gentle, for her. “Because you wanted to believe your role was ethical. Not engineered. But they built it to use your best intentions as the camouflage.”

The hush in the library tightened, charged. Even the lamps seemed to lean in.

Jules knelt beside Briar, whispering something private, pulling her out of the downward spiral. Sienna kept right on paging through research logs, clinging to dignity. Harper sipped her coffee, unbothered, green eyes glinting as she scanned the donor records for more anomalies.

I let my hand rest on the back of Briar’s chair. Her tension was coiled, but so was her pride. She lived for puzzles, but this one went straight through her skin.

“So,” I said, slow and measured, “early phases just wanted to know if we’d bond at all. Phase One. Then they tested whether adding more women would break us, or make us stronger. Phase Two. But the real test, the thing they thought would be fatal, was to see if we could take the connection outside the container. No more House, no more privacy. Just us, permanent, under a microscope.”

Briar’s gaze went distant, almost mathematical. “It’s beautiful, in a way. The experiment is designed to collapse when the bonds are no longer private or protected. And yet, here we are.”

Jules drew her hand through Briar’s hair, bringing her back down to earth. “Here we are, babe. Not every family needs to be manufactured. Sometimes you just pick each other.”

For the first time, Sienna looked right at me. “They’re going to hit you the hardest. Phase Three is about making the anchor subject carry the spotlight, the interviews, the reputation wars. The women get isolated or pitted against each other in old models, but here? You’re the lightning rod.”

Harper’s comment was a bullet: “You scared?”

I met her gaze, honest. “Not even a little. Because if everything we’ve survived so far was supposed to destroy us, then the last phase is just proof how wrong they were. Prediction isn’t authorship.”

That landed. For a beat, the only sound was the humming of the ancient HVAC and the scratch of Briar’s pen as she took notes.

Jules, voice hushed, said, “I want to see if they left a clue. The real architect. Not the Peyton smokescreen.”

Briar swiveled the laptop, typing fast. “Here—routing note buried in the PE_LEGACY_COMM. See the tag? It’s an institutional transfer protocol. Every time there’s a major rule shift, every new memo, the file is bounced up one level. Always to a Peyton director, and then to a redacted ‘architect’ node.”

Sienna’s voice was raw. “I could hack six more years and never see past this block. It’s a legacy admin account, probably tied to someone who was here before the study even got formalized.”

Harper cocked an eyebrow. “Which means the next move isn’t digital. It’s in the actual archives. Someone put the real name in a donor record, or an old meeting memo, somewhere they thought only bored assistants or the ghost of Blackwood would ever look.”

I let the room settle. For the first time, it wasn’t just about winning. It was about proving that the thing we’d built wasn’t a lab artifact, but a choice made over and over again.

Briar closed the old ledger, fingers stroking the spine like she was sealing a secret. “We’ve got the progression. Phase One, attraction. Phase Two, convert rivalries, integrate new partners, stabilize the system. Phase Three, strip away every safety net and see if what survives is love or just mutual desperation.”

Jules pressed a kiss behind Briar’s ear, soft as a benediction. “We know the difference. Some of us, anyway.”

Sienna actually managed a smile, even as her eyes shimmered. “You know, for a group of so-called study subjects, you’re the most resilient sample I’ve ever seen.”

Harper deadpanned, “Never underestimate a harem under pressure. Or the power of group chat.”

We all laughed at that, breaking the tension.

But under the surface, the air was still thrumming. We could feel it: No Escape wasn’t a threat, or a punishment. It was just the end of hiding. The question was, who would pay the most when the walls finally dropped?

Briar summed it up, blue eyes locked on mine. “They thought the last phase would finally break us.”

Jules added, gentle but fierce: “Let’s make them regret the bet.”

We weren’t architects, but we weren’t just pawns, either. If the Peyton Endowment wanted to make us perform, it was about to get the show of a lifetime.

***

We didn’t run for the exits after ripping the Peyton files. Instead, our collective orbit veered toward the coldest alcove in the stacks, half-lit by a single brass lamp and the glow from Sienna’s phone. It was a ridiculous thing, how five bodies could generate so much heat in a room designed to kill noise and bleed desire out of the air.

But here, every footstep, every deep exhale, said the exact opposite: we were alive, and the story wasn’t close to over.

Jules tugged Briar down beside her onto a battered velvet bench, the kind that looked like it had survived three centuries of campus drama. Jules’s hand found the back of Briar’s neck, thumb painting easy circles, keeping her nerves from climbing the walls with every new revelation.

Sienna hovered at the margin, clutching her files so tight the knuckles went white. Harper flanked her, a cat at ease but never really off-duty. I braced against the wall, letting the chill gnaw through my shirt, grounding myself in the sharpness of the moment.

Briar opened the conversation, calm on the outside but with a current that could light up a city block. “So No Escape isn’t horror. It’s exposure. Permanent record, total transparency, nothing left to hide.”

She handed a page to Sienna, who read it out loud, voice trembling but clear. “Phase Three protocol: ‘Upon successful conversion of competitive female bonds to stable alliance, proceed with subject exposure and removal of all research containment. Monitor for collapse under public, institutional, and reputational stress. Final measure: identity permanence and resilience.’”

Jules snorted, low and affectionate. “Basically, graduation day. No more hall passes. They want to see if the love sticks when the world tries to rip it apart.”

Harper pounced. “You think this was about pairing off and playing house? That was just pre-game. Now they want mess. Family fallout, the rumor mill, donors breathing fire over tuition, maybe a front-row seat for every Instagram account that ever wanted a villain to roast.”

Sienna winced, softly. “They’ll hit Tate first. Make him the anchor, and then weaponize every past and future decision to destabilize the web.”

I shot her a look, gentle but serious. “I’m not scared of exposure. I just want to make sure none of you carry the whole burn alone.”

Jules squeezed Briar’s hand, keeping her tethered in the present. “Hey. If this feels like defeat, it’s not. They can predict every move, but they don’t get to name what actually happens after the show rolls credits.”

For a second, Briar locked eyes with Jules. The logic wall flickered, then dropped. She let her head tip onto Jules’s shoulder, just for a second. “You make it sound easy,” Briar murmured, and the confession was probably the most real thing she’d said all night.

“Not easy,” Jules said, voice all hush and amber. “Just worth it.”

Briar exhaled, slow, letting the tension bleed out.

Harper, meanwhile, never missed a weakness. She nudged Sienna closer, forcing the gap to go microscopic. “Why do you flinch every time you see your own work in the protocol?”

Sienna’s laugh was small and self-conscious. “Because I loved it. The elegance, the predictive accuracy, the way the system folded in every new chaos and turned it into data.” She swallowed, cheeks coloring. “Even when it got out of hand, part of me wanted to see if the math would hold.”

Jules met her with zero judgment. “So did it?”

Sienna hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. But not for the reason the architect thought. The group didn’t go cold, it went supernova. The web didn’t collapse, it devoured every new problem and made it a feature.”

Harper poked again, more velvet than blade this time. “So you admit it: you wanted to see this work. Not because it was ‘important science’ but because you believed love could survive total surveillance. You just didn’t want to own the fallout if it failed.”

Sienna went quiet, then finally let it land. “That’s true. Maybe I believed in the experiment more than I wanted to admit. I wanted to be part of something that couldn’t be faked, even if it had to be tested to the point of destruction.”

Briar listened, eyes clear. “You’re not alone in that. I fell for the beauty of the pattern, too. But the part they didn’t predict? Was how much better it would feel when we did it for ourselves, not just for the record.”

I let the words pool, letting the tension slow-dance with the want in the room. Five of us, alive and not even pretending to be embarrassed that the next phase was about becoming public, permanent, maybe even legendary.

Jules wrapped it in a bow. “We’ve already survived every pressure test so far. The only thing left is to see if we can do it minus the walls.”

Harper’s smile was all bite. “If this is No Escape, I say bring it. Let’s see if the world can take us.”

There was a hush. It wasn’t defeat. It was defiance, electric and maybe a little erotic, the awareness that every inch of privacy lost would just make us closer.

Sienna read the last summary out loud. “‘No Escape: Final phase begins upon subject perception of narrative control. Observe for illusion of autonomy, then initiate permanent exposure. End protocol only upon true chosen-family permanence or catastrophic collapse.’” She folded the page, voice softer. “I think we know what we’re fighting for.”

Briar’s smile was slow, proud. “They never thought we’d make it this far.”

Jules kissed her hair, sealing the deal. “They can keep their predictions. Doesn’t mean they get to write the conclusion.”

I met all four gazes, feeling the wild, warm clarity that only comes when everything is on the line. “We write our own rules. We always will.”

Harper looked at Sienna, softer now. “You good, Si?”

Sienna nodded, the last of the guilt finally dissolving. “Yeah. I am.”

The bench creaked as we leaned together, a mess of hands and hair and soft, honest laughter. It was the opposite of the clinical records: alive, chosen, unafraid.

We gathered the files, shoving them deep into my backpack, but none of us moved to leave. The warmth among us was its own answer, proof that the study could model a million outcomes and still miss the part where people refused to be reduced to bullet points.

Briar summed it up for the record, her logic now an act of love: “The architect can escalate all they want. We stop playing as isolated subjects. We move as family.”

We let the truth ring, then started for the exit: four women and me, side by side, facing Blackwood’s last, best nightmare.

Just before we left, Sienna read the final Phase Three summary one more time, voice clear, so there was no missing the hook:

“The final test begins when the subjects believe they have taken control.”

A chill ran down my back. Not fear, anticipation. The sense that what waited in Phase Three wasn’t disaster, but destiny. No hiding. No escape.

And, for the first time, I couldn’t wait to see how we’d survive it.


Breaking the Prompt


Ihit the Blackwood House entryway just as Hallie was unloading a grocery haul so massive it looked like she’d raided the prep kitchen of a reality dating show. Bags of apples, two kinds of bread, three different cheeses, and a ridiculous number of eggs tumbled across the counter. Kaia darted in behind her, arms full of cold cuts, celery, and something in a suspiciously nice bottle.

“Emergency charcuterie?” I asked, deadpan, as Kaia began unloading like she’d just survived a zombie siege.

She grinned, eyes glinting. “Phase Two wants a hunger games? We’re going to feed the rebellion first.”

