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Chapter 1: Deed & Dorm Shortage

The pen felt heavy in my hand. Heavier than it should have.
“Sign here, Mr. Walker.” Arthur Pembroke, my lawyer, tapped a thick finger on the dotted line. His office smelled of old paper and even older money. Neither of which I had much experience with until recently.
I scrawled ‘Ethan Walker’ across the page. The ink was a dark, definitive blue.
Done.
Walker House was mine. All thirteen bedrooms of it.
Pembroke beamed, a fleshy, satisfied expression. “Congratulations. You’re officially a property owner. And a business operator, don’t forget.”
I grunted, taking back the pen. “Hard to forget with that mortgage payment looming.” He chuckled, a dry, rustling sound. “Indeed. And remember the terms of the license, Ethan. Walker House is a designated student lodging. To keep that license active, you need to maintain a minimum occupancy. Six students, year-round. No students, no license. No license…” “Yeah, yeah.” I cut him off. “Big trouble with the university and the city. I get it.” He’d hammered that point home at least five times.
Keep tenants, keep the license. Lose the license, lose the house. Simple. And terrifying.
Pembroke gathered the papers into a neat stack. “The previous owner, your great-aunt Mildred, had a… unique way of doing things. But she kept the place full. You’ll need to do the same.” Unique was one word for it. From what I’d heard, Mildred was a character. Ran the boarding house with an iron fist and a surprisingly soft heart for decades. I’d only met her a few times as a kid. Vague memories of lemonade and stern looks.
“I’ll manage,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.
Forty years old. Divorced. No kids. And now, a landlord to a bunch of college kids I hadn’t even met yet.
Life had a funny way of throwing curveballs. Or in my case, entire Victorian houses.
The severance package from my old cyber-security gig had been generous. “Voluntary separation,” they called it. I called it getting pushed out after I’d refused to play along with some ethically gray data harvesting. My ex-wife, Sarah, had called it career suicide right before she called her divorce lawyer.
Good riddance to both, honestly.
The money had been burning a hole in my pocket. Then Pembroke called about Great-Aunt Mildred’s will. Walker House. An inheritance I hadn’t known existed.
It felt like a sign. A chance to build something real, with my own hands. Something that wasn’t just lines of code and corporate bullshit.
Pembroke handed me a thick brass key. “The keys to your kingdom, Mr. Walker.” It was surprisingly heavy. Solid. “Thanks, Arthur.” I stood, shaking his hand. His grip was firm, professional. “Just keep those rooms full,” he said, one last time. His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.
Outside, the September air was crisp. Maple Street buzzed with a low hum of activity. I stood across the road from my new property. Walker House.
It was… a lot.
Three stories of Victorian architecture, painted a faded but dignified blue. A wide front porch with a swing that looked like it had seen better decades. Ivy climbed one side of the brick foundation, giving it an old-world, academic feel. The lawn was a bit overgrown, but the ancient maples framing the property were magnificent, their leaves just starting to hint at autumn gold.
It needed work. Paint, definitely. Some repairs to the porch railing. The garden was a jungle.
But it was solid. Sturdy. You could feel the history in its bones, even from across the street.
The best part? Northridge University’s south gate was directly opposite.
Literally.
I could see the stone archway, the steady stream of students flowing in and out. Backpacks, skateboards, laughter. The lifeblood of this town, and now, the lifeblood of my new business.
Location, location, location. Great-Aunt Mildred had known her stuff.
A surge of something like excitement, mixed with a healthy dose of sheer panic, tightened my chest.
This was it. No turning back.
I crossed the street, the old key cool in my palm. The house loomed larger as I approached. It wasn’t just a building; it was a responsibility. Thirteen bedrooms. Thirteen potential tenants. Thirteen lives I’d be, in some small way, a part of.
The thought was daunting. And, if I was honest, a little thrilling.
