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CHAPTER ONE


"THE ETHICS OF advertising aren't about manipulation," Jake leaned forward in his seat. His voice carried that natural authority that made people want to agree. "They're about persuasion. There's a difference," he said, running his fingers through his thick blond hair and offered a perfect smile that captured his strong jaw line just like he'd practiced in the mirror the night before.

A sharp laugh cut through the murmurs of agreement. Jake's mask of composure finally cracked. At the back, Lisa Taylor held court from her throne. The calculated crossing of her legs, the strategic slit in her skirt revealing a flash of thigh. Classic manipulation he wasn't buying. That was amateur hour stuff. Her dark hair cascaded over her shoulders in perfect waves. Her fitted white blouse suggested expensive taste that matched his own. But it was her eyes that held him. They were hazel with flecks of gold that seemed to dance with calculated amusement at his discomfort.

God, she was hot when she was getting ready to tear someone apart. The idea irritated him nearly as much as her interrupting him did.

"You're so full of shit." Lisa uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, the action making a number of male students fidget in their chairs. Jake noticed but didn't join them, he knew the game far too well. She was hot, yeah. The kind of beauty that could stop traffic and start wars, but she was also the most infuriating person he'd ever met. She settled her elbows on her desk, her red-lacquered nails drumming once against the surface. "All this pretty packaging around what we both know is pure manipulation. At least have the balls to call it what it is."

The rest of the class melted away as Jake felt himself fully turning to face her. He studied her like any other opponent, noting how she had positioned herself. Every seeming effortless gesture drew eyes to her. A masterclass in subtle dominance he recognized all too well. Her red lips, matching the color of her nails, arced in a smile-half mocking, half inviting. If she wanted to go to war with him, then he would have no hesitation in tearing her apart.

"Manipulation implies malice." His laughter was dismissive, meant to show those around him how little she meant to him.

She wasn't going to let that happen. "Does it?" Her eyebrow arched challenging him.

"Good advertising speaks to existing desires. We don't create the want. We ju-"

"Bullshit." She tilted her head, sending her hair cascading over one shoulder. "You create the insecurity, then position your product as the solution. That's manipulation in its purest form, and we both know it."

Her eyes slitted, her gaze studying his broad shoulders and toned arms, calculating. "But maybe you're just not ready to admit how much you enjoy pulling people's strings."

A jolt of recognition sparked through him, separate from the response to her blouse straining across her chest. Here was someone who understood the art of influence. She understood the game, really understood it. What a shame she was such an unbearable pain in the ass. Still, he could appreciate the game.

"So you've never convinced someone to do something they weren't planning to do?" He held her gaze, noticing how her pupils dilated slightly at the question, how her tongue darted out to wet her lower lip. A fire began to smolder low in his belly, working its way upward. "Never guided them toward a particular decision?"

"Of course, I have." Her eyes did not waver from his, and for a while, she seemed lost in an ocean of blue before getting her bearings. "I just don't lie to myself about what I'm doing."

Professor Matthews cleared his throat, breaking the spell. His bow tie was askew; he looked from one to the other, his eyes sparkling with the recognition of crackling tension. "Fascinating debate. As a matter of fact, this level of... engagement is exactly what we need for the midterm project. Mr. Reynolds, Ms. Taylor, you'll be partners. Perhaps you can channel this energy into analyzing manipulation versus persuasion in modern advertising campaigns."

Jake's jaw clenched. Lisa's perfectly manicured nails drummed once against her desk. It was the only sign that she was equally thrown by this development.

"Unless," Professor Matthews added with a knowing smile, "you'd prefer to take a zero?"

"No." They spoke in unison, then shared a look of mutual irritation at the synchronicity.

The bell rang, and as students filed out, Jake gathered his things slowly, watching Lisa from the corner of his eye. She moved with deliberate grace, every gesture designed to draw attention. The subtle sway of her hips as she stood, the delicate arch of her neck as she gathered her hair to one side - all of it done to hold the attention of everyone in the room. He hated that it worked so well on him.

"Try not to be too much of an arrogant ass during this project," she said, passing his desk, her perfume, something expensive and intoxicating, lingering in her wake. "It'll make things go much smoother."

"Try not to be such a ruthless bitch," he shot back, enjoying how her step faltered, the sharp click of her heels missing a beat.

She glanced over her shoulder, and for a moment, something electric passed between them. Understanding, challenge, possibility. In that brief instant, Jake saw past her carefully constructed facade. Past the calculated gestures and practiced smirk, to a person who could possibly understand the thrill of the game as well as he did. From the way her eyes widened slightly, he knew she saw the same recognition in him too. Mirrors of each other, masters of manipulation hiding behind perfect smiles and designer clothes. Then her lips curved into that infuriating smirk.

"See you in the library tomorrow, Jake. Try to bring an actual argument this time."

Jake's attention was drawn to the the swing of her hips until she disappeared through the doorway. She was brilliant, beautiful, and absolutely dangerous. This project was either going to be a masterpiece or a disaster.

He was surprised to realize he didn't know which outcome he preferred.

***

Jake had arrived fifteen minutes early to the library, grabbing the table in the back so he could see Lisa's arrival - a power play to set the terms. He hiked up the cashmere sweater collar; this light gray of the material emphasizing his athletic build in a way his Rolex couldn't touch.

The clicking of heels on marble could mean only one thing: Lisa had arrived. She strode through the entrance like she owned it, her dark skin glowing under the warm library lights. She'd changed since class, a fitted blazer over designer jeans. Jake watched with admiration as guys turned their heads to watch her walk by, but he wasn't going to be one of them.

"You're early," she said, sliding into the seat across from him. No hello, no small talk.

"You're late." He didn't look up from his laptop.

"Fashionably late." Her smile was soft, playful. "Can't appear too eager. Besides, I knew you'd pick the most strategic spot in the library. Saved me the trouble."

Jake's lip twitched. She'd tried to spin it, but they knew she'd lost this round. "Whatever helps you sleep at night."

"Jake?" A soft voice interrupted them. Sarah stood at the edge of their table, clutching a coffee cup from the campus café. "You forgot your drink." She was nothing like Lisa. Her face was slightly rounder, with very light makeup. She also had on a pair of glasses, maybe to mask the spread of freckles across her nose. She was cute in that girl-next-door way, but without Lisa's presence. She seemed to fade into the background, even while speaking.

Lisa's eyes caught on the coffee cup as Sarah set it delicately beside Jake's laptop. Something in her shifted. Her gaze followed the way Sarah's hands placed the napkins, her beaming smile as she got everything just so. Lisa's lip caught between her teeth, a gesture that could be read as insecurity.

