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Chapter 1

Sun spills through the half-drawn blinds, cutting golden stripes across Jacob's otherwise dim apartment. I'm still catching my breath, sitting cross-legged on his rumpled sheets, watching him type something on his phone. The afternoon light catches the sharp angle of his jaw, the same jaw I've traced with my fingers countless times over the past eight months.

The apartment smells like him—expensive cologne and that weird pine-scented candle he always burns. I used to love that smell. Used to think it meant stability. Security.

My textbook sits abandoned on his nightstand, organic chemistry formulas blurring together. I should be studying. Finals are in two weeks, and my scholarship depends on maintaining my GPA.

"What are you thinking about?" he asks, not looking up from his screen.

I brush my hair behind my ear. "The benzene ring structure. I have that exam on Tuesday."

"You worry too much, Tara."

That's me. Tara Whitmore, perpetual worrier. Too cautious. Too analytical. Always overthinking everything. At least that's what Jacob says. Maybe he's right. Maybe that's why I'm pre-med—I need the structure, the certainty of knowing if you follow the right steps, you get the right outcome.

Jacob sets his phone down and looks at me with that gaze—the one that made me drop my defenses eight months ago in that campus coffee shop. His eyes slide down my body, still visible under his thin sheet.

"Come here," he says, voice dropping an octave.

I hesitate for half a second. My study schedule flashes through my mind, but then his hand touches my thigh, and the schedule evaporates.

"I've been thinking about your mouth all day," he says.

Heat blooms across my cheeks. No matter how many times we've been intimate, I still blush when he talks like this. Part of me loves that he's so direct. No games, no pretense.

I slide off the bed and onto my knees between his legs. The hardwood floor is cold and unforgiving, but I don't mind. I like pleasing him. Like knowing I can make his breath catch.

His fingers tangle in my hair as I lower my face to his, catching his lips first. I kiss him slowly, deliberately, savoring the moment before my lips trace a path down his neck, chest, stomach. Each inch of skin I cover makes his breathing grow heavier.

When I finally reach him, I tease with gentle kisses along his length, my tongue darting out to taste the salt of his skin. He's warm against my lips, pulsing with need as I gradually take him into my mouth. The slight musk and heat of him fills my senses as I feel him twitch against my tongue. His grip tightens in my hair, a groan escaping his throat that tells me I'm doing exactly what he needs.

"Jesus, Tara," he groans, his grip tightening. "Nobody does this like you do."

Pride surges through me, followed quickly by desire. I increase my pace, hollowing my cheeks, drawing out the low sounds from his throat that tell me I'm doing everything right.

"Stop," he says suddenly, pulling me up. "I want you on top."

He guides me onto his lap, my thighs straddling his hips. I sink down onto him slowly, my body accommodating his size. His hands grip my waist tight enough to bruise, but I don't care. I move in rhythm with him, arching my back the way he likes.

"Faster," he commands, and I obey.

My hair falls forward, creating a curtain around our faces as I lean down to kiss him. He tastes like expensive whiskey and mint. I lose myself in the sensation, in the fullness, in the way my body responds to his.

When he flips us over, pinning me beneath him, I wrap my legs around his waist. His thrusts become more urgent, more demanding. I'm close, right on the edge, and he knows it. He always knows.

"Come for me," he whispers against my ear, and my body complies, waves of pleasure washing over me as I cry out his name.

He follows moments later, his body tensing above mine before collapsing half on top of me. We lie there, skin against skin, catching our breath. His heart pounds against my chest, gradually slowing.

"I'm leaving for Europe next week," he says, his voice casual, as if commenting on the weather. "Got that fellowship I applied for. Eleven months in London, starting with summer term."

The afterglow vanishes. I freeze beneath him, certain I've misheard. "What?"

He rolls off me, reaching for his phone again. "The Marshall Fellowship. Found out yesterday. Leaving Wednesday."

I sit up, pulling the sheet around me. Suddenly I feel very naked, very vulnerable. "You're leaving the country in five days and you're just telling me now?"

He shrugs, scrolling through something on his phone. "Thought it would be better in person."

"Better to tell me after sex?" My voice rises slightly.

"Don't make it a thing, Tara."

I stare at him, searching for any sign this is a joke, that he's not being serious. But his face remains impassive, almost bored.

"What about us?" I hate how small my voice sounds.

"I think we both know long distance doesn't work." He finally looks at me, his expression softening slightly. "It's been good, though. Really good."

The realization hits me like cold water. "So this was... what? One last fuck for old times' sake?"

His silence is all the confirmation I need.

"Eleven months is practically a year," I say, grasping for something, anything. "You'll be back for next spring semester, right? We could—"

"Tara." His tone stops me. "I've already sublet this place. And after London, I'm probably heading straight to my dad's firm in New York."

My stomach drops. "You weren't going to tell me any of this? Just disappear?"

"I'm telling you now, aren't I?" He reaches for me, but I pull away. "Come on, you knew this wasn't forever. You're still in undergrad. I'm starting my career."

The tears come suddenly, burning behind my eyes. I blink them back furiously. "So the past eight months meant nothing to you?"

"Don't be dramatic." He sighs, running a hand through his hair. "You're an amazing girl. The sex is incredible. But we're in different places."

I scramble off the bed, gathering my scattered clothes from the floor. My hands shake as I pull my jeans on, not bothering with underwear. I just need to get out.

"Tara, don't be like this. We can still enjoy the next few days."

I freeze, one arm through my sweater sleeve. "Enjoy the next few days?"

"Yeah." He smiles that smile that used to make my heart race. Now it makes me feel sick. "No reason we can't have fun until I leave."

I yank my sweater down over my head. "You really think I'd want to sleep with you knowing you've been planning your exit all along?"

"I didn't plan anything. Opportunities come up."

"And you just happened to wait until after we had sex to mention it."

He shrugs again, that infuriating, casual shrug. "One last time for the road. It was good, wasn't it?"

I grab my bag from the chair, stuffing my chemistry textbook inside. My hands are still shaking. "You're unbelievable."

"Don't make this ugly, Tara. We had fun, but let's be real—you didn't think I was going to marry you or something, did you?"

The tears I've been fighting spill over. "No, Jacob. I just thought you respected me enough to be honest."

I move toward the door, but he calls after me. "Your shoes are still here."

"Keep them," I snap, yanking the door open. "Something to remember me by."

The hallway is mercifully empty as I half-run toward the elevator, vision blurred by tears. My bare feet slap against the cold tile floor. I press the button repeatedly, praying the doors will open before he follows me out.

They don't. But he doesn't follow either.

As the elevator descends, I catch my reflection in its mirrored wall—flushed face, messy hair, tear-streaked cheeks. Eight months of my life, gone in an afternoon conversation.

And now I'm homeless too. My sublet ends next week, and I'd been counting on moving in with Jacob for the summer.

The elevator reaches the lobby. I wipe my face, straighten my shoulders, and step out into the late afternoon sun, not sure where to go or what comes next.


Chapter 2

Kayla's couch is too short for me. My feet dangle over one armrest while my neck cramps against the other. The throw blanket—some scratchy polyester thing with cartoon penguins—barely covers me, and I've been using my chemistry textbook as a pillow for the past three nights.

I shift, trying to find a comfortable position as sunlight filters through the blinds. The apartment smells like burnt coffee and the cinnamon air freshener Kayla sprays obsessively. Her cat, Mr. Snuggles—a name that couldn't be more ironic for the hissing ball of fur—watches me from atop the TV stand.