Hallie snorted and hip-checked her. “You’re just angling to see if aggression increases with access to cheese.”

“If it does, I’m running the next study,” Kaia fired back.

The phone on the counter buzzed, lighting up with a new “ANCHOR PROXIMITY ALERT.” The prompt flashed, bold and shameless:

“Recommended emotional isolation rotations. Priority partner reassessment interviews. Main participant/tier-two competitive stress mapping. Anchor access staggered by primary attachment category. Conflict-resolution sessions limited to assigned pairings.”

I said, “That’s not subtle,” but Hallie just grinned wider and chunked a loaf of bread at me.

“Look at them, acting like we’re going to sit in isolation cubes and rank our favorite trauma.”

Kaia scanned the prompt and rolled her eyes. “Bet you the next one will suggest ‘nondisclosure comfort cubbies.’”

Rowan stalked in from the den, Cam at her hip. Rowan’s ponytail was still wild from whatever workout she’d just finished, and she wore a three-sizes-too-big tee that barely covered her ass. She squinted at the screen. “If they think they’re separating me from Cam, they should double-check which one of us bench-presses more.”

Cam’s reply was a slow, lethal smile. “There’s no universe where I’m sitting in the study lounge for a one-on-one with a whiteboard and a timer.”

Piper and Lila barrelled in behind them, arms awkwardly linked like escapees from a sexy home-ec class. Lila plucked the phone off the counter, read the prompt, and howled. “They really said ‘Anchor Access Staggered by Category?’ Next they’ll be color-coding your underwear, babe.”

Piper snatched the screen and made an exaggerated gasp. “Wait, are we not allowed to be in the same room as the main participant unless we pass a psych-out contest? Tragic.”

Hallie fake-whispered, “Don’t worry, Tate can see you both Tuesday at 3 PM, as long as you don’t cluster near the espresso machine.”

Kaia already had cheese on a board and two knives out. “If anyone wants to try ‘tier two isolation,’ they can eat in the garage.”

The house was vibrating, every surface alive with energy and the kind of laughter that didn’t just shield from manipulation, it dared the system to try harder.

Briar swept in, fresh from upstairs, blue eyes icy with intent. She flung a sleek folder onto the counter beside the bread. “The latest prompt, if you missed it, wants us to self-isolate and then debrief like guilt-stricken contestants on a talk show.”

Rowan barked a laugh. “Do we get a safe word? Or just a penalty shot every time someone utters ‘prior attachment stressor’?”

Briar’s smile was razor-sharp. “I think my safe word tonight is ‘Get Fucked, Peyton.’”

Sienna drifted through the pocket door, cardigan sliding off her shoulders, warm blue eyes already fixed on the prompt screen. “It’s bizarrely… precise. Like they want to see if we’ll obey just because the language is official.” She hesitated, glancing at me. “But if we refuse, the system will treat that as new data. They might want us to rebel, just to see how we do it.”

Harper trailed her, dark hair in a twist, crop top barely there, a smile that could cut glass. “So you’re saying being contrary is now a compliance event? Gold star for rebellion?”

Sienna made a face, but didn’t disagree.

Briar jumped on the logic. “It’s control by provocation. Deploy an obvious threat, trigger loud resistance, watch the curve. If we’re smart, we don’t just refuse, we make the outcome so absurd the protocol can’t even file it. Out-chaos the chaos.”

Cam’s nod landed like a gavel. “Basically, if you want to break the script, you have to be noisier and warmer than the experiment planned. Not cold, not strategic. Just… real.”

Jules and Nora appeared next, both with mugs and matching looks of polite skepticism. Nora read the prompt over Hallie’s shoulder and shook her head in disbelief. “Isolation rotations? Like trust falls except nobody is supposed to catch you?”

Jules snickered. “I hope my assigned pairing is someone who actually likes bantering. Otherwise, I’m going on strike. Or hiding out in the yoga room with Piper.”

Piper fist-pumped. “Team Sabotage. Let’s go.”

I couldn’t stop grinning. Every old rule was failing in real time. The house had always run on subtext and forbidden glances, but now, everyone was loud, clustered, physical. Lila looped her arm around Hallie’s waist, Hallie didn’t even blink, just squeezed her closer, like it was the normal state of things. Kaia and Piper shared a plate of brie, eating off the same fork, barely breaking eye contact.

Elara held court at the edge of the kitchen, making a cozy landing zone out of the fainting couch. her smile was all soft confidence, the kind that made even the weirdest group chemistry feel like home. She patted the cushion beside her, and I sat immediately, thigh to thigh, nothing performative about it.

There was no hierarchy, no nervous, tiered jockeying. If the prompt wanted to resurrect jealousy, it had crashed at the driveway.

Rowan dropped into a barstool beside Cam, legs straddling the seat with zero shame. “So, does the new prompt actually expect us to sit for interviews? Or just text Tate from separate rooms and hope the bots can detect who’s being passive-aggressive?”

Cam shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I’m only here for the personality mapping and the physical perks.”

Rowan’s grin was so sharp, it was nearly a weapon. “If you want to interview me, you better bring snacks and a bribe.”

Kaia answered with a cheese wedge. “Consider it a preemptive strike.”

Briar, efficient as ever, navigated the prompt’s logic like a surgeon. “They’re trying to force a regression. Not a real one, just enough discomfort that we fracture into old patterns. Core girls in one pod. Tier-twos on the periphery. Anchor isolated, then hyper-exposed.”

She shot me a sidelong look that absolutely crackled.

“Thing is, they can’t simulate the real group unless both tiers choose each other. That’s the fail point: they’re still betting on rivalry.”

Jules sipped her coffee with a warmth that could melt steel. “Sorry to disappoint, but I’d lay money on this group outlasting their whole model. Tier what? We’re all in. At this point, we’re just passing the snacks and seeing who cracks the best joke.”

Harper deadpanned, “You hear that, Sienna? The data on merged tiers is now officially hotter than your algorithms.”

Sienna flushed, then grinned, eyes bright. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love it. Even when it terrifies me. They’ll have to rewrite three chapters to explain why the family effect scales up instead of combusts.”

Piper swirled a bottle of wine and poured a glass for Kaia, then one for herself, winking at Rowan. “This is way more fun than Catfight Hour. Should we toast to the death of passive-aggressive pairings everywhere?”

Rowan grabbed the nearest glass, held it high. “To no more study-approved drama. Just the real shit.”

A chorus of glasses clinked, loud and unruly.

I surveyed the kitchen, half expecting cameras to pop out of the ceiling just to confirm the study’s worst nightmare: total system failure.

The clusters started forming before anyone officially called them. Hallie and Kaia took the kitchen, Rowan and Cam claimed the far end of the counter, Briar and Sienna were already turning the prompt into a postmortem, and Elara made the fainting couch feel like a sanctuary before anyone had a chance to spiral.

But the real magic? Nobody looked to me for the next move. They built their own warmth, their own defiance, their own answer.

If the prompt wanted engineered rivalry, it just got out-voted, twelve to zero.

***

If anyone had asked me what a real “anchor effect” looked like, I’d have said tonight: total loss of control, layered with sex appeal, and run entirely by the women. It spread from the kitchen like music at a block party, infecting every room until Blackwood House wasn’t a lab, it was home, and nothing was safe from the warmth.

Kaia and Hallie ran the kitchen, but it immediately turned into a four-woman production line. Piper hopped onto the counter, legs bare, grinning like she was about to launch a food fight. Lila and Kaia squared off over the cheese board, mock-insulting and flirting at lethal speed, while Hallie did damage control by feeding everyone at arm’s reach.

“Does the study log how much brie we can eat before anyone cracks?” Piper called, balancing a cracker on her knee.

Lila cackled. “If we’re supposed to be jealous, why do you keep giving Kaia the good stuff?”

Kaia popped a grape into her own mouth, then leaned forward and fed the next to Lila, lips brushing Lila’s. “Some of us don’t need prompts to know how to share.”

Hallie, never one to be left out, swatted Kaia with a dish towel and snuggled up behind her, arms winding around Kaia’s waist. “Careful, or you’ll melt the cheese before it hits the tray.”

Kaia grinned, slow and devastating: “I could melt you first, baby.”

Even in the chaos, Hallie’s laughter rang out, warm and happy, and the kitchen grew so physical it was impossible to tell where affection ended and hunger started. Piper found her way behind Lila, wrapping her arms around Lila’s middle and propping her chin on Lila’s shoulder. Hallie and Kaia stayed locked together, hips pressed, swapping kisses and running their hands along each other’s backs as they juggled food.

I drifted in to rinse a mug, and Hallie yanked me into the thick of it, sandwiching herself between me and Kaia. Kaia’s hand roamed along my chest, fingers teasing, but it was Hallie’s ass that ground into my hips with deliberate pressure.

“You good in the middle, Tater?” she teased, voice muffled as she nuzzled my neck.

“Depends if the penalty for prompt-violation is worth it.”

Lila rolled her eyes. “You love it. Don’t even pretend.”

I did love it. Every inch, every mess, every way they turned kitchen work into contact high.

Piper winked at me over Lila’s shoulder and stage-whispered, “If the experiment wanted us to isolate, it should have started with muzzles.”

I barked a laugh. There was zero chance of quiet tonight.

Kaia spun and leaned into my space, eyes locked on mine, daring and sweet. “You ever regret how wild it got?”

Not for a second. “I just wish I’d figured out sooner that letting it run was the only thing that worked.”

She rewarded me with a kiss, hungry and hot, then passed me off to Hallie, who turned slow, pressed her chest fully to mine, and kissed me softer, like she had all night to remind me why she’d been first.

The double hit made my ribs ache, in the best way.

When Kaia and Hallie went back to prepping, I found myself boxed in by Piper and Lila, both leaning in, both warm and inviting.

Lila brushed her lips at my ear. “You know, if the old protocol was about category access, it’s dead now. You could have us both, or neither, and we’d still come back for more tomorrow.”

Piper licked a smear of cheese from my jaw, laughter vibrating through her. “I bet that messes up every chart in Sienna’s folder.”

“Good,” I said, meaning it.

Even dish duty was erotic. You couldn’t swap out a plate without Hallie’s arm wrapping yours, or Kaia rolling her hips against you as she reached for the next ingredient. Lila pilfered the tomatoes off my cutting board just to get her hand across my stomach. Piper dared me to arm-wrestle her for the last apple wedge, then straddled the counter to “settle it,” which was just a front for planting herself in my lap.