"How thoughtful," Lisa said, her words softer than the razor-sharp bite of her tone, almost introspective. She angled her head, regarding Sarah with an intensity that most would interpret as jealousy while her fingers flew to power up her laptop.

"Thanks, babe." Jake reached out and stroked her arm. "But don't you have Bio? You didn't need to bring this in to me. You're gonna be late."

Sarah nodded, already backing away. "It was on the way. Nice to see you, Lisa."

"Isn't she sweet?" Lisa waited until she was out of earshot, her eyes back on her screen.

"She is." Jake took a deliberate sip of his coffee. "Mike doesn't do nice things for you? After all that talk in class today I can't imagine you not having him tripping all over himself for you."

A smile danced across Lisa's lips, lighting up the room in a second. Jake couldn't help but drop his defenses; he had never seen anything like it. "Aren't you sweet." Lisa's gaze caught his, and it was as if they were seeing each other for the first time. "Mike knows his place. He doesn't need to bring me caffeine to show his devotion to me. He has other methods for that."

"And what's that exactly, did he make an app to help you track your cycle?"

Lisa's eyes narrowed into slits before she burst into a fit of laughter. "So you know he's a CS major?"

"I did my homework. Full ride scholarship, perfect GPA, and completely devoted to you. He's an... interesting choice."

"Like Sarah's any different?" Lisa's eyebrow arched. "Sweet little bio major."

"At least she brings me coffee." Jake took another sip, leaving the implied criticism of Mike hanging in the air.

Their eyes met across the table, a silent challenge passing between them. Jake found himself studying the curve of her lips, the graceful slope of her collarbone, the swell of her...

"We should focus on the project," he said, his voice rougher than usual.

Lisa nodded, the smirk on her face letting him know that she caught him looking. "Yes, we should." She opened a notebook, and Jake noticed the meticulous notes-all color-coordinated with different highlighters. "Tell me, Jake. What are your thoughts on subliminal messaging?"

The afternoon wore on, their conversation meandering from theory into practice. Jake found himself engaging, her understanding of the human condition aligning with his own. They argued methodology, debated ethics, and somewhere between Bernays and Maslow he realized that he was having a good time.

"That's actually brilliant," he said, after she'd outlined a particularly inspired campaign strategy. "Morally bankrupt, but brilliant."

"High praise from the king of ethical ambiguity." This time, there was no mocking in the way she looked at him. There was only honest-to-goodness appreciation from one artist to another.

The library had emptied out around them, the sunset a warm yellow glow on the walls. Lisa stretched, her blazer pulling tight across her chest. "We should wrap this up."

"Hot date?" Jake couldn't resist the jab.

"Study group." She could see what he was doing. "Though I'm sure Sarah's waiting to hear all about our progress."

"Does she have a reason to be jealous?"

"Please." Lisa stood, realizing she'd answered too quickly. "This has been... not terrible."

"Same time Thursday?"

"Give me your phone."

The library had gone quiet, the only sound Jake's breathing as he reached into his pocket and grasped his phone, passing it to Lisa with a sense of anticipation he hadn't felt in years.

"I'll text you," she said, spinning on her heel with a sudden quickness, heading for the door. She didn't want him to see the color that crept up her neck or the stupid smile that forced its way onto her face.

His eyes followed her out of the door, the confident swing of her hips drawing his attention right where she meant it to. The project wouldn't be so bad, he thought as he packed up his bag.


CHAPTER TWO


LISA'S TEXT HAD been deliberately casual: "Too swamped to make the library. Come to my room instead?"

Jake stood outside her door now, Sarah beside him, clutching her bio textbook and the lunch bag she'd packed for them. He'd brought her along partly as a power play, partly because being alone with Lisa in her room could give her an edge that he wouldn't be able to combat.

Lisa answered the door in yoga pants and an oversize Stanford sweatshirt, with her hair tucked back behind her head in some kind of messy bun. The casual look should have muted her. It didn't.

"Brought company?" Her eyes flickered to Sarah, then the lunch bag, amusement dancing in their depths.

"Sarah was sweet enough to make lunch." He waited for Lisa to step aside before inviting himself in. "Had I known you'd be too busy to feed yourself, I would have asked her to make extra."

Sarah shifted uncomfortably beside him, scrunching up her shoulders in a way that said she'd rather be anywhere else. "I can share-"

"No need." Lisa smiled at them brightly, calculated, as if this were part of some greater design. "Make yourselves at home."

Her dorm room was exactly as Jake had pictured it: the desk layered with a neat stack of glossy fashion magazines, a designer handbag deliberately slung on the closet door as if it were in a showroom window, and a soft ivory duvet paired with perfectly fluffed accent pillows on the bed that made Jake's pulse spike.

They settled into a study formation - Jake and Lisa at her desk, Sarah cross-legged on the bed with her bio homework. The silence was broken by Jake, unwrapping his sandwich; all eyes turned to him.

"Sure you don't want a bite?" He waved it in front of Lisa's face. "Sarah makes a mean turkey club."

A knock at the door cut off Lisa's retort. Seconds later, Mike walked in, carrying takeout bags from the upscale bistro downtown. "Hey babe, thought you could use lunch. Got that Mediterranean salad you love."

Lisa flashed a slight but unmistakable victory smile. "You're too good to me."

"Oh, I didn't know you had guests. I'm so sorry." Mike shoved his thick-framed glasses up his nose, a nervous habit that somehow made him all the more endearing. His boyish features were at odds with his height, all soft edges and gentle smiles that would probably still get him carded well into his thirties. Dark curls sat somewhat chaotically atop his head, either a complete lack of effort or very deliberate styling, Jake couldn't quite tell. Sparse stubble lined his jaw, a failed attempt at maturity that only emphasized his natural innocence. A simple blue T-shirt hung loosely on his frame, clearly chosen for comfort rather than style.

"I'm Mike," he said, extending his hand to Jake.

"Jake. And this is my girlfriend, Sarah."

"Oh, a fan of the sciences?" Mike lit up when he saw Sarah's Bio book across her lap. "I was just telling Lisa how similar computer science and natural science are."

"He was. Wouldn't shut up about it." Light in tone, but Jake caught the look of annoyance in her eyes. He, however, did not miss the fact that Mike had not taken his eyes off Sarah since introducing himself. Dismissing it, he chose to get back to the project.

As they settled into their work, the tension shifted from lunch warfare to their actual project. "We can't lead with manipulation," Jake argued, gesturing at their presentation outline. "It undermines the entire premise."

"The premise is bullshit and you know it." Lisa leaned forward, passion lighting her features. "Every advertisement is manipulation. The question is whether it's effective."

"You're missing the point entirely-"

"Guys." Sarah's soft voice cut through their brewing argument. "Maybe you're both right? Every persuasion has elements of manipulation, but the intent matters."