"Morning, sunshine." Kayla appears in the living room archway, already dressed in scrubs for her hospital shift. "Sleep okay?"

"Like a princess." I swing my legs down and rub my neck.

"Sorry about the couch." She winces. "Not exactly the Ritz."

"It's fine." I force a smile. "I appreciate you letting me crash."

Three days ago, I showed up at my cousin's door with swollen eyes and bare feet. She didn't ask questions, just handed me a pair of fuzzy socks and poured a glass of wine.

"Any word from Jackass?" She hands me a mug of coffee.

I shake my head. "Radio silence."

"His loss." She squeezes my shoulder. "Any luck apartment hunting?"

The question makes my stomach clench. I've called seventeen places. Everything near campus is either taken or way beyond my budget.

"I might need to drop summer classes and move back home." The words taste bitter.

"To Aunt Karen's?" Kayla raises her eyebrows. "Didn't she turn your bedroom into a Peloton studio?"

"Yeah." I sip the coffee. It's awful—Kayla's coffee always is—but it's hot and caffeinated. "I'd be on the pullout in the basement. But at least Dad would help with tuition for fall."

Kayla bites her lip, hesitating. "There might be another option."

"I've tried everything, Kayla. Campus housing is full. All the sublets are gone. I can't afford—"

"Have you ever heard of a Free Use House?"

I stare at her. "A what?"

She perches on the edge of the coffee table. "It's... unconventional."

"That sounds ominous."

"Not in a bad way. Just different." She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. "My friend Emma did it last year. Lived rent-free in this gorgeous brownstone near Westland."

"And the catch is...?"

"You make yourself... available to the other residents."

I nearly choke on my coffee. "Available? Like—sexually?"

She nods.

"So... prostitution." I set the mug down.

"No." Kayla's response is firm. "It's nothing like that. You're not taking money for sex. It's more like... a living arrangement with benefits."

"That sounds exactly like prostitution with extra steps."

"Emma says it was empowering." Kayla leans forward. "There are rules, contracts, boundaries. You get a safe word. Regular STD testing. The agency vets everyone extensively."

"Agency?" I laugh, but it sounds hollow even to me. "So there's a pimp too?"

"Tara." Her voice softens. "I wouldn't suggest it if I thought it was dangerous. Emma said it changed her life. Gave her control when she felt like she had none."

"By letting strange men use her body whenever they wanted?"

"By choosing her own terms." Kayla stands. "Look, I know it sounds crazy. But you're sleeping on my couch with a chemistry book for a pillow. Just... think about it?"

She grabs her keys and heads for the door. "I'll be late tonight. Emma's contact info is on the fridge if you want to talk to her."

After she leaves, I sit in the silent apartment, the idea sitting uncomfortably in my brain. Free Use House. The term itself makes me cringe. I imagine leering men, dirty rooms, exploitation.

Yet I can't stop thinking about it.

I reach for my laptop, hesitating before typing "Free Use House agency" into the search bar. The first results are porn sites. I grimace and refine my search.

Finally, I find something that looks legitimate: "Mutual Arrangement Housing Solutions." The website is sleek, professional—nothing like the seedy operation I imagined. Photos show beautiful apartments with modern furnishings. There's even a section titled "Empowerment Through Choice."

My finger hovers over the contact form. This is ridiculous. I should just call my parents, swallow my pride, and spend summer in their basement.

But then I think about going home as a failure. About my mother's passive-aggressive comments. About working at the mall food court again, watching my dreams of med school slip further away.

I find Emma's number on Kayla's fridge and send a text before I can change my mind:

Hey Emma, it's Tara (Kayla's cousin). She mentioned you might have info about alternative housing situations? Curious to learn more.

My phone pings less than a minute later:

Hey! Kayla told me about your situation. Best decision I ever made. Let's grab coffee tomorrow?

I type back: Sure. Is it really as "empowering" as Kayla says?

Three dots appear, disappear, then reappear:

Honestly? At first I did it out of desperation. But I discovered things about myself I never knew. It's not for everyone, but it changed how I see myself. In a good way.

I nibble my lip, considering her words. Could something that sounds so objectifying actually be empowering? Or is that just what people tell themselves to justify degradation?

Coffee sounds good, I reply.

I return to the website, scrolling to a section called "Current Opportunities." Most listings are for long-term arrangements, but one catches my eye:

"Westland Heights - Summer Placement (3 months). Luxury 3BR with private bath. 2 professional male residents seek female roommate. All amenities included."

There's a photo of a stunning apartment with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. It looks like something from a magazine, worlds away from Kayla's cramped one-bedroom or my parents' basement.

My cursor hovers over the "Apply Now" button. This is insane. I shouldn't even be considering this.

But I click anyway.

The application form appears, simple and straightforward. Name, age, contact information.

Before I can overthink it, I fill in the fields and click submit.

A confirmation appears: "Thank you for your interest. A representative will contact you within 24 hours."

I close my laptop and lean back, heart racing. What have I just done?

Mr. Snuggles jumps onto the couch, landing on my stomach with a surprising thud. For once, he doesn't hiss, just stares at me with judging yellow eyes.

"I know," I tell the cat. "I know."


Chapter 3

The coffee shop, Velvet Brew, sits on the corner of Maple and 3rd, far enough from campus that I won't run into classmates but close enough that I didn't have to spend money on an Uber. The interior looks like it belongs in a design magazine—exposed brick walls, Edison bulbs hanging from the ceiling, and leather chairs that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe.

I spot a woman sitting alone at a table near the window. She matches the description from our text exchange: black blazer, emerald scarf. Early forties, sleek bob haircut, tablet on the table in front of her. She looks more like a high-powered attorney than... whatever this is.

"Simone?" I approach hesitantly.

She stands, extending her hand. "Tara. Pleasure to meet you." Her handshake is firm, professional. "I took the liberty of ordering you a latte."

"Thanks." I slide into the seat across from her, heat rising to my cheeks. I've never felt more awkward in my life.

"Let me start by saying that I understand your hesitation." Simone opens a leather portfolio. "Most clients come to us with preconceptions about what a free use arrangement entails. Hollywood and pornography have created rather... inaccurate impressions."

I wrap my hands around the warm mug. "So what is it, exactly?"

"A mutually beneficial housing arrangement with clearly defined terms and boundaries." She slides a document across the table. "This is our standard contract. Take your time reviewing it."

The header reads "Mutual Arrangement Housing Solutions: Consensual Occupancy Agreement." It's ten pages of dense text, but certain phrases jump out at me: "sexually available within the residence," "safe word procedure," "regular testing protocol."

My mouth goes dry. "This seems... thorough."

"It needs to be." She sips her espresso. "Our business exists in a legal gray area. We ensure all parties are protected."

I flip through the pages. "So I'd be... available to the residents whenever they want?"

"Within the residence, yes. That's the core agreement." Simone's tone remains matter-of-fact. "Outside the home, there are no obligations. Your time is entirely your own."

"And what exactly constitutes 'available'?"

"Sexual availability in common areas and your private room. You maintain the right to decline specific acts, but general access is part of the arrangement." She pauses. "However—and this is crucial—you have a safe word. Use it at any time, for any reason, and all activity stops immediately. Three uses of the safe word in a month, and either party can terminate the arrangement without penalty."

I swallow hard. "And they can just... whenever they want?"