My old life had been sterile. Predictable. My marriage to Sarah had ended not with a bang, but with the quiet, soul-crushing whimper of mutual indifference. Her affair had been almost a relief. It gave us a reason to finally call it quits.
We’d tried for kids. IVF, endless doctor’s appointments, the whole heartbreaking circus. Nothing. Another failure to add to the list. Sarah blamed my stress. I blamed her obsession with maintaining a perfect Instagram life. Maybe we were both right.
Didn’t matter now. That chapter was closed.
This house, though. This was a new beginning. A chance to be something other than the guy who stared at screens all day or the husband who couldn’t give his wife what she wanted.
I could fix things here. Real, tangible things. A leaky faucet. A sticking door. Maybe even a few broken hearts, if the movies were to be believed. Though I wasn’t holding my breath on that last one.
My focus had to be practical. Get the rooms ready. Find tenants. Keep Pembroke and the university housing board off my back.
The front door was a heavy, dark wood. The brass knocker was shaped like a lion’s head, tarnished with age. I slid the key into the lock. It turned with a satisfying, well-oiled click.
The door creaked open, revealing a wide, dimly lit hallway.
Dust motes danced in the slivers of light coming through the stained-glass panels beside the door. The air smelled of old wood, lemon oil, and something else… something like faded memories.
Sawdust. That was it. And a faint hint of lemon.
My great-aunt had been in the middle of some touch-ups, apparently. Or maybe that was just the permanent scent of a house that had seen generations of life.
I stepped inside. The floorboards groaned a welcome under my boots.
To the left, a sweeping staircase with a carved mahogany banister. To the right, a large parlor with a fireplace and bay windows overlooking the street. Straight ahead, a long corridor that presumably led to more rooms, and eventually, the kitchen.
It was dated, no doubt. Wallpaper that had been fashionable in the eighties. Furniture shrouded in white dust cloths, like ghosts waiting to be awakened.
But the potential was undeniable. Good bones, as they say.
I walked through the downstairs rooms, my footsteps echoing in the quiet. Each room was spacious, with high ceilings and large windows. Some faced the bustling campus, others the quieter backyard, which, from a quick peek, looked even more overgrown than the front.
A project. A massive, all-consuming project.
Exactly what I needed.
I found myself in the kitchen at the back of the house. It was huge, with a massive central island and an ancient-looking gas stove that could probably roast an entire pig. The countertops were worn Formica, but the cabinets were solid oak.
A quick mental list started forming: New paint everywhere.
Refinish the floors.
Update the kitchen appliances, or at least get that monster stove serviced.
Tackle the jungle outside.
And then, the small matter of furnishing thirteen bedrooms and finding people to live in them.
Easy peasy.
I let out a short, sharp laugh. The sound was swallowed by the silence of the big, empty house.
My house.
I spent the next couple of hours doing a more thorough walkthrough, notepad in hand. The upstairs rooms were much the same as downstairs – large, a bit gloomy, but full of promise. Some had ensuite bathrooms, others shared a communal one at the end of the hall. All of them needed a good airing out and a lot of TLC.
The attic was a vast, unfinished space, smelling strongly of cedar. Potential for a suite up there, maybe. Or just storage.
The basement was a labyrinth of stone-walled rooms, one of which housed a terrifyingly old boiler. Another project for the list.
By the time I got back to the main floor, my head was spinning with plans and to-do lists. The initial overwhelm was starting to morph into a focused determination.
I could do this. I had to do this.
My phone buzzed in my pocket, startling me. I pulled it out.
Mark. My best friend. Probably calling to see if I’d signed my life away yet.