Mike looked up from his laptop. "Like how coding can be used to help people or hack them. Same tool, different purpose."

Jake and Lisa exchanged a look of surprise as their partners continued, feeding off each other's points. The natural shyness fell away from Sarah as she discussed the biological basis of decision-making. Mike's awkwardness disappeared as he connected it to behavioral algorithms.

The afternoon was well worn now, the sun setting and the room filling with darkness. Sarah and Mike had moved on to sit together on the bed, deep in a discussion about biology and computer science. Jake found himself watching Lisa watching them, something unreadable in her expression.

"Perhaps," Lisa said, turning back to their project, "we could structure it as a spectrum. Persuasion to manipulation, with case studies showing the gradient between them."

Jake felt a surge of excitement at the potential. Finally, they were getting somewhere. "We could map out examples along the spectrum, starting with basic marketing techniques-"

A snort of laughter cut through his focus. Thrown back against the bed, her head flung back in genuine joy that brightened her usually reserved features, was Sarah. Mike grinned, his phone between them.

"Just watch what happens when I adjust this variable," Mike said, his typical nervous energy replaced by an animated enthusiasm. "The whole system just-"

Another peal of laughter from Sarah as whatever was on his screen apparently went haywire. "Oh my god, that's amazing! Is this part of your thesis project?"

"Nah, just something I've been playing with. I'm fascinated by how genetic algorithms mimic natural selection." Mike launched into an explanation, his usual stammer gone as Sarah nodded along, connecting his coding concepts to her biology studies.

Jake and Lisa exchanged a look; something was said between them without their uttering a word. "You were saying?" Lisa's smile was back, but this one was calculated. It made Jake's heart beat with excitement; he knew this look, and he loved this look. "About the spectrum?"

By the time Sarah checked her phone, the room had darkened. "Oh no - lab starts in twenty minutes!"

"I should get going too," Mike said, gathering his laptop. "Need to check on my project running in the computer lab."

Mike crossed over and bent to Lisa, giving her a soft, almost timid kiss. Jake felt something twist in his chest; competition, perhaps? He tugged Sarah into a much deeper kiss, resting his hand behind her head. He felt Lisa's eyes on them could feel the quickening of her pulse from across the room.

As Sarah pulled away, her cheeks flushed. "I'll text you later?"

"Have fun at lab, babe." Jake kept his hand on her lower back until she'd gathered everything, noticing how Mike hung near the door, waiting to escort her. They were well into an intense discussion over protein chains and binary code by the time they disappeared down the hall.

"Well," Lisa said with a stretch, rising to her feet. "That was remarkably productive."

Jake studied her, his mind drifting back to how their partners had gravitated toward each other, the awkward silences easing into laughter. When his eyes met Lisa's, he saw the same awareness there, the same recognition of... something.

"Same time Monday?" Her voice was carefully neutral.

"Try not to miss me too much until then."

Her soft laugh followed him into the hall, and Jake found himself smiling despite his best efforts not to.

***

It was dark out when Mike returned from the computer lab. Lisa was at her desk, the glow from the lamp the only light in her room as Mike entered. She'd been waiting for him to come back, replaying the events from earlier in her head like a chess master studying moves.

"You seemed to have fun today," she murmured, drawing him in for a warm hug. Her lips found his neck, and for a moment Jake's cologne lingered in her memory - spiced and expensive, nothing like Mike's clean soap scent.

"It was just project stuff." He put his hands on her hips. "Sarah's really smart, the way she understood the genetic modeling-"

"Mmm." Lisa's fingers slid under his t-shirt and across his chest letting the curls of his hair run between her fingers. "She certainly seemed captivated by your explanation." The memory of Jake's eyes on her flashed through her mind.

"Oh god, did I cross a line?" Mike stepped back, panic crossing his features. "I didn't mean to- I'll stop talking to her. I would never-"

Lisa pressed closer, effectively trapping him against her desk. "Baby, relax." She took off her glasses, placing them on the desk as she pressed her chest into his. "It was kind of sexy, watching you command her attention like that."

"That wasn't my intention," Mike protested weakly as Lisa's hands slipped back under his shirt. "We were just talking about science..."

"The way she hung on your every word?" Lisa rolled her hips against his, satisfaction curling through her as she felt his arousal grow. "You should do it more often. Turn up that charm of yours. It's sexy."

"Lisa, she's dating Jake. It wouldn't be appropriate-"

She cut him off with a kiss, spinning around and guiding him backward until his knees hit the bed. "What's not appropriate," she whispered, straddling his lap, "is how hot it made me, watching you work your magic on her."

"I wasn't- I didn't-" His protests grew weaker as her lips traced his jaw.

"Show her more of your projects." Lisa's breath was on his ear. Her warm tongue snaked out over his neck, causing him to shudder. "Let her see how brilliant you are."

"You really don't mind?" His hands tightened on her hips as she ground against him.

Lisa smiled against his neck, thinking of the way Jake had watched them earlier. "Mind?" She sat back, pulling her shirt over her head in one fluid motion. "Baby, I insist."

Mike's last protest died on his lips as she grabbed his hand placing it on her bare chest, her victory already assured.


CHAPTER THREE


THE CAMPUS CAFETERIA was busier than usual, but Jake's attention was fixed on an unexpected display unfolding before him. Mike, usually withdrawn and awkward, was leaning across the table toward Sarah, his tablet forgotten between them.

"The real breakthrough came when I started thinking about mutation rates," Mike was saying, his voice carrying an unfamiliar edge of confidence. His eyes held Sarah's as he spoke, just as he'd practiced with Lisa last night. "Each generation adapts, becomes more... perfect."

Sarah tucked her hair behind her ear, a gesture Jake had seen hundred times before, but never directed at another man. "Like natural selection," her words were light and breathless. She seemed to be in awe, completely caught up in Mike's unexpected attention. "Will you demonstrate this at the tech fair?"

Jake's jaw tightened, but before he could interrupt, he caught Lisa watching the exchange, a sinister smile on her lips. That's when he saw it, the subtle changes in Mike's demeanor, the way he held Sarah's attention. Understanding crept across his face, his jaw tightening in recognition. Well played, Lisa. Well played.

"Speaking of presentations," Lisa's voice cut through their bubble, but Jake noticed she'd waited until Mike had thoroughly captivated Sarah. "We should do a final run-through before Monday."

Jake leaned back, studying Lisa with new appreciation. "My place? Tonight? Roommate's gone for the weekend."

The invitation hung in the air, heavy with possibility. Lisa's tongue dipped over her lower lip, a certain hunger in her eyes. "Worried about our performance?"

"I never worry about my performance. You, on the other hand." His voice was low, loaded with meaning.