It was the sexiest group project in campus history, and we’d barely made it past the appetizers.

Down the hall, Rowan and Cam made the den their own. Rowan wore gym shorts and nothing else, lounging like a cat, Cam curled beside her with elegant control. There was no posturing, no shame; if anyone wanted to know if the so-called “forbidden” was now out in the open, this was proof.

Rowan nipped Cam’s shoulder, teasing, and Cam just smirked. “You realize, of course, that every camera in the house is watching this.”

Rowan stretched, straddling Cam’s thigh, face so open it was blinding. “If we’re supposed to hide, they’ll have to invent a new algorithm. Hell, you want me loud? I’ll get the whole house in here for group confession.”

Cam’s lips twitched. “I dare you.”

Rowan bellowed, “Hey Blackwood, if you want official pairings, we’re taking applications in the den!”

It was more than a joke. It was the end of ever pretending to be less than what we were.

I joined them for a round, sprawled on the floor as Rowan’s legs tangled with mine, Cam cool and calm beside us both. Rowan knuckled my thigh, half-joking, half-needing, “You sure you’re ready to be seen like this?”

I looked at both of them, Cam’s steady gaze, Rowan’s pulse-bright need, and let it land. “I want it more than I ever wanted the secret.”

Cam’s hand drifted up Rowan’s spine and landed at my shoulder, and for a second that circle was the only thing that existed: us, no hiding, no apology.

Rowan’s green eyes telegraphed a thousand memories at once, all of them sharp and clear. “You sure you can handle two apex predators at once?”

“Bring it,” I said, voice low.

She kissed me, tongue tangling with mine, Cam’s hand still on my shoulder, the whole thing wild and slow and right. The latest prompt couldn’t have scripted it if it tried.

After a while, I wandered back toward the kitchen, catching the way the groups overlapped, reassembled, never quite splitting the way the protocol wanted.

In the dining room, Briar, Jules, Harper, and Sienna ran a strategy war council. The study’s printout had been torn into strips and now formed the basis of a very unofficial “prompt deadpool.” Every time someone caught the system trying to force a category or split, they tacked a new prediction to the stack.

Briar stood at the whiteboard, marker poised, blue eyes alive with delight. “Current odds: three-to-one the next directive will attempt to reassign Cam to ‘uncontested access’ group.”

Jules, snuggled up behind Briar, grinned and added, “But if you want to bet on emotional recursion, I think Piper’s cluster will outlast them all.”

Sienna logged the prediction, eyes sparkling, less anxious now and more in love with the mess. “You realize this is the opposite of what they anticipated? They thought every refusal would fracture, but instead—” She broke off, almost awed.

Harper, lazily sprawled, feet on the table, deadpanned, “Instead, you’re writing the world’s hottest case study in prompt obsolescence.”

Sienna beamed, unbothered: “I want them to have to footnote every anomaly.”

Briar scrawled, “Anti-Fracture Effect,” across the board.

Jules, arms around Briar’s waist, nuzzled her neck. “Irony is, the closer we get, the more the experiment’s manipulation just feeds the family logic.”

Harper nodded. “It’s like they’re running a virus update, and all we did was patch out their control.”

They all laughed, even Sienna.

Touch was everywhere, but it was casual, claiming, Harper’s hand on Sienna’s thigh; Jules’s arms cinched around Briar’s stomach; Briar’s palm tracing whorls up Jules’s forearm. Every time the study tried to label “competitive pairs,” the room just dared it to try harder.

I slid in beside Sienna and let her lean against my chest. She softened, pressing back, her voice low. “You realize the data on this will outlive all of us, Tate. Someone has to write the real story.”

Briar cocked a brow. “You volunteering?”

Sienna’s smile was shy, but unshakable. “If it’s you, me, and every woman at this table, then yes.”

Harper winked at me. “I’ll edit for clarity. Or just collect outtakes for the group chat.”

The laughter ran bright and boundless. Even the air felt different. Lighter. Like every confession, every truth, every bit of chaos was one less secret for Peyton to weaponize.

Morale even infected the pool room, where Lila, Piper, and Nora orchestrated a “study break” that more closely resembled a soft porno than a research protocol.

Lila wore cut-offs and a bralette, perched on the arm of a chair, legs wide and inviting. Piper had a floatie and zero fucks to give, while Nora referenced “emotional check-ins” by actually cuddling the group into a puddle.

Piper dared Lila to cannonball into the pool fully clothed. Lila shrugged, stood, and did it with enough force to soak anyone within six feet. Nora and Piper collapsed on the deck, dying of laughter, and when Lila surfaced, she looked instantly reborn.

“It’s a confession booth,” Piper declared. “But with better views.”

Nora helped haul Lila out, arms wrapping around her, bodies pressed tight, nothing shy. Even the towel-off process became a group hug.

I caught the tail end of it, and Lila, dripping and slick, threw an arm around my waist and whispered, “You ever feel like a prop in your own study?”

“Only when I’m enjoying the view too much to care,” I said.

She kissed me, wet and happy. “That’s the spirit.”

Elara and Nora gravitated toward the living room, turning the couch into a soft landing zone for anyone who needed air. Sometimes it was Jules, sometimes Hallie or Sienna, but always, the minute anyone needed comfort, one of them was there.

Elara tucked Hallie under her arm and just stroked her hair, steady and calm. Nora did the same for Jules, brushing crumbs off her cheek and laughing when Jules tried to thank her with a sandwich.

There was nothing sexy about the moment, but it was intimate as hell. The kind of trust you can’t force.

At one point, Piper, still damp from the pool, flopped beside Elara, legs splayed. “This the debrief room?”

Elara quipped, “Only if you need a feelings report.”

Piper rolled her eyes. “I’m loaded with feelings, but most of them are why nobody called a dance break yet.”

Nora rose to the bait: “Then go start one. We’ll anchor here.”

Piper grinned and did just that, dragging Kaia and Lila with her into the empty space by the windows. With Kaia’s athletic grace and Piper’s utter abandon, it took about two seconds for them to turn the area into a party. Lila, still slick from the pool, joined with a hip-shimmy that would have broken the algorithm’s sense of decorum.

Every cluster had its moment, but none of it left anyone out. When Hallie saw Kaia dancing, she dove in, catching her by the waist. Kaia spun Hallie, pulled her close, and for a second, it looked like a secret makeout session dressed up as choreography. Lila caught the vibe and slithered between them, laying claim with arms and hips both.

I leaned against the wall, just watching, letting the sense of pride and hunger coil together.

Across the way, Rowan and Cam surfaced again. Rowan didn’t even pause; she corralled Cam into the glow of the impromptu dance floor, both moving like they’d always been allowed to want each other this openly.

Briar, Jules, Sienna, and Harper trailed in next, opening the circle. Harper kept to the edge, but her grin said she was all in. Sienna danced with Briar, awkward at first, then easy, then honestly gorgeous. Jules floated, dancing with anyone who needed a hand or a laugh.

I moved among them, hands catching hips, arms threading around shoulders when the moment asked for it. It wasn’t collecting; it was inviting, and the invitation was always accepted.

Hallie threw herself into my arms, laughing, Kaia hot on her heels. Kaia’s hands mapped my chest, then dropped to my ass, squeezing hard enough to make me nearly drop Hallie. Hallie, never one to be outdone, locked her legs around my waist and dared me to spin her.

I did, twice, nearly losing balance on the third round when Lila and Piper plowed into us and turned the whole thing into a group collision.

Rowan was next, sliding up behind me, arms wrapping around my chest, her chin hooked at my shoulder. She didn’t need to say anything, I felt her, strong and certain, and let the moment cook.

Dance gave way to a laughter collapse. Everyone, everywhere, was on the floor or the couch or tangled across each other on the rug. There were hands everywhere: Kaia’s on my thigh, Piper’s in my hair, Jules’s across Rowan’s shoulders as she massaged out a kink. Even the supposed rivalries were jokes now, Briar and Rowan doing a mock “conflict-resolution session,” then just kissing instead.

The sexiness was constant, touch, scent, sound, but there was no rush for the main event. The arousal was background radiation: the way Hallie nuzzled my neck as the pile rolled onto the carpet; the way Kaia’s leg hooked mine under the table later; the way even Sienna let Harper drag her onto the lounge, hands all over, eyes dazed with the pure fun of it.

At one point, Sienna paused, blue eyes electric. “I know it sounds dumb, but this is probably the first time the experiment actually lost.”

Briar, propped beside her, didn’t argue. “They can’t win if every secret is volunteered before they can blackmail you with it.”

Harper mused, “You know, that’s the real No Escape. Not a threat, just radical honesty. Let the world try to scandalize something you already own.”

Hallie snuggled in again, breath at my ear. “Would you ever want to go back to performing for the prompts?”

Not for all the stipends in the world.

I stroked her hair, let my other hand rest on Kaia’s waist. Both of them just leaned in, content. Across the pile, Rowan and Cam were holding hands, neither hiding, neither performing. Elara and Nora curled in the corner, Nora’s head pressed to Elara’s chest, both utterly at ease.

It struck me, what we’d done. The night was exactly what the experiment never expected: every supposed “variable” turned permanent, every fake rivalry dissolved, every woman chosen by her own orbit and fully seen.

I watched them, my family, tangle and untangle, tell dirty jokes, ask questions, get vulnerable, break every old protocol. There wasn’t a prompt on earth that could have mapped the mess or the beauty of it.

By the time the dance party wound down, the house was a living current: heat, sweat, hands, bare skin, the afterglow without the sex. Even the air buzzed, like every wall had absorbed the secret and was now broadcasting it back, proof that the only thing left to do was name the truth and never let go.

I caught everyone’s gaze, one by one. No hiding. It was the only thing I could promise.

So I did. “Next phase, we do it clean. No secrets left for the endowment to twist. We pick the truth, every time.”

Rowan, voice rough with pride: “Let them come for us. We’ll say it all first.”

Sienna, snuggled deep in Harper’s lap, eyes shining, finished it: “That’s not refusal, that’s survival. And it’s more permanent than any algorithm they ever wrote.”

