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Flirting with her Friend's Fiancé

Etain stretched lazily in the warm cocoon of the guest bed, her body tingling with that familiar morning hum of desire. Sunlight filtered through the thin curtains, casting a golden glow across her skin as she kicked away the sheets. The spare room was comfortable enough, but it wasn't the accommodations that had kept her awake last night—it was the knowledge that just down the hall, Rory was sleeping beside Sasha.

Etain's lips curved into a smile as she remembered the way Rory had looked at her last night when she'd arrived—that flash of something primal behind his eyes before he'd composed himself, offering a stiff hug and an all-too-formal welcome. Five years hadn't diminished the tension between them. If anything, the forbidden nature of it now only heightened the appeal. Forbidden, because he and Etain’s friend Sasha were now engaged. And that meant that whatever might have simmered below the surface between Etain and Rory all those years ago was now firmly out of bounds. Times had changed, and neither of them could hurt Sasha like that… but that didn’t mean that Etain wasn’t up for a bit of mischief whilst she was a guest in their house.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and padded to the closet, where she'd barely bothered to unpack. Her suitcase lay open on the floor, filled with perfectly acceptable clothing options. Instead, her fingers trailed along a man's button-down shirt hanging in the closet—maybe forgotten by some previous guest, or maybe one of Rory’s. Wouldn’t that be a nice twist, she thought. It was pale blue, soft from numerous washes, and smelled faintly of cologne.

Perfect.

Slipping it on, she fastened just enough buttons to keep it from falling open completely. The hem skimmed the tops of her thighs, revealing long legs that she knew were one of her best features. She considered, briefly, going without underwear entirely, but decided that would be too obvious. This would be a game of suggestion, of testing boundaries. She selected a pair of black lace knickers instead—modest enough to claim innocence, revealing enough to ensure that he’d notice.

The house was quiet as she made her way downstairs, each step deliberate and silent. The kitchen gleamed in the morning light, and there, just as she'd hoped, stood Rory—alone, his back to her as he fussed with the coffee maker.

"Morning," Etain said, her voice deliberately husky with sleep.

Rory turned, coffee mug halfway to his lips, and froze. His eyes widened almost imperceptibly as they travelled down her body—a quick, guilty sweep that he tried to disguise by turning back to the counter.

"I, uh—good morning," he managed, clearing his throat. "Sasha's getting ready upstairs. She’ll be heading off soon."

Etain smiled, moving closer than necessary to reach for a mug from the cabinet. "Oh, good. I was hoping to catch her before she left."

The lie rolled easily off her tongue as she brushed past him, feeling the slight tension in his body as her bare thigh grazed his pyjama-clad leg. There would be plenty of time to catch up with Sasha. But right now, she was focused solely on teasing Rory.

She reached for the coffee pot, deliberately letting the shirt ride up as she stretched. "Is this a special blend? Smells amazing."

The sound of footsteps on the stairs interrupted whatever response Rory might have made. Sasha appeared in the doorway, already dressed in a crisp pantsuit, her blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail.

"Well, look who's finally up," Sasha said with a smile, crossing the kitchen to plant a quick kiss on Rory's cheek. She turned to Etain, eyebrows rising slightly at her attire. "I see you've made yourself at home."

"Hope you don't mind," Etain said, leaning against the counter with her coffee mug. "I just wanted to say again how much I appreciate you two letting me crash here. But I promise, my new place will be ready by next week and I’ll be out of your hair."

Sasha waved her hand dismissively. "That's what friends are for. Besides, it's nice having you around. It's been too long."

As Sasha reached for a travel mug, her eyes narrowed playfully at Etain's shirt. "Isn't that yours, babe?" she asked, glancing at Rory.

Rory's face flushed. "I, uh—I think so. It looks like the one I couldn't find last month."

"Oh!" Etain feigned surprise, looking down at herself. "I just grabbed it from the closet. I thought it was a guest shirt or something." She ran her fingers along the collar, bringing it to her nose. "That explains why it smells so nice. All manly and delicious."

"Down, girl," Sasha laughed, but there was the slightest edge to her voice. "You always did have a thing for men's shirts."

"What can I say? They're comfortable." Etain shrugged, turning to reach for the sugar on a high shelf, fully aware of how the movement caused the shirt to lift, exposing the curve where her thighs met her buttocks. From the corner of her eye, she caught Rory's gaze dropping to her legs before he quickly looked away, his knuckles whitening around his coffee mug.

"So what are your plans today?" Sasha asked, checking her watch. "I've got meetings until six, but I thought maybe we could do dinner after?"

Etain stretched her arms above her head, arching her back just enough to make the shirt strain against her breasts. "Nothing solid. I might explore the neighbourhood, maybe do some job hunting online. Dinner sounds perfect though."

"Great," Sasha said, twisting the lid on her keep cup. "Rory's working from home today, so he can show you around if you need anything." She grabbed her bag from the counter. "I've really got to run. You two play nice."

"Oh we will," Etain purred, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. She leaned against the counter, deliberately angling her body toward Rory.

Sasha paused at the doorway, her eyes narrowing slightly. "I mean it," she said, her tone still light but with an undercurrent of something firmer. "I know what you're like. Don't you go distracting my fiancé from his work all day."

Though Sasha's words were wrapped in a laugh, Etain caught the flash of genuine concern in her friend's eyes. A pang of guilt surfaced briefly before being submerged beneath the thrill of the game. Perhaps there was more weight to that concern than Etain was willing to acknowledge.

"I promise to be on my best behaviour," Etain said, raising her hand as if swearing an oath. But she couldn't resist adding with a sly smile, "Your Rory will be in good hands."

Rory choked slightly on his coffee, his cheeks flushing crimson.

Sasha rolled her eyes, but her lingering gaze held a warning. "Right. I'll see you both tonight." With one last meaningful look at her fiancé, she disappeared out the front door.

The silence that followed was electric. Etain could almost taste the tension in the air as Rory busied himself rinsing his mug, his movements stiff and deliberate.

"So," she said, moving closer, "what exactly does 'working from home' entail?"

"I've got a deadline," he replied, keeping his eyes fixed on the sink. "Website design for a new client. Need to have the mock-ups finished by tomorrow."

Etain nodded thoughtfully. "Sounds intense. Maybe I could help." She stepped into his peripheral vision, forcing him to acknowledge her presence. "I've always been good with… aesthetics."

"I don’t doubt it," he muttered, finally turning to face her. His eyes betrayed him, dropping momentarily to where the shirt gaped open at her chest before snapping back to her face. "Look, Etain—"

"Yes?" She smiled innocently, stepping closer.

"This isn't—we can't—" He took a deep breath, so much history between the two of them summed up in that pregnant pause. "Sasha's my fiancée. And you’re her friend."

"I know that." Etain tilted her head. "I'm just being friendly. Old friends catching up. Nothing wrong with that, is there?"

Rory ran a hand through his hair, his expression conflicted. "I should really get to work."

"Of course," she agreed, stepping back to give him space. "Don't mind me. I'll just make myself at home." She gestured to her attire. "Already have, apparently."

As he turned to leave, she called after him. "Which room is your office by the way? Just so I know where not to disturb you."

"End of the hall," he said without looking back.

Etain watched him disappear down the hallway, his shoulders tense. The moment he was out of sight, she let out a soft, satisfied exhale. This was going perfectly—his discomfort was palpable, his attraction undeniable. The giddy pleasure of it sent a physical shiver through her. But as she leaned against the kitchen counter, sipping her coffee, she considered her strategy. The line between harmless flirtation and genuine cruelty was thinner than she sometimes liked to admit.

She genuinely loved Sasha—they'd been friends since university. And while Etain had always been the wilder one, the friend who pushed boundaries and collected experiences like trophies, she'd never deliberately hurt someone she cared about. She didn't want to cause real damage to their relationship. She just wanted to… play a little.

Just enough to make him squirm, she thought to herself, running a finger along the rim of her mug. Not enough to make him break.

The challenge would be finding that sweet spot—maximum tension without the snap. Etain had always excelled at calibrating her mischief, knowing exactly when to pull back from the edge. It was like dancing on a tightrope, the exhilaration coming from the risk of falling. Actually plummeting, she knew deep down, was to be avoided.

She set her mug down and padded back upstairs to the guest room. If she was going to continue this little game, she needed to be strategic. Underwear under the oversized borrowed shirt had been a perfect opening gambit—suggestive but with plausible deniability. But that wouldn’t do for the whole day. So what next?

She rifled through her suitcase, fingers sifting through fabric with deliberate intent. The game required finesse—too aggressive and he'd retreat entirely, too subtle and the tension would dissipate. Etain pulled out a soft cotton sundress, holding it against her body as she examined her reflection in the full-length mirror.

The dress was innocent enough at first glance—a pale yellow with tiny white flowers scattered across the fabric. But the cut was cleverly deceptive. The neckline dipped just low enough to draw the eye without being overtly revealing, and the material was thin enough that in certain light, silhouettes would be tantalisingly visible. Most importantly, it had buttons down the front that could be strategically fastened—or unfastened.

"Perfect," she murmured, slipping Rory's shirt off her shoulders and letting it pool at her feet.

She stepped into the dress, leaving the top two buttons undone to reveal just a hint of cleavage. The hem hit mid-thigh—respectable enough, but still showcasing her legs. She turned sideways, studying her profile. The dress clung to her nicely without being tight, suggesting rather than announcing.

Etain considered her underwear options before deciding that what she already had on would do the trick nicely. The black lace was just that bit too visible through the thin fabric to go unnoticed. And remaining unencumbered up top allowed the neckline to do its job nicely. The goal wasn't to be overtly sexual, just to plant ideas in Rory's mind that he'd have to wrestle with.

She twisted her hair into a messy bun, leaving a few tendrils to frame her face. A touch of tinted lip balm and mascara completed the look—effortless beauty, as though she wasn't trying at all.

Satisfied with her appearance, Etain returned downstairs. She paused outside Rory's office, hearing the soft click of his keyboard through the partially open door. Taking a deep breath, she knocked lightly.

"Come in," he called, his voice distracted.

Etain pushed the door open, leaning against the frame rather than entering fully. "Just wanted to let you know I'm going to make myself some breakfast. Can I get you anything?"

Rory looked up, his eyes widening slightly as they took in her transformation. He seemed to relax marginally at her more modest attire, though she noted how his gaze lingered on her bare legs as it had earlier.

"I'm fine, thanks," he said, clearing his throat. "But help yourself to whatever you find in the kitchen."

Etain nodded, deliberately reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear—a movement that caused the dress to shift against her body. "I was thinking of making French toast. You sure I can't… tempt you?"

The double entendre hung in the air between them.

Rory's expression flickered between a reluctant desire and determination. "I really should finish this section before taking a break."

"Suit yourself," Etain shrugged, letting her disappointment show in the slight pout of her lips. "But I'll be in the kitchen if you change your mind." She turned away, making sure to spin with enough speed to lift the hem of her thin cotton dress just enough.

In the kitchen, Etain took her time preparing breakfast, letting the rich aromas of vanilla and cinnamon fill the house. She whisked eggs with extra vigour, humming to herself as she dipped thick slices of bread into the mixture. The sizzle of butter in the pan was oddly satisfying—everything felt heightened whenever she worked herself up into this state of anticipation.

She arranged her French toast artfully on a plate, drizzling maple syrup in slow, deliberate patterns. Then she settled at the kitchen island, legs crossed at the thigh, and began to eat. The minutes ticked by, stretching into nearly an hour as she lingered, scrolling idly through her phone. She refreshed her coffee twice, confident that Rory wouldn't be able to resist the inviting perfumes of breakfast forever.

When the office door finally opened, Etain smiled to herself before arranging her features into an expression of casual surprise. She straightened slightly, ensuring the neckline of her dress gaped just enough.

"I was beginning to think you'd never come up for air," she said as Rory entered the kitchen, his laptop tucked under one arm.

"Needed a break," he admitted, eyes darting to the remaining French toast on the counter. "That smells amazing."

"Help yourself," Etain gestured to the plate. "Made plenty."

Rory hesitated before setting his laptop down and grabbing a plate. "Thanks. How's the job hunt going?"

"Slow but promising," she lied, watching as he poured himself some coffee. "But enough about my boring life. Tell me how you two lovebirds are doing. Wedding plans coming along?"

His shoulders relaxed slightly at the seemingly innocuous question. "Yeah, actually. Venue's booked for spring. Sasha's got most of it under control."

"I bet she does," Etain nodded, leaning forward slightly. "She always knew exactly what she wanted. Is she the same way at home? Taking charge of everything?"

Rory's brow furrowed slightly as he seemed to catch the subtle implication. "We're pretty balanced, actually."

"That's good to hear," Etain said, reaching for her coffee mug, the movement causing her dress to pull taut across her chest. She caught his eyes flickering downward before snapping back to his plate. "Balance is so important in a relationship, don't you think? Especially in the bedroom."