Mike looked up, and Jake saw him hesitate before speaking - another tell. "I could come support you guys-"

"Don't you have the tech fair to prepare for?" Lisa's interruption was smooth, practiced. Her hand brushed Mike's arm in a gesture that should have been possessive but somehow felt like permission.

"Oh, right." Mike's eyes flickered to Sarah before dropping. "The judges are coming at nine..."

"Sorry, I'm going to miss it, babe." Jake was dialed in now. Lisa's voice carried just the right note of regret. "But you know how much this presentation means." She paused, as if the thought had just occurred to her. "Oh, maybe Sarah could come for support? That is, if Jake doesn't mind?"

Jake wanted to admire the perfect smile that formed as she turned to him, but he was ready for it. He'd used the same move countless times himself - the false hesitation, the seemingly casual suggestion. Watching her execute it so perfectly was what threw him off balance. He shifted in his chair, trying to hide his growing appreciation for her technique.

"Of course," he said, his smile equally perfect. "Nothing more important than being there for friends."

Mike, emboldened by Lisa's subtle encouragement, leaned toward Sarah again. "Maybe we could grab coffee before? I could show you some of my other projects..."

Jake watched a blush creep up Sarah's neck, noticed how Mike's fingers brushed her arm. There was no way he came up with that on his own. The manipulation was masterful - he couldn't help but admire Lisa's handiwork even as it stirred something possessive in his chest.

"So," Lisa's foot brushed against his under the table, catching him off guard. His eyes dropped to where her blouse gaped open, just enough to make his mind race with possibilities about tonight. He forced his gaze back to her face, but her knowing smirk told him he'd been caught. "Your place at eight?"

"Don't be late." He held her gaze, challenge evident. "I hate waiting."

"Please." Her foot slid up to his calf. "When have I ever left you... unsatisfied?"

Mike and Sarah remained oblivious to the charged exchange, lost in their own carefully orchestrated world. Jake felt a familiar thrill building - both from Lisa's obvious flirtation, and from the way she seemed to get the same thrill out of persuading... no, she had the balls to call it was it was, manipulating others to get what she wanted.

"Well," Lisa stood her look suddenly serious. "This has been fun, but I have class. Mike, don't forget your presentation needs work."

"Right." Mike straightened, his hand briefly touching Sarah's on the table. "Sarah, maybe you could help me practice? Since you'll be there anyway?"

"I'd love to!" Sarah caught herself, glancing at Jake. "I mean, if I'm not interrupting anything..."

"Go ahead." Jake's voice was rougher than he intended. "Lisa and I need to see how we perform together without an audience anyway."

Lisa's eyes sparkled with dangerous amusement at his choice of words, and Jake felt that familiar thrill of competition surge through him. Another loaded look passed between them as the group dispersed. Jake watched Lisa walk away, her confident stride speaking of victory. Tonight would be interesting, he thought. Very interesting indeed.

***

Lisa's purse sat on a small table near the door of Jake's dorm. It looked pretty similar to hers. Instead of fashion magazines on his desk, he had posters of athletes on the wall. The smell of vanilla drifted through the air and she wondered if he lit a candle, something that was technically not allowed, in preparation for her coming by. On his desk were their presentation notes, with red pen scribbled on them from Jake's notes. They had been going back and forth for hours. Neither of them was willing to concede to the other.

"You're overthinking it." Jake's voice had an authority to it that made something tighten in her chest. "The whole point is that ethics are subjective. Everyone in that room is going to be too focused on their own guilt to challenge us."

Lisa ran her tongue over her teeth. "Speaking from experience?"

"Don't play dumb," Jake pushed off from the desk, and the room's energy shifted. He walked toward her, the playful aura of his tone disappearing with each step. "We both know you understand the power of making people question themselves."

"Do we?" Lisa kept her voice light, playful, even as her pulse quickened. "And here I thought I was just being friendly."

"Friendly?" He took another step closer, close enough that she caught the hint of his cologne over the vanilla. "Is that what you call it? The little game you had Mike playing with Sarah? Did you think I wouldn't notice? The little touches, the lingering looks?"

"Careful, Jake." She tilted her head, her heart racing. Was he actually upset? Was she going to break him? "Someone might think you're actually bothered by it."

"Bothered?" His laugh seemed to surround her, bouncing off the walls of the small room. "I'm impressed. The way you orchestrate every moment, every reaction. It's almost..." he paused, searching for the right word, "artistic."

The air between them felt charged now, heavy with possibility. Lisa took a half step back, more out of habit than actual desire to create distance. "High praise coming from you. I've seen how you work a room. How you make everyone feel like they're the only person that matters."

"Well..." His eyes held hers, as he took another step forward. "Some of them really are."

The word hung between them, neither of them daring to breathe. Lisa felt heat pool in her stomach. "Is that what this is?"

"You tell me." He closed the remaining distance between them, his presence suddenly overwhelming. "Mike doesn't see you... at least, not the real you."

She bit her lip warmth bloomed through her veins. Her eyes never left his. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

"No?" He took another step forward until her back hit the wall beside his whiteboard. His hand came up, bracing against the wall near her head. "Like how you've been pushing Mike toward Sarah? Making sure I notice?"

"Jealous?" But her hand betrayed her, sliding over his chest of its own accord. So different from Mike's softness - all hard planes and barely contained power. Her throat bobbed as she struggled to swallow.

Jake leaned closer, close enough that she could see flecks of gold in his blue eyes. "Probably not for the reason you think." The cinnamon of his breath made her head swim.

The tension between them was a living thing, dangerous and intoxicating. His thumb traced her jawline, and he felt her pulse jump beneath his touch. "We should run through the presentation again," he murmured, making no move to step back.

"We should." Lisa's fingers curled into his shirt. "Especially the part about how manipulation requires a willing participant." Her eyes met his, dark with something that was a mix of desire or triumph. "About how people see what they want to see."

Jake found himself unable to move, captivated by the challenge in her eyes, the fulness of her lips. They were close enough now that he could feel her breath on his skin, count her eyelashes if he wanted to. One move and he could...

"I came here to study, not do... this." She pushed against his chest, but there was no real force behind it. Her voice had lost its usual sharp edge. "And I'm not a cheater. I have too much at stake to be labeled as such."

His thumb brushed her wrist where her hand still rested on his chest. "Neither am I." His hand closed around her wrist, possessively. "But this... this is..."

"Creating the want?" Her smile was real, genuine. It took all of her will power not to let him kiss her.

Something dangerous flashed in his eyes... Understanding. He took a step back, his breathing labored. "I couldn't have said it better myself."

Finally, she ducked under his arm, putting careful distance between them. Her hands trembled slightly as she retrieved her notes from his desk. "Page six," she said, proud of how normal her voice sounded. "You were saying something about ethical relativism?"