The clusters re-formed, smaller, but more intimate. Hallie and Kaia claimed me for the final round, pillowing in together across my lap. Piper and Lila curled up at our feet, Lila stroking Kaia’s ankle while Piper dozed, completely unguarded. Elara and Nora cradled each other by the window. Cam and Rowan looked like they’d never been apart.

Briar, Harper, Jules, and Sienna stayed together at the corner settee, equal parts brains and affection, hands and bodies wound in tight unity.

I held Hallie and Kaia, feeling the slow, perfect heartbeat of the family, and let the clarity settle in.

Every time we named the real thing, the experiment lost ground.

Whatever came next, I knew this: the only way to beat the system was to make our truth unbreakable.

And tonight, we did.


The Rule We Keep


By the time the last of Blackwood’s house-party chaos drifted away, Jules leading Lila and Piper to some after-dinner giggle-fest up the stairs, Harper dragging Cam to raid the leftover cheese, Nora and Elara’s orbits gently uncoupling in the hall, the living room belonged to us and only us. It wasn’t planned, but like gravity, the center always pulled the right bodies together.

We landed where we always did when the script really broke: in the glow of the fireplace, with the velvet couch and the wide, lazy beanbags, and the kind of plush carpet you could map a life out on. No stage, no whiteboard, no “talking points.” Just Hallie, Kaia, Rowan, Briar, Elara, Sienna, and me.

It felt right, instantly. If the house had a pulse, this was its heartbeat.

Hallie started it, because of course she did. She tucked her legs beneath her, squished between Kaia and Rowan, and wriggled her toes in the carpet. “So, is it weird if I just say this is my favorite group arrangement ever?” She beamed at Rowan and Briar, then reached over and squeezed Rowan’s knee. “Not that I don’t love the all-hands-on-deck nights, but this is like…harem home plate.”

Kaia arched an eyebrow, but her grin was pure wolf. “It’s not weird unless you’re proposing a family dress code. I’m not wearing matching pajamas unless there’s a sex tax.”

Briar, for maybe the first time, let herself be the focus, not the observer. She perched at the end of the couch, body language crisp but not cold, her bare ankle brushing Hallie’s thigh. “I could draft a uniform protocol, but I suspect you’d all ignore it. Or just modify it to include strategic nudity.”

Sienna, cross-legged on the softest pouf, laughed. “Honestly, you could just say the dress code is ‘be hotter than any spreadsheet’ and it’d still confuse the bots.”

That got a ripple of agreement, and Hallie doubled down. “This is what they never modeled, by the way. We’re not interchangeable. I couldn’t fake being Rowan if I tried, too much sharp edge, not enough chaos. And nobody’s ever going to rock the Briar vibe unless they’ve got a hostile-takeover playbook hidden somewhere.”

Rowan sprawled, half on the couch, half on Kaia’s hip, as comfortable as I’d ever seen her. She flicked Hallie a friendly middle finger, then grinned at the room. “I used to think the only way I made sense here was as a threat. Like, if Gray couldn’t have me, maybe I was just bonus points for the study or a landmine to see if Tate would crack under pressure.” Her jaw locked, but her voice stayed steady. “But fuck that. I’m not a scandal anymore, and I’m not here to make anyone miserable. I want in, all the way, and I don’t care if the memes torch me for it.”

The words landed, harder than they should have, and Hallie squeezed her again. “You’ve never been replacement. If anything, you made us real. You and Briar.” She turned, catching Briar’s gaze and holding it. “You two broke the old rivalry. Kaia and I couldn’t do that on our own. So if you don’t think you belong, you’re missing the point of what we built.”

Kaia’s turn, voice low but lethal. “Yeah. If this was just me and Hallie, it would still be a rivalry with cuddle privileges. You two—” She flicked her chin at Rowan and Briar. “You’re the upgrade. Harem v2.0 with all the emotional bugs fixed.”

Briar actually blushed, which should be in the Guinness Book. “Don’t put me on the cover just yet. Half my moves are still countermeasures for drama nobody predicted.” She let her foot drift so it brushed Rowan’s instep, the touch subtle but claiming. “But I meant what I said last night. If I’m going to break into server vaults and risk my ass on a hunch, it better be for something permanent. Not just because it’s protocol.”

Elara, elegant in the deep armchair, didn’t cut in until the moment had settled. Her voice was all velvet, no edge. “I think that’s the point no one outside this room understands. We’re not here to prove a theory. Each of us is different, and irreplaceable. If we ever started acting like it was just about slotting in whichever name fit that week, it’d fall apart. Tate knows it. So do all of you.”

There was a hush, warm rather than awkward.

Sienna cleared her throat, voice gentler than usual. “It’s wild, honestly. The protocol assumed we’d fracture without a central owner, or that we’d compete until only one or two mattered. But the only reason the harem stabilized is because every woman here picked her own way to belong. Nobody’s a pawn.” She glanced at Kaia, eyes bright. “Not even the ones who pretend to game the system.”

Kaia raised her glass. “To playful sabotage, then. And to not being a pawn. Ever.”

I watched them, pride burning under my skin.

If I could have bottled the moment, the scent of Hallie’s shampoo, the low, husky music of their voices, the way every bit of body language said more than the cameras could ever log, it would have put Blackwood’s entire psych department out of business.

Hallie nuzzled in, looping her arm through Kaia’s, but her eyes stayed fixed on the room. “Okay, so, if we get to set the rules, let’s make them actual rules. Not just ‘don’t be a dick’ in fancy language.” She grinned at me, daring me to object. “What’s the first thing?”

I shrugged, letting the silence fill up. “Honesty before secrecy. If we start hiding from each other, everything rots from the inside.”

Rowan snorted, but her smile was pure adrenaline. “That’s so gloriously on-the-nose. But yeah, no more secret meetings, no more pretending someone’s feelings don’t count just because it’s messy. Even the shit we don’t want the system to see.”

Briar chimed in, surgical. “No leveraging the study as an excuse for choices we’d make anyway. If you want someone, own it. If something’s off, say it. No hiding behind experiment logic.”

Kaia cocked a brow. “Meaning if I want to drag Hallie into the shower for an hour, I don’t get to blame the latest ‘attachment matrix’ prompt?”

“Exactly,” Briar fired back, a rare flash of teeth. “And if Rowan wants to climb Tate like a tree during breakfast, nobody gets to pretend it’s just for science.”

Hallie pretended to mull. “I can live with that. Provided nobody reports me for excessive groping in communal spaces.”

Elara’s tone grew thoughtful. “There’s another one: don’t let outside pain become internal poison. The world’s going to find a way to critique us, or throw drama in the door. That doesn’t mean we bleed it on each other.”

Sienna nodded, hair falling across her face. “No pretending the harem is casual when it’s already family. Even if campus rumors go nuclear or the study cranks Phase Three to eleven, that doesn’t change how close we’ve gotten. It’s not shameful. It’s ours.”

I summarized, counting off on my fingers. “Honesty before secrecy. No using the study as an excuse. No letting outside pain become poison. No pretending we’re just a hookup chain when it’s more than that.”

Hallie added, bright and sweet, “And no letting the researchers, or campus, or Phase-Whatever decide how we’re supposed to feel.”

Kaia locked eyes with me, fierce and proud. “We write our own script. The endowment can watch, but they don’t get to call the plays.”

Rowan, picking up the thread, caught Briar’s hand and squeezed. “Which means nobody here gets sacrificed to save face or make shit look pretty for the cameras. If you’re in, you’re in. No disclaimers. No asterisks.”

Briar’s response was pure emotion, not a hint of calibration. “I’ll defend that with teeth, if I have to. Nobody here is expendable. Not ever.”

Elara’s smile was gentle, but it landed hard. “There’s strength in being wanted for exactly who you are. Even if you change, or fuck up, or break a rule. That’s the only thing I trust anymore.”

Sienna reached for Elara’s hand, their fingers twining in a little private comfort. “That includes you, too, El. You’re not just the moral support. You’re the reason half the women here even trust the family logic.”

Elara blinked, touched, then squeezed back. “It’s easier with the right people around.”

Kaia, never one to let things get too soft, leaned forward, eyes dancing. “On that note, no more fake apologies when anyone needs something. Emotional or physical. The system set the bar so low for what we were allowed to want, it’s time to flip it.”

Hallie’s laugh was like a sunrise. “Meaning if Rowan wants a parade for surviving the Quad, she gets it. Or if Briar unlocks a new level of group cuddle, it’s a trophy event.”

Rowan flicked her a mock salute. “You know how I like my praise: loud and inappropriate.”

Briar rolled her eyes but didn’t let go of Rowan’s hand. “I’ll take my affirmation in the form of security clearances and pizza, but to each their own.”

The rules flew fast, but they felt less like laws and more like vows. Every time one landed, the group got closer, warmer, impossible to split.

I sat back and took in the sight: Hallie glowing with home-base confidence, Kaia sharp and grinning, Rowan sprawled and proud, Briar composed but open, Elara the steady anchor beneath it all, Sienna burning with quiet conviction.

Forget the old model. This was the harem Peyton could never buy and never break.

For a beat, everyone just existed, soaking in the security.

Then Hallie roused the mood with a wicked grin. “Okay, but who gets to enforce these rules? Do we appoint a compliance officer, or just say whoever’s on top gets the last word?”

Rowan barked a laugh. “Better give Tate a manual, or he’ll just write ‘look at me’ and ‘tell me the truth’ on every page.”

“Isn’t that what you want?” Kaia shot back. “Someone to hold the center so the rest of us can get away with murder?”

I shrugged, deadpan. “I’m just here to make sure the pillows don’t get cold.”

That broke the tension, and everybody lost it for a minute, Kaia snort-laughing, Hallie burying her face in Rowan’s shoulder, even Briar grinning wide.

Sienna, voice laced with affection, said, “Honestly, there’s no world in which Tate becomes a tyrant. That’s not the job. The whole point is, we hold each other accountable. It only works if every woman here matters.”

Briar nodded, blue eyes clear. “We’ve already survived being mapped like game pieces. It’s not going to happen again. From here out, we fight for each other.”

Elara’s voice was the gentle coda. “Then it’s settled. We write our own code. Whatever Phase Three does, it has to go through this family first.”

The quiet that followed wasn’t empty. It was loaded, every look, every smile, even the playful elbow jabs, more intimate than an all-night orgy.