Rory nearly dropped his French toast. "I don't think—"

"Oh come on," Etain laughed, waving away his discomfort. "We're all adults now, Rory. And I've got a vested interest in making sure that things are going well for my best friend… in all aspects of her life." She leaned forward, resting her chin on her hand. "You two always seemed so… compatible. Is it as good as she hints at in her texts?"

Rory shifted in his seat, making patterns with his fork in the remaining syrup on his plate. "I don't think Sasha would appreciate me discussing our private life."

"So there's something worth discussing?" Etain raised an eyebrow, deliberately leaning towards him just enough that her dress parted slightly more at the neckline. "I'm not asking for details. Just… general happiness levels."

His eyes dipped to her cleavage for a split second before he forced them back to her face. "We're very happy."

"Okay, ‘happiness levels’ was dumb. ‘Happy’ is such a vague word. That one’s on me," Etain said, reaching across the table for the syrup. "‘Satisfied’ would be more specific."

Rory's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed. "Both. We're both."

"Good to hear," she said, her voice warm with seemingly genuine pleasure. "Sasha deserves someone who can… satisfy her. She always did have quite the appetite for life."

She caught him looking again as she stretched her arms overhead, feigning a yawn that pulled the fabric of her dress taut across her chest.

"She mentioned you're thinking of starting a family," Etain continued, keeping her tone conversational while letting her finger trace idle patterns on the table. "I guess that must mean you're… practicing a lot?"

Rory coughed, nearly spilling his coffee. "Jesus, Etain!"

"What?" She widened her eyes in mock innocence. "Making a baby requires dedication. Or so I'm told."

"We're not—" He stopped himself, taking a deep breath. "We're not in any rush."

"Smart," Etain nodded sagely. "Better to enjoy being just the two of you for a while. All that freedom to be spontaneous." She leaned forward conspiratorially. "Have you christened every room in the house yet?"

His face flushed a deep crimson. "I really should get back to work."

"Oh, don't be such a prude," she laughed, “You used to talk to me like this all the time.” Reaching out to touch his arm, she added more solemnly, "I'm just happy for you two. And a little jealous, if I'm honest. It's been ages since I've had that kind of… connection with someone."

She sighed dramatically, letting her gaze drift away as if lost in thought. "The kind where you just can't keep your hands off each other. Where you look at them across a room and just know exactly what they're thinking." Her eyes flicked back to his, holding his gaze. "You know what I mean?"

"I should really get back to work," Rory finished, standing abruptly. His chair scraped against the kitchen floor as he gathered his laptop. "Deadline," he added unnecessarily, not quite meeting her eyes.

"Of course," Etain said, letting her fingers trail away from his arm. "Don't let me keep you from your… responsibilities."

He hesitated, as if wanting to say something more, then turned and strode down the hallway. The office door clicked shut behind him with finality.

Etain remained at the kitchen island, a satisfied smile playing at her lips as she twirled a strand of hair around her finger. The apartment felt suddenly quieter, the tension lingering in the air like perfume. She sipped her coffee, now lukewarm, and let her mind drift back to five years ago.

Their university friend group had been tight-knit—seven of them crammed into lecture halls by day and bars by night. She remembered how Rory would always position himself next to her, how his eyes would follow her across rooms. He'd been so obvious about it, blushing whenever she caught him staring. The others had teased him mercilessly, including Sasha.

"Just ask her out already," they'd say, and he'd stammer some excuse.

But Etain never gave him the chance to work up his courage. She preferred the delicious anticipation, the power of his wanting. She'd wear shorter skirts when they studied together, let her hand linger on his shoulder, whisper comments that could be taken two ways.

And then there had been that night at Jake's apartment, when they'd ended up alone on the balcony, and she'd leaned in close enough that he could smell her perfume, close enough that he'd started to lean in too—before she'd laughed and slipped away, leaving him aroused and confused.

She'd never let it go further than that. The game was too enjoyable to end.

Then came graduation, the friend group scattered, and when they reconnected a year later, Rory and Sasha were dating. Etain had felt a momentary pang—not of jealousy exactly, but of something ending. The chase was over. She'd lost her power over him.

Or so she'd thought.

Now, tracing the rim of her coffee mug, Etain felt that familiar thrill rekindling. His reactions today confirmed what she'd suspected—that beneath his commitment to Sasha, those old desires still smouldered. The fact that he couldn't act on them now, that he was bound by promises and loyalty, only made the game that much more exquisite.

∞∞∞

After finishing the breakfast dishes, Etain decided that a strategic retreat might be the most effective next move. The seeds had been planted; now they needed time to germinate in Rory's mind. She’d be with them for about a week. There would be plenty of time for more fun. She grabbed her purse and a light jacket, then paused outside his office door.

"I'm heading out to explore for a bit," she called, keeping her tone casual. "Don't work too hard."

His muffled "Have fun" came through the door, and she smiled to herself as she left the house. The neighbourhood was charming—tree-lined streets with cafes and boutiques nestled between renovated brownstones. Etain wandered without any real destination, occasionally stopping to window-shop or duck into a store that caught her interest.

She spent an hour browsing in a vintage clothing shop, trying on dresses that accentuated her figure in ways that made the shop assistant raise an appreciative eyebrow. Another hour passed in a bookstore, where she found herself drawn to the romance section, fingers trailing over spines with titles like "Forbidden Desires" and "The Affair." She purchased one, amused by how on-the-nose it felt.

By late afternoon, she'd walked several miles, had lunch at a charming bistro, and picked up a bottle of wine from a local shop—a gift for her generous hosts. The sun was beginning its descent when she finally turned back toward Sasha and Rory's place, her mind pleasantly relaxed yet still simmering with anticipation for the evening ahead.

When she entered the house, it was quiet except for the faint sound of typing still emanating from Rory's office. Etain resisted the urge to interrupt him, instead settling on the living room sofa with her new book. Let him come to her, she thought. The waiting was part of the pleasure.

She was only a few chapters into her novel—a surprisingly well-written tale about a Victorian woman's affair with her sister's husband—when the front door burst open. Sasha rushed in, her normally sleek appearance slightly dishevelled, a phone pressed to her ear.

"Yes, I understand. I'll be there," she was saying, her free hand gesturing emphatically as if the person on the other end could see her. "Email me the agenda. Yes. Absolutely. Thank you."

She ended the call and dropped her bags with a heavy sigh, only then noticing Etain on the sofa.

"Oh! Hey there," Sasha said, running a hand through her hair. "Sorry about that."

"Everything okay?" Etain asked, setting her book down.

"Not really," Sasha groaned, kicking off her heels. "There's been an absolute cock-up at work. The team up the country thought we were handling some presentation, we thought they were, and now nobody's prepared for a conference tomorrow." She checked her watch. "We have to meet to sort it all out, so now I have to drive up there tonight."

"Tonight?" Etain echoed, sitting up straighter. "That's a shame."

The sound of a door opening down the hall drew their attention as Rory emerged from his office, rubbing his eyes behind his glasses.

"Hey, you're home early," he said to Sasha, then noticed her harried expression. "What's wrong?"

Sasha threw her hands up in exasperation. "Everything's gone tits-up at work." She dropped onto the sofa beside Etain and explained the situation to Rory. "I'll need to stay through Wednesday at least to handle the fallout."

"Wednesday?" Rory's eyes flickered briefly to Etain before returning to his fiancée. "That's… three days."

"I know, I know," Sasha groaned, reaching over to squeeze Etain's hand. "I'm so sorry about this. You’ve just arrived and now I'm abandoning you."

Etain waved dismissively, her lips curving into a reassuring smile. "Don't be silly. Work emergencies happen. I'll be fine."

"Are you sure?" Sasha asked, already standing to gather bits and pieces she'd need while away. "I feel terrible about this."

"Absolutely," Etain insisted, her voice warm with understanding even as excitement flickered through her. "I'm sure Rory will take good care of me while you're gone." She tilted her head toward him, eyes wide with innocence. "Won't you, Rory?"

Rory's posture stiffened almost imperceptibly. "Of course," he managed, his voice slightly higher than normal. "We'll… manage."

Sasha paused her frantic movement, looking between them. "How did today go anyway? Did you two catch up properly?"

"Not really," Rory said quickly, shoving his hands into his pockets. "Been working on those mock-ups all day. Barely left my office."

"I entertained myself," Etain added, keeping her tone light. "Explored the neighbourhood a bit. It's lovely." She gestured to the book beside her. "And I found some reading material to keep me occupied."

Sasha glanced at the romance novel and smirked. "Still into those bodice-rippers, I see."

"What can I say?" Etain shrugged, a mischievous glint in her eye. "I like a good… story."

"Well, at least you won't be bored," Sasha said, heading for the stairs. "I need to pack quickly. My boss wants me on the road within the hour."

As Sasha disappeared upstairs, a charged silence fell between Etain and Rory. She could almost feel the tension radiating from him—the realisation that they would be alone together for three days, with no buffer between them.

"I bought wine," Etain offered, holding up the bottle she'd purchased. "A nice Malbec. I thought we could all share it tonight, but maybe it can just be the two of us instead." She tilted her head, offering him a smile that was equal parts invitation and challenge.

Rory's eyes flicked to the bottle, then back to her face.

"Thanks, but I think the wine will have to wait. I really need to get this project finished and handed off first," he said, his tone deliberately professional. "Client's expecting the mock-ups by morning."

Etain nodded, trying not to look too disappointed. "No worries. Deadlines are deadlines." She placed the bottle on the coffee table. "It'll be here when you're ready."

Footsteps thundered down the stairs as Sasha reappeared with an overnight bag slung over her shoulder and her laptop case in hand. Her cheeks were flushed with the effort of her hasty packing.

"Right," she announced, slightly breathless. "I think I've got everything." She crossed to Rory, rising on her tiptoes to plant a firm kiss on his lips. "Don't work too late, okay? And make sure Etain doesn't get bored."

"I'll be fine," Etain assured her, accepting Sasha's quick hug. "Go save the day."

"Call me if you need anything," Sasha said, already moving toward the door.

Etain watched as Sasha and Rory exchanged a few words on the doorstep, too quiet for her to hear. Rory's posture was rigid, and she could see the tension in his shoulders as he nodded at whatever Sasha was saying. With one final kiss and a wave, Sasha was gone, the door clicking shut behind her.

Rory stood at the door for a moment longer than necessary, his back to Etain, as if gathering himself. When he finally turned, his expression was carefully neutral.

"Alright, I should get back to work," he said, not quite meeting her eyes. "Help yourself to anything in the kitchen for dinner. I'll probably just grab something quick later."

Before Etain could respond, he’d disappeared down the hallway to his office again.

She sank back into the sofa, a slow smile spreading across her face. Three days alone with Rory. The universe was practically gift-wrapping this opportunity for her. But she knew better than to push too hard, too fast. The anticipation was half the pleasure.

Settling deeper into the cushions, Etain picked up her book again. She'd give him space for now, let the knowledge of their situation simmer in his mind. Meanwhile, she had a deliciously scandalous novel to keep her company. As the afternoon light faded into early evening, Etain found herself increasingly engrossed in the book. The Victorian setting might have been quaint, but the author had certainly not held back on the passionate encounters between the protagonist and her forbidden lover.

Her eyes widened at a particularly explicit passage describing a clandestine meeting in a garden shed. The heroine's breathless descriptions of her lover's touch sent a flush of heat through Etain's body. She shifted on the sofa, crossing and uncrossing her legs as the tension built within her.

"God," she murmured aloud, flipping to the next page where the scene only intensified. The heroine was now being pressed against a wall, her skirts bunched around her waist as her illicit companion claimed her with desperate urgency.

Etain's breath quickened. She glanced toward the hallway—still no sign of Rory emerging from his office. The house was silent except for the occasional distant tap of his keyboard. She was, for all intents and purposes, alone.

Her free hand drifted to her thigh, fingers tracing idle patterns over the thin fabric of her dress. The contact sent shivers across her skin. She bit her lower lip, considering. It would be so easy to slip her hand beneath the hem, to give herself the relief her body was practically begging for…

She let her fingers inch higher, the book forgotten in her other hand as she closed her eyes, imagining scenarios far more relevant to her current situation than Victorian-era adultery. Her mind conjured images of Rory's hands instead of her own, his eyes dark with desire as he—

"No," she whispered sharply, withdrawing her hand. "Not here."

As much as the idea thrilled her—the risk of Rory walking in, catching her in such a compromising position—Etain knew she needed to maintain some semblance of control. This game required finesse, and masturbating in her friend's living room crossed a line from playful teasing into something else entirely. She had to be the one setting the pace, not surrendering to her own impulses.