I swiped to answer. “Hey, man. You’re on speaker, sort of. The acoustics in this mausoleum are something else.” “Ethan! You did it? You actually bought the old haunted house?” Mark’s voice was jovial, as always. “Signed on the dotted line this morning,” I confirmed, wandering back towards the front porch. “And it’s not haunted. Just… vintage.” “Right. Vintage like a vampire’s coffin.” He chuckled. “So, how’s it feel to be Lord of the Manor?” “More like Janitor-in-Chief at the moment. This place needs a ton of work.” I stepped out onto the porch, blinking in the brighter afternoon light. The student traffic across the street was picking up. Classes must be letting out. “You’ll whip it into shape. You’re good with your hands.” A beat of silence. Then, his tone shifted. Became more serious. “Actually, speaking of the house… I’ve got a bit of a situation. A huge favor to ask, really.” I leaned against a porch pillar, watching a group of girls laugh as they crossed towards the campus gate. “Oh yeah? What’s up?” Mark hesitated. That wasn’t like him. “It’s Katie,” he said finally. “My daughter.” Katie. I hadn’t seen her in years. Last I remembered, she was a scrawny kid with braces and pigtails. Mark’s pride and joy. “What about Katie?” I asked, a knot of unease tightening in my gut. “Is she okay?” “She’s fine, she’s fine,” he said quickly. “Physically, anyway. But her dorm situation… it’s a disaster. Total screw-up by the university housing. They overbooked, and now she’s got nowhere to stay. At least, not tonight.” My mind started to click. Dorm crisis. New landlord with thirteen empty bedrooms. “She’s supposed to be moving in today,” Mark continued, his voice laced with frustration. “Classes start Monday. And now this. She’s down there, all alone, with her suitcases on the curb, practically.” “Hang on,” I said. “Northridge? She’s coming to Northridge?” “Yeah. Got a scholarship. Smart kid, you know.” Pride swelled in his voice, quickly followed by anxiety. “Look, Ethan, I know it’s a hell of an imposition. You just got the keys. But… is there any chance, any chance at all, you could put her up? Just for tonight? Maybe a couple of nights until we can sort something permanent?” I looked at Walker House. Its windows seemed to stare back at me, expectant.
An empty house. A girl in need.
It was a no-brainer. But still, the implications… “Of course, Mark,” I said, the words coming out before I’d fully processed them. “Bring her over. I’ve got plenty of room.” An understatement of epic proportions. “Oh, man, Ethan, you’re a lifesaver. Seriously.” Relief flooded his voice. “I owe you big time. We’re about an hour out from Northridge now. We were driving down to help her move in when she called, panicking.” “No problem at all,” I said, already running through a mental checklist. Which room was cleanest? Did I even have spare bedding yet? Probably not. “She’s a good kid, Ethan. Quiet. Won’t be any trouble.” “I’m sure she’s great, Mark.” A new tenant. Sooner than expected.
The lawyer’s words echoed in my mind. Keep tenants, keep the license. Well, this was one way to start.
“I’m sure she’s great, Mark.” I ended the call, a strange mix of apprehension and… something else, churning in my gut.
A tenant. Already.
And not just any tenant. Mark’s daughter. Katie.
A kid I barely remembered, now an eighteen-year-old young woman about to land on my doorstep. My very dusty, very empty doorstep.
My mind raced, a frantic checklist scrolling behind my eyes, each item flagged with a giant red X.
Bedding. I definitely didn’t have spare bedding. The thought of sending Mark’s daughter to a department store the minute she arrived was mortifying. Or towels. Or even a bar of soap for a guest bathroom, because, frankly, none of the bathrooms were currently fit for guests. Or even for me, if I was being brutally honest with myself. My own camping soap was still packed.
Food. Did college girls eat? Of course they ate. What did they eat? Pizza? Salad? Unicorn tears and kale smoothies? I had absolutely no clue. My current fridge inventory consisted of a half-empty bottle of ketchup, three bottles of craft beer, and a questionable lime. Not exactly welcoming hostess material. This was a far cry from the organized, competent image I wanted to project.
This was absolutely not how I’d envisioned my first day as a landlord.