We soaked it in, letting the warmth build. The stuff that had always been there, but never named out loud: not just attraction, not just “study logic,” but chosen, bulletproof trust.

Kaia put her feet in my lap, stretching out like a goddess, then kicked Hallie gently and said, “Ready for the postgame?”

Hallie winked. “Hope you’re ready to see how the new rules work in bed, champ.”

Briar, for once, didn’t try to plan the next move. She curled deeper into the pack, letting Rowan and Kaia’s arms wrap her up. “I’d pay real money to see what their algorithm logs tonight.”

Rowan, proud and unashamed, matched Hallie’s energy: “Let’s blow their last hypothesis off the fucking map.”

Sienna and Elara exchanged a look, the kind that says “You go.” Elara stood, stretching like a cat, and Sienna followed, voices soft but absolutely present.

“We’ll let the core team set the curve tonight,” Elara said, gathering Sienna with her. “Doesn’t mean we aren’t here. Just that some spotlights are earned.”

Sienna brushed a kiss to my jaw as she passed. “Don’t ever let the researchers call this a case study again. It’s a legend.”

They slipped out, arms linked, and the living room air changed: hotter, lighter, humming with anticipation.

Inside, the family was set. No fantasy, no more prompt-driven bullshit.

Four women, two from the beginning, two from the war zone, locked eyes with me, and the night promised to set every fucking rule on fire in the best possible way.

Kaia summed it up, voice low and hungry: “You wanted belonging? This is what it feels like.” Her gaze flicked to Briar and Rowan and back to Hallie. “Nobody’s ever getting left behind again.”

Hallie bit her lip, eyes bright. “Especially not tonight.”

I looked at them all, heat rolling through every cell.

In that moment, I knew: we’d finally written rules that worked. Not for a game or a lab, but for a family nobody could break.

The night was just starting.

And, for once, I couldn’t wait to see how far we could go.

***

There’s no precise science to the way four women fill a room, but when Hallie, Kaia, Rowan, and Briar glided through my bedroom door and claimed every inch of the bed, the effect was seismic. The rest of Blackwood House faded to a comfort hum somewhere in the walls, murmured laughter, the distant pop of a cork, Sienna’s soft voice from down the hall, the gentle hush of water through pipes. But in here? The universe held just the five of us.

Nobody waited for a prompt. Kaia launched first, as natural as breathing. She dropped her jacket to the floor with a soft “thunk,” then straddled the end of the mattress, eyes locked on mine. “You ready to test those new rules, handsome?” Her voice was pure flirt, rough around the edges, the dare unmistakable.

Hallie giggled as she tumbled in after, knees digging into the mattress, golden hair tumbling wild. She looped her arms around Kaia’s waist from behind and bit her earlobe, a move she knew would drive Kaia insane. “He was born ready, babe. The real question is whether you can keep up once Briar and Rowan get going.”

Rowan and Briar weren’t shy about claiming their place. Rowan, in a battered band tee and those tight black shorts, flanked the left side of the bed and splayed out like she owned the place. Briar stalked in last, deliberate, her movements all quiet power, the kind that made your brain fry just from the promise of what she might do next.

The chemistry wasn’t subtle, it was molten.

Kaia flicked her eyes from Hallie to Briar and Rowan, then straight at me. “You get to choose who goes first, Tate. Or do you want us to climb you, old-school?”

I barely got my shirt off before Rowan, moving like a wolf, pounced at my side and dragged me down with her. Our mouths crashed together, all teeth and want, her tongue rough and hungry in a way that left no doubt she was done hiding. She pressed her thigh up between my legs, grinding, and the friction made me see stars.

Kaia and Hallie didn’t just watch; they closed in, sandwiching us. Hallie’s hands roamed under my shirt, nails raking over abs, while Kaia’s mouth landed hard on my throat, biting me just below the ear.

Briar watched, eyes gleaming, then prowled closer, sliding up behind Rowan and pinning her in place with a hand at her nape. “You good?” Briar whispered, low and hot, breath fanning Rowan’s hair.

Rowan’s green eyes glinted. “Never been better.” She twisted, caught Briar’s lips in a fierce, short kiss, and then bit her own lip like she wanted to memorize the taste.

That did it. I gave up on control.

I yanked my shirt off, tossed it, and Hallie was on me, tasting my sweat, her mouth warm and wet and eager. “I missed this,” she purred, licking a stripe along my jaw. “Missed being in the same space as all of you, no faking.” Her words were for everyone, not just me. She reached for Rowan’s hand and laced their fingers together, tugging her closer so the three of us fused into a single line of bodies.

Kaia slid beneath the knot of us and bit Rowan’s inner thigh, then nipped her way up Hallie’s leg. “The experiment should just quit while it’s behind,” Kaia said, voice muffled by skin. “There’s nothing left to measure.”

Hallie arched back, her laugh dissolving into a gasp as Kaia’s tongue found the pale skin above her knee. She twisted, nipples peaking under her tank, pressing her chest into my side, and into Briar, who’d eased in at the head of the bed and looped an arm around Hallie’s neck.

Briar was all ice and fire. She palmed Hallie’s breast with one hand, gentle at first, then a slow squeeze, rolling the nipple between her thumb and finger. Hallie’s moan could have shattered glass.

I couldn’t take it; I reached for Hallie, lifted her shirt, and helped her out of it. She raised her arms, blonde waves falling everywhere, smiling up at me with absolute trust. Her bra followed, and her tits tumbled out, perfect and flushed, begging for hands and mouths.

I didn’t wait. I sucked one nipple into my mouth, tongue swirling, teeth grazing just enough to make her shudder. Hallie’s breath hitched, and she arched, pushing in for more. Briar moved to claim the other breast, mouth cool and controlled, lips rolling the peak until Hallie nearly screamed.

Kaia, not to be outdone, leaned in and hauled Hallie’s hips onto her lap. She slipped her fingers up the inside of Hallie’s shorts, then yanked them down, panties and all, leaving Hallie bare and ready. Kaia’s hands mapped every inch of Hallie’s thighs, then found her clit and circled, slow and teasing.

Hallie’s eyes rolled back. “Don’t stop,” she begged, voice gone all honey.

Kaia grinned devilishly. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” She slid two fingers inside Hallie, fucking her slow but deep, the angle ruthless and perfect. I felt Hallie’s whole body tense, her slick soaking Kaia’s hand.

Rowan, meanwhile, had fixed on Briar like a homing missile. She yanked Briar’s top up and off, tossed it, then admired the view: Briar’s breasts, full and heavy, nipples dark and hard, the kind of body you wanted to worship and mark. Rowan bit down on one nipple, then flicked it with her tongue, and the sight of Briar losing her composure was more addictive than any porn.

Briar’s control frayed just a little as Rowan straddled her lap. “Missed this?” Rowan purred, voice daring.

“More than I ever let on,” Briar answered, letting her head fall back as Rowan sucked at her chest. Their hands tangled, both greedy, both desperate, neither pretending to be chill.

I went for Rowan next, lifted her off Briar, spun her, and pinned her against the mattress. She was laughing, triumphant, eyes wild. “God, you’re stronger than you look,” she said, and her legs wrapped around my hips, anchoring me so tight I could barely breathe.

“Shut up and let me taste you,” I said, voice raw.

I yanked her shorts and panties down, exposing her perfect, glistening pink. Rowan didn’t blush or flinch; she spread her knees and dared the world to look.

I buried my face in her pussy, licking her from slit to clit, savoring the taste until she bucked hard against my mouth. Every flick of my tongue, every curl of my fingers inside her, made her writhe, and every time I glanced up, Kaia and Hallie were making out, Hallie moaning into Kaia’s mouth as Kaia pumped her fingers in and out with expert precision.

Briar, meanwhile, watched everything, poised on the edge. But she wasn’t on the sidelines; her hand slid down Hallie’s body and stroked Kaia’s inner thigh, and Kaia let out a low, guttural growl.

“Didn’t think you needed backup,” Briar teased, fingers hovering over Kaia’s mound.

“I’m never too proud to accept help,” Kaia shot back, then gasped as Briar pressed two fingers against her clit and rolled tight circles. Hallie squeaked, caught between two lovers, Briar’s hand playing Kaia, Kaia’s hand buried inside Hallie, both dripping with need.

I ramped up the pressure on Rowan, flicking and sucking her clit until her thighs locked around my neck. Her hands tangled in my hair, dragging me closer, until she came with a scream, pussy quaking against my tongue. She thrashed, bucked, and lost control entirely, every muscle singing with release. I didn’t stop until she sobbed my name, her whole body going ragdoll in my grip.

Kaia, watching, grinned wide. “Didn’t peg you for the first to lose it, Ro.”

Rowan, breathless but not broken, shot her a look. “You’re next, princess.”

I hauled Rowan up, kissed her hard, then lifted her onto Kaia’s lap. Kaia’s cocky expression vanished the second Rowan bit her shoulder and yanked Kaia’s shorts down to expose her soaked, bare skin.

Hallie tumbled onto the bed beside them, chest heaving, skin flushed and perfect, then twisted and dove between Kaia’s legs, tongue going straight for the clit. Kaia’s eyes rolled back; for once, she looked totally stunned.

Briar and I locked eyes.

It was her move, and she made it count: straddled my hips, no preamble, and ground her cunt right against my cock, letting the friction send sparks everywhere. She wasn’t asking for permission, just claiming the moment. “I want you inside me,” she whispered, every syllable a challenge.

I let her set the pace. She lined me up, then dropped onto my cock in one smooth, greedy slide. The heat and pressure was unreal. Her pussy squeezed me so tight, I nearly lost it on the first thrust.

Briar rode me like a woman who’d waited years for the privilege. She set the speed, controlled and savage, hips rolling, every motion calculated to strip me bare. She clawed at my shoulders, then dragged my mouth down to her nipple and hissed as I sucked it, loving the sting.

Across the bed, Hallie feasted on Kaia’s clit while Rowan made out with Kaia, their hands knotted together, three bodies moving like a matched set. Kaia, eyes wild, didn’t just take the pleasure, she fed it back, tangling her fingers in Hallie’s hair and pushing her down, letting Hallie control the rhythm.