She closed the book with a decisive snap and placed it on the coffee table. Her body still hummed with arousal, but the momentary pause had given her clarity. There would be time enough for release later, in the privacy of her guest room. For now, she needed a distraction.

Dinner. That would keep her occupied for the time being.

∞∞∞

Etain had just finished plating her own portion of fettuccine Alfredo when she heard Rory’s office door open.

"Smells amazing," he said, hovering in the doorway as if uncertain whether to enter fully.

"Help yourself," Etain gestured to the pot. "Made way too much for just me."

"You didn't have to do that," Rory said, though she noticed how quickly he reached for a plate.

"I know," she replied with a shrug. "But I figured you'd be hungry after working all day."

Their interaction was brief—Rory mumbling thanks before retreating back to his office with his food—but Etain counted it as a small victory nonetheless.

The house grew quiet again they each ate alone, Rory with his work, Etain returning to her book. Eventually, around eight o'clock, darkness having fallen outside, she heard his office door open and his footsteps approaching.

"Finally finished?" she asked, setting her book aside.

Rory nodded, taking off his glasses to rub his eyes. "Just sent everything off to the client."

"Perfect timing," Etain said, reaching for the wine bottle she'd purchased earlier. "How about we celebrate with this and maybe watch something? Unless you're too tired?"

He hesitated, eyes darting between her and the bottle. "I suppose one glass wouldn't hurt."

"What are you in the mood for?" she asked, moving to the kitchen to retrieve glasses.

"You choose," he said, collapsing onto the far end of the sofa.

Etain returned with two generously filled glasses, handing one to Rory. "Do you still watch those terrible horror movies you used to love? The ones with all the fake blood and bad acting?"

A genuine smile broke through his reserve. "You remember that?"

"Of course," she laughed, settling beside him—close, but not too close. "You made us watch that awful one at Jake's birthday. What was it called? Sorority Slaughter or something equally ridiculous."

“Cheerleader Chainsaw Massacre," he corrected, his expression softening with the memory. "And it's a cult classic, I'll have you know."

"If you say so," Etain teased, tucking her legs beneath her. "So, what do you say? For old times' sake?"

"Why not?" Rory agreed, taking a generous sip of his wine.

Etain grabbed the remote, navigating through streaming options until she found a particularly low-budget looking slasher film called Cabin of Carnage. The thumbnail alone indicated absurdity—a masked killer wielding what appeared to be a spatula. The plot description was equally promising, if generic: "Six college students on spring break encounter more than they bargained for when their weekend of partying turns deadly."

But it wasn't the potential for cheesy dialogue or unrealistic gore that had caught Etain's attention. It was the additional tag: "Contains strong sexual content, nudity, and adult situations."

Perfect, she thought, settling deeper into the couch. The combination of alcohol, darkness, and inevitably gratuitous sex scenes was sure to create exactly the kind of atmosphere she was hoping for. The review she pulled up on her phone mentioned a particularly lengthy skinny-dipping sequence within the first twenty minutes. If that didn't break the ice between them, nothing would.

"This one looks suitably terrible," she announced, pressing play before Rory could examine the description too closely. "And I've already topped up our glasses."

"I remember you being more of a rom-com girl," Rory said, accepting his refilled wine.

Etain shrugged, a mischievous smile playing at her lips. "Yeah, but I know you like these. And I’m willing to let you… open me up to new things." She let the statement hang in the air between them, heavy with implication.

The movie began with the standard setup—attractive thirty-somethings playing college students in their twenties, packing a van with alcohol and minimal clothing, their dialogue punctuated with sexual innuendo so obvious it bordered on parody. Etain felt an odd affinity with them, given her earlier efforts.

"Subtle," Rory muttered after one particularly egregious exchange about “pitching tents”.

"Shh," Etain admonished playfully. "This is high art."

As the movie progressed, Etain gradually shifted her position on the couch, each movement bringing her incrementally closer to Rory. By the time the characters reached their remote cabin, her thigh had made contact with his.

"Oh look," she said innocently as the camera panned to reveal a pristine lake behind the cabin. "I bet I know where this is going."

Right on cue, one of the female characters suggested a midnight swim. Her boyfriend responded with enthusiasm, and within moments, clothes were being discarded with abandon.

Etain felt Rory tense beside her as the first topless shot appeared on screen. She glanced sideways, noting how he suddenly seemed intensely interested in the contents of his wine glass.

"God, this reminds me of that place we rented after graduation," she said, her voice deliberately casual. "Remember when we all went skinny-dipping on the last night?"

Rory cleared his throat. "I, uh—I wasn't there for that part."

"No?" Etain raised an eyebrow. "Oh, that's right, you'd left early. Shame. It was… liberating."

On screen, the skinny-dipping had evolved into a full-blown orgy of sorts, multiple couples pairing off in the moonlight, bodies writhing, skin glistening wet in the moonlight. The camera lingered on one blonde woman's breasts as she emerged from the water, droplets cascading down her body.

"Hmm," Etain said, tilting her head thoughtfully. "You know, she kind of reminds me of Sasha." She gestured toward the screen with her wine glass. "Same shape. Don't you think?"

Rory practically spluttered as he sipped on his wine. "What?"

"Her breasts," Etain clarified, as if it were the most natural observation in the world. "They're a lot like Sasha's. Similar size, same upward tilt."

Rory shifted uncomfortably, his face flushing. "How would you even know that?"

Etain laughed, taking another sip of wine before setting her glass down. "Oh come on, Sasha and I have seen each other naked plenty of times. We used to live together, remember? But even after that, we've always been comfortable around each other." She leaned back, her eyes still on the screen. "I guess girls are just different that way,” she exaggerated, “We appraise each other, give feedback, build confidence."

"Feedback?" Rory echoed weakly.

"Mmm," Etain nodded. "Like, Sasha was always a bit insecure about her thighs, which is ridiculous because they're gorgeous. I must have told her a thousand times."

On screen, the scene had shifted to another actress, a brunette with larger breasts, her hardened nipples visible through the water.

"Now her," Etain said, pointing casually at the screen, "her nipples look a lot like mine." She glanced sideways at Rory, catching the way his eyes widened. "Well, not the size I suppose—mine are smaller, more proportional—but the colour. That same dark pink."

Rory's jaw clenched, his knuckles white around his wine glass. His eyes darted to her chest and then quickly away, but not before Etain caught the flicker of interest—and the internal struggle that followed it.

"I, uh—" he started, then stopped, clearly at a loss for words.

"It's just anatomy," Etain said with a shrug, her tone deliberately casual while her heart raced with the thrill of his discomfort.

Rory shifted again, and Etain wondered if he was trying to hide a growing arousal. Probably a bit early for that, but the thought of it still sent a jolt of satisfaction through her.

"Another glass?" she offered, reaching for the wine bottle.

"I should probably slow down," Rory said, but made no move to stop her as she refilled his glass.

On screen, the sex scene continued. The director had obviously prioritised titillation over plot development, as the scene dragged on with increasingly explicit encounters and nary a sight of a spatula-wielding antagonist.

Etain smiled to herself, noticing how Rory seemed unable to get comfortable beside her. His jaw was clenched, his posture rigid as he stared determinedly at a point just above the television. She could feel the heat radiating from his body where their thighs touched.

"Is it getting warm in here?" she asked innocently, reaching for the hem of her dress and fanning it slightly. The movement caused the fabric to rise higher on her thighs. "Or is it just the wine?"

Rory swallowed visibly, his eyes darting to her exposed skin before snapping back to the screen. "It's, uh—it's fine."

On screen, a particularly vocal couple had moved from the water to the shore, the camera capturing every exaggerated moan and thrust. The actress threw her head back, crying out with theatrical abandon.

"God, that's so fake," Etain laughed, leaning closer to Rory as if sharing a secret. "I only ever sound like that if I’m putting on a show."

She felt him stiffen beside her.

"I mean, real pleasure is much more… subtle," she continued, deliberately letting her voice drop to a husky whisper. "It's in the breathing, the little gasps that you can't control." She demonstrated with a soft, breathy sound that was unmistakably sexual. "Don't you think?"

Rory cleared his throat, shifting away slightly. "I wouldn't know about—I mean, I don't really—"

"Come on," Etain pressed, enjoying his discomfort. "You must have opinions on this. Everyone does! What sounds do you prefer? The theatrical screaming or something more… authentic?"

The tension between them was delicious, electric. She could practically feel his pulse quickening where their bodies touched.

"I don't think—" he started, then stopped abruptly as Etain stretched languidly beside him, arching her back and pushing her breasts forward beneath the thin fabric of her dress.

"Sorry," she murmured, settling back against the cushions even closer than before. "Just getting comfortable. You were saying?"

Rory awkwardly swirled the wine in his glass. "I guess I prefer… authentic," he finally admitted, his voice barely audible over the movie's soundtrack. "The screaming always seems so forced."

"Mmm, I knew you'd say that," Etain purred, taking another sip of wine. "You always struck me as someone who'd appreciate… subtlety." She traced the rim of her glass with her finger. "Personally, I'm all about the build-up. Those little catches in my breath that get faster and faster…" She demonstrated with a soft gasp that made Rory's eyes widen. "And then this little whimper right at the back of my throat when I'm really close."

She watched his Adam's apple bob as he swallowed hard.

"But when I finally let go," she continued, her voice a sensual whisper, "it's not a scream—more like a long, deep moan that starts here—" she placed her hand just below her navel, "—and rises up through my whole body."

Rory's breathing had become shallow, his eyes fixed resolutely on the television screen though she doubted he was seeing anything that played there.

"Of course," she added, leaning even closer so her breath tickled his ear, "if it's particularly intense, I’m the kind who can’t help but say their name. Over and over… like a prayer."

His leg tensed against hers, and she noticed the fine sheen of sweat that had formed on his brow. He was trying so desperately to maintain his composure that she almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

Etain smiled to herself, deciding she'd pushed far enough for now. The night was still relatively young—their cast of characters were all still alive—and there was no need to rush what promised to be a deliciously drawn-out game. She settled back against the cushions, creating a few inches of space between them.

"Anyway," she said brightly, as if they'd been discussing nothing more provocative than the weather, "this movie is ridiculous. I bet the killer shows up right after they're all done having sex."

Rory let out a breath that sounded suspiciously like relief. "That's usually how these things go," he agreed, his voice still slightly strained.

On screen, the gratuitous sex scenes had finally given way to the horror element as ominous music began to play. The camera panned through dark woods, suggesting something sinister lurking amongst the trees.

Etain watched with feigned interest, waiting for the inevitable jump scare. She'd never been particularly fond of horror movies, but she knew a good opportunity when she saw one. All she needed was the right moment.

It came about ten minutes later. The group of friends had returned to their cabin, unaware of the masked figure watching them from the shadows. One girl ventured into the dark basement alone—classic horror movie mistake, Etain thought.

Etain watched the screen intently, feeling the telltale signs of an impending scare—the music growing quieter, the camera moving more slowly, the dim lighting and abundance of negative space on screen. She positioned herself subtly, angling her body toward Rory and uncrossing her legs. Her pulse quickened with anticipation, not from fear of the movie but from the thrill of what she was about to do.

When the masked killer finally lunged from the shadows with a piercing musical shriek, Etain executed her plan flawlessly. She gasped dramatically, her body jerking as if genuinely startled. In one fluid motion, she twisted toward Rory, both hands clutching his arm as she pressed her face against his shoulder. Her leg lifted instinctively, causing her dress to ride up dangerously high on her thigh, exposing the lacy edge of her black underwear.

"Christ," she breathed against his neck, her lips brushing his skin. "I'm sorry, I just—" She kept her grip on his arm, feeling the tension in his muscles. "I guess I'm not really used to these kinds of films."

Rory had gone completely still beside her, his eyes darting between her face and her exposed thigh. The flickering light from the television illuminated the curve of her leg, casting changing shadows that could only have enhanced its appeal.

"It's… it's fine," he managed, his voice strained. She could feel his pulse racing beneath her fingers.

"I'm so glad you're here," Etain continued, making no move to adjust her dress as she gazed up at him with wide, seemingly innocent eyes. "I'd be terrified watching this alone."

She felt the subtle shift in his breathing, saw the way his gaze lingered on her exposed skin before he forced himself to look away. His jaw clenched with the effort of restraint.

"It's just a movie," he said weakly, but made no attempt to extricate himself from her grasp.

"I know," she sighed, settling against him more comfortably. "But I've always been a bit jumpy with these things. You don't mind if I stay close, do you? Just in case there are more scares?"

Rory swallowed hard. "No, that's… that's fine."

Etain smiled to herself, feeling the heat radiating from his body. She remained pressed against him, her thigh still exposed, as the movie continued. Every time the music swelled ominously, she tightened her grip on his arm, occasionally letting out little gasps that sent her warm breath against his neck.