"Yes. That's the exchange for premium housing at zero cost. But understand this is not about degradation or exploitation." Simone leans forward. "Our male clients are extensively vetted. They're typically successful, busy professionals who value convenience and discretion. These men could easily afford high-end escort services. They choose this arrangement because it offers authenticity and mutual benefit."

My cheeks burn, but I can't deny the flutter low in my abdomen. The thought of being wanted, desired, available... it's strangely intoxicating.

"What about, um, protection?"

"Monthly testing for all parties is mandatory. Results are shared. Condoms are required for penetrative sex with new arrangements, though many established households eventually transition to other forms of protection once trust is established."

I nod, trying to appear casual while discussing the most intimate details with a stranger. "And how many... residents would there be?"

"For the Westland Heights placement, two brothers—Jaxon and Mason Reeve." She pulls up photos on her tablet. "Jaxon is twenty-nine, works in finance. Mason is twenty-six, a UI/UX designer who works from home."

The photos show two impossibly attractive men. Jaxon looks serious and intense—dark hair, five o'clock shadow, and eyes that seem to look straight through the camera. Mason appears more relaxed—tanned skin, blonde hair, an easy smile that makes my stomach flip.

"Brothers?" I ask, the word catching in my throat.

"Yes. They've been clients for three years. Previous occupants have given excellent feedback." She scrolls through her tablet. "Jaxon can be quite dominant, but extremely respectful of boundaries. Mason tends to be more playful, affectionate."

My mind races with images I shouldn't be having in public. "And they both would..."

"Yes. That's the arrangement." Simone's voice remains clinical. "The contract also permits approved guests. The brothers occasionally host colleagues or friends who are aware of and participate in the arrangement. All guests are pre-screened and must follow the same rules."

I take a long sip of my latte, buying time to think. This is insane. I should walk away.

"Why did Emma say it was empowering?" I ask finally.

Simone smiles for the first time. "Most women discover something unexpected: when you explicitly consent to being desired on your terms, with clear boundaries, there's a profound freedom in it. You're choosing to give access, knowing you can revoke it at any moment. For many, that creates a sense of control they've never experienced before."

I stare down at the contract, heart pounding. Three months. Private bedroom. Luxury apartment. No rent.

"You're hesitating," Simone observes. "That's good. I'd be concerned if you weren't."

"It's just... a lot to process."

"Of course. There's no pressure to decide now." She slides a card across the table. "However, if you're interested, the brothers would like to meet you tomorrow evening. An interview, of sorts."

I pick up the card. It contains an address in Westland Heights—the upscale district where most students can only dream of living.

"Would I... need to do anything at this meeting?"

"Just talk. There's no expectation of intimacy during initial meetings." She closes her portfolio. "This isn't about jumping into bed with strangers, Tara. It's about finding compatible housemates for an unconventional arrangement."

I take a deep breath. "Okay. I'll meet them."

"Excellent." Simone stands, extending her hand again. "Seven o'clock tomorrow. Dress comfortably—they'll want to see the real you."

As I watch her leave, I realize my heart is racing and my palms are sweaty. But underneath the anxiety is something else—excitement, curiosity, and a strange sense of possibility I haven't felt since before Jacob crushed my plans.

I may regret this tomorrow, but right now, it feels like taking back control.


Chapter 4

The elevator to the twenty-third floor feels like it takes forever. I check my reflection in the mirrored walls for the tenth time—dark jeans, a simple cream sweater, hair down and wavy. Simone said to be myself, but I still dabbed on mascara and lip gloss. My hands won't stop shaking.

The doors slide open to reveal a private hallway with only two doors. The Reeve brothers' apartment is on the left. I stand there, frozen, until the elevator dings impatiently behind me.

Just knock. Worst case, you leave.

I press the doorbell before I can chicken out.

The door swings open, and my breath catches. Jaxon stands there in charcoal slacks and a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Dark stubble shadows his jaw. His brown eyes sweep over me—slow, deliberate, assessing.

"Tara." His voice is deep, controlled. "Right on time."

"Hi." The word comes out smaller than I intended.

He steps aside, and I enter a space that looks like it belongs in an architecture magazine. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the city skyline. The open-concept living room flows into a sleek kitchen with marble countertops. Everything is clean lines and masculine elegance—charcoal, navy, chrome.

"Mason's in the studio," Jaxon says, gesturing down a hallway. "Let me grab him."

I hover near the entrance, clutching my purse. A guitar leans against the couch. Books line built-in shelves. A framed photo shows the two brothers on a sailboat, both laughing.

"There she is."

I turn to find Mason walking toward me, and he's nothing like his brother. Barefoot. Joggers slung low on his hips. A faded band t-shirt that hugs lean muscle. His blonde hair is messy, like he just ran his hands through it, and his smile is easy and warm.

"Simone wasn't kidding," he says, stopping a comfortable distance away. "You're stunning."

Heat floods my cheeks. "Oh. I—thank you."

"Don't embarrass her before we even start the tour," Jaxon says, but there's amusement in his tone. He hands me a glass of water. "Thirsty?"

"Yes, thanks." I take it gratefully, needing something to do with my hands.

"We thought we'd show you around first," Mason says, already heading toward the hallway. "Get the awkward part over with."

I follow, hyper-aware of Jaxon behind me. Mason pushes open the first door.

"This would be yours. Private bathroom, walk-in closet, blackout curtains for when you need to sleep past noon."

The bedroom is spacious and pristine—king-sized bed with white linens, a desk by the window, tasteful artwork on the walls. It's nicer than any place I've ever lived.

"It's beautiful."

"Good bones," Mason agrees. "You can personalize however you want. We don't care about decor."

"As long as it's not posters of boy bands," Jaxon adds from the doorway.

I laugh despite my nerves. "No promises."

Mason grins and moves down the hall. "Bathroom's here—tub, rainfall shower, heated floors. Jaxon's obsessed with his skincare routine, so you'll have company hogging the counter."

"I don't hog." Jaxon's voice is dry. "I maintain."

"Sure, man." Mason winks at me, and I bite back a smile.

The tour continues—Mason's studio cluttered with sketches and monitors, Jaxon's minimalist bedroom that smells faintly of cedar and expensive cologne, the gym tucked into a spare room.

"We work out most mornings," Jaxon says. "You're welcome to join."

"Or not," Mason adds quickly. "No pressure. This isn't a boot camp."

Back in the living room, Jaxon pours three glasses of white wine. We settle onto the sectional—me on one end, Mason sprawled in the middle, Jaxon upright on the other side.

"So," Mason starts, "Simone explained the arrangement?"

"Yes." I take a sip of wine for courage. "She was very thorough."

"And you're comfortable with it?" Jaxon's gaze is direct, almost challenging.

I meet his eyes. "I wouldn't be here if I wasn't interested."

"Interested isn't the same as comfortable," he counters. "We need to know you understand what you're agreeing to."

"I understand." My voice steadies. "Sexual availability in exchange for housing. Safe word protocol. Boundaries respected."

"Good." Mason leans back, more relaxed now. "And for the record, this isn't some twenty-four-seven porn fantasy. We have jobs, lives. Most days are pretty normal."

"Until they're not," Jaxon says quietly, and something in his tone makes my stomach tighten.

Mason laughs. "Ignore him. He likes to sound intimidating."

"I am intimidating."

"You're a spreadsheet nerd who color-codes his closet."

I watch them banter, surprised by how natural it feels. They're not leering or sleazy. They're just... guys. Attractive, confident guys who happen to have an unconventional living situation.