I’d pictured methodical progress. Detailed spreadsheets. Lists meticulously checked off. Rooms gradually, satisfyingly transforming from derelict to desirable under my capable hands. I’d imagined myself as a sort of HGTV host, but with more power tools and less forced enthusiasm.
Not a frantic, sweaty scramble to make one small, dusty corner of this behemoth habitable for a teenager I barely knew. A young woman, at that. The responsibility felt different, sharper, than just providing a room for some random student. This was Mark’s kid.
The house seemed to sigh around me, its ancient timbers settling. Or maybe that was just my own internal groan.
“Okay, Walker,” I muttered to myself, pushing off the porch pillar. “Time to earn that ‘Lord of the Manor’ title.” Or at least, ‘Guy Who Can Find a Clean Sheet.’ First things first: pick a room.
I strode back inside, the house seeming even larger and more daunting than before. The silence was a heavy blanket, soon to be broken by the arrival of youth and, presumably, a lot of luggage.
I needed a room that was relatively clean, secure, and not actively crumbling.
The downstairs rooms were mostly parlor-like, or what I assumed would be common areas. Not suitable for a young woman’s privacy, especially with me still figuring out my own living situation.
Upstairs, then.
The grand staircase creaked under my weight as I took the steps two at a time. The runner, a faded floral pattern, was threadbare in places. Another item for the ever-growing list.
The second-floor hallway was long and lined with closed doors. Each one a potential sanctuary, or a potential horror show of dust and neglect.
I started opening them.
Room one: small, facing the street. Wallpaper peeling in one corner. Smelled faintly of mothballs. Pass.
Room two: larger, with a decent-sized closet. But the window was cracked. Double pass.
Room three: This one had an ensuite bathroom. A definite plus. The room itself was a good size, with a bay window overlooking the backyard. It got good afternoon light, even filtered through grimy panes.
The wallpaper was a truly hideous shade of peach, but it seemed intact. The floorboards, where visible under a layer of dust, looked solid.
The bathroom was tiny, with a stall shower and a pedestal sink. All of it coated in the same fine layer of ancient dust. “This’ll have to do,” I decided, the name forming unbidden in my mind. “Operation De-Grimify Peach Palace is a go.” A small, grim smile touched my lips. If I couldn’t find humor in this, I was truly sunk.
My first challenge, beyond the existential dread, was cleaning supplies. I hadn’t bought any yet. My grand plan, hatched in the sterile environment of Pembroke’s office, had been to assess the entire property methodically, create a prioritized list, then execute a well-supplied, military-precision shopping trip.
Reality, as it often does, had other plans.
A quick, increasingly desperate search in the cavernous kitchen yielded a forgotten, half-empty plastic bottle of something vaguely lemony under the sink, nestled beside a rusty mouse trap. The label was too faded to read. And a couple of rags that might have been white in a previous geological era.
Better than nothing. Marginally. It felt like preparing for surgery with a butter knife and good intentions.
Back upstairs, I attacked the peach room. Opened the window to air it out, the screech of the old sash loud in the quiet. Tied one of the rags around my face as a makeshift dust mask.
Sweat beaded on my forehead as I wiped down surfaces. The sheer amount of dust was incredible. Generations of it. Great-Aunt Mildred hadn’t been exaggerating her “vintage” claims.
The ensuite bathroom was next. The porcelain toilet and sink cleaned up surprisingly well, though the chrome fixtures were pitted. The shower stall looked like a science experiment I didn’t want to investigate too closely without heavy-duty chemicals. For tonight, a thorough wipe-down would have to suffice.
No shower curtain. Add it to the shopping list, which was rapidly becoming a multi-volume epic. The thought of Katie trying to shower in that tiny stall without one, soaking the already dubious floor, was another small spike of anxiety.
Bed. Right. The focal point of any bedroom, and currently, a monument to neglect. The room had a bare mattress on a simple metal frame. The mattress itself looked… old. Not just old, but possibly a historical artifact. It bore the faint, ghostly outlines of previous floral patterns, long since faded into a uniform dinginess. I poked it suspiciously. It didn’t smell, a small mercy, and a more vigorous prod suggested it wasn’t actively home to any wildlife. At least, none that were immediately obvious.