The killer claimed his first victim with theatrical gore, and Etain buried her face against Rory's shoulder again, this time allowing her hand to fall onto his thigh. She felt him tense beneath her touch.

"Sorry," she whispered, not moving her hand. "I just can't look at the blood."

His breathing had become shallow, and she could sense the internal battle raging within him. She kept her hand where it was, neither advancing further nor retreating, simply letting the weight of it rest on his thigh as a constant reminder of her presence.

For the next hour, Etain maintained this delicious proximity. The warmth of Rory's body against hers, the subtle tension in his muscles whenever she shifted position, the way his breathing changed when she pressed closer—all of it fed the growing heat within her. She revelled in his conflict, in the way he neither pushed her away nor fully embraced their closeness. His restraint was as arousing as any touch could have been.

As the movie progressed, the body count rose predictably. The remaining characters—now reduced to just the final girl and her boyfriend—huddled together on a sofa in the cabin's living room, listening for sounds of the killer. The scene mirrored Etain and Rory's own position so perfectly that she couldn't help but smile against his shoulder.

"Art imitating life," she whispered, tilting her face up toward his.

On screen, the frightened couple's embrace began to shift from comfort to something more primal. The boyfriend's hands moved from protective to possessive, sliding beneath the girl's shirt as their breathing quickened. What started as a moment of terror transformed into desperate passion—the classic horror movie trope of fear transmuting into desire.

Etain felt Rory's muscles tense further as the scene unfolded. The couple on screen were now kissing deeply, clothing being frantically removed as the camera lingered on exposed skin. The woman’s breasts were fully visible as she straddled her boyfriend, her head thrown back in apparent ecstasy.

"They always do this in these movies," Etain murmured, deliberately making her breath heavier against Rory's neck. "Use sex as a release for fear." She shifted her position slightly, drawing her leg up higher so that her dress slid even further up her thigh. "I suppose there's something to that…"

She felt rather than heard Rory's sharp intake of breath. His body had gone completely rigid beside her, and when she glanced down, she noticed a distinct bulge forming beneath his jeans. The sight sent a flush of triumph through her body, followed by a wave of arousal. He was responding to her, despite all his efforts not to.

She continued, her voice a husky whisper. "Adrenaline, endorphins… your body doesn't always know the difference between different kinds of excitement."

On screen, the sex scene had intensified. The actress was now completely naked, moving rhythmically atop her partner, her moans filling the darkened living room. The camera panned across their entwined bodies, capturing every detail of their staged passion.

Etain deliberately synchronised her breathing with the actress, letting each inhale become slightly more audible. She shifted again, as if to get more comfortable, but the movement pressed her body chest firmly against his side. Her hand on his thigh subtly moved higher, her fingertips now dangerously close to the junction of his legs.

Though her eyes were on the screen, all of Etain's awareness was focused solely on Rory beside her. She felt him shift in his seat, legs crossing and then uncrossing as he tried to find a position that would hide his growing arousal. His hand moved casually to his lap, ostensibly adjusting the fabric of his jeans, but she knew exactly what he was doing—trying to conceal what his body was revealing to her without his permission.

The movement sent a thrill through her. His breathing had changed too—shorter, more controlled, as if he were consciously trying to regulate it. She could practically feel the heat radiating from him, the tension in every muscle as he fought against his physical response to her proximity.

"Everything okay?" she whispered, looking up at him through her lashes, her voice all innocence despite knowing full well what was happening.

"Fine," he managed, his voice strained. "Just… stretching."

Etain bit back a smile. "You seem tense," she observed, moving her thumb just enough on his thigh to draw his attention. "Is it the movie?"

Rory cleared his throat, shifting again in what was clearly another attempt to hide his erection. "It's, uh—it's getting late. Maybe we should call it a night."

"But we haven't even seen who survives," Etain protested, allowing her lower lip to push out in a slight pout. "Unless you're… uncomfortable?"

His eyes darted to her exposed thigh, lingering for a moment before he forcibly dragged his gaze back to the screen. "No, I'm—it's fine."

On screen, the sex scene had reached its climax, both actors crying out in theatrical ecstasy. Etain felt Rory swallow hard, saw the fine sheen of sweat on his brow. His hand remained firmly in his lap, covering the evidence of his arousal.

"God, that really is so fake," she said again, deliberately echoing her earlier comment. She leaned in closer, her breath warm against his ear. "Want to know why?"

Rory made a strangled sound in the back of his throat, something between affirmation and protest.

"Real passion isn't that coordinated," she continued, her voice dropping to a whisper. "It's messier. More desperate." She let her hand drift slightly higher on his thigh, feeling the muscle tense beneath her touch. "Don't you think?"

He shifted again, more abruptly this time, and Etain felt a surge of satisfaction as she realised he was trying to adjust himself without using his hands.

"I should check my email," he said suddenly, his voice unnaturally loud. "The client might have… questions about the… thing. Yeah, I should check if the client..." Rory trailed off, already rising from the couch. His movements were awkward, stilted, as he angled his body away from her. "Actually, I think I'll call it a night after that."

Etain reached toward him, her fingertips barely grazing his wrist. "But we're just getting to the good part," she protested, gesturing toward the screen where the surviving characters were creeping through a darkened hallway.

"Sorry," he mumbled, keeping his back partially turned as he stepped toward the doorway. "Early start tomorrow. But you—you enjoy the end of the film." He paused at the threshold, one hand subtly adjusting the front of his jeans. "And, uh, thanks for the wine."

Before she could respond, he was gone, his footsteps hurried as he ascended the stairs to the safety of his bedroom. The sound of his door shutting behind him echoed through the quiet house.

Etain slumped back against the cushions, a frustrated sigh escaping her lips. The tension that had been building all evening now hummed through her body with no outlet, no release. She glanced at the television where the final girl was frantically barricading a door against the killer.

"Oh, who cares," she muttered, hitting the power button on the remote. The screen went black, plunging the living room into darkness. She couldn’t give a damn about the film's climax anymore—the only climax that mattered now was her own.

Rising from the couch, she gathered the wine glasses and carried them to the kitchen, setting them in the sink with more force than necessary. Frustration and arousal battled within her as she made her way upstairs, each step a reminder of the ache between her thighs.

Inside the guest bedroom, Etain closed the door and leaned against it, her breathing uneven. The game was supposed to be fun, tantalizing—and it had been, up to a point. But now she found herself genuinely frustrated, her body wound tight with desire that had nowhere to go.

She crossed to the bed and fell backward onto it, staring up at the ceiling. The thin cotton of her dress clung to her skin, suddenly too restrictive, too warm. With a quick movement, she undid the buttons down the front, letting the fabric fall open to reveal her black lace underwear and bare breasts.

The cool air against her heated skin sent a shiver through her body. She ran her hands up her torso, cupping her breasts, imagining they were Rory's hands instead of her own. Her thumbs brushed over her nipples, already hard and sensitive, and she bit her lip to stifle a moan.

This wasn't how tonight was supposed to end—her alone in the guest room while he hid away in his. But perhaps it was inevitable. The line she was walking was dangerous, after all. Rory was probably too principled, too loyal, to ever act on whatever attraction lingered between them. But that didn't mean she couldn't enjoy the fantasy.

Her hands moved with purpose now, one remaining at her breast while the other slid down her stomach, tracing the edge of her lace underwear. She closed her eyes, conjuring the image of Rory beside her on the couch—the tension in his body, the unmistakable bulge in his jeans that he'd tried so desperately to hide. The knowledge that she'd caused that reaction, that deep beneath his careful restraint he still fundamentally wanted her, sent a fresh wave of heat through her core.

"Fuck it," she whispered, slipping her hand beneath the lace. She was already wet, her body primed from hours of teasing with no release. Her fingers found her clit, circling it with practiced precision as she arched into her own touch.

She pictured Rory watching her now, imagined his eyes darkening with desire as she pleasured herself. In her mind, his restraint finally broke, his hands replacing hers, his mouth capturing her gasps. The fantasy was so vivid she could almost feel his weight pressing her into the mattress, his breath hot against her neck.

As her fingers worked faster, a pang of guilt flashed through her consciousness. Sasha's face appeared briefly in her mind—her friend, who had trusted her enough to leave her alone with her fiancé. What would she think if she knew Etain was lying here, pleasuring herself to thoughts of Rory?

The guilt should have dampened her arousal, but somehow it only intensified it. The forbidden nature of it all, the knowledge that she was crossing a line even in the privacy of her own thoughts—it added an edge to her pleasure that made her breath catch.

"I'm sorry," she whispered to no one as her movements grew more urgent, her hips lifting to meet her hand. "I'm so sorry."

But she didn't stop. Couldn't stop. Her body was too far gone, racing toward release with single-minded determination. She bit down on her lower lip to keep from crying out as the tension built, coiling tighter and tighter at her core.

When it finally broke, the climax crashed through her with unexpected intensity. Her back arched off the bed, her free hand clutching at the sheets as waves of pleasure pulsed through her body. She muffled her cry against her arm, suddenly terrified that Rory might hear her through the walls, might somehow know exactly what she was doing and why.

As the sensation ebbed, Etain lay still, her breathing gradually returning to normal. The guilt remained, a dull ache beneath the pleasant afterglow of orgasm, but she pushed it aside. It had been a necessary release, nothing more—just a way to take the edge off so she could sleep.

She rolled onto her side, pulling the sheet over her still-sensitive body. Tomorrow was another day. And she would still have Rory all to herself until Wednesday.

Etain slept like a log. She always did after coming.

∞∞∞

Morning light filtered through the blinds as she stirred, stretching languidly beneath the sheets. Her body felt pleasantly relaxed after last night's release, though the memory of her fantasy still lingered like a sweet aftertaste. She could hear movement downstairs—the clink of dishes, the soft murmur of a podcast. Rory was already up.

She slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom adjoining the guest room. A shower was exactly what she needed—to wash away the remnants of last night's frustration and prepare for a fresh assault. As she let the hot water cascade over her skin, Etain considered her next move. Last night had been promising but ultimately unsatisfying. Today, she needed to keep up the pace.

The bathroom was steamy when she finally shut off the water, condensation clinging to the mirror and glass shower door. She wrapped a towel around herself—not the large bath sheet hanging on the rack, but a smaller towel that barely covered the essentials. It hugged her curves tightly, the bottom edge just skimming the tops of her thighs while the top strained to contain her breasts.

Etain examined her reflection with satisfaction. Her skin glowed pink from the hot water, droplets still clinging to her shoulders and running down her legs. Her wet hair hung in dark tendrils around her face, giving her a slightly wild appearance. She looked exactly like she needed to—like a woman caught temptingly in a moment of vulnerability, like a woman who wasn’t trying to be forward. If his mind wandered when he saw her like this, well then that would just be his problem—she couldn’t be blamed for that.

Etain listened again, confirming the sounds of Rory moving about downstairs. Then, with perfect timing, she opened the bathroom door and called out.

"Rory? Could you help me with something?"

She heard his movements pause, then the sound of his footsteps on the stairs. Etain positioned herself in the doorway of the bathroom, one hand clutching the tiny towel at her chest, the other braced against the doorframe in a pose that accentuated the curves of her body.

Rory appeared at the top of the stairs, then froze when he saw her. His eyes widened, taking in the expanse of bare skin, the precarious towel, the water still glistening on her collarbones.

"I—what do you need?" he managed, his voice strained as he tried to maintain eye contact.

"Sorry to bother you," Etain said, adjusting her stance slightly to make the towel ride up another half-inch. "Do you know where Sasha keeps the hair dryer? I can't seem to find it."

Rory swallowed hard, his gaze flickering briefly to the exposed legs he had already seen so much of yesterday before snapping back to her face with obvious effort. "It's, uh—it's in the cabinet under the sink. Left side."

"Under the sink?" Etain repeated, biting her lower lip thoughtfully. "I must have missed it." She shifted her weight, causing the towel to slip slightly. "I'm sorry to be a bother. I know you're probably busy."

Of course, she knew exactly where the hairdryer was. She'd seen it earlier, tucked neatly in a basket alongside Sasha's other styling tools. But watching Rory's internal struggle as he stood before her, eyes desperately trying not to wander, was worth the little white lie.

"It's no problem," he said, his voice an octave higher than usual. He hesitated, clearly torn between maintaining a safe distance and fulfilling his duty as host. "Do you want me to show you?"

"Would you mind?" Etain asked, widening her eyes in feigned helplessness. "I feel so silly, but I really did look everywhere."

Rory nodded stiffly and approached the bathroom door. Etain stepped aside to let him enter, but not quite far enough. His arm brushed against her damp skin as he squeezed past, and she felt him tense at the contact.

"Sorry," she murmured, not sounding sorry at all.