Briar drove herself up and down my cock, sweat beading down her spine, hair plastered to her face. She looked over at Rowan, their eyes meeting, and suddenly Briar drew Rowan in for a messy, open-mouthed kiss. I watched as the two of them devoured each other, Briar’s body shuddering around me, Rowan’s hand stroking Briar’s pulse, soft and rough at once.

“Don’t stop,” Briar gasped, breaking the kiss. “Harder.”

I gave it to her, rocked up into her, fast and deep, hands gripping her ass, skin slapping against skin. Briar lost her composure entirely, bent back, tits bouncing, as I fucked her raw. Her orgasm was silent at first, just a trembling of every muscle, then she let loose, the sound ripped from her throat: pure, unfiltered joy.

Hallie, Kaia, and Rowan didn’t just watch, they got off on the spectacle. Kaia dragged Hallie up and kissed her, then twisted to suck Rowan’s nipple, rhythm matched to the way Hallie’s hand now stroked Kaia between her legs. Rowan, breathless but proud, bit down on Kaia’s neck, then reached for Hallie, pinching her nipple until Hallie nearly shrieked.

I pulled Briar off me, both of us gasping, and tumbled her to the mattress. Kaia didn’t hesitate. She crawled over and claimed me next, straddling my hips and lowering herself onto my cock with zero hesitation.

Kaia was molten, tight, her body built for pace and power. She bounced on my lap, hair wild, eyes daring me to keep up. Hallie and Rowan tangled together beside us, and Hallie’s hand snaked between Kaia’s thighs, playing with her clit as I drove up into her.

“Fuck, that’s good,” Kaia groaned, letting her control fray. “Don’t you dare stop.”

Hallie nipped Rowan’s lip, then looked at Kaia and me, eyes gleaming. “You two are beautiful together,” she said, no jealousy, just straight-up awe. She ran her hands along Kaia’s ribcage, mapping every inch.

Rowan reached in, wrapping her arm around Hallie’s waist, drawing her in until their tits pressed together, nipples grazing, both hungry. “You want to show them how it’s done, babe?” Rowan purred.

Hallie grinned, then pounced, rolled Rowan onto her back and kissed her like she wanted to steal her soul. Hallie’s hand slipped between Rowan’s thighs, and she stroked Rowan’s clit with gentle, expert pressure.

The four of them made every fantasy look obsolete. Kaia fucked herself down on me, wild and unchained, while Briar scrambled in close and nipped at my throat. “You’re not allowed to combust yet,” Briar whispered, cool and controlled even as she shivered with aftershocks.

“Wasn’t planning on it,” I said, barely able to think. “Not until Hallie’s finished Rowan off.”

Hallie, hearing her name, flashed a wicked smile. “You want a show, Briar?” She doubled down, two fingers working Rowan’s pussy, tongue tracing wild lines along Rowan’s nipple.

Rowan was pure heat. She bucked against Hallie’s hand, head thrown back, sweat slicked across her chest. Her orgasm was loud, so fucking loud, and when it hit, her whole body locked up, then came apart in a mess of shudders and incoherent swearing.

Kaia, watching, lost it too. She drove herself hard down on my cock, her pussy clamping so fucking tight I almost blew, and she moaned my name, voice husky and sweet at the same time.

“God, Tate, give it to me. Harder. Don’t hold back.”

I slammed up into her, pace unhinged, Hallie’s hand circling Kaia’s clit, and Kaia’s whole body seized, another orgasm tearing through her, sweat flying off her hair.

Hallie and Rowan peeled off to the side, knotted together, both grinning, both satisfied but greedy for more. Hallie curled up and drew Rowan into her arms, their legs tangled, nothing but pure affection in the way they touched. Rowan cupped Hallie’s face, kissed her slow, then whispered something that made Hallie beam.

Briar dragged me off Kaia and pinned me to the mattress. “Ro’s turn,” she said, voice like a blade wrapped in silk.

She angled me for Rowan, lined my cock up and let Rowan ride me, slow and deep, like she wanted to remember every inch. Briar flanked her, sucking Rowan’s nipple, then Hallie moved in and kissed Rowan, all tongues and teeth.

Kaia slithered down the bed, mouth closing over Rowan’s clit, and Rowan nearly blacked out from the overload.

”Fuck—yes—yes—“ Rowan stuttered, grinding on my cock, her body so tight and hot I could barely keep it together.

Briar kissed her hard at the exact moment Kaia’s tongue flicked just right, and Rowan detonated, screaming, shuddering, her pussy milking me like she wanted to drain my soul.

Rowan rolled off me, boneless and laughing, and before I could catch my breath Hallie was already there, swinging her leg over my hips with a grin that said she’d been patient long enough. She sank down onto my cock slow, savoring it, her head tipping back.

“Finally,” she breathed.

Hallie’s hips rolled over me in a slow, devastating rhythm, every movement calculated to stoke the pressure inside me until I could barely think. She never rushed, just ground down deep, taking me all the way, her thighs bracketing my hips, her hands braced on my chest. There was something in her face, not just the flush that colored her neck and cheeks or the way her golden hair fell wild around her shoulders, but a focus, a hunger, that made her look innocent and primal at the same time.

Briar was the first to move, drawing in behind Hallie like a shadow. She swept Hallie’s hair off her neck, nuzzled at the base of Hallie’s skull, and then kissed her there, right over the pulse. Hallie shivered and arched back into her, lips parted, letting out a noise I’d never heard from her before, something breathless and vulnerable. Briar’s hands started at Hallie’s hips, firm and controlling, then slid up her sides, beneath her bouncing breasts, until her palms covered Hallie’s ribcage. The two of them looked sculpted together: Hallie’s softness yielding to Briar’s cool precision, as if Briar could read every inch of her without even looking.

Kaia was next, always the strategist, always two moves ahead. She circled in from the side, trailing her fingers up Hallie’s thigh, then over Briar’s forearm as if it was natural to touch them both at once. For a long moment, she just watched, her gaze flicking between Hallie’s face and the place where we were joined, like she needed to memorize it for later. Then she leaned in, pressed her mouth to the round of Hallie’s shoulder, and bit, gentle at first, then sharper, leaving a faint pink ring that made Hallie gasp and clench around me.

“Jesus, Kaia—” Hallie barely got the words out before Kaia grinned and kissed the spot again, tongue soothing the mark.

“I like leaving proof,” Kaia murmured, low enough that I felt it as much as heard it.

Rowan, not to be outdone, crawled over the mattress and positioned herself in front of Hallie, so their faces were inches apart. “Look at you, riding him like you own every inch,” Rowan drawled, voice equal parts admiration and dare. “You think you can handle all four of us, Hal?”

“Not think,” Hallie said, eyes locked with Rowan’s. “Know.”

Rowan tilted her chin, considering, then reached up and cupped Hallie’s face, thumb stroking her cheekbone. The move was unexpectedly gentle, and Hallie instantly leaned into it, nuzzling Rowan’s palm. Rowan smiled, real and unguarded, and then kissed her, soft at first, then greedy, teeth finding the plush of Hallie’s lower lip.

That’s when it hit me: this wasn’t just sex anymore, or even the high-voltage group chemistry that sometimes took all of us by surprise. This was a coronation, the four of them crowning Rowan, Briar, and each other, making every rule they’d spent months pretending not to care about suddenly matter a thousand times more.

Briar’s hands mapped Hallie’s body, slow and reverent, fingertips tracing the lines of her abs and the tight points of her hips. She reached around, found Hallie’s chest, and rolled her nipples between thumb and finger until Hallie moaned into Rowan’s mouth. Every squeeze of Hallie’s cunt around my cock was magnified by Briar’s touch, by the way she manipulated Hallie’s body as if she could calibrate exactly how much sensation Hallie could stand before breaking.

Kaia didn’t stop at marking Hallie’s shoulder. She dragged her mouth down Hallie’s spine, planting a line of kisses to the base of her back, then up again, mouth open and hungry. Her hands flanked Briar’s, the two of them working in concert, and when Briar shifted to run her nails up Hallie’s stomach, Kaia slid her hand between Hallie’s legs and found her clit with surgical precision.

Hallie bucked and nearly lost her rhythm, and I had to grip her thighs to steady her. The pressure was intense, orgasm already building at the base of my spine, but I held out, wanting to see how far Hallie could go with every nerve ending lit up by four sets of hands and mouths.

She rode me harder, pace faltering, gasps now punctuated by curses. Rowan kissed her again, rougher this time, and then shifted down, nipping at her earlobe, whispering something that made Hallie laugh and shake her head even as her body trembled.

“Fuck, I can’t—” Hallie started, but then Kaia’s fingers pressed tighter, and Briar’s hold on her chest became desperate, and Rowan bit Hallie’s neck in the same moment Hallie bottomed out on my cock, grinding so deep I thought I’d split her open. She let out this wild, unselfconscious cry, hands fisting in my hair, her whole body convulsing as the orgasm ripped through her.

At the same time, Briar locked eyes with me, blue eyes locked on mine, and grinned like she could feel every pulse of pleasure traveling through Hallie and into me.

“Don’t hold back, Tate,” Briar said, not a request but a challenge. “Let her feel you.”

That was it. I snapped, hips surging up, fucking Hallie through the last waves of her climax, my own orgasm hitting so hard I nearly blacked out. Hallie clenched around me, milking every last spasm, both of us locked together in a blur of heat and sound. I heard Rowan moaning, Kaia grunting, Briar’s shuddering gasp, all of it interwoven in a messy symphony that felt like the answer to every question I’d ever been afraid to ask.

The world collapsed to a pinpoint, then slowly widened as the aftershocks faded. Hallie slumped forward, still impaled, arms trembling. Rowan caught her before she could face-plant, then cradled her head and kissed her hair, just holding her there. Kaia flattened herself to the mattress, breath coming fast, glancing up at me with a look that said she wanted nothing more than to be next, but was content, just for a second, to exist in the glow of what we’d just done. Briar slid off to the side, chest heaving, face glazed with sweat, one hand thrown over her eyes and the other groping for a blanket. In the hush that followed, all I could hear was the sound of our breathing, ragged and alive.

Aftercare wasn’t just a ritual; it was instinct. Hallie curled in on my left, chest flush with mine, peppering kisses along my jaw and cheek. Kaia slung her leg over my thigh, staking her claim with every inch of skin, her hand stroking my abs in lazy, affectionate circles.