"Can I ask why you do this?" I venture. "The arrangement, I mean."

Mason shrugs. "Convenience. No games, no expectations beyond what's agreed upon."

"And honesty," Jaxon adds. "Every relationship has an exchange. We're just explicit about ours."

It's a pragmatic answer, but it makes sense. No pretending. No surprises like Jacob springing London on me after sex.

"What about you?" Mason asks. "Why are you considering this?"

"I need housing," I admit. "My ex screwed me over, and I can't afford anything near campus."

"Simone mentioned you're pre-med," Jaxon says. "Second year?"

"Yeah. Organic chemistry is kicking my ass."

Mason grins. "Jaxon can help. He's annoyingly good at science."

"Math, actually. But chemistry follows logic." Jaxon refills my wine. "You'll have plenty of time to study here. We won't interfere with your academics."

"That's important to me," I say. "School comes first."

"Understood." Jaxon pulls out a tablet and opens a document. "The contract Simone showed you—any questions before we finalize?"

My heart pounds. This is it. The moment I decide.

I scan the terms again. Three months. Safe word. Testing. Rules about guests and privacy.

"What's the safe word?" I ask.

"'Crimson,'" Mason says. "Easy to remember, hard to say accidentally."

I nod slowly. "And if I use it?"

"Everything stops immediately," Jaxon says firmly. "No questions, no guilt. Three uses in a month, and you can walk away clean."

The certainty in his voice settles something in my chest. They're serious about boundaries.

"Okay." I take a breath. "I'm in."

Mason's smile widens. Jaxon taps the screen and hands me a stylus.

"Sign here."

My hand hovers over the tablet for a heartbeat. Then I sign—quick, before I can overthink.

Jaxon counters, then Mason. It's done.

"Welcome home, Tara," Mason says, raising his glass.

We toast, the clink of crystal bright in the quiet apartment. The wine is crisp and cold on my tongue.

Jaxon's eyes lock with mine over the rim of his glass, dark and intense and full of promise.

I swallow hard, pulse racing.

"When can I move in?"

"Tomorrow," Jaxon says. "If you're ready."

I am. Terrified and exhilarated, but ready.

"Tomorrow works."


Chapter 5

The knock comes at eleven.

I'm unpacking the last of my toiletries when I hear it—three sharp raps against the door. My hands freeze on the edge of my makeup bag.

"Come in."

The door swings open. Jaxon fills the frame, still wearing his work shirt but with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, revealing corded forearms. His tie is gone. Top two buttons undone.

He steps inside and closes the door behind him with a quiet click.

My heart slams against my ribs.

"Tara." He crosses the room in three strides. Doesn't stop until he's close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "What's your safe word?"

"Crimson."

"Good." Something shifts in his expression—darkness bleeding through the controlled surface. Pure want, raw and unfiltered. "Use it if you need to."

Then his hand is in my hair, fisting the strands at the base of my skull, tugging just hard enough to sting. My lips part on a gasp.

My body responds before my brain catches up. Heat floods between my thighs, nipples tightening against the thin fabric of my tank top. I feel myself getting wet, feel that liquid pull low in my belly that has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the way he's looking at me—like I'm something he's going to devour.

I never responded to Jacob like this. Never felt this instant, visceral need.

Jaxon's other hand grips my hip, thumb pressing into the soft flesh above my waistband. "You signed the contract."

"Yes."

"You understand what that means."

"Yes."

"Then take off your clothes."

No preamble. No seduction. Just a command delivered in that low, rough voice that makes my stomach clench.

I strip—tank top first, then the sports bra underneath. My breasts spill free and his gaze drops, lingering. My hands shake as I work my leggings down, kicking them aside along with my underwear.

Naked. Completely bare while he's still fully dressed.

He circles me slowly, finger trailing across my lower back, over the curve of my ass. "Beautiful." The word sounds like a verdict. "On the bed. Hands and knees."

I obey, pulse hammering in my throat. The sheets are cool against my palms, my knees sinking into the mattress. I hear the rustle of fabric behind me—his shirt hitting the floor, the rasp of a zipper.

Then his hand is between my shoulder blades, pressing down. "Lower."

I drop to my elbows, ass raised, and feel completely exposed. Vulnerable in a way that should terrify me but instead sends another rush of wetness pooling between my legs.

His palm slides down my spine, rough and possessive, before gripping my hip hard enough to bruise. "Already so wet for me."

Then he's there—the blunt head of his cock pressing against my entrance, thick and hot. I barely have time to register the size before he pushes in, one long thrust that splits me open.

"Fuck."

The word punches out of me. He's massive—wider and longer than anyone I've been with. The stretch borders on pain, my body struggling to accommodate him.

Jaxon's fingers dig into my hips. "Breathe."

I do, forcing air into my lungs. He pulls back slightly, then drives in again, deeper this time. The fullness is overwhelming, pushing against something inside me that makes stars burst behind my eyelids.

"So tight." His voice is strained. "Relax."

He sets a brutal rhythm—deep, punishing strokes that make me gasp with each impact. There's nothing gentle about it. He takes what he wants, holding me in place while he fucks me with controlled precision.

My fingers twist in the sheets. The obscene slap of skin on skin fills the room, mixed with my ragged breathing and his low grunts of satisfaction.

Then his hand snakes around my hip, fingers finding my clit. He circles it once, twice—and I shatter.

The orgasm rips through me like lightning, white-hot and devastating. My whole body seizes, inner walls clamping down on him so hard he groans. Wave after wave crashes over me, stronger than anything I've ever felt.

"That's it. Come on my cock."

I'm still trembling when he pulls out. Before I can catch my breath, he flips me onto my back, grabbing my ankles and pushing my knees toward my chest. The new angle exposes me completely.

He slams back in and I cry out, overwhelmed by the depth. He's hitting something inside me that makes coherent thought impossible, reducing me to pure sensation.

"Look at me."

I force my eyes open. Meet that dark, intense gaze while he drives into me with deep, measured thrusts. Sweat beads on his forehead, jaw clenched tight.

"You like this." Not a question. A statement.

"Yes." The admission comes out broken. "God, yes."

His thumb finds my clit again and I arch off the bed, too sensitive, but he doesn't stop. Keeps that maddening pressure while maintaining his rhythm, watching my face as I spiral toward another edge.

"Come again."

It's an order. My body obeys.

The second orgasm builds faster, harder, tearing through me with brutal intensity. I'm vaguely aware of my nails digging into his forearms, my voice breaking on his name.

He doesn't slow. Doesn't give me time to recover. Just keeps fucking me through it, prolonging the pleasure until it borders on agony.

"One more." His voice is rough. "Give me one more."

"I can't—"

"You can."

He changes the angle slightly, grinding against that spot inside me with every thrust. His fingers work my clit in tight circles, relentless and precise.

The third orgasm hits different—deeper, more devastating. It starts at my core and radiates outward, stealing my breath, my vision, my sense of self. I feel like I'm breaking apart and being rebuilt all at once.

Jaxon's rhythm stutters. He buries himself deep, hips flush against mine, and I feel him pulse inside me—hot spurts filling me as he groans low in his throat.

We stay frozen like that, both breathing hard. My legs are still hooked over his shoulders, body stretched taut beneath his weight.

Then he slowly lowers my legs and pulls out. I feel the wet slide of his release, the sudden emptiness.

He reaches past me, grabbing tissues from the nightstand and cleaning us both with efficient movements. His touch is still commanding but less rough now—almost careful.