Still, no way was Katie sleeping directly on that. The very idea made my skin crawl. Even with sheets, it felt like a penance.
I needed sheets, a blanket, a pillow. Stat. Clean ones. New ones, ideally.
There was a Target a few miles away, according to my phone. And a supermarket next to it.
I glanced at my watch. Mark and Katie were an hour out when he called. That was… twenty minutes ago? Forty minutes left.
Not enough time for a shopping trip and to get back.
Damn.
Think, Ethan. Think.
My own stuff was still in boxes in my truck. I’d planned to unpack my essentials into one of the other, smaller bedrooms for myself later tonight.
I had bedding. My bedding.
It wasn’t ideal. Sharing bedding, even freshly washed, with my best friend’s daughter felt… weird. But her sleeping on a bare, ancient mattress was weirder. And ruder.
Decision made. She’d get my new sheets, my new pillows, my new comforter. I’d rough it on my old sleeping bag in one of the other dusty rooms, or even in the truck. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d slept in less-than-ideal conditions. My brief, ill-advised attempt at “finding myself” through solo camping a few years back had involved a leaky tent and a very angry raccoon. This would be luxury by comparison.
Landlord of the Year, right here. Or at least, Landlord Trying Not to Completely Horrify His Best Friend’s Daughter on Day One.
I jogged down to my truck, the beat-up Ford F-150 that was more reliable than most people I knew. It had seen me through more than a few bad decisions and was currently acting as a mobile storage unit for the entirety of my worldly possessions. My life, or what was left of it after Sarah’s lawyers had finished, was packed into a dozen cardboard boxes in the bed, a Tetris game of regret and new beginnings.
Found the box labeled ‘BEDDING – MASTER’. Lugged it inside and up the stairs.
The sheets were a plain, dark gray. High thread count. One of the few luxuries I’d allowed myself post-divorce. They smelled faintly of the lavender sachets Sarah used to insist on, a scent I hadn’t managed to completely eradicate yet.
Hopefully Katie wouldn’t mind. Or notice.
Making the bed felt strangely domestic. I hadn’t made a bed for anyone but myself in years. The corners weren’t perfect hospital tucks, but it looked clean. Inviting, even. I fluffed the pillows – also mine, also new. Added the comforter.
Stepped back.
Okay. Not bad. The room still looked like a faded peach explosion from a 1970s fever dream, and the air retained a stubborn hint of Great-Aunt Mildred’s ghost, but at least the bed looked like a safe, clean place to land. A small island of order in a sea of impending chaos.
Towels. Another crucial element of basic hospitality. I had new towels in another box, still in their store packaging. White, fluffy, a stark contrast to the general grime. Unpacked one, hung it carefully on the pitted chrome bar in the tiny bathroom. Added a new bar of soap, still in its cardboard wrapper, beside the sink. It was a generic, unscented brand. Hopefully that was okay. Teenage girls probably had complex soap preferences I couldn’t even begin to fathom.
It was something. A start. Each small act of preparation was a tiny victory against the overwhelming scale of the task ahead.
The image of Katie, as Mark described her – alone, suitcases on the curb, panicking – spurred me on. She was just a kid, really. Eighteen. The age I’d been when I left home for college, full of piss and vinegar and absolutely terrified underneath it all.
This wasn’t just about keeping a license. It was about helping Mark. And helping his daughter.
A sense of responsibility, heavier than the mortgage, settled over me.
I was it. The adult in charge. The safe harbor.
Me. Ethan Walker. The guy whose own life had felt like a series of controlled demolitions for the past few years.
The irony wasn’t lost on me. It was practically tap-dancing on my chest, wearing a tiny ironic hat. Here I was, trying to create a haven for someone else, when my own life felt like it had been put through a shredder.