In the confined space of the bathroom, the tension between them thickened like the steam still hanging in the air. Rory knelt before the sink cabinet, his movements mechanical as he opened the door and reached inside. Etain positioned herself directly behind him, leaning forward slightly to peer over his shoulder. The position gave him a perfect view of her cleavage in the mirror… if only he dared to look up.

"Here it is," he said, pulling out the hairdryer she’d deliberately ignored earlier. His eyes met hers in the mirror for a brief moment before darting away, but not before she caught the flash of desire he was trying so desperately to suppress.

"Thank you so much," Etain said, taking the dryer from him with both hands, allowing her towel to slip precariously. She caught it just before it could fall completely, pressing it against her chest with one arm in a move that pushed her breasts upward. "I don't know how I missed it."

Rory stood quickly, clearly eager to escape the steam-filled bathroom and the half-naked woman within it. His cheeks were flushed, and he kept his eyes fixed on a point somewhere over her shoulder.

"Did you sleep well?" she asked, her voice honey-sweet as he rushed to make his exit.

"Uhh, yeah…,” he replied over his shoulder, already at the top of the stairs, “Slept like a log."

"Like a log, huh?" Etain echoed to herself, a slow smile spreading across her face. The phrase conjured an immediate image in her mind—Rory alone in his bed last night, tense and frustrated after their evening together. Had he been as worked up as she was? Had he sought his own release while thinking of her? She couldn’t know for sure, but the mere possibility sent a delicious thrill through her body—a thrill that confirmed to her that there was no going back now. She had to discover his breaking point.

∞∞∞

After drying her hair, Etain wandered into her bedroom, still wrapped in the small towel. She began rifling through her suitcase for something to wear, settling on a bright yellow hoodie she'd packed on a whim. Casual but cute—perfect for lounging around the house. She slipped it over her head, enjoying the soft fabric against her skin. Beneath it, she chose a pair of striped underwear—simple cotton with blue and white stripes, innocent yet somehow still alluring in their simplicity.

She was just about to reach for a pair of jeans when she spotted it—a small dark spider making its way across the vanity counter. Etain wasn't particularly afraid of spiders, but this one gave her an idea. She smiled to herself, leaving the jeans untouched on the bed.

"Rory?" she called, her voice pitched perfectly between distress and embarrassment. "Sorry, but could you come here for a second? I need your help again!"

She heard his hesitant footsteps approaching. "What's wrong?" he called through the door.

"There's a spider," she replied, injecting just enough tremor in her voice to sound convincingly disturbed. "Can you please get it? It's really freaking me out."

There was a pause. "Can't you just… trap it with a glass or something?"

"Please?" she pleaded. "It's really big. I'm scared it might jump at me."

Another pause, longer this time. Finally: "Okay, just… make sure you're covered."

Etain suppressed a smile as she positioned herself, back to the vanity mirror, facing the door. The hoodie hung to mid-thigh, covering her enough to maintain the pretence of modesty—at least from the front.

"Come in," she called.

Rory entered cautiously, his eyes immediately seeking out the spider rather than looking at her.

"Over there," she pointed to the vanity. "On the counter near my brush."

He approached the vanity, keeping his gaze fixed on the small arachnid. "That's… not very big," he observed, sounding slightly annoyed.

"It looked bigger from where I was standing," she insisted. "Can you just get rid of it? Please?"

With a sigh, Rory grabbed a tissue from the box on the vanity and efficiently captured the spider. "Window or toilet?" he asked, the tissue cupped in his palm.

"Window, please. I don't want to kill it."

As he opened the window and released the spider, Etain moved closer. The moment he turned back, she launched herself at him, wrapping her arms tightly around his neck.

"My hero!" she exclaimed, pressing her body against his. "Thank you so much for saving me from that terrifying beast."

Rory stood frozen, his arms awkwardly hovering, clearly unsure where to place them. "It was tiny," he protested, his hands finally settling awkwardly at her waist, clearly trying to maintain a respectful distance despite her embrace.

"Big enough to terrify me," Etain insisted, tightening her grip around him. She rotated, pulling him with her in what seemed like an innocent repositioning. With subtle precision, she spun their bodies until her back was to the vanity mirror. "Seriously, first that film and now this. I can't believe how brave you are," she gushed, pressing closer. "My big, strong spider-slayer."

Etain deliberately shifted her arms higher around him, causing the hoodie to ride up her back. She knew exactly what was happening behind her—what Rory could see in the mirror's reflection—and the chill on her exposed flesh confirmed it. Her striped underwear was be completely exposed now, the fabric stretched taut across her backside, offering him an unobstructed view of her curves.

She felt the exact moment he noticed. His entire body went rigid against hers, his breath catching audibly in his throat. His hands at her waist twitched, fingers digging in slightly before he seemed to regain control.

"Etain, you’re overreacting. It’s nothing," he said, his voice strangled as he tried to extricate himself from her embrace. "Just a—just a tiny house spider."

She held on for a beat longer, feeling his discomfort grow as his gaze remained fixed over her shoulder. At the mirror. At what it revealed. She pressed her cheek against his chest, feeling his heart hammering beneath his shirt.

"Still," she murmured. "Whatever I can do to repay you…"

Rory practically leapt backward, breaking her hold with sudden urgency. His face had flushed a deep crimson, and he wouldn't meet her eyes.

"I should—I need to—work. Yes. Work," he stammered, already backing toward the door. "Conference call. Very important. Can't miss it."

"Of course," Etain said sweetly, making no move to adjust her hoodie. "Thanks again for rescuing me."

He was gone before she'd finished speaking, the door shutting with more force than necessary behind him. His footsteps thundered down the stairs, the sound of his retreat echoing through the house.

Etain twisted to look at herself in the mirror, surveying the view he'd been treated to with a satisfied smile. The hoodie had indeed ridden up well past her waist, exposing her striped panties completely, and the pleasing curves that framed them. She pulled her hoodie back down, but the image of Rory's face—that mixture of desire and panic—remained imprinted in her mind.

"Running away again," she murmured to her reflection, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Seems to be becoming a habit of his."

But that was fine. The chase was half the fun, after all.

∞∞∞

After spending the rest of the morning reading in the guest room, Etain found herself growing restless. The house had been quiet—too quiet—since the spider incident. Rory had remained firmly ensconced in his office, the door firmly shut against any further intrusions. She'd heard him venture out only once, his footsteps hurried as he grabbed something from the kitchen before retreating back to his sanctuary.

Time for another display, she thought, setting her book aside.

The afternoon sun streamed through the windows, bathing the guest room in a warm light. It was perfect weather for some outdoor activity—and that meant another opportunity to push Rory's restraint to its limits. Etain rummaged through her suitcase until she found exactly what she was looking for: her workout clothes.

She laid out the matching lilac set on the bed. The sports bra was barely more than a crop top, designed more for fashion than function, with a plunging neckline and thin straps that crossed at the back. The shorts were equally skimpy—high-waisted lycra that hugged every curve, the material so thin it left essentially nothing to the imagination.

"This should do nicely," she whispered, stripping off her hoodie and jeans.

Once changed, she turned to examine herself in the full-length mirror. The effect was exactly what she'd hoped for—provocative without being overtly sexual. She looked like someone going for a jog… just in an outfit designed to draw the eye to every curve and contour of her body.

Etain considered her strategy. The morning's teasing had been effective, but Rory was proving remarkably resilient. Each time she pushed, he retreated. Perhaps what she needed was a more direct approach—something so blatant he couldn't possibly misinterpret it.

She knew what was needed—one final adjustment to her shorts. Etain pulled them just a fraction higher, intentionally creating an accentuated cameltoe. It was bold, but… she’d shown him so much already.

She headed for Rory's office. Her footsteps were light as she descended the stairs, anticipation building with each step.

She took a deep breath before she rapped on his office door, and pushed it open without waiting for a response.

"Hey," she said brightly, leaning against the doorframe. "Just wanted to let you know I'm heading out for a run."

Rory looked up from his computer, his expression shifting from annoyance at being interrupted to something far more complex as he took in her appearance. His eyes widened slightly, dropping automatically to her chest before darting away, then back again, as if he couldn't help himself.

"Oh," he managed, his voice slightly strangled. "A run? Now?"

"I know, I know—I should have gone this morning, but I was feeling lazy." Etain stepped fully into the office, approaching his desk with deliberate slowness. "It's such a beautiful day though. Seems a shame to waste it."

She didn't stop at the edge of his desk as would have been natural. Instead, she circled around to where he sat, leaning against the desk directly in front of him. The position placed her body mere inches from his face, her lycra-clad crotch at his eye level.

"What are you working on?" she asked innocently, as if completely unaware of how she'd positioned herself.

Rory's eyes widened anew, his gaze now settling on that prominent outline, barely concealed by the thin fabric. He swallowed hard, staring for a second too long before forcing his eyes upward.

"Just… some emails," he managed, his voice hoarse. He shifted in his chair, leaning back slightly as if trying to create distance between them.

Etain noticed how his fingers gripped the armrests of his chair, tension in his hands. She pretended to look at his computer screen, the movement causing her to lean forward slightly, bringing her body even closer to his face.

"Sounds boring," she said, her voice soft. She watched his internal struggle play out across his features—the desperate attempt to maintain eye contact while fighting the urge to look at what was so deliberately displayed before him.

He lost the battle, his gaze dropping again to the pronounced outline between her thighs. This time, he lingered, his pupils dilating visibly as he took in the view she'd so carefully crafted for him.

"You know," Etain said, her voice dropping to a seductive murmur, "you could join me if you wanted. A little fresh air might do you good."

She saw the conflict in his eyes—desire warring with loyalty, temptation battling restraint. His breathing had grown shallow, his lips slightly parted as he stared at the thin barrier of fabric between him and what he clearly wanted.

"I can't," he said finally, but his voice betrayed him—thick with reluctance, heavy with regret. "I have too much… work."

"Suit yourself," Etain replied, pushing herself away from the desk with deliberate slowness. She turned, giving him her back as she walked toward the door with an exaggerated sway to her hips. The shorts clung to her like a second skin, riding up between her cheeks, exposing her shape to him even more than her reflection had done in the guest room.

At the doorway, she paused, glancing over her shoulder. Rory's eyes were fixed on her retreating form, his gaze traveling the length of her body with undisguised hunger. He didn't even attempt to hide it this time, too caught in the moment to respect decorum.

When their eyes met, something crackled in the air between them—a tension so thick it was almost tangible. For a moment, neither moved, locked in a silent acknowledgment of what was happening.

"I'll see you later," Etain said finally, her voice husky with promise. "Don't work too hard."

She closed the door behind her, leaving Rory alone with his thoughts—and likely, his arousal. The victory sent a flush of heat through her own body, the thrill of power making her skin tingle. She'd seen it in his eyes—he could be broken.

Her jog was brisk and energetic. She felt as if she were racing inexorably towards a finish line now. One she wasn’t entirely sure she could cross.

∞∞∞

By the time Etain returned from her run, the sun was beginning to set, casting long shadows across the neighbourhood. Her skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat, her cheeks flushed with exertion and anticipation. The house was quiet as she entered, no sign of Rory in the living room or kitchen. His office door remained firmly shut.

She headed upstairs to shower, peeling off her sweat-dampened workout clothes. This time, she opted for the larger towel, wrapping it securely around her body before padding back to the guest room. As much as she enjoyed teasing him, she needed a moment to regroup, to plan her next move carefully. The stakes were rising now, the tension building toward what felt like an inevitable breaking point.

After her shower, Etain slipped into a pair of loose cotton shorts and a thin tank top that revealed the outline of her breasts when she moved. Relaxed but suggestive—the perfect balance for what she had in mind.

As she descended the stairs, she heard movement in the kitchen. Rory was there, his back to her as he rummaged through a drawer. He turned at the sound of her footsteps, and she noted with satisfaction the unchecked way he looked at her before he composed himself.

"Hey," he said, his voice carefully neutral. "I was thinking of ordering pizza for dinner. That okay with you?" He held up the menu he’d retrieved from the drawer.

"Perfect," Etain replied, smiling. "I'm starving after that run."

"Great. I'll, uh, make the call." He pulled out his phone, his movements slightly jerky as he scrolled through his contacts. "Any preferences?"

"I'm easy," she said, choosing her next words deliberately. "I like it hot, though."

Rory's cheeks coloured slightly as he nodded, turning away to place the order. Etain leaned against the counter, watching him with a small smile playing on her lips. Something felt different—a subtle shift in the atmosphere between them. His usual rush to escape her presence was absent, replaced by something that felt almost like resignation. Or perhaps, she thought hopefully, acceptance.

The pizza arrived about forty minutes later, and Etain helped Rory set up on the coffee table in the living room. She grabbed two beers from the fridge while he laid out plates and napkins.

"Netflix?" he suggested, gesturing to the TV.

"Actually," Etain said, settling onto the couch, "I thought we could just talk. It's been ages since we really caught up."