Jake watched her move away, and Lisa felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch. The air still crackled with unresolved tension.

"Right," he said, savoring the spot on his chest that she'd touched. "Ethical relativism. Tell me again how you plan to make the class question everything they think they know?"

Lisa's answering smile was sharp enough to cut as she sat on Jake's bed crossing her legs. "I'm so glad you asked..."

***

Jake was halfway through his ethics reading when Sarah knocked on his door. Her cheeks were still flushed from the tech fair, that same animated energy from earlier making her seem almost like a different person.

"You should have seen it, Jake." She perched on the edge of his bed. "The way Mike handled those judges' questions. He was so... confident."

Jake set his book down, studying how her eyes lit up as she spoke. "I'm not surprised." He put his hand on her knee. "He seems to really get all that tech stuff."

"Right?" Sarah tucked her hair behind her ear. "He's usually so quiet, but when he talks about his work..." She caught herself, a blush creeping up her neck. "Sorry, I'm rambling."

"No, go on." Jake kissed her gently. "I like seeing you excited about science stuff. Even if I only understand every third word."

She leaned into him, guilt driving her seek contact. "It's not just the science. He showed me this algorithm he created - it's like watching evolution happen in real time. The way he explained it..."

"Made you see him differently?" He squeezed her knee noticing the way she turned her head, avoiding his gaze. "Hey, you're allowed to admire someone's mind. Intelligence is hot."

"Jake, I wouldn't-"

"I know." He pulled her closer. "Hey, you remember that blue dress I like? The one I said makes your chest..."

"I remember," Sarah interrupted with a snort and sitting up. "I couldn't keep you off me that night. I think I got more compliments that one day than my entire life."

"Mmm." His eyes traveled appreciatively over her. "That's the one. You should wear it tomorrow night for the party."

"You think?" Her hand self-consciously touched her collarbone.

"Absolutely." He kissed her collarbone causing her to sigh. "It will be a night of celebration. Lisa and I will have our presentation done. Mike with his tech fair success. It will be fun."

"You don't think it would be... I don't know, too revealing?"

Jake kissed her lips pulling her back into him. "I don't think it will be revealing enough. Nothing wrong with looking sexy when talking about protein chains or whatever."

Sarah laughed, relaxing against him. "Binary chains, actually. But close."

"My mistake. Now, tell me more about this evolution algorithm."

He held her close as she launched into an explanation he barely followed, his attention split on the presentation tomorrow and the party afterward.


CHAPTER FOUR


JAKE STOOD IN front of the class making last minute preparations for the lecture. His gaze drifted to Lisa on more than one occasion. Her cream-colored blazer and pencil skirt looked every bit as sexy as it did professional. The red heels brought out the perfect contrast to her dark skin making her legs look even longer and more inviting than ever before. Not a single guy in the class would be able to focus on what she's saying, but they will happily accept anything she's selling.

Likewise, Jake appeared equally stunning in his charcoal suit, which seemed custom made for this very occasion. He rolled up his sleeves, not only to show off his Rolex but to suggest this was a lighthearted occasion, nothing formal. It helped that his forearms displayed just how much time he spent in the gym and would leave women guessing what he looked like underneath.

"The floor is yours," Professor Matthews remarked as he took a seat off to the side of the class.

"Ethics in advertising isn't about right and wrong." Jake paced slowly, locking eyes with classmates in the front row. A small, friendly smile was painted on his face. "It's about understanding human nature."

"The desire to be persuaded," Lisa stepped forward, seamlessly picking up his thread. She moved with a certain elegance. Her heels clicking across the floor in a seductive song. The class seemed to lean forward as one, caught in their carefully choreographed performance. "The willingness to be guided toward what we want, before we even realize we want it."

Jake watched her work the room, the way students' eyes followed her every movement. When she turned back to him, her eyes sparkled. She reveled in it. The excitement of their little dance threatening to burst out of her at any moment.

"Consider this spectrum," he continued, clicking to their carefully prepared slide. His hand brushed the small of her back as they traded places, a touch that seemed casual but sent electricity through them both. "From simple persuasion to outright manipulation."

"The line between them," Lisa started, her hand brushing his arm as she passed. "Is far more fluid than most people realize." She perched on the edge of the desk, crossing her legs in a way that made half the class forget to take notes. "Notice how this ad campaign starts with basic persuasion..."

"But slowly shifts," Jake stepped closer, their bodies close enough they could feel the heat pouring off each other. He looked deep into her eyes forgetting the class for a moment. "Until you can't imagine living without it."

Lisa's breath hitched, heat pulsing through her body. She sucked gently on her teeth wondering if she would tank their grade if she were to kiss him right now. Jake could feel it too. She knew he could. What started as a game to one up each other had transformed into something she'd never felt before. Today was going to be a day that would change both of their lives.

They moved around each other like dancers, trading points and counterpoints, finishing each other's sentences. Each interaction more charged than the last. The class sat transfixed, unable to look away from their display of intellectual and physical chemistry.

"The key," Jake said, his eyes never leaving Lisa, "is that people want to be led to certain conclusions. They don't want to feel bad about it."

"They crave it," Lisa added, her voice carrying a heat that made several students shift in their seats. "The permission to give in to desires they already have."

As they reached their conclusion, Jake felt that familiar thrill building - not just from their perfect execution, but from watching Lisa manipulate the room with masterful precision. She was magnificent, dangerous, intoxicating.

Professor Matthews straightened, slow clapping breaking the spell. "Exceptional work, truly. I have to admit, when you two first clashed in our ethics debate, I wondered if forcing you to work together was a mistake."

Jake and Lisa exchanged a look that was full of silent communication. Professor Matthews had no idea the monster he had created, but they would be forever grateful for it.

"But I see you've found some... common ground." Matthews adjusted his bow tie, studying them. "Jake's emphasis on persuasion, Lisa's unflinching acknowledgment of manipulation - you've managed to merge these perspectives into something rather compelling."

"We discovered we had more in common than we thought," Lisa said, gathering their notes. Her hands shook with energy, excitement.

"Sometimes opposition just masks alignment," Jake added, his voice cracking as he feigned a cough.

Matthews nodded thoughtfully. "Well, whatever sparked this synthesis between you two, it worked. Grades will be posted tonight."

"My place tonight?" he murmured as they returned to their seats. "You and Mike should come by before the Kappa party. Celebrate our success."

Lisa's smile held secrets. "Wouldn't miss it."

***

Music pulsed through Jake's room, the bass throbbed against the walls, though the dorm was all but deserted. Everybody else had already migrated to the Kappa house for the party. Jake and Lisa had suggested the four of them hang back to pre-game a little, and by now they'd knocked back several shots, celebrating their recent victories. Jake couldn't help but grin as he watched Mike stealing glances; no, staring at what Sarah had on. Not hard to figure out, either. The sleek blue fabric clung to her in all the right places, hugging her narrow waist and flaring slightly at her hips. The neckline dipped just low enough to reveal the top of her chest, teasing without giving too much away.