I did a final, anxious sweep of the room. Dusted the small, wobbly nightstand again, just in case a new civilization of dust mites had sprung up in the last five minutes. Double-checked that the door locked securely from the inside. It did, with a reassuring, solid click. That was important. Privacy. Security. Things I valued, and things she deserved.
What else? What small comfort could I offer? My mind, usually adept at complex problem-solving in the digital realm, felt sluggish, clumsy in this new world of practical hospitality.
A glass for water. Found a relatively clean one in a kitchen cabinet, washed it thoroughly. Filled it from the tap – the water pressure was surprisingly good – and placed it on the nightstand.
A lamp. The overhead light was harsh. There was a dusty old table lamp in the corner. The bulb was dead.
Of course it was.
I rummaged through my own boxes again, found a spare bulb, and a small, modern LED lamp I used for reading. Swapped them. The little LED lamp cast a warmer, softer glow. Better.
I stood in the hallway, looking into the prepared room.
It was a far cry from a luxury hotel suite. Or even a decently maintained dorm room.
But it was clean. It was private. It had a bed.
It would have to do. It wasn’t perfect, not by a long shot, but it was the best I could manage on zero notice with minimal supplies.
My own comfort could wait. Indefinitely, if necessary. I could crash on one of the shrouded living room couches if I had to, though I suspected they were probably teeming with the ghosts of naps past. Or in my truck. It wouldn’t be the first time, and likely not the last.
The important thing, the only thing that mattered right now, was that Katie had a safe, clean place to sleep. That Mark’s panic could subside. That this first, unexpected test of my landlord capabilities wasn’t a complete and utter failure.
A wave of bone-deep exhaustion hit me then, so suddenly it almost buckled my knees. The adrenaline of the signing, the sheer mental effort of absorbing the house tour, the frantic, dusty cleaning – it was all catching up, leaving a hollow ache in its wake. My back twinged in protest. My hands felt raw from the questionable cleaning rags.
And they weren’t even here yet. The main event was still to come.
I checked my phone again, the screen a bright beacon in the dim hallway. Thirty minutes since Mark’s call. They could be pulling up any minute now. My stomach did a nervous flip.
A sudden, vivid thought: what if Katie hated it? What if she, a young woman used to modern comforts, took one look at the faded grandeur, the peeling wallpaper, the general air of genteel decay, and burst into tears? Or worse, what if she tried to be polite about it, her disappointment a quiet, well-mannered accusation?
I wouldn’t blame her. This house was an acquired taste. Like strong coffee or existential philosophy. Probably not high on the list of desirable features for an eighteen-year-old’s first taste of college freedom.
This wasn’t just some quirky old house. It was my new life. My massive, overwhelming, financially terrifying new life.
And I’d just invited a teenager to witness its very messy beginnings.
Great first impression, Walker.
I ran a hand through my hair. I probably looked like I’d been wrestling a family of badgers. My clothes were dusty. I smelled of lemon cleaner and old house.
No time to change or shower.
Just had to own it. Confident landlord, remember? Even if the confidence was currently hiding under a pile of anxiety and dust bunnies.
I took a deep breath. The air still held that unique Walker House perfume: old wood, lemon, sawdust, and now, a faint hint of my own nervous sweat.
Charming.
I walked back out to the front porch, leaving the front door slightly ajar. The late afternoon sun was casting long shadows across Maple Street. The student foot traffic had thinned a little, but there was still a steady flow.
A group of guys with skateboards clattered past, laughing. A girl with bright pink hair hurried by, clutching a stack of textbooks.
Normal college life.
And I was about to become a part of it. Or at least, a landlord on the periphery.
The responsibility felt immense, a physical weight pressing down on my shoulders. These weren’t just faceless tenants paying rent, cogs in my new business machine. They were young people, most of them barely adults, away from home for the first time, navigating a new and often scary chapter of their lives. They were someone’s daughters, someone’s sons. Like Katie.