Rory hesitated before nodding, taking a seat beside her—not at the far end of the couch as she'd expected, but with only a cushion's width between them. The proximity—or rather, the fact that he had caused it—sent a little thrill through her.

"So," she began, taking a slice of pizza and a long sip of her beer, "tell me how you've really been. Not the polite version, the real one."

Something in her tone must have disarmed him, because his shoulders relaxed slightly. "Honestly? Busy. Work's been non-stop." He took a drink from his beer. "But good, actually. I enjoy what I do."

"That's rare," Etain observed, tucking one leg beneath her as she turned to face him more fully. "Finding work you actually like."

"What about you?" he asked, his eyes lingering on her legs before returning to her face. "Last I heard you were working in marketing?"

"PR, yeah," she nodded, taking another bite of pizza. "Quit my last job when they wanted me to handle some questionable clients. I've got some interviews lined up next week."

"Sounds like you're being choosy," Rory said, reaching for another slice. "That's good. You should be."

Etain noticed how his eyes lingered on her mouth as she licked sauce from her fingers. She wasn’t even trying to be seductive. But there was something different about him now—a subtle shift in his demeanour. The rigid self-control he'd maintained all day seemed to be softening at the edges.

"Life's too short to do things that make you miserable," she replied, tilting her head. "Don't you think?"

"Absolutely," he agreed, his voice warmer than before. His eyes met hers directly, no longer darting away as they had been. "I spent too many years doing that."

"Oh?" She leaned forward, genuinely curious. "Like what?"

"Like pretending I wasn't interested in things I wanted," he said, his gaze suddenly more intense. He took another long slug of his beer before adding, "Or people."

Etain's pulse quickened. This was new territory—Rory actually acknowledging the undercurrent between them instead of pretending it didn't exist.

"Well," she said, her voice deliberately light as she clinked her bottle against his, "here's to not pretending anymore."

His smile was so genuine in that moment that it sent heat pooling in her belly. "I'll drink to that."

As they continued eating, Etain noticed how Rory's body language had completely transformed. He was relaxed, leaning toward her rather than away. When she told a story about a disastrous date she'd been on recently, he laughed openly, his eyes crinkling at the corners in that way she'd always found endearing.

"God, you haven't changed at all," he said, shaking his head. "Still attracting chaos wherever you go."

"You say that like it's a bad thing," she teased, nudging his leg with her foot.

Instead of pulling back, he caught her ankle in his hand, playfully. "Not bad," he murmured. "Just… dangerous."

The touch sent electricity up her leg. He was touching her deliberately now, crossing a line he'd been so careful to maintain all day.

"Dangerous can be fun," Etain replied, her voice dropping to a husky whisper. "Remember that night at Jake's party when we almost—"

"I remember," he cut her off, his eyes darkening. His hand was still on her ankle, his thumb tracing small circles on her skin. "You left me hanging that night."

"Did I?" she asked innocently, shifting slightly closer. "I don't recall it that way."

Rory's laugh was low, almost a growl. "You knew exactly what you were doing then." His eyes locked with hers. “You always know exactly what you’re doing.”

Something in his tone made Etain's stomach tighten. The confidence in his voice, the directness of his gaze—it was as if he'd suddenly flipped a switch, transforming from the hesitant, conflicted man she'd been toying with into someone more… assertive. For the first time since arriving, she felt a flicker of uncertainty.

"You know what this reminds me of?" she said quickly, gesturing to the pizza boxes and beer bottles. "College. Remember how we'd all crowd into someone's front room with cheap beer and whatever pizza we could afford?"

The sudden change of subject wasn't subtle, but Rory allowed it, his eyes still holding that new, unsettling intensity as he leaned back.

"Yeah," he said, taking another sip of his beer. "Those were good times. Simpler."

"Simpler," Etain echoed, relieved at the shift in conversation. "No house-hunting, no career stress…"

"No consequences," Rory added, his voice low. "Or at least, that's what we thought."

He set his beer down, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. "I miss those days sometimes. Not the hangovers or the exams, but… the freedom. The feeling that anything could happen."

"I know what you mean," Etain said, genuinely warming to the topic. "Everything felt possible."

Rory's lips curved into a smile that wasn't entirely innocent. "You know what would really make this like old times?" He reached for his beer, raising it slightly. "A drinking game."

Etain blinked, genuinely caught off guard. "A drinking game?"

"Truth or dare," he suggested, his eyes holding hers. "For old times' sake?"

The proposition hung in the air between them, charged with implications. This wasn't what she'd expected—Rory taking control, turning her own game against her. She'd been the one pushing boundaries, testing his limits. Now he was pushing back.

"Truth or dare?" she repeated, trying to sound nonchalant despite the sudden drumming of her heart. "Aren't we a little old for that?"

"Maybe," he shrugged, his confidence unwavering. "But you were just saying how much you missed those days. Unless, of course… you're afraid?"

It was a challenge, plain and simple. The tables had turned, and Etain wasn't sure how to feel about it. She'd been in control until now, orchestrating every interaction, every touch, every ‘accidental’ exposure. But this—this felt different.

But something about it still thrilled her. This wasn't what she'd planned, but the unexpected turn sent a delicious spark through her body. Just because the dynamic had shifted, she reasoned, that didn't mean her fun had to end. In fact, this could be even better—a true game of chicken between them. They both knew there was a limit somewhere, a line neither would actually cross. Now it was about finding out who would crack first, who would back down, who would have to admit defeat.

It was a challenge Etain was definitely up for.

"Fine," she said, adopting a mischievous grin. "Truth or dare."

"Truth," Rory replied without hesitation.

Etain rolled her eyes dramatically. "Lame." She took a swig of her beer, considering her question. If he wanted to play, she'd make sure he regretted taking the safe option. "Alright then," she said, leaning forward with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Have you ever fantasised about me?"

Rory's confident façade faltered for just a moment before he regained his composure. "Yes," he answered simply, holding her gaze. "Your turn. Truth or dare?"

The directness of his answer sent a flush of heat through her body. She'd expected him to deflect, to dodge the question with humour or vague wording. His blunt admission shifted something in the air between them.

“Hang on,” she said, “I need a bit more detail than that.”

“That would require another question,” he countered confidently. “Truth or dare?”

Etain let out a sigh of defeat, signalling acceptance of his interpretation of the rules. "Truth," she replied, suddenly curious about what he might ask.

"When you stayed over at my apartment that weekend in third year of undergrad, were you really too drunk to make it home, or was that just an excuse?"

Etain's eyebrows rose. That weekend had been years ago—before Sasha, before any of this complexity. She'd crashed on his couch after a party, claiming the last train had gone and she was too wasted to risk getting sick in a taxi.

"An excuse," she admitted, watching his reaction carefully. "I wasn't drunk at all. I wanted to see what you'd do."

"I thought so," he nodded, a small smile playing at his lips. "You were far too coherent for someone who'd supposedly had six tequilas."

"Truth or dare?" she asked, reaching for her beer.

"Truth again."

Etain rolled her eyes. "Boring! But, fine. Did you ever tell Sasha about that night at Jake's? About what almost happened between us?"

His expression shifted, something darker passing across his features. "No," he said quietly. "Some things are better left in the past."

The implication hung heavy in the air—some things, but not… all things? Was he saying that not everything between them belonged firmly in history?

"Your turn," he prompted. "Truth or dare?"

Etain considered her options. Choosing "truth" again felt like playing it safe, especially after she'd mocked him for doing the same. But "dare" was risky territory, particularly with this new, bolder version of Rory.

"Dare," Etain said finally, lifting her chin in defiance.

A slow smile spread across Rory's face, and Etain felt a flutter of apprehension. This wasn't the same man who'd been fleeing from her all day.

"I dare you," he said, leaning forward, "to take a body shot off me."

Etain blinked, genuinely surprised. "A body shot?"

"Like college," he replied with a shrug that was far too casual. "Unless you're not up for it?"

The gauntlet had been thrown down. Etain felt a rush of both excitement and nervousness—the hunter suddenly feeling hunted.

"I'm game if you are," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "Got any tequila?"

Rory's eyes gleamed as he stood. "I’ve even got limes."

Etain watched him walk to the kitchen, her heart pounding. This had escalated faster than she'd anticipated, but she wasn't about to back down now. She'd wanted to push his boundaries—she just hadn't expected him to push back quite so forcefully.

He returned with a bottle of tequila, a salt shaker, and a plate of lime wedges. Setting them on the coffee table, he looked at her expectantly.

"Where do you want me?" he asked, and the double meaning wasn't lost on either of them.

Etain swallowed hard. "Lie back on the couch."

Rory complied, stretching out along the length of the sofa. Without breaking eye contact, he slowly lifted his shirt, exposing the taut skin of his abdomen. Etain's mouth went dry at the sight. He was more toned than she'd expected, his stomach flat with the subtle definition of someone who took care of himself without obsessing over it.

With a mischievous glint in his eye, Rory reached for the salt shaker. Maintaining eye contact, he sprinkled a thin white trail from his navel downwards, ending just above the waistband of his jeans.

"Whenever you're ready," he said, his voice rougher than before. He placed a lime wedge between his teeth, the green flesh protruding past his lips in silent invitation.

Etain felt a flutter of uncertainty. This was what she'd wanted, wasn't it? To push things to the edge? But now that the moment had arrived, she found herself hesitating, suddenly aware of just how dangerous this game had become.

She took a steadying breath and reached for the tequila bottle. Her fingers trembled slightly as she poured a small amount into the hollow of his navel. Some of the liquid spilled over, trailing down his side and onto the couch.

"Sorry," she murmured, though clearly neither of them cared about the furniture.

Gathering her hair in one hand to keep it from falling forward, Etain leaned down. She could feel the heat radiating from his skin, smell the faint scent of his cologne mixed with something uniquely him. Her tongue made contact with his abdomen just above his jeans, the salt crystals dissolving against her taste buds as she slowly licked upward.

She felt his muscles tense beneath her mouth, heard the slight catch in his breathing as her tongue traced the path of salt toward his navel. When she reached the pool of tequila, she paused, her eyes flicking up to meet his. His gaze was dark, intense, watching her every move with undisguised desire.

Etain lowered her mouth to his navel, her lips closing around the small pool of liquid. She sipped slowly, deliberately, letting her tongue lap at the remaining drops that had spilled onto his skin. The tequila burned pleasantly down her throat, but it was nothing compared to the heat building within her at the taste of his skin.

After ensuring she'd cleaned every drop from his abdomen, she moved higher, her body hovering over his as she approached his face. The lime wedge waited between his lips, a final barrier between them. She hesitated for just a heartbeat before closing the distance.

Her lips brushed against his as she carefully took the lime between her teeth. The contact was brief, fleeting, yet charged with an electric tension that made her pulse race. She pulled back, biting into the lime and savouring its sharp tang as she watched his reaction.

Rory's chest rose and fell rapidly, his eyes never leaving hers as she sucked on the lime. When she finally discarded it, he sat up slightly, resting on his elbows.

"Did you enjoy that?" he asked, his voice low and gravelly.

Etain composed herself, forcing her racing heart to slow as she adopted a casual smile. "Not as much as you did, by the looks of it," she quipped, glancing at the undeniable evidence of his arousal that had begun to show against his jeans.

Rory didn’t deny it. He simply held her gaze, a new confidence in his expression that sent a delicious shiver down her spine.

"Truth or dare?" she asked, feeling a faint tremble in her voice that she hoped he didn’t notice.

"Truth," he replied, for the third time.

Etain stared daggers at him. "This isn't ‘Truth or Truth’, you know. The game has two options for a reason." She leaned forward, her eyes locked with his. "But if that’s how you want to play it. Have you ever thought about me… when you were with another woman?" The question hung in the air between them, bold and dangerous even before she added the kicker. "Like… Sasha?"

The playfulness evaporated from Rory's expression. Something darker, more complex replaced it—a mixture of guilt, desire, and resignation. He sat up fully, creating space between them as he ran a hand through his hair.

"Yes," he admitted finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "Not often, but… yes."

The confession landed with the weight of a stone dropping into still water, ripples of implications spreading outward. Etain felt a rush of triumph mingled with an unexpected pang of something that felt uncomfortably like guilt.

"When?" she pressed, knowing she should stop but unable to help herself.

Rory met her gaze steadily. "That's another question. Not how the game works."

"Fine," she conceded, settling back against the cushions. "Your turn then."

"Truth or dare?" he asked, his voice carrying a new edge.

Etain hesitated. The atmosphere had shifted again, something heavier settling between them. The confessions they'd already made hovered in the air, impossible to take back.

"Dare," she decided.

His smile widened, and for a moment, Etain felt a flutter of anxiety. This wasn't the Rory she remembered—the shy, easily flustered man who used to blush when she so much as brushed against him. This Rory was confident, calculated.