I lie there, boneless and wrecked, watching him through half-lidded eyes.

Jaxon pulls on his pants, muscles shifting under smooth skin. His cock is still semi-hard, thick even softened. The sight sends another unwelcome pulse of heat through my core.

He leans down. For a second I think he might kiss me, but instead his lips brush my cheek—brief and almost tender.

"Sleep well, Tara."

Then he's gone, door closing softly behind him.

I stare at the ceiling, heart still racing. My body aches in places I didn't know could ache. I can feel bruises forming on my hips where his fingers gripped, feel the pleasant soreness between my legs.

Three orgasms. Jacob never gave me more than one, and even that took work.

I roll onto my side, pulling the sheet over my naked body. My skin is still flushed, hypersensitive.

I didn't expect this. Didn't expect to like it—the roughness, the control, the way he commanded my pleasure like it belonged to him.

I should feel used. Objectified.

Instead I feel alive. Electric. Like every nerve ending in my body just woke up after years of sleep.

I close my eyes and exhale slowly. Three months of this.

My thighs clench involuntarily at the thought.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?


Chapter 6

I emerge from my room at 10 a.m., eyes gritty from staring at molecular structures until three in the morning. The oversized T-shirt—one I stole from Jacob months ago—hangs to mid-thigh, and my hair's twisted into a messy bun held together by a mechanical pencil. My reading glasses sit crooked on my nose.

I need coffee. Maybe food. Definitely a break from organic chemistry.

The apartment is quiet. Jaxon left for Chicago yesterday—something about a client presentation. I haven't seen Mason since I moved in, heard him moving around his room at odd hours but never crossing paths.

Until now.

He's in the kitchen, shirtless, lean muscles moving under tanned skin as he reaches for something in the upper cabinet. Board shorts hang low on his hips, revealing that V-line that makes my mouth go dry. His blonde hair is tousled, catching the morning light streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

And the tattoos. Jesus, the tattoos.

A geometric pattern wraps around his left bicep, flowing into what looks like ocean waves across his ribs. Something written in script curves along his collarbone, too far away to read.

He turns, catches me staring, and grins.

"Morning, roommate."

"Hey." I push my glasses up, suddenly aware I'm braless under this shirt. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

"You're not." He pulls down a bag of coffee beans. "Want some? Fair warning—I make it strong enough to strip paint."

"Perfect."

I slide onto one of the bar stools at the kitchen island, tucking my bare legs under the shirt. Mason moves around the kitchen with easy confidence, grinding beans and filling the French press with practiced efficiency.

"How's the studying going?" He leans against the counter, arms crossed, and I try not to stare at the way his abs flex.

"It's going." I rub my eyes under my glasses. "Organic chem is kicking my ass."

"That's the one with all the hexagons, right?"

"Benzene rings, yeah." I smile despite myself. "Among other things."

"Sounds terrible." He pours hot water into the press. "I barely passed high school chemistry."

"What do you do? Jaxon mentioned you work from home."

"UI/UX design. Basically I make websites and apps not look like shit." He pushes the plunger down slowly. "It's freelance, so my hours are... fluid."

"That's why I never see you."

"That, and I've been on a deadline. Client wanted a complete redesign in two weeks." He pours coffee into two mugs, slides one across to me. "But I finished last night, so I'm a free man."

I wrap my hands around the warm ceramic, inhale the rich aroma. The first sip is strong and slightly bitter—perfect.

"You look exhausted," Mason observes, studying my face.

"Thanks."

"No, I mean—" He laughs, pushing off the counter. "You look beautiful. Just also exhausted. When's the last time you ate?"

I try to remember. "Lunch yesterday?"

"Tara." He opens the fridge, starts pulling out eggs, butter, and tomatoes. "That's not acceptable."

"I had coffee."

"Coffee is not food." He cracks eggs into a bowl with one hand—showing off, definitely showing off. "Omelet?"

"You don't have to—"

"I want to." He whisks the eggs, muscles flexing in his forearm. "Besides, can't have our resident genius passing out from malnutrition."

I watch him cook, sipping coffee and trying not to think about two nights ago. About Jaxon's hands on my hips, his cock driving into me, the way he commanded my body like he owned it.

Three orgasms. I still can't wrap my head around it.

"Where'd you go?" Mason glances over his shoulder, spatula in hand.

"Nowhere. Just tired."

"Liar." But he's smiling. "You were thinking about Jax."

Heat floods my cheeks. "I wasn't—"

"It's cool." He plates the omelet, brings it over with a fork. "He has that effect on people. Very intense, my brother."

"Yeah." I stab at the eggs, suddenly ravenous. "You could say that."

Mason leans against the counter across from me, watching me eat. His gaze is different from Jaxon's—less predatory, more curious. Playful.

"How was it?" he asks. "The first time with him?"

I nearly choke on my bite. "That's—you want to know about—"

"Only if you want to share." He grins. "I'm just curious what approach he took. Let me guess—dominant? Rough?"

"Very." The admission comes easier than expected. Maybe it's the lack of sleep. Maybe it's something about Mason's easy energy that makes me feel safe. "He didn't even undress."

"Classic Jax." Mason shakes his head, amused. "All control, no vulnerability."

"It was..." I search for the right word. "Intense. Good. Really good."

"But?"

"But what?"

"There's a 'but' in your voice."

I set down my fork, meet his eyes. "Three orgasms, Mason. Three. I didn't even know that was possible."

His grin widens. "Oh, it's possible. Jax is very goal-oriented."

"Is that what I am? A goal?"

"No." His expression softens. "You're a person. A gorgeous, brilliant person who happens to be living here under specific terms." He moves around the island, stops beside my stool. "But that doesn't mean we can't enjoy ourselves."

His hand comes up, fingers brushing a strand of hair that's escaped my bun. The touch is light, almost tentative—completely different from Jaxon's commanding grip.

"You've been thinking about it," he says quietly. "Haven't you? About sex. About how it felt."

"Yes." No point lying.

"Good." He takes my coffee mug, sets it aside. Then his hands settle on my waist, warm through the thin cotton. "Because I've been thinking about you. About what you taste like. What sounds you make."

My breath catches. "Mason—"

"Tell me to stop." His thumb traces circles on my hip. "Safe word's there if you need it."

But I don't want him to stop. My body's already responding, heat pooling low in my belly, nipples hardening against the shirt fabric.

"I don't want you to stop."

"Good girl."

He lifts me onto the counter in one smooth motion. I gasp at the cool granite against my bare thighs, at the way he steps between my legs, forcing them wider.

"You know what I love?" His hands slide up my thighs, pushing the shirt higher. "Making a woman come. Just... watching her fall apart. Hearing her beg for it."

"I don't beg."

"We'll see." He hooks his fingers in my underwear—simple cotton, nothing sexy—and pulls them down. I lift my hips to help, and then I'm bare from the waist down, sitting on the kitchen counter in broad daylight.

Mason drops to his knees.

"Oh my God—"

"Relax." He kisses my inner thigh, stubble rasping against sensitive skin. "I just want to taste you. That okay?"

"Yes."

His hands grip my thighs, spreading me wider. I feel exposed, vulnerable, but when his tongue makes first contact I stop caring about anything else.

"Fuck," I breathe.

He laughs against me, the vibration making my hips jerk. "So responsive."

Then he gets to work.

Mason takes his time, licking broad stripes up my center before focusing on my clit with gentle suction. When I start to squirm, he holds me in place with one arm across my hips.