She wasn’t stacked like Lisa, but she had a killer body hidden beneath her usual baggy sweaters and jeans. Tonight, though per his request, she’d stepped out of her comfort zone, and it paid off. A silver cross rested at the base of her throat, its chain dipping low so that the pendant hovered just above her propped-up cleavage. Every time she shifted or leaned forward, the necklace swayed, drawing Mike’s eyes like a magnet. Jake nearly laughed out loud at the guy's slack-jawed expression. Subtlety wasn’t exactly his strong suit.

Lisa sat on the window ledge, controlling the music, and keeping the atmosphere light. Her own dress, a deep red number that hugged every curve, made Jake's mouth go dry each time she passed. She leaned close to him while mixing another round, her breath warm against his ear.

"Nice touch with the dress," she whispered. "I'm not sure Mike has looked at me since we got here."

Jake's hand found her waist, his fingers curling around her. "Well, I haven't been able to keep my eyes off you."

Their eyes met, and for an instant, the room faded away and left just the two of them suspended in possibility. Lisa's lips parted, then she looked away, reaching to distribute the drinks.

"To success!" Sarah raised her glass; her cheeks already flushed from the alcohol. The dress shifted with her movement, and Mike almost choked on his drink.

"Shouldn't we be going to the party?" Jake asked, switching off the music. They had drunk almost all the vodka, and he did not want Sarah passing out before reaching the party.

They were headed to the door when Lisa's phone buzzed. "Grades are posted."

"You guys go ahead," Jake said, waving Mike and Sarah toward the door. "We'll catch up after we check."

Sarah hesitated. "Are you sure? We can wait."

"No, go have fun with Mike." Jake kissed her softly, the gesture almost apologetic. "Don't let me stop you from having a good time tonight."

Once the door had closed behind them, Jake and Lisa were huddled over her phone. The 'A' glowed on the screen, though neither seemed surprised.

"The question is," Jake murmured, still close enough to smell her perfume, "how will the practical exercise fare?"

Lisa's laugh was magnetic, and Jake couldn't help but admire the way her head kicked back. "Please. Have you been watching them at all? It's as close to a sure thing as you can get."

Their eyes met again, triumph and desire mixed into something intoxicating. Without another word, they headed toward the party.

When they arrived, the Kappa house was already full. Jake went to grab them drinks as Lisa made her rounds. Several minutes later, they reconvened in the center of the room, Jake handing her a cup.

"No sign of Mike or Sarah. I wonder where they are?" Lisa couldn't contain the gleeful tone of her voice, the smile that she shared with Jake evidence of the conspiracy.

"I guess let's check upstairs? We were only like ten minutes behind them. They wouldn't have left already." The line sounded rehearsed; it was, and Jake silently cursed himself. He needed to sound more convincing.

At the top of the stairs, Jake stopped by each door to listen. When he was convinced no one was inside they moved on to the next. At the end of the hall, past the clusters of partygoers, soft moans filtered through a closed door. Jake looked at Lisa, eyebrow raised. "Ready?"

She smiled wickedly and quickly sloshed a little of her drink under her eyes. The effect was immediate. Her mascara started running just enough down below her eyes to make it seem that she was crying.

"You're a genius," Jake said, admiring her handiwork.

They burst through the door to find exactly what they had orchestrated: Sarah and Mike tangled together on the bed. Her blue dress was bunched around her waist, the top pulled down to expose her chest and erect nipples. Mike hovered over her, lips on the pink nub, one hand under her back while the other disappeared between her legs. His discarded shirt lay forgotten on the floor, evidence of their hurried passion.

"Oh my God!" Lisa's voice cracked on cue, "tears" streaming down her cheeks. Jake watched in amazement as she morphed before his very eyes. The calculated seductress was gone, and in her place stood a devastated girlfriend. "How could you? I thought I could trust you!"

The crowd in the hall surged closer, sensing the drama and the screaming. Sarah worked at pulling up her dress while Mike tumbled partially off a bed in the hurry to let go. Their guilt was written across their flushed faces, lipstick smeared and hair disheveled.

"Lisa, wait-" Mike took a step towards her, his bare chest still heaving. "This isn't- we didn't mean-"

"Don't!" Lisa's voice broke as she flung up her hand. Jake had to bite back a smile at her performance. She was magnificent, every gesture precisely calibrated to draw sympathy from their growing audience. "Don't you dare try to explain!"

"Sarah, how could you?" Jake's voice carried just the right mix of hurt and betrayal, though his attention was split between his staged heartbreak and Lisa's masterful display. "With Mike? You said there was nothing to worry about."

"Jake, please-" Sarah clutched her dress to her chest, tears already welling up. "We never meant for this to happen. It just... everything got so confusing. and then the alcohol and..."

He stepped back, his features clouding in disgust. The partygoers had begun to whisper and point around them. The girls were already closing in, comforting Lisa, whose shoulders shook with perfectly timed sobs.

"I trusted you," Lisa wailed, her mascara streaking in artistic rivulets down her cheeks. "Both of you!" The faces of their audience were a study in horror - they swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. A girl he vaguely knew from their Ethics class actually shot Mike a glare, muttering "pig" under her breath.

"Lisa, please-" Mike took another step forward, his feet getting in the way of each other. "We can talk about this-"

"Talk about what?" Jake cut in, his voice ice cold. "How we left you alone for ten minutes and you made a move on my girlfriend? How you betrayed both of us?"

Sarah reached for him again, but Jake shrank away, as if a touch from her might burn. "Jake, I'm so sorry. I love you, we just-"

"I can't believe this," Lisa sobbed, her voice rising just enough to carry down the hall. Jake watched her in awe; the way she played the crowd was pure artistry. "Mike, how could you do this to me? To us? I thought what we had was real!"

The students that had crowded the room parted like the Red Sea as Jake and Lisa stormed out. Their exit was just as choreographed as everything else had been. They stayed in character, both looking devastated until they hit the street. Then, Lisa's tears vanished just as easily as they had appeared, and a smile slid into its place that sent Jake's pulse racing.

Their eyes met in the dark, a noxious swirl of triumph and arousal. Wordless, they veered toward Jake's dorm, leaving chaos in their wake.


CHAPTER FIVE


THEY PRACTICALLY FELL through Jake's door, high on victory and adrenaline. Lisa kicked off her heels while Jake flipped on the lights; both were buzzing with triumphant energy.

"Did you see their faces?" Lisa asked, her eyes sparkling as she poured them each a drink. "The way Sarah tried to explain, like there was any coming back from that?"