Could I provide more than just a room with four walls and a leaky faucet? Could I, somehow, make this rambling old house a genuine home, even a temporary one?
A place where they felt safe? Secure? Respected?
Maybe even… happy?
It was a ridiculously tall order. Especially for a guy who was still trying to figure out the basic formula for his own happiness, a guy whose most significant recent accomplishment was not burning his severance pay on a sports car he didn’t need.
This house, Walker House, wasn’t just an investment; it was rapidly becoming a mission. A terrifying, exhilarating, and utterly consuming mission. And Katie Brooks was its first, unexpected test case.
My gaze drifted to the stone archway of Northridge University across the street. It looked so permanent, so established. A bastion of learning and tradition. And here I was, its slightly disreputable neighbor, hoping to catch some of its overflow, to offer a slightly more… characterful alternative to sterile dorm rooms. Characterful was a good word. Much better than ‘dilapidated’ or ‘potentially haunted.’
The distinct sound of a car engine, slowing down, different from the usual campus traffic hum, pulled me sharply from my thoughts.
A dark blue sedan was pulling up to the curb in front of Walker House.
My heart gave a little thump.
Showtime.
I straightened my shirt, ran a hand over my stubbled jaw. Tried to arrange my face into something resembling a welcoming, capable landlord.
Not a recently divorced, slightly panicked, and very dusty ex-cybersecurity guy who was in way over his head.
Deep breath, Ethan.
You got this.
Maybe.




Chapter 2: Katie Moves In

The dark blue sedan crunched to a halt at the curb.
My heart did a little tap dance against my ribs. Showtime, indeed.
Mark unfolded himself from the driver’s seat, looking tired but relieved. He spotted me on the porch and waved, a wide grin splitting his face. “Ethan! Knight in shining armor, man!” I managed a weak smile. “Just a guy with a lot of empty rooms, Mark.”
The passenger door opened, and a girl emerged.
Katie.
My memory of a scrawny kid with pigtails evaporated instantly.
This was no kid.
She was small, yeah. Petite. But perfectly formed, like one of those delicate porcelain dolls, only with a lot more life in her. Honey-blonde hair, long and soft-looking, was pulled back in a loose side braid, a few wisps escaping to frame a heart-shaped face. Big eyes – hazel, I thought, even from this distance – were wide and a little uncertain as she took in Walker House.
She clutched a worn textbook to her chest like a shield.
Cute. In a completely innocent, best-friend’s-daughter kind of way, of course.
My brain, however, didn’t seem to get that memo immediately, offering a brief, uninvited flicker of appreciation before I slammed the mental door shut.
Not appropriate, Walker. Not even a little.
Mark was already at the trunk, hauling out a couple of oversized suitcases. “She travels light, as you can see,” he joked, grunting with effort.
Katie hurried to his side. “Dad, I can get that.” Her voice was soft, a little breathy. “Nonsense, sweetie. Ethan and I are the muscle here.” He winked at me.
I came down the porch steps. “Let me grab one of those.” The air crackled with a weird mix of road-trip exhaustion, parental anxiety, and my own thrumming nerves.
As I reached for a suitcase, Katie turned fully towards me.
And blushed.
A furious, all-consuming blush that started at the collar of her pastel cardigan and raced up her neck to the roots of her blonde hair. Her eyes, definitely hazel with little gold flecks, darted to mine for a split second before skittering away to focus intently on a crack in the sidewalk. “Hi,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. She hugged the textbook tighter. “Katie, right?” I kept my voice even, friendly. “Welcome to Walker House. I’m Ethan.” “I… I know. Dad talks about you.” She peeked up at me through her lashes. Long, dark lashes. Definitely didn’t remember those from the pigtail era. “All good things, I hope,” I said, hefting a surprisingly heavy suitcase. What did she have in here, bricks?