"I dare you to show me what you'd wear if you were trying to seduce someone," he said, his voice deceptively casual. "Your most effective outfit."

Etain felt her cheeks warm, not from embarrassment but from the unexpected boldness of his request. He was calling her out, acknowledging her game while turning it back on her.

"That's your dare?" she laughed, trying to regain control. "You want a fashion show?"

"I want honesty," he replied, his gaze steady. "I want to see what you wear when you're not pretending it's an accident."

The implication was clear—he knew exactly what she'd been doing since she arrived. The realisation sent a jolt through her, equal parts mortification and thrill. She'd thought she was being so clever, so… well, not subtle, but at least coy in her pursuit. But he'd seen through her all along.

"Fine," Etain said, rising to her feet. She gestured down at herself—at the thin white tank top that clung to her breasts and the loose cotton shorts that barely covered the tops of her thighs. With deliberate slowness, she turned in a complete circle, letting him take in every angle of her body. When she faced him again, her eyebrows were lifted in defiance.

"This," she said, meeting his gaze. "This is exactly what I'd wear. Nothing fancy, nothing obvious. Because real seduction isn't about lingerie or high heels—it's about suggestion. About making someone imagine what's underneath." Her voice dropped lower. "It's about setting a tone."

Rory's eyes travelled the length of her body, lingering on the places where the fabric pulled taut across her curves. There was no pretence now, no attempt to hide his appreciation of what he saw.

"I know," he said quietly. “I know all too well.”

The admission hung between them, heavy with implications. All the games, all the teasing—he'd been aware of it from the beginning. Yet he'd allowed it to continue, had played along even while maintaining his distance.

Etain sank back onto the couch, closer to him than before. "Truth or dare?" she asked, her heart hammering against her ribs.

Rory held her gaze, something shifting in his expression. The corner of his mouth curved upward in a smile that was both resignation and anticipation.

"Dare," he said finally.

The word sent a jolt through Etain's body. She’d been expecting yet another “truth”. This sudden switch felt momentous—a door opening between them. She studied his face, searching for any hesitation, any doubt. There was none.

"I dare you to strip down to your underwear."

Rory's eyebrows shot up, a laugh escaping him. "A bit route one, don't you think?" he mocked, though his eyes glinted with amusement.

"Well," Etain countered, "this was originally about getting back to our college days, wasn't it? So route one seems entirely appropriate." She gestured toward him with her beer bottle, then repeated his earlier words back to him: "Unless you're not up for it?"

For a moment, Etain thought he might refuse, might finally draw the line she'd been searching for since her arrival.

Instead, Rory set his beer down deliberately. "Fine," he said, rising to his feet. "But don't say I never did anything for you."

With surprising confidence, he began unbuttoning his shirt, maintaining eye contact as each button slipped free. The casual pace of his movements suggested he wasn't rushing through the dare, but savouring it. When he reached the last button, he let the shirt hang open for a moment—revealing a strip of toned chest and the stomach she’d already licked—before shrugging it off his shoulders entirely.

Etain's lips parted as she watched him. This wasn't the reluctant, embarrassed Rory she'd expected. This was someone comfortable in his own skin, someone who knew exactly what he was doing to her, and was enjoying every moment of it.

He reached for his belt next, unfastening it with deliberate slowness. The leather slid through the loops with a soft hiss that sent a shiver down Etain's spine. His jeans followed, pushed down strong thighs until he stepped out of them entirely.

Standing before her in nothing but a pair of dark blue boxer briefs, Rory looked down at her with an expression that bordered on smug. "Satisfied?"

Etain couldn't tear her eyes away from the pronounced bulge straining against the fabric of his underwear. The evidence of his arousal was unmistakable, impossible to miss, and he made no attempt to hide it. If anything, he seemed to stand straighter, more confident in his near-nakedness than she'd ever seen him fully clothed.

"Very," she managed to reply, her voice huskier than she'd intended.

Rory sat back down beside her, closer than before, his bare thigh brushing against hers. The contact sent electricity through her body. "Your turn," he said simply. "Truth or dare?"

"Dare," Etain answered without hesitation. She'd come too far to back down now.

His smile widened, as if he'd expected nothing less. "Fair's fair. I dare you to strip to your underwear too."

Etain's pulse quickened. She'd been expecting this—had practically invited it—but still, the moment carried a weight she hadn't anticipated. "I'm… I’m not wearing a bra," she said, the admission both a warning and an out—if he wanted one.

"Neither was I," he replied with a smirk. "And this is an equal opportunities game."

Etain smiled as she rose to her feet, but her eyes remained deadly serious. Unlike his confident but straightforward approach, she intended to make this a performance. She locked eyes with him as her fingers found the hem of her tank top, lifting it with torturous slowness. Inch by inch, she revealed the flat plane of her stomach, the gentle curves of her ribcage, until finally the underside of her breasts came into view.

She paused there, holding the fabric just below the fullness of her chest. Rory's eyes darkened, his breathing visibly quickening. The power she felt in that moment was intoxicating.

"Impatient?" she teased, noticing how his hands played with his beer bottle.

"Just appreciating the view," he replied, his voice rough with desire.

With deliberate languor, Etain pulled the tank top higher, finally exposing her breasts to his hungry gaze. She didn't rush the removal, letting the fabric drag over her nipples, which hardened instantly at the contact. When the top finally cleared her head, she tossed it aside with a casual flick of her wrist.

His eyes devoured her, making no attempt to mask his appreciation. The naked hunger in his expression sent heat pooling between her thighs.

She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts next, pushing them down with the same tantalising slowness. As they slid past her hips, revealing the simple black thong she wore beneath, she turned slightly, giving him a profile view of her body—the curve of her breast, the dip of her waist, the swell of her ass.

When the shorts finally dropped to her ankles, she stepped out of them and returned to the couch, settling beside him in nothing but her thong. Her heart hammered in her chest so forcefully she wondered if he could see it—a slight tremor in her breasts with each beat. The thought of being so nakedly affected by him only intensified the sensation.

Rory made no attempt to hide his lust, his gaze moving openly across her exposed skin, lingering on her breasts. The directness of his attention was both unnerving and thrilling—no pretence, no shame, just pure, undisguised want.

"Truth or d—" she began, her voice shakier than she'd intended.

"Dare," he cut her off, the word like a challenge between them.

Almost without thinking, the words tumbled from her lips. "Suck them."

The boldness of her own demand surprised her, but she didn't retract it. Instead, she watched his face, searching for any hesitation, any sign that she'd finally found his breaking point.

She hadn’t.

Rory moved with purpose, shifting closer until their thighs pressed together. His hand came up to cup her breast, thumb brushing over the already hardened nipple. The contact sent a jolt of pleasure through Etain's body, drawing a soft gasp from her lips.

"You're sure?" he asked, his voice a low rumble that she felt as much as heard.

"God, yes," she breathed, arching toward his touch.

With that final permission, Rory lowered his head. His mouth closed around her nipple, warm and wet and perfect. Etain's head fell back as he began to suck, gently at first, then with increasing pressure that made her whimper. His tongue circled the sensitive peak, flicking back and forth in a rhythm that had her squirming beneath him.

His free hand found her other breast, kneading the soft flesh as his mouth continued its sweet torment. When he switched sides, lavishing the same attention on her neglected nipple, Etain threaded her fingers through his hair, holding him against her. The dual sensation of his hot mouth sucking one breast while his fingers squeezed and teased the other was almost too much to bear.

"Rory," she gasped, her voice barely recognisable to her own ears.

He responded by grazing her nipple lightly with his teeth, sending a sharp spike of pleasure-pain through her that made her cry out. His tongue immediately soothed the sting, lapping at her in broad strokes before returning to those maddening circles that had her hips lifting unconsciously from the couch.

When he finally pulled back, they were both breathing heavily, their chests rising and falling in rapid unison, hers still glistening with his saliva.

"Good dare," he murmured, a hint of smugness in his voice.

Etain struggled to compose herself, her breasts still tingling from his attention.

"Truth or dare?" he asked, though they both knew what her answer would be.

"Dare," she said, still recovering.

He leaned forward, close enough that she could feel his breath on her face. "I dare you to do whatever you want right now."

Etain's heart hammered in her chest. "Are you absolutely sure about that?"

Rory held her gaze, his expression serious despite the heat in his eyes. He nodded once, firmly.

Something snapped inside Etain—all the tension, all the teasing of the past two days breaking free at once. She lunged forward, her hands finding his thighs. She positioned herself between his legs as she knelt on the floor before him. There was no finesse, no flirtation now, just raw desire.

Her fingers traced the waistband of his boxers, teasing along the elastic before dipping lower to palm the prominent bulge beneath.

"Is this what you want?" she whispered, her eyes locked with his as she began to stroke him through the fabric.

Rory's head fell back against the couch, a groan escaping his lips as his hips bucked upward into her touch. "You know it is," he managed, his voice strained.

Etain smiled, enjoying his reaction as she continued to massage him through his boxers. She could feel him hardening further beneath her fingers, twitching with each deliberate stroke. The power she felt in that moment was everything she had been chasing—reducing him to this state of desperate need, watching as his careful control crumbled beneath her touch. Even if her own control had crumbled too.

With growing urgency, she lowered her head, pressing her mouth against the fabric covering his erection. She breathed hotly against him, feeling him pulse in response before she extended her tongue, lapping at the outline of his cock through his boxers.

"Fuck," Rory hissed, one hand coming to rest on the back of her head, not pushing, just maintaining contact as if to reassure himself this was real.

Etain continued her exploration, her tongue finding his head through the increasingly wet fabric. She could taste him now, the faint saltiness of his arousal seeping through. With each pass of her tongue, his breathing grew more ragged, his fingers tightening in her hair.

"Please," he whispered, the word barely audible.

It was all the encouragement Etain needed. She hooked her fingers into the waistband of his boxers and tugged downward. Rory lifted his hips to help, allowing her to slide the fabric down his thighs until his cock sprang free, hard and flushed and perfect.

For a moment, she simply admired him—longer than she'd expected, thick enough to be intimidating. A bead of pre-cum glistened at the tip, tempting her.

"Fuck," she whispered, wrapping her fingers around him. The heat of him pulsed against her palm as she stroked upward, watching his eyes darken with each movement.

Rory's breathing was ragged. "Etain," he groaned, the sound of her name on his lips sending a thrill through her body.

She couldn't wait any longer. With one hand still gripping his base, she leaned forward and took him into her mouth. The taste of him, the weight of him on her tongue—it was better than she'd imagined. She began to move, her lips sliding down his length before drawing back up with delicious suction.

"Christ, Etain," Rory gasped, his hips jerking involuntarily.

Encouraged by his response, Etain took him deeper, hollowing her cheeks as she worked him with increasing enthusiasm. She alternated between long, slow strokes that took him to the back of her throat and quick, teasing flicks of her tongue around his tip.

Rory's moans grew louder, more desperate. His fingers tightened in her hair, his thighs tensing beneath her hands. "Etain," he panted, "that feels incredible. Don't stop."

She had no intention of stopping. She could feel him throbbing against her tongue, could taste the first hints of his arousal. Her own body ached with need, her nipples still sensitive from his attention, wetness gathering between her thighs. But in this moment, her pleasure came from his—from the power of reducing him to this trembling, moaning state.

His breathing grew more erratic, his hips beginning to thrust upward with greater urgency. Etain pulled back, denying him the warm wetness of her mouth for a moment, enjoying the desperate sound he made at the loss of contact.

"Let me taste all of you," she whispered, her voice thick with desire.

She moved lower, tracing the thick vein along the underside of his shaft with her tongue, following it all the way down to where it met his balls. She took one gently into her mouth, sucking softly while her hand continued to stroke his length. The guttural moan it drew from him was deeply satisfying.

Etain lavished attention on him, alternating between his balls and his shaft, licking long, wet stripes from base to tip before swirling her tongue around his head. She mirrored the circles he had traced around her nipples earlier, teasing the sensitive ridge with deliberate precision.

"Fuck, Etain," Rory gasped, his head thrown back, eyes squeezed shut. "I'm getting close—"

She could feel him tensing, his cock swelling even further against her tongue. His thighs trembled beneath her hands, his breathing reduced to short, desperate pants. He was right at the edge, ready to topple over.

Instead of pushing him further, Etain slowed her movements. She pulled back slightly, still keeping him in her mouth but barely moving, just enough to maintain the sensation without bringing him to climax.

Rory lifted his head, confusion and desperation warring in his expression as he looked down at her. Etain met his gaze through her lashes, enjoying the power she held in this moment. She released him from her mouth but continued to stroke him lazily with her hand, occasionally leaning forward to place soft, teasing kisses along his shaft or swipe her tongue across his tip.

"Rory," she said between these gentle ministrations, her voice deliberately slow and husky, "truth... or dare?"