Jake took the glass, stepping closer. "Your performance was..." he paused, searching for the right word, "intoxicating. The mascara trick - pure genius."

"Please." Lisa's smile was wide, a hint of laughter in her voice. "The way you recoiled from her touch? The betrayed friend act?" She moved closer, the scent of her perfume mingling with victory. "Even I almost believed you."

"I've never felt so alive." His voice dropped lower as he studied her face.

"The dress suggestion was genius." Her fingers slid over his chest, remembering how Mike hadn't been able to resist Sarah in that neckline.

Jake's hand found her hip, tugging her closer. "Well, looks like you don't have a boyfriend anymore."

Lisa's smile faltered, as she hooked her fingers through his belt loops. "Then shut up and kiss me already."

The tension that had been building for weeks finally snapped. Their lips crashed together with the same intensity they'd brought to their manipulation. Jake backed her against the wall, his hands sliding over her hips.

Their tongues clashed together. The violence of the kiss was so strong that their teeth clashed. Lisa shoved her hands under his shirt, her body on fire, as he pressed her deeper into the wall. She could feel his hardness on her thigh, and it made her moan into his mouth.

The kiss deepened as months of calculated restraint between them dissolved away. Every touch was electrified with their victory, their hearts racing with want. This was the culmination of the perfect manipulation, not of others, but of themselves, self-denying until the moment of ultimate triumph.

"Tell me," Jake breathed against her neck, as he worked the zipper down, "when did you first know? When did you realize what we could become?"

Lisa laughed. "This is an interesting form of dirty talk." She leaned forward, raising his shirt over his head, her fingernails tracing his abs. "The library. When you came in early and took up that position." She arched against him. "I saw myself in you, how you used every person around as a chess piece for your game."

Jake pulled back just enough to study her face, seeing his own calculated nature reflected in her eyes. "You're the first person who's ever really seen through it," he admitted, the confession somehow making him both vulnerable and powerful. "Who understands the thrill of it all."

Their eyes locked, a perfect moment of understanding passing between them. It wasn't just lust; it was that intoxicating feeling of recognition that comes from finding a fellow traveler who shares your darkest impulses and gets the same rush from orchestrating chaos.

Lisa teeth grazed her lower lip as she shimmied out of her dress in a seductive dance. Jake sucked in air as he took her in; she was even more stunning than he had imagined.

"You are breathtaking," he moaned, running his fingers across her cheek as she leaned into it.

"I love the way you look at me." Her voice was low, seductive. She reached behind her back the snap of her bra coming undo echoing in Jake's ears.

His mouth hung open as the thin fabric slid down her arms. Her pink nipples stood like diamonds from the dark slope of her chest. Jake licked his lips in anticipation. "You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen."

"You've already won me. You can stop with the manipulation." The joke was light, she was giggling as she said it. Watching the way Jake's body drank in every inch of her.

"My turn," she whispers, pushing him backward toward the bed. "Take off your clothes, Jake."

He rapidly discarded his clothes. As he looped his thumbs into his bulging boxers Lisa pushed him backward onto the bed. "Hold on," she laughed stepping out of her thong. "I'll take care of those."

She stepped between his legs, her face hovering over his crotch. Grinning mischievously she hooked her fingers into the elastic and pulled down, and Jake was hard enough to spring forth when he did she nearly hit in the face.

"Mmm Someone is eager," She teased, clutching hold of his cock and then handling with both hands.

"You have a beautiful cock."

"You have a beautiful...

He didn't get to finish as she pushed her mouth over the enlarged head. Her mouth was a wet furnace and he groaned in pleasure.

Lisa was taken aback by Jake's size. Usually, guys like him were compensating, but she had been learning in more ways than not, he really wasn't. She smiled to herself at his groan. Her tongue bathed the underside of his shaft, like so many men loved.

"Fuck that's good," Jake hummed, reaching to grip her hair and apply a little force.

Lisa took the hint. She opened her throat and slid her mouth almost all the way down to his baby smooth pubic mound. He groaned in joy bringing his hips off the bed. He felt her hand slide up his leg, gripping and massaging his large sac as she once again took him in her throat.

"Jesus you're good at that." Jake grabbed her hair, pulling her off his cock with a large pop. "But now I need to fuck you."

"I couldn't agree more," she purred as she slid back up his body. She grasped his cock with her hand pumping him softly as she guided his hard shaft toward her entrance.

"Oh fuck." She lifted her hips as he parted her lips. Jake was easily the biggest she'd ever been with and every time he brushed against her wet folds she felt like he was splitting her in half. She placed her hands on his chest, lowering her body a little more with each move.

"Ohhhh, fuck," Lisa moaned loudly. More of Jake's member disappeared inside her. She squeezed her eyes so hard it felt like the pressure might crack her skull. "Oh shit. Mmmmm."

When she finally felt his thighs resting against her butt she pressed harder on his chest. "Let me get used to it for a minute," she whispered leaning down and taking his bottom lip into her mouth.

"I am willing to go as many times as it takes so that you may get used to it." He set his hands on her hips.

The bed groaned when she started rocking, and Jake moved his body slightly, causing it to quiet at least for the moment. Her movements grew faster and Jake gripped her waist, helping her find her rhythm. Her juices continued to flow down her leg, each thrust stretching her body a little more to accommodate him as she began moving with more confidence.

"You look like a fucking goddess," Jake sighed as he moved his hand to her chest running her nipple between his fingers.

"You ain't seen nothing yet." Lisa sat up straight grabbing Jake's wrist and pinning them to her chest as she twisted and worked her hips like an exotic dancer.

Jake could feel his orgasm building and he didn't want this moment to end so he reached up and grabbed Lisa's neck pulling her face down into a wet kiss while she continued to work her hips.

Jake wrapped his arms around her, making her slow down despite her desire to work him harder. "Slow down we have all night."

"Well then, I think it's about time you got a view of my best feature." She gave him a teasing kiss on the lips then turned herself to swing her leg and climb off him. Jake was about to protest just when she knelt, her knees closer to her body and planted her ass high in the air. "What're you waiting for?"

Shaking his head, Jake stood from the bed and positioned his body so he was right behind her. "That's one helluva view," he said admiring her bare slit. He placed his hand on her hip and stepped forward, the head of his cock leading the way. Tightening his grip, he felt her warmth once again engulf him. "Fuuuck, I'm never going to get used to that feeling."

"Uhhh yes." Lisa groaned in bliss as she felt her core once again stretch around his girth. Jake was less gentle this time. Her body was already warmed up and he could tell by the way she was breathing she wasn't going to last long. She fell forward onto her forearms, the bed once again squeaking under the effort of their love making. This time Jake didn't care, he wanted everyone to hear.