Rowan and Briar didn’t just fold in; they were folded, wrapped up in Hallie’s warmth and Kaia’s fearless welcome. Rowan’s head tucked at my shoulder, pride still pulsing under the softness. Briar, for once, let herself be completely held, no logic, no pretense, just the rhythm of my heartbeat under her cheek.

There was a hush, deep and holy, broken only by the sounds of recovery: breath slowing, bodies cooling, little hums of delight as someone shifted or brushed a hand where it was needed most.

Nobody rushed. Nobody shrank. The structure was perfect, exactly what we’d just named in the living room: every woman held, every need answered, nobody left to wonder if she belonged.

Hallie was first to voice it, voice sweet and a little sleepy. “Best night ever. Not just the sex, the after. Like, whoever’s on the other side of that camera, this is the part they’d never get. Nobody here is pretending.”

Kaia, lips at my ear, murmured, “I told you we could outlast the protocol. This is permanence. Every time.”

Rowan, proud but relaxed, said, “I keep waiting for this to feel like too much.” She paused, fingers tracing idle patterns on my chest. “It never does.”

Briar’s voice, softened by trust, cut through. “Don’t ever let the world say this was just a phase. This is the control group that broke the system.”

I hugged them closer, braced by the warmth of arms, breasts, thighs, the totality of my family draped across me. For once, there was nothing to analyze, just belonging.

Minutes ticked by, undemanding. Hallie and Kaia welcomed Rowan and Briar with every touch, every kind word, every bit of humor. Nobody hesitated to hold, to stroke, to let silence carry the weight.

I drifted, the sensation of four bodies, each unique, each one chosen, fusing into something so sweet it was almost addictive.

If any camera survived tonight, the only thing it could record was victory: not rivalry, not chaos, but a web so resilient nothing could breach it.

Down the hall, Sienna’s voice went quiet.

Then her footsteps appeared outside my door. She didn’t come in all the way, just stood in the threshold with Elara behind her, phone in hand.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “You need to see this.”

The screen glowed with three cold words:

PHASE THREE AUTHORIZED.

She stared, then let the air out slow, as if the whole world had just pivoted on a dime.

But when she looked up, Elara was there, steady, certain, the hand at her shoulder saying “together.”

And that was all it took to keep the fear from turning into poison.

I exhaled, let four women settle across my body, and memorized every sigh and every shiver.

No more pretending we didn’t know what came next.

Phase Three was coming.

But tonight was ours, forever.


No Escape


The morning wasn’t quiet, nothing with this crew ever was, but it was clean. Sunlight spilled across the tangle of bodies in my bed, slanted gold and honest, painting proof on bare skin and twisted sheets. My arms were full; Hallie curled against my chest, Kaia’s thigh flung over mine, Rowan’s head jammed into the curve of my shoulder. Somewhere behind me, Briar spooned my back, the logic queen reduced to soft-breathed surrender, hair sweet and wild against my neck.

For a second, it felt like the world had stopped. Just heat, sweat, and the hush that comes when every ugly question finally gets answered.

I didn’t move. Didn’t want to. The afterglow was better than any sex hangover I’d ever known; the ache was good, the kind that said, you paid for this, and it was worth every bruise.

My hand drifted through Hallie’s hair. She made a noise, not quite words, but happy. Satisfied. There was nothing shy in the way she pressed her tits to my chest or the way her fingers splayed possessively across my ribs.

Kaia, never content to lose a claiming match, used her heel to drag my foot closer. She stretched, cat-like, then twisted so her lips brushed my ear. “You dead, or just pretending so we’ll feel guilty?”

I snorted, voice gravel from too much laughter and not enough water. “If this is death, don’t defibrillate me.”

Rowan, half-asleep, mumbled, “Only you would make a medical metaphor after an orgy.” She didn’t move to leave, though. She tucked her face tighter to my neck, breath hot on my collarbone, arm wrapping me like she had something to prove.

There was a hush, not awkward, just the sweetness of not needing to fill the air.

Briar finally stirred. She made a point of not letting go, even as her logic rebooted. Her voice was sharp but affectionate. “You realize the average cohort retention after this level of intensity is less than forty-eight hours. Normally, everyone bolts for the nearest safe exit.”

“Not our brand,” Kaia replied, eyes still closed. “We don’t retreat. We annex.”

Hallie giggled, pure sunrise. “Last night didn’t feel like a retreat. I’d call that a decisive win.”

Someone’s knee poked me in the side. Rowan’s, probably. “You’re not even going to mention the world’s best four-way?”

“Five-way,” Briar corrected, factual. “You never could resist going bigger than the protocol suggested.”

Hallie beamed. “I told you. I’m not giving up my title as founding partner just because you two show-stoppers know how to break rules.”

Kaia’s grip on my thigh tightened, a promise more than a flex. “Pretty sure nobody’s getting left behind at this table.”

I just let the words run around me, little anchors of affection, every one proof that last night wasn’t a fluke. There was no script, no fake jealousy, no waiting for the after-sex awkwardness to crack the bubble. If anything, the only thing missing was coffee, and maybe another hour in bed with the women who’d decided to stay.

Nobody wanted to move, but hunger, as always, was the ultimate winner.

Rowan was first to call the game. “If you want another round, you’re going to have to feed me.”

I grinned, peeling her in closer like a human blanket. “Pretty sure you ate half the house last night.”

Kaia countered, “That was pre-game. I’m due at least three eggs and some protein. He’ll need the calories to keep up.”

Briar snorted, elegant even in disarray. “I call coffee rights. Black, none of your sweetener nonsense.”

Hallie, soft and sweet as a sunrise, just burrowed in. “If you leave, bring me fruit. And kisses.”

I made a mental list, then just held them tighter. “You realize we could stay here for a decade and nobody would complain, right?”

Kaia kissed my jaw. “We could, but you’re going to have to explain to the outside world why we never get anything done.”

She had a point. But right now, the only world that mattered was in this bed, limbs tangled, heat lingering, not an ounce of regret in the room.

Eventually, the promise of food and freedom did what even four stunning women couldn’t: it got me up.

Reluctantly, we broke apart, stretching and groaning. Hallie and Kaia rolled off the bed in a blur of lazy limbs and tangled hair. Hallie’s cheeks flushed, lips bitten pink, she looked exactly as happy as I’d ever seen her.

Kaia raked a hand through her honey-blonde waves and shot Hallie a look that could set breakfast on fire. “You want a parade? I’ll carry you to the kitchen.”

Hallie squeaked, and before she could protest, Kaia hoisted her up. Hallie’s arms looped around her neck, laughter spilling down the hall as Kaia carried her, princess-style, toward the kitchen.

I watched them go, heart stacked with envy and adoration. If anyone ever doubted how much those two belonged, this was proof.

Rowan snatched my shirt and yanked it over her torso, not bothering with pants. She shot Briar a look, mischief loaded. “You coming, or are you going to draft a breakfast policy first?”

Briar arched a brow, but there was no frost. “I already drafted it: whoever makes the coffee gets to name the rules for the first ten minutes.”

Rowan grinned, green eyes wicked. “Hope you like it hot. I fight dirty.”

I followed them, admiring every swing of hips, every flash of flesh, and the sense that nothing in the world could dent this morning.

The kitchen had that lived-in look that comes from too many people and not enough attention to dishes. The fridge was open, the counter littered with evidence of last night’s “victory snacks.” Hallie was perched on the counter, legs bare, Kaia at her hip, both radiating smug home-base energy.

Kaia caught my stare. “Admit it. You never expected this much perfection in a pandemic-grade kitchen.”

“If I’d known charcuterie was the secret to harmony, I would’ve bought stock in cheese.”

Hallie, swinging her legs, grinned. “Next time, bring bread.” She cocked her head, softening. “You good, Tater? You look like you’re seeing a ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” I said, honest. “Just… all of you. Like this. It’s more than I knew how to hope for.”

The words landed. No joke, no deflection. Hallie’s eyes glimmered, and even Kaia’s grin softened.

Rowan and Briar swept in, Rowan leading the way, still unfiltered. She hopped up beside Hallie, shoulders brushing, then elbowed her like it was all one long inside joke.

Briar made a beeline for the coffee, expertly bypassing the remnants of last night’s drink parade. She filled a mug, black and steaming, and drank deep before acknowledging the rest of us.

“This is the only way to start a victory lap,” she said, lips quirking. “If anyone needs backup, the espresso is running.”

Kaia flagged her. “How about eggs? If you’re going to dominate the coffee, you should at least cook for the rest of us.”

Briar didn’t argue, just cracked half a dozen into a pan and set about it with surgical focus. “Scrambled, over, or enemy of the people?”

Rowan, never shy, called, “Scrambled, high heat. I want texture, not soup.”

Hallie raised her hand. “Same. With cheese, please. Lots.”

Kaia winked at me. “He likes his with whatever is left over. Preferably while watching us eat.”

I didn’t deny it. “Nothing hotter than breakfast run by women who know what they want.”

Breakfast became its own kind of intimacy. Hallie snuck grapes and strawberries, feeding Kaia between bites. Kaia retaliated by hand-delivering her segments of toast, dripping with butter. Eventually, I wound up with two mugs, one for me, one for Briar, and a plate stacked with eggs, cheese, and whatever Hallie had scavenged from the “fruit bowl,” which was mostly abandoned apples.

Rowan wolfed her plate like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. She caught me watching and grinned, unashamed. “You think I’m less fuckable now that you’ve seen my eggs-per-minute ratio?”

“If anything, I’m worried you’ll break me before the protocol does.”

She preened, then angled in, conspiratorial. “You know what’s wild? I don’t miss the secret. Not even for a second. Being seen like this? It’s so much better.”

It landed harder than I expected. Rowan, unfiltered, no shame, no shadow of Gray’s heartbreak hanging over her. A week ago, the thought would’ve crushed me. Now, all I saw was the pride.

Briar, sitting in her own bubble, watched Rowan with open approval. “There’s a term for that in psych, but I think the layman’s version is just ‘owning the moment.’”

Kaia, not one to let it get too earnest, added, “There’s another term: not giving a fuck about old stories.”

The kitchen glowed, not just from sunlight, but from the web of connection. You could’ve heard a pin drop, if it weren’t for the hammer of Hallie’s laughter.

She leaned in, dimple flashing. “I like us. Like, really like us. Is it weird to want group selfies at breakfast?”