He stared at her, chest heaving, clearly struggling to process the question through the haze of his arousal. After a moment, understanding dawned in his eyes—a recognition that their game hadn't ended, that there were still boundaries to be pushed, lines to be crossed.

"Dare," he said, his voice rough with need.

Etain smiled, her hand still working him with maddening slowness. "I dare you to do whatever you wanted to do to me back in college," she whispered, "right here, right now."

A silence descended between them. This wasn't just about physical pleasure anymore—it was a deliberate crossing of the final line, an invitation to experience something so long desired, but at the cost of the trust of someone they both cared for so deeply.

Rory's expression shifted, desire battling with something else—guilt, perhaps, or the last vestiges of restraint. For a moment, Etain thought he might refuse, might finally find the moral strength to end their dangerous game.

Instead, he stood.

Something changed in his expression—resolve crystallising where uncertainty had been. His hands reached for her, drawing her up from her kneeling position. The movement was fluid yet urgent, his fingers digging into her upper arms as he pulled her to her feet.

Etain barely had time to register the shift before his mouth crashed against hers. The kiss was nothing like she'd imagined—not tentative or questioning, but commanding, consuming. His tongue pushed past her lips, claiming her mouth with a ferocity that stole her breath. She whimpered against him, her body melting into his as his hands travelled downward, fingers splaying across her ass, kneading the soft flesh with possessive hunger.

He broke the kiss only to spin her around, pressing his chest against her back. His erection, still slick from her mouth, prodded insistently against her backside as his hands explored her body with newfound confidence. One hand snaked around to cup her breast, pinching her nipple between thumb and forefinger while the other slid lower, hooking into the thin fabric of her thong.

With agonising slowness, he dragged the black lace down her thighs.

"Bend over, Etain," he commanded, his voice barely recognisable—rough and dark with need. "Before I change my mind."

The words sent liquid heat coursing through her veins. This was what she'd wanted, what she'd been pushing for since she’d arrived—Rory finally surrendering to the desire between them. Yet now that the moment had arrived, she found herself momentarily frozen, the magnitude of what they were about to do suddenly towering before her.

Rory seemed to sense her hesitation. He spun her back around to face him. His hand came up to cup her cheek, thumb brushing across her lower lip. The gesture was surprisingly tender amidst the raw hunger of the moment.

"Last chance to back out," he murmured, his eyes searching hers.

In answer, Etain turned away from him again, placing her hands on the arm of the sofa. She arched her back, presenting herself to him in unmistakable invitation. The position left her completely exposed, vulnerable in a way that sent a shiver of both apprehension and anticipation down her spine.

She heard his sharp intake of breath behind her, felt the heat of his body as he moved closer. His hands returned to her hips, fingers digging into her flesh as he positioned himself. The blunt head of his cock brushed against her entrance, finding her already slick with arousal.

"You're so wet," he groaned, sounding almost pained by the discovery. "Have you been like this all day? All week?"

"Yes," she admitted, the word barely audible. "It’s not the first time I’ve been wet for you."

"And it’s far from the first time I've been hard for you," Rory confessed, his voice a low growl against her ear. "I've wanted this since the first day we met—even when I shouldn't have."

With those words still hanging in the air, he pushed forward, entering her in one slow, deliberate thrust. They both gasped at the sensation—Etain from the delicious stretch of accommodating him, Rory from the tight heat enveloping him.

"Fuck," he breathed, his forehead dropping to rest between her shoulder blades. "You feel even better than I imagined."

He remained still for a moment, letting her adjust to his size, his hands roaming her body with newfound possessiveness. When he began to move, it was with measured control—long, deep strokes that had Etain gripping the sofa arm for support.

"Is this what you wanted?" he asked, one hand sliding around to find her breast, squeezing roughly as his pace quickened. "To break me?"

"Yes," Etain admitted, pushing back against him, meeting each thrust with equal fervour. "God, yes."

Something seemed to snap in Rory at her confession. His rhythm faltered for a second before he redoubled his efforts, driving into her with an intensity that knocked the breath from her lungs. His fingers dug into her hips, angling her body to take him deeper, hitting spots inside her that made stars burst behind her eyelids.

"I used to think about this," he panted, his voice strained with exertion. "When I'd see you at parties, wearing those little dresses. I'd imagine bending you over just like this."

Each word, each confession, heightened Etain's pleasure. The forbidden nature of what they were doing—what they'd both wanted for so long—added an edge to every sensation. She felt herself climbing rapidly toward release, her inner walls clenching around him as the tension built.

"Even after…" Rory continued, his voice breaking as he drove into her, "even after Sasha… I'd still dream about you sometimes."

The mention of Sasha's name should have doused their passion, should have reminded them of the trust they were betraying. Instead, it seemed to inflame them both further—the wrongness of it all becoming part of the intoxication.

Rory's hand slid from her hip to between her legs, fingers finding her clit with unerring precision. He circled the sensitive bundle of nerves in time with his thrusts, drawing a stuttering, panting, moan from Etain's throat.

Pleasure built within her with each expert stroke, coiling tighter and tighter until she could barely stand it. Her body trembled on the precipice, suspended in that exquisite moment just before release.

"Fuck, Rory," Etain gasped, her voice breaking as she pushed back against him desperately. Her fingers clutched the sofa arm so tightly her knuckles turned white. "I should have given this to you so long ago. I shouldn't have waited."

The confession tumbled from her lips unbidden, raw and honest in a way she hadn't intended. In that moment of vulnerability, with her defences stripped away by pleasure, the truth emerged—not just that she wanted him now, but that she had always wanted him, had always regretted not acting on it years ago when things were simpler.

Rory's rhythm faltered again at her words. His hands gripped her hips tighter, pulling her back against him with renewed urgency. "Etain," he groaned, the sound of her name sounding like a plea on his lips.

"I mean it," she panted, turning her head to catch his gaze over her shoulder. "That night at Jake's… I shouldn't have walked away. I've thought about it so many times."

Rory's expression was a complex tapestry—pain mingled with desire, regret tangled with triumph. He leaned forward, his chest pressing against her back as he continued to thrust into her, his movements growing more erratic. His lips found her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin.

"It doesn't matter now," he whispered against her ear, his breath hot and ragged. "We're here now."

His fingers renewed their attention to her clit, circling with perfect pressure that had her trembling. The dual sensation of his cock filling her and his fingers working her sensitive bud was overwhelming. Etain felt herself tipping over the edge, her body tensing as waves of pleasure crashed through her.

"Rory!" she cried out, her inner walls clenching around him as her orgasm tore through her with unexpected force. Stars burst behind her eyelids, her legs threatening to give way beneath her.

Rory held her steady, his arm wrapping around her waist as he continued to drive into her, chasing his own release. His movements grew more desperate, less controlled, his breathing harsh against her neck.

"Etain," he groaned, his voice strained, "I'm going to—"

"Yes," she urged, still riding the aftershocks of her own climax. "Inside! I want to feel you!"

With a guttural sound that was almost a sob, Rory drove into her one final time, his body shuddering as he came. She felt him pulsing inside her, filling her with his release as his fingers dug into her hips hard enough to leave marks.

For several moments, they remained frozen in that position, both struggling to catch their breath. Etain's legs trembled, threatening to give out under her as the full force of what they'd done swept over her. Her arms, still braced against the sofa, felt weak and unsteady. With a soft whimper, she collapsed forward, her upper body falling over the arm of the sofa.

Rory followed her down, his chest pressed against her back, still buried inside her as he gradually softened. The weight of him was comforting rather than oppressive, his breathing slowly returning to normal against her shoulder blade. His hands, gentler now that the urgency had passed, continued to roam her body—fingers tracing lazy patterns across her breasts, palming the curve of her ass with appreciative touches.

"You okay?" he murmured against her skin, pressing a soft kiss to her shoulder.

Etain nodded, unable to form words just yet. Her body still hummed with residual pleasure, occasional aftershocks causing her to tighten around him, drawing a soft hiss from his lips each time.

They remained like that for several long moments, connected in the most intimate way, neither eager to break the spell that had fallen over them. But eventually, the position grew uncomfortable. With reluctance, Rory slipped out of her, the sensation drawing a small gasp from Etain's lips.

He guided her around the arm of the sofa, both of them collapsing onto the cushions in a tangle of limbs. Etain found herself curled against his side, her head resting on his chest, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. The domesticity of the position felt strangely jarring after the raw intensity of what they'd just shared.

Reality began to seep back in, bringing with it the weight of consequences they'd so eagerly ignored in the heat of passion. The living room suddenly seemed too quiet, their breathing too loud in the stillness.

"What have we done?" Etain whispered, the words escaping before she could stop them.

Rory's arm tightened around her, but he remained silent, staring up at the ceiling. The question hung in the air between them, demanding an answer neither seemed prepared to give.

"This wasn't supposed to happen," he said finally, his voice rough. "I wasn't supposed to let it happen."

Etain lifted her head to look at him, searching his face for regret or accusation. Instead, she found a much more complex mixture of emotions—satisfaction, confusion, guilt—all warring for dominance.

"I'm the one who pushed," she admitted, her fingers tracing abstract patterns on his chest. "I've been pushing since I got here."

"I know," Rory replied, a hint of a smile touching his lips despite the gravity of the moment. "You weren't exactly subtle."

A small laugh escaped her, quickly fading as the reality of their situation settled more firmly around them. "What happens now?" she asked, the question barely audible.

Rory sighed, his free hand coming up to rub his face as if he’d just woken up. "Christ, Etain. She's my fiancée. She’s your friend. She warned me about this."

Etain's brow furrowed as she processed his words. "Warned you? What do you mean?" She pushed herself up onto her elbow, suddenly alert. "What exactly did Sasha warn you about?"

Rory let out a long, slow breath, his eyes still fixed on the ceiling. "About us. About this."

"I don't understand," Etain said, her voice tinged with confusion. She sat up fully now, pulling away from him slightly. "Are you saying she… knew this might happen?"

Rory finally met her eyes, his expression both weary and resigned. "Sasha knows us both better than anyone else in the world, Etain. She's not stupid." He ran a hand through his dishevelled hair. "She's always known about our history, about the tension that never quite went away."

"But we never—"

"It doesn't matter that we never acted on it before," he interrupted gently. "She could see it. In the way I'd talk about you, in how I'd get whenever your name came up." A rueful smile touched his lips. "She used to tease me about it, actually."

Etain stared at him, trying to process this revelation. "She… teased you? About wanting me?"

"Yeah," Rory nodded, sitting up beside her. "She'd sometimes even play into it. Like when we'd be intimate, she'd ask if I ever thought about you that way, what I imagined doing to you." His cheeks flushed slightly at the admission. "It became this thing between us—not a problem, just… an acknowledged reality."

"Jesus," Etain whispered, her mind reeling. "So all this time I thought I was being so clever, so seductive, and she just… knew?"

"More than knew," Rory said, his voice softening. "She was one step ahead of us." He reached for her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. "The last thing she said to me before rushing out the door yesterday was, 'Try to show some restraint. But if the time comes, enjoy yourself.'"

Etain's jaw dropped. "She said that? Those exact words?"

"Those exact words," Rory confirmed, squeezing her hand. "I thought she was joking at the time, or maybe testing me. But now…"

"Now you think she meant it," Etain finished for him, her voice barely audible.

"I know she meant it," he replied, conviction in his tone. "It's her way of… I don't know, acknowledging something that's always been there without making it a threat to what we have. Sasha's always been the most open-minded, most secure person I've ever known."

Etain sat in stunned silence, processing this revelation. All her careful plotting, her deliberate seduction—and Sasha had anticipated it all along. Had accepted it. Perhaps even… encouraged it?

"So what does this mean?" she finally asked, her voice small. "For us, for her… for all of this?"

Rory's expression softened. "It means we don't have to feel like we've destroyed everything. It means we can talk about this—all three of us—when she gets back."

"You really think she'll be okay with what happened?" Etain couldn't quite believe it, despite what Rory was telling her.

"I think," Rory said carefully, "that Sasha has been trying to figure out how to navigate this triangle for years. She loves me, but she also loves you—as her friend, as someone important in her life. And she knows how I've felt about you."

Etain's heart raced. "How… how have you felt about me?"

Rory smiled, reaching up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. "Like there was unfinished business. Like there was always this parallel universe where you and I happened, and it left this… echo between us."

"And Sasha knows all this?"

"She knows. And instead of feeling threatened by it, she’s somehow… incorporated it." He shook his head in wonder. "That's just who she is."

"So when she comes back…" Etain began, hardly daring to hope.

"When she comes back,” Rory said softly, “we talk honestly. About what happened, about what it means." His eyes met hers. "About what could be possible."

"What do you think is possible?" Etain whispered.

Rory's hand traced up her arm, a gentle touch that sent shivers across her skin. "I think more is possible than we've been allowing ourselves to imagine."
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