He yanked her head back by her hair and she yelped. His thrusts grew choppier, his teeth finding her shoulder and setting her alive. Each bit of aggression caused her pussy to clamp down on him, her body telling him all he needed to know.

He let go of her neck and pushed her back down onto the bed. Lisa gasped, bracing herself with her arms. "Oh fuck. Oh, don't stop. I'm close." Jake quickened his tempo, pushing into her like a man possessed. Her orgasm was starting to take shape; it felt like a swaying wrecking ball trying to find its mark before everything came crashing down. "God, you feel so good. So fucking good."

"Oh God, I'm going to cum," Jake bellowed as the slap of his body tore through Lisa. She was right there with him. Bright lights flashed before her eyes as the floodgates opened.

"Ohhh yessss. Fuck don't stop. Cum inside, Jake. I want to feel you cum inside me." She stopped pushing her hips into him as her orgasm ripped through her body. The muscles in her pussy milked Jake's cock as she felt it expand inside her. Her senses seemed heightened, she felt every vein in his shaft expand before flooding her with his seed. Her arms gave out and she collapsed onto the bed. Jake fell on top of her, his heavy breathing in her ear. She felt his lips on her neck. "Mmmm that was amazing," Lisa whispered as she felt his member soften and slip from her tight grip as he rolled off of her onto his back.

They must have drifted off to sleep, for the next thing Lisa remembered was waking up to birds chirping outside. It took her a moment to piece together where she was. Not until she felt Jake's big arm wrapped around her stomach did it all come rushing back.

She lifted his arm delicately and spun around to face him, her surprise evident as she found him already awake.

"So," she said awkwardly because suddenly they were laughing.

"You think they've figured it out yet?" Jake pulled her closer and kissed her lips before she had time to answer.

"They're too drowned in guilt to see the strings of the puppet. Besides," she ran her fingers through his hair. She was surprised how comfortable all this felt. "People see what they want to see."

Pulling herself up to a sitting position, Lisa studied his face. Her fingers traced the line of his jaw as a slow smile spread across her face. "It's different with you," she admitted softly. "For the first time, I don't have to pretend."

"No masks?" His hand slid across her bare thigh as memories of last night appeared. "No manipulation?"

"Oh, there's always manipulation." Softness oozed from her expression. It was a side he didn't very often see. "But with you... it's more like a dance we've both already mastered."

Jake felt warmth spread right through him, staring deep into her eyes. "Speaking of dancing." He pulled her closer, pushing her into the bed. "Ready for round two?"

Her response was a playful squeal as she batted at his head, already disappearing beneath the sheets.


CHAPTER SIX


A MONTH AFTER the party, Jake met Lisa in the campus coffee shop. She barely saw him come in as she scrolled through social media. It wasn't until the chair scraped against the floor that she looked up.

"Having regrets?" Jake slid into the seat across from her.

"Not at all." Her smile returned, wide and genuine. The one that captivated Jake in the library at the start of this game. "Sarah blocked me, so I'm not sure how she's dealing with everything. But Mike's relationship status still shows as single. Judging by his posts he hasn't been since that night."

"I'm not surprised." Jake grabbed her coffee and took a sip, it was still warm. "They got a lot of heat that night. Pictures and videos of them were posted everywhere. The heat is only just starting to die down."

"Are we bad people?"

Now it was Jake's turn to smile. He grabbed Lisa's hand, kissing her knuckles gently. "Quite the opposite I think. We didn't force them to do anything."

Lisa giggled and rolled her eyes. "Just showed them what they wanted. I know, I worked on the presentation too, remember?"

Time seemed to slow down as Jake stared at Lisa. She was out of this world smart, and drop-dead gorgeous. But despite all that, it was moments like this he couldn't get enough of. t\The passion they shared in the art of human persuasion. It made liquid fire run through his veins.

"I just mean it was already in their nature. They were just suppressing it." Lisa took a sip of her coffee while she listened. She wasn't sure she was buying it, but deep down, she couldn't deny it made her feel better. "We just held up a mirror, showed them who they really were. Besides, better they figure it out now instead of 10 years from now."

She squinted her eyes, running the words through her head again. "You're saying it would be harder if they were already married?"

Jake felt that familiar thrill of recognition. "You're already planning the next one."

"Aren't you?" She reached across the table, her fingers brushing his. "We learned so much from this first attempt. The psychology, the timing, the social dynamics..."


CHAPTER SEVEN


ONE YEAR LATER

The summer breeze felt cool against Lisa's exposed skin as she sat at the resort bar. Her dark sunglasses framed her face perfectly as she worked on her daiquiri, eyeing the check-in desk. A couple just walked through the door and were saying something to the man behind the desk. The wife seemed nervous, constantly touching her ring and pushing her hair behind her ear. Her husband meanwhile, seemed more interested in his phone than whatever she was saying.

"Poor thing," Lisa murmured, taking a sip of her drink. "Look how she keeps trying to get his attention." Though her eyes were hidden behind the glasses, Jake could feel something shift in her. She was interested. His pulse raced even before he thought of a response.

"Reminds me of someone," Jake said softly, remembering Sarah's similar attempts for attention before they'd orchestrated her fall. "The way she looks at him... wanting more..."

Lisa's fingers traced the rim of her glass, a gesture he'd come to recognize as her plotting. "Surely, something must be able to hold his attention more than his phone."

Jake turned to her, noticing her pouty lips. "Is that a challenge?" His smile matched hers. "Think you can get him to notice you?"

Lisa's answering laugh was pure seduction. "Please." She straightened in her seat, already calculating her approach as she adjusted her swim cover. "That's hardly a challenge... want to find out who can reel them in first?"

"Winner is whoever can get a kiss first?" Jake's hand found her thigh under the table.

"And loser has to keep the partner occupied without sex while the winner... plays." Lisa took off her glasses looking at Jake. He saw the hunger in her eyes. Not from physical attraction, but from the game. It was their Viagra.

They clinked glasses, sealing their latest wager. After almost a year of practice they had nearly mastered this dance. As Jake watched the couple, he couldn't help but smile. They had no idea what was coming - but then again, neither had he and Lisa when they'd first discovered their shared appetite for this.

"Game on, baby," Lisa purred, kissing his cheek. "Try not to fall in love with the bride while you're keeping her distracted."

Jake caught her wrist before she could walk away, pulling her down for a much more passionate kiss. "Just remember who you're coming home to."

"It's my favorite part."

They shared one last knowing look before Lisa made her way toward their latest prey, her hips swaying with calculated precision. Jake settled back to watch the show unfold, already anticipating when he would step in to introduce himself. This was who they were now - hunters who'd found their perfect match in each other's darkness.

And the game was just beginning.
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