Rowan wrinkled her nose. “Only if you crop out my best feature, which is obvious.”

“Your hands?” Kaia tossed back.

Rowan grinned. “My thighs. Everyone knows it.”

Briar quipped, “The only thing more permanent than your thighs is Sienna’s Google drive of harem lore.”

As if conjured by the mention, Elara and Sienna drifted in at the edge, soft and private but not at all isolated. Elara wore an old sweater of mine, barely covering her, hair golden in the morning glare. Sienna clutched a legal pad, cardigan still askew from sleep, and immediately made for the coffee like a woman with a mission.

Elara’s voice was velvet. “You all look…happy.”

She said it with a wonder I’d never heard before. Hallie reached out, looping her into the group huddle at the counter.

“You should join,” Hallie said, eyes soft. “It’s not a party until Elara names the mood.”

Elara smiled, gentle. “I think the word is…tender. Not just the touch. The way you all look at each other. Like any old wound can heal here.”

Nobody challenged her. Not even me.

Sienna, less poet, more scientist, sipped her mug and weighed in. “You realize the protocol failed, right? This isn’t predicted. We’re not functioning as isolated subjects at all. The logic was supposed to break when the harem expanded, but the opposite happened.”

Briar caught the thread and doubled down. “Belonging isn’t a liability. It’s the cement. Even the study’s best simulations underestimated how much the glue would win out over the chaos.”

Sienna nodded. “I could run models all day, but none of them could explain your breakfast table.”

Hallie, beaming, looked to me. “See, Tater? You don’t have to solve everything. You just have to keep showing up.”

“If you think I’m going anywhere, you’re nuts.”

Kaia wrapped her arm around Hallie, and for a second I saw it: the original pulse, the home-base heat that built the House. But it wasn’t just the two of them. Rowan and Briar completed the circle, Elara and Sienna grounding it at the edge, and me, holding it steady, not in charge.

If there’d been a way to bottle the feeling, I’d have done it. The shrapnel from Gray’s heartbreak still lodged in my ribs, but it didn’t own the morning. If anything, it made every sunlight-drenched smile and inside joke feel earned.

Briar finished off another round of eggs and slid them toward Elara. “You get first pick, since you didn’t try to annex the coffee maker.”

Elara took the plate, gratitude and mischief in her voice. “You know, the House feels different. Like it’s not a lab anymore. Not even a test. It’s just…safe.”

Sienna’s gaze flicked up. “The experiment can’t explain this. Not anymore. The model was built to test what happened when you broke every rule, but you didn’t break. You built something permanent.”

The words sat there, charged.

Rowan, never one for soft hands, just owned it. “We’re unbreakable. Even if someone tries.”

Kaia raised her mug. “To the new rules. And to never being owned by a label again.”

We clinked, messy and proud.

For a long minute, we just ate, the hush less silence and more satisfaction. There was no old script to fall into, no prompt to try to anticipate. Just the hum of belonging, and the knowledge that nothing, not even Peyton’s best escalation, could fracture us.

Hallie polished off a bowl of yogurt, then grinned and stole a strawberry out of Elara’s hand. Elara let her, only raising an eyebrow in mock warning. Sienna watched the exchange, blue eyes soft, voice low.

“So this is permanence. Not theory, not prediction. Just…team. Family.”

Briar’s hand found Sienna’s under the table. “You’re part of it, Si. Don’t ever think you’re on the outside looking in.”

Sienna’s cheeks pinked, but she held the look. “Wasn’t planning on letting go. Not this time.”

Kaia, never one to let a moment slide unclaimed, nudged me under the table with her knee. “You realize, if you ever try to retreat to ‘containment,’ you’ll have six very annoyed women to answer to.”

Hallie purred, “Twelve, if you count the guest list.”

I smiled, wry. “I’d rather fight off a hundred Phase Threes than lose this.”

There it was. The truth, raw and unfiltered, hanging over the table.

Briar set her mug down, voice soft for once. “We’re not running, Tate. Whatever comes next, we’re not going to let shame or fear make it look ugly.”

Rowan’s nod was fierce. “If anyone comes for us, we call it as it is. No more hiding.”

Elara’s words landed last, the gentlest but the hardest. “Nobody is expendable. Not now, not ever.”

There was a pride in the room that felt hotter than any sex. The sense of family, fused in, untouchable.

Breakfast wound down with sweetness: more fruit, a lot of toast, Briar and Sienna huddled at the end of the table going line-by-line over the latest prompt and mostly just making fun of it.

Kaia leaned her head on my shoulder, Hallie cuddled close on my lap, Rowan perched on the counter, daring the world to try and make her leave.

Even Elara and Sienna, sometimes the most private, were right there in the thick of it, voices steady, eyes bright, nothing tentative.

The system had tried to script us.

But the house belonged to us now.

And, for once, that was enough.

***

Briar and Sienna didn’t wait for a lull. They just rolled in, tablets and files in hand, like generals bearing the news that the war had finally left the borders and was coming for the capital.

Briar caught my eye, all cool confidence, but I could see the pulse thrumming at her temple. Sienna, next to her, wore the same cardigan from earlier, but there was nothing soft about her posture now. She clutched the folder like a live grenade.

Kaia noticed it first, sharp and unblinking. “You look like someone’s about to set off a fire drill.”

Briar didn’t waste a second. “You could say that. Phase Three isn’t just authorized, there’s a timer running. The Peyton Endowment queued up what they’re calling Public Permanence Protocol. The launch window is today.”

Sienna flicked her tablet on. The screen glowed with the kind of prompt that made past “anchor stress events” look like warmup drills. The header was plain, almost underwhelming, but it landed like a fist anyway:

PHASE THREE / NO ESCAPE: LAUNCH WINDOW CONFIRMED.

PUBLIC PERMANENCE PROTOCOL QUEUED.

FIRST EXTERNAL CONTACT: 48 HOURS.

She read the words, voice steady. “That’s not just a threat. The system’s already pushing the first external trigger. The House isn’t even the arena anymore.”

Rowan didn’t flinch. If anything, her jaw locked like she’d waited her whole life to be called out. “What’s first? Media blitz? Family notification?”

Sienna scrolled down, eyes scanning. “Initial contact is staged in three waves. First, a set of family/friend notifications. Next, campus administrative and donor review. Last, a controlled leak to public or media. Every step is monitored, and the only variable is how we handle the exposure.”

Hallie just stared, not scared, but alive, adrenaline flushing her face. “Forty-eight hours? I thought we’d have time to process.”

Briar shook her head, efficient but gentle. “That is the processing period. They want to hit us while the bonds are still new. If there’s going to be collapse, it’ll be from the outside, not in here.”

Kaia gave a low, lethal laugh. “So the point of No Escape isn’t the house. It’s being permanent. Visible. If we survive that, the rest is just noise.”

“Exactly,” Briar said, blue eyes locked on mine. “They modeled a thousand ways we’d crack under pressure, but they missed one thing: none of us are running.”

Elara’s voice was velvet and steel. “They think exposure is punishment. For us, it’s just the next evolution.”

Sienna, looking between us, couldn’t suppress her pride. “If they wanted to break the harem, they should have tried before we figured out how to become a family.”

Rowan snorted, a sound that was more victory than sarcasm. “If my mom gets a letter, she’ll probably just want to know why there aren’t more of us.”

Hallie grinned, pure devil. “Wait until my mother finds out I’m not just dating the anchor but running the home base.”

Kaia tossed her hair, unruffled. “If the whole campus wants to watch, let them. I’m done pretending this isn’t the best thing I’ve ever built.”

Briar summed it up, voice low so it hummed against the mug. “We’re not just surviving. We’re the pilot for a new model. If the endowment wants a record, let’s give them a dynasty.”

I braced, looking at every face across the table, Hallie, Kaia, Rowan, Elara, Briar, Sienna. Each woman glowed, not with fear, but with the animal certainty that they could outlast any escalation. We’d built something so permanent, so fused, that not even a donor meltdown or a campus meme account could touch it.

Gray’s wound was there, still faint in the background, but the script was flipped. Instead of breaking us, it made every decision that followed cleaner and more honest. There was zero guilt in owning what we were now, and even less in defending it.

Sienna nudged the tablet closer, final line pulsing:

PUBLIC PERMANENCE PROTOCOL QUEUED. 48 HOURS UNTIL EXTERNAL TRANSPARENCY EVENT.

INITIAL CONTACT SEQUENCE: FAMILY / INSTITUTIONAL / PUBLIC.

We let the future settle, not with dread, but with a hunger that could’ve powered the damn House on its own.

Hallie, her hand wrapped in Kaia’s, summed it up. “We don’t retreat. We just go louder.”

Briar’s words were the coda: “No Escape isn’t a threat, it’s a record. Let them try to out us. We’re already done hiding.”

Rowan caught my eye, and for the first time, there was no shadow, just clarity. “Game on.”

The House wasn’t the test anymore.

We were.

And for the first time, I couldn’t wait to see the world try and keep up.

Bring it.


Where to Next?


The rules are broken.

Now comes the part where Tate and his girlfriends stop hiding.

Continue with No Escape, the final book in the House Experiment trilogy, where the family goes public, the heat gets even higher, and Blackwood House becomes something no study could ever explain.

Read No Escape on Amazon now!
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Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.
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Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.
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Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.

[image: ]


OEBPS/font_rsrc3NH.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc3NP.jpg
r AQX
A e
%\\ ©

. THE COMPLETE SERIES






cover.jpeg
RFX STERLING






OEBPS/image_rsrc3NN.jpg
DYFRIEND |
.HE Ul SERIE §
y & s ¢ MLI;ESJR

CHAPTER |

| 7H
HOUSE RULES (»
1. HoNESTY
2. LOYALTY
§~ \éEsvscT
B 4. FAMILY DINNER
5. No SECRETS ¥ Rouct
| 6. proTECT
EACH OTHER
THE REST ARE
SUGaesnong

s
QR GIRLS. . r
=0

7
URNG FuNDr\MENTNS }
=

ALY O
DINNER.






OEBPS/font_rsrc3NJ.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc3NR.jpg
® e 3 SOWLOUNGE

HAMILTON
HARBOR

unies

* ‘REX STERLING *






OEBPS/image_rsrc3NM.jpg
REX STERLING\*
~— @