"Stay still, beautiful. Let me enjoy this."

I grab the counter edge, knuckles white, as he builds me up with maddening patience. Every time I get close, he backs off, kissing my inner thighs or tracing patterns with his tongue that feel incredible but aren't quite enough.

"Mason, please—"

"There it is." I can hear the smile in his voice. "The begging."

"I'm not—oh fuck—"

He seals his lips around my clit and sucks, hard, while sliding two fingers inside me. The dual sensation makes me cry out, head falling back against the cabinet.

"That's it. Let me hear you."

He curls his fingers, finding that spot Jaxon found, and I'm gone. The orgasm builds fast and deep, radiating out from my core in waves that seem endless. I'm distantly aware of moaning his name, of my thighs trembling against his shoulders.

Mason doesn't stop. Keeps licking, keeps stroking, drawing it out until I'm oversensitive and shaking.

"Too much," I gasp.

He pulls back, rests his forehead against my thigh. His lips glisten with my arousal, and the sight sends another pulse of heat through me despite the oversensitivity.

"You taste fucking amazing." He stands, pulls me to the edge of the counter. "I need to be inside you. That okay?"

"Yes. Please."

He shoves his board shorts down and his cock springs free—thick, not quite as long as Jaxon's but perfect. I watch him stroke himself once, twice, before lining up at my entrance.

"Look at me."

I meet his blue-green eyes as he pushes inside, slow and steady. The stretch is delicious, familiar but different. He fills me completely but without Jaxon's overwhelming intensity.

"God, you feel good." Mason braces one hand on the counter beside my hip, the other gripping my thigh. "So tight and wet."

He starts moving, finding a rhythm that's faster than his oral technique but still more playful than Jaxon's punishing pace. He angles his hips, and—

"Oh fuck, right there."

"Yeah?" He grins, hitting that spot again. "Here?"

"Don't stop."

"Wouldn't dream of it."

The angle is perfect. Every thrust grinds against my clit, builds me back up with embarrassing speed. Mason watches my face, adjusting his rhythm based on my reactions, and there's something intimate about it—being seen, being studied, being pleased.

"You're close again," he murmurs. "I can feel it. Feel you getting tighter."

"Yes—Mason—"

I shatter. The second orgasm hits harder than the first, clenching around him so hard he groans. Through the haze of pleasure I feel him pull out suddenly, hear his sharp inhale.

"Where—" I manage.

"Stomach. Fuck—can I—"

"Yes."

Hot ropes of cum stripe my belly, some landing on the edge of my T-shirt. Mason strokes himself through it, head thrown back, muscles taut.

It's beautiful. He's beautiful.

"You good?"

I laugh—actually laugh. "That was... actually nice."

"Nice?" He raises an eyebrow, grinning. "I'm going to need a better review than 'nice.'"

"Amazing. Incredible. Life-changing." I push my glasses up my nose, suddenly aware I kept them on the entire time. "Better?"

"Much." He pulls me in for a quick kiss—the first kiss either brother has given me. It's soft, sweet, tasting faintly of coffee and me.

I feel comfortable. Even giddy.

Maybe this arrangement won't be so bad after all.


Chapter 7

I wake to harsh sunlight and the jarring buzz of my phone vibrating against the nightstand. My hand shoots out, fumbles, finds it.

10:47 AM.

"Shit."

I bolt upright, heart hammering. I was supposed to be up at eight. Supposed to help Mason clean the kitchen and living room—my contribution to the household beyond the sexual arrangement. A way to feel less like... whatever this is.

My organic chemistry textbook lies open on the bed beside me, notes scattered across the sheets. I'd studied until three in the morning, running practice problems until my eyes crossed.

No excuse.

I throw on yesterday's clothes—cutoff shorts and a tank top—and stumble into the living room. Empty. Kitchen too. The coffee maker sits cold and unused.

"Looking for something?"

I spin. Jaxon stands in the hallway, dressed in dark slacks and a crisp white shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows. Fresh from the shower, hair still damp. He looks polished, professional.

Completely in control.

"I'm sorry. I overslept. I was studying late and—"

"Stop."

I close my mouth.

He walks toward me, each step deliberate. "What time were you supposed to be up?"

"Eight."

"And what time is it now?"

"Almost eleven."

"Three hours." He stops in front of me, close enough that I have to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "You agreed to certain responsibilities when you moved in here. Academics don't excuse you from them."

"I know. I'm sorry—"

"Sorry isn't enough." His hand catches my chin, forces me to hold his gaze. "You need to understand that actions have consequences. Even here. Especially here."

Heat floods my core despite the seriousness in his voice. Or maybe because of it.

"What kind of consequences?"

"The kind you'll remember." He releases my chin, gestures toward the dining table. "Hands on the table. Bend over."

My breath catches. "Jaxon—"

"Safe word or comply."

The choice is clear. Simple. I walk to the table on shaking legs and bend forward, palms flat against the cool wood surface. My heart pounds so hard I can hear it.

Jaxon's footsteps approach. His hand slides up the back of my thigh, under my shorts. "No underwear?"

"I just woke up—"

"Convenient." He pulls my shorts down in one smooth motion, leaving me exposed from the waist down. "Stay still."

I grip the table edge, pulse racing. This is different from our first encounter—less intense maybe, but more deliberate. Calculated.

His palm connects with my ass. Hard.

"Fuck!"

"Count them."

Another slap, same cheek. The sting radiates outward, sharp and hot.

"Two," I gasp.

He alternates sides, building heat with each strike. By five my skin burns. By eight I'm breathing hard, arousal pooling between my thighs despite—or because of—the pain.

"You're wet." His fingers slide through my folds, confirming what we both know. "Getting off on being punished?"

"I—yes."

"Good girl." He pushes two fingers inside me, no warning, and I moan. "That's what I want to hear. Honesty."

He works me with those fingers, curling and stroking while his other hand grips my hip. The combination of pleasure and the lingering sting from the spanking makes my vision blur.

"Please—"

"Please what?"

"Please fuck me."

I hear his belt buckle, the rasp of his zipper. Then the blunt head of his cock presses against my entrance.

"You're going to come with me this time." He pushes inside, one hard thrust that seats him fully. "Understand?"

"Yes—oh God—"

He sets a punishing rhythm, angling each thrust to hit that spot deep inside. One hand reaches around to find my clit, circling with practiced precision.

"Don't you dare come until I tell you."

The command makes me clench around him. He groans, speeds up, drives into me hard enough that the table scrapes against the floor.

I'm right on the edge, desperate, when his rhythm starts to falter.

"Now." His fingers press harder against my clit. "Come now."

The orgasm crashes through me at the same moment I feel him pulse inside me. We come together, synchronized, and it's devastating. My legs shake. My arms give out. I collapse against the table, gasping.

Jaxon pulls out slowly, his hand gentle on my lower back. "You did well."

I can't form words.

"I am going to take a shower,  finish your cleaning duties." He tucks himself back into his pants, calm and collected like he didn't just fuck me senseless against the dining table. "We'll discuss better time management later."

He walks away. I hear the bathroom door close, the shower turn on.

I stay bent over the table for another minute, catching my breath, before finally straightening. My shorts are around my ankles. His cum drips down my inner thigh.

I pull my shorts up, start gathering the scattered coffee mugs and breakfast plates from the counter. My body aches in the best way—sore, satisfied, buzzing with endorphins.

I don't feel used.

I feel wanted.

The realization hits me as I'm loading the dishwasher. Jacob never made me feel like this. Never looked at me the way Jaxon does—like I'm something precious and dirty all at once.

Footsteps behind me. Different from Jaxon's measured pace.

"Hey, beautiful."

Mason.

Before I can turn around, his hands slide around my waist. His lips find my neck, kissing and sucking at the sensitive spot behind my ear.

No flirting. No playful banter.

Just raw need.

"Mason—"

"Saw Jaxon leave the shower looking very satisfied." He bites down gently on my earlobe. "Figured it was my turn."

My body responds instantly, arching back against him. His hand slides under my tank top, palms my breast. The other dips into my shorts.

"Still wet. Messy." His fingers slide through the mixture of my arousal and Jaxon's release. "Fuck, that's hot."

He spins me around, captures my mouth in a kiss that's nothing like our first. This is hungry, demanding. His fingers work between my legs, circling my oversensitive clit.

"Come on, Tara. Give me one more."

"I can't—too much—"

"Yes you can." He slides two fingers inside me, curls them. "For me."

The orgasm builds impossibly fast, pressure coiling tight in my core. When he presses his thumb against my clit I detonate, crying out against his shoulder.

"Good girl." He withdraws his fingers, brings them to his mouth. "You taste like both of us."

I'm still shaking when I look up at him. "Can I... do something for you?"

His eyes darken. "Yeah?"

I drop to my knees.

This isn't something I did often with Jacob. Maybe twice in our entire relationship, and both times felt awkward, mechanical. Like I was checking a box.

But with Mason, it feels right. Natural.

I pull his board shorts down, freeing his erection. He's already hard, tip glistening with precum. I wrap my hand around the base, guide him into my mouth.

"Fuck, Tara—"

I take him deeper, relax my throat, use my tongue the way I never bothered to learn before. His hand tangles in my hair, gentle, guiding but not forcing.

"Just like that. Perfect."

I find a rhythm, hollowing my cheeks, adding suction. His breathing gets ragged. His hips start to move.

"Close—I'm close—"

I feel him start to pulse and squeeze the base hard, pressing down. Stop all movement.

His eyes fly open, meet mine. Desperate, pleading.

"Tara—what—"

I hold his gaze and release.

The orgasm that tears through him is massive. Hot ropes of cum hit my tongue, overflow, drip down my chin. He's still coming when I pull back, aim him at my chest. It streaks across my tank top, my collarbone, everything.

"Holy fuck." He's breathing hard, staring down at me. "That was—you just—"

I swallow what's in my mouth, wipe my chin with the back of my hand. "Too much?"

"Too much?" He pulls me to my feet, kisses me hard despite the mess. "That was fucking incredible."

When we break apart, I look down at myself. Cum-stained shirt, flushed skin, messy hair.

"Now I have even more cleaning to do."

Mason laughs, that easy boyish sound. "Worth it though, right?"

"Yeah." I grin despite myself. "Definitely worth it."

He heads to his room. I strip off my tank top, toss it in the laundry, and grab paper towels.

As I wipe down the floor, I catch my reflection in the microwave's polished surface. Wild-eyed, satisfied, confident.

I don't recognize her.

But God, I love her.


Chapter 8

Mason catches me coming out of the bathroom later that evening, freshly showered.

"So, heads up." He leans against the doorframe, casual as always. "We've got someone coming over tonight."

My stomach drops. "Someone?"

"Ryan. Business associate of Jax's." He reads my face, steps closer. "Hey. You good?"

"I don't know." I twist my wet hair around my finger. "I wasn't expecting—I mean, the contract said residents only—"

"It also has a clause about approved guests." Jaxon's voice comes from behind Mason. He appears in the hallway, already dressed for the evening in dark slacks and a fitted gray shirt. "Page four, section three."

Right. I skimmed that part.

"You don't have to do anything you don't want to," Mason says, gentler than his brother. "That's what the safeword is for."

Jaxon's gaze holds mine. "Ryan knows the arrangement. He understands boundaries. But if at any point you're uncomfortable, you say—"

"Crimson." I finish. "I know."

"Good." Jaxon checks his watch. "He'll be here in twenty minutes."

They leave me to get ready. I stand in my room, staring at the closet like the decision matters. Like what I wear will change anything about what's going to happen.

I choose a simple sundress. White, lightweight, buttons down the front. Easy access.

The thought makes my pulse quicken.

When the doorbell rings, I'm perched on the edge of my bed, smoothing the fabric over my thighs for the hundredth time.

Voices in the living room. Low, masculine, relaxed. A new one—deeper, measured.

"Tara?" Mason appears in my doorway. "Want to come meet Ryan?"

I stand on shaky legs and follow him out.

The man rising from the armchair is nothing like I expected. Early forties, maybe. Salt-and-pepper hair styled precisely. Expensive suit, the jacket draped over the chair's arm. Strong jaw, kind eyes, the body of someone who takes care of himself.

Distinguished. That's the word.

"Tara." He extends his hand. "Ryan Castellano. It's a pleasure."

His handshake is firm but not crushing. His palm is warm.

"Nice to meet you." My voice comes out steadier than I feel.

"Drink?" Jaxon's already pouring scotch, three glasses lined up.

"Sure."

We settle into the living room—me on the couch between Mason and Ryan, Jaxon in his usual chair. The conversation flows easily. Ryan asks about my studies, genuinely interested when I explain pre-med. He shares stories about his own daughter finishing law school.

Normal. Almost too normal.

But underneath, there's tension. Awareness. Ryan's thigh presses against mine. Mason's hand rests on my knee. Jaxon watches everything with those dark, calculating eyes.

"So." Ryan sets his empty glass on the coffee table, turns to face me fully. "The brothers tell me you're quite extraordinary."

Heat floods my cheeks. "They're biased."

"I doubt that." His fingers trace my jawline, tilting my face toward his. "May I kiss you?"

The question catches me off guard. Neither Jaxon nor Mason asks anymore—they just take. But something about Ryan's formality, his deliberate politeness, makes my breath hitch.

"Yes."

His lips meet mine, soft and controlled. Nothing rushed. He tastes like scotch and mint, his tongue sliding against mine with practiced skill. When he pulls back, I'm dizzy.

"Bedroom?" He directs the question at me, not the brothers.

I nod.

He stands, offers his hand. I take it, let him pull me to my feet. Mason and Jaxon remain seated, watching us go.

Just us, then.

In my room, Ryan closes the door. The click of the lock feels significant.

"I want to take my time with you." He steps close, fingers finding the top button of my dress. "Is that alright?"

"Yes."

He works each button slowly, revealing inch after inch of skin. When the dress falls open, he pushes it off my shoulders. It pools at my feet.

I'm standing in just my bra and panties—simple cotton, nothing fancy—but the way he looks at me makes me feel like silk and lace.

"Beautiful." His hands span my waist, slide up to cup my breasts through the fabric. "May I?"

Another question. Another chance to say no.

"Please."

He unhooks my bra with one hand, peels it away. His thumbs brush over my nipples, circling, teasing them to hard points. When he lowers his head and takes one into his mouth, I gasp.

He's thorough. Methodical. Lavishing attention on first one breast, then the other, using teeth and tongue until I'm squirming against him.

"Ryan—"

"Patience." He sinks to his knees, hooks his fingers in my panties. "I want to taste you first."

He drags them down my legs, helps me step out. Then his hands grip my thighs, spreading them wider.

The first stroke of his tongue makes my knees buckle.

He steadies me, one arm banded around my hips, and goes to work. Slow. Controlled. Licking through my folds, circling my clit, dipping inside. Building pleasure with surgical precision.

"Oh god—oh—"

He adds a finger, curls it perfectly. His tongue flicks faster against my clit, relentless now, and the orgasm crashes over me without warning. I cry out, fingers tangling in his hair, hips jerking against his face.

He works me through it, gentle as the aftershocks fade.

When he stands, his lips glisten with my arousal. "Good?"

I can barely speak. "Very."

"Come here." He guides me to the bed, sits on the edge. "Touch me. Take your time."

I kneel between his legs, reach for his belt. My hands shake slightly as I unbuckle it, unzip his slacks. When I pull his boxer briefs down, my breath catches.

He's big. Bigger than Jaxon, thicker than Mason. The sight sends a jolt of fear and excitement through me.

"It's alright." He strokes my hair. "Just use your hands for now. Get me ready."

I wrap both hands around him—can barely circle his girth—and stroke slowly. He's already half-hard, but under my touch he grows, lengthening and thickening until he's fully erect.

Intimidating.

"I don't know if—"

"We'll go slow." He pulls me up, positions me straddling his lap. "You control the pace. Understand?"

I nod.

He reaches between us, lines himself up. The head of his cock presses against my entrance, already slick from his earlier attention.

"Whenever you're ready."

I sink down an inch. The stretch burns, overwhelming. I freeze.

"Breathe." His hands steady my hips. "You can take it. Just breathe."

Another inch. The pressure is intense, bordering on painful, but there's pleasure threaded through it. My body adjusts, accommodates.

"That's it. Good girl."

Inch by inch, I lower myself onto him. Every time I think I can't take more, my body yields. Opens. Accepts.

When I'm finally fully seated, we're both panting.

"Fuck." His forehead drops to my shoulder. "You feel incredible."

I feel split open. Filled beyond capacity. But as I sit there, letting my body adjust, the pain fades. Pleasure blooms in its place.

"Move when you're ready."

I lift up slowly, feel every ridge and vein dragging against my sensitive walls. Lower back down, taking him deep. Again. Finding a rhythm.

His hands guide me, but he doesn't force. Just helps me rise and fall, building the friction, the pressure.

"Touch yourself." His voice is rough now, control slipping. "I want to feel you come on me."

I reach between us, find my clit. The combination—fullness and friction—sends sparks through my nervous system.

"That's it. Just like that."

The orgasm builds slowly this time, spreading from my core outward. When it hits, it's devastating. I clench around him, muscles contracting rhythmically, and hear him groan.

"Yes—fuck—Tara—"

He thrusts up as I come down, meeting me, driving deeper. Once, twice, three times before he stills. I feel him pulse inside me, heat flooding my core.

We stay locked together, breathing hard.

"You're remarkable." He kisses my shoulder, my neck, my jaw. "Truly remarkable."

When he finally lifts me off, I collapse onto the bed beside him. Used. Satisfied. Powerful.


Chapter 9

Morning light streams through the floor-to-ceiling windows, turning the kitchen golden. I pad in barefoot, wearing one of Mason's oversized t-shirts and nothing else. The smell of coffee and bacon pulls me forward.

Jaxon stands at the stove, crisp white shirt already perfectly pressed despite the early hour. Mason sprawls at the island in joggers, hair still wet from the shower.

"Morning, sunshine." Mason slides a mug toward me. "Sleep okay?"

"Better than okay." I take the coffee, let the warmth seep into my palms.

Jaxon glances over his shoulder. "Eggs?"

"Please."

This feels normal. Domestic, almost. Like we're roommates who happen to fuck instead of strangers bound by a contract.

But we're not strangers anymore.

I settle onto the stool beside Mason, watching Jaxon plate scrambled eggs with the same precision he brings to everything else. My thighs ache slightly—a reminder of Ryan last night, of being stretched and filled beyond what I thought possible.

"You can take it. Just breathe."

The memory sends heat pooling low in my belly.

"Earth to Tara." Mason waves a hand in front of my face.

"Sorry. What?"

"I asked if you wanted to hit the farmer's market later." His grin is knowing. "But you were clearly somewhere else."

"Just thinking."

"About?"

About how a week ago I was crying in an elevator, homeless and broken. About how I thought I'd feel dirty doing this—used in all the wrong ways.

Instead I feel alive.

Jaxon sets a plate in front of me. "Eat. You need protein."

I pick up my fork, but my mind drifts again.

Jaxon's hands gripping my hips, bending me over the dining table. The sharp crack of his palm against my ass before he thrust inside, rough and claiming.

"You missed cleaning time. This is what happens when you forget the rules."

I shift on the stool, pressing my thighs together.

"You alright?" Mason's hand lands on my knee, thumb stroking lazy circles.

"Fine."

But I'm not fine. I'm wound tight, hyperaware of every touch. Mason's thumb on my skin. Jaxon's gaze tracking me over his coffee cup.

My body remembers everything.

Mason lifting me onto this same counter three days ago, sinking to his knees between my spread thighs. His tongue working slow and deliberate until I came apart, fingers tangled in his hair.

"God, you taste good."

The eggs stick in my throat. I wash them down with coffee, trying to focus on the conversation happening around me.

Jaxon mentions a client meeting. Mason talks about a design deadline. Normal things.

But there's nothing normal about the way my pulse quickens when Jaxon's fingers brush mine as he refills my coffee. Nothing casual about how Mason's hand stays on my knee, inching higher.

"You're distracted." Jaxon's voice cuts through my fog.

"Am I?"

"Very." He studies me with those ice-blue eyes. "What's on your mind?"

Everything. The week that rewired my brain. The way shame dissolved into something sharper, cleaner. How I stopped asking should I and started demanding more.

Ryan's voice, low and controlled: "Touch yourself. I want to feel you come on me."

The stretch. The fullness. The way I rode him until we both shattered.

"Tara." Mason squeezes my knee. "You're doing it again."

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize." He leans in, lips brushing my ear. "Just tell us what you're thinking about."

Heat floods my cheeks. "This week. All of it."

"Good memories?" Jaxon's mouth curves slightly.

"Very good."

Mason's hand slides higher, fingertips grazing the edge of my t-shirt. "You've been incredible, you know that?"

"Have I?"

"Fuck yes." He kisses my shoulder. "Better than we imagined."

Jaxon sets his mug down with a soft click. "You've surprised us both."

I surprised myself. The girl who cried in elevators wouldn't recognize the woman sitting here now—comfortable in her skin, unashamed of wanting.

Of being wanted.

Mason pushes back from the island, stretches. "I've got some work to finish up. Couple hours, maybe."

He starts toward the hallway, then pauses. Looks back.

"Tara?"

That single word lands like a match on kindling.

My body responds before my brain catches up—nipples tightening, skin flushing, pulse quickening between my legs. I know that tone. Know what happens when he says my name like that.

"Yeah?"

"Come here when you're done." His grin is pure sin. "I want to try something."

Then he's gone, disappearing down the hall toward his room.

I sit frozen, fork halfway to my mouth. Want floods through me, familiar and fierce.

Jaxon collects plates, unreadable as ever. "You should finish eating first."

But I'm not hungry. Not for food.

I drain my coffee, slide off the stool. My legs feel unsteady, anticipation already thrumming through my veins.

I hear my name. I smile. I go. And I want to.

__________________________________________________________________________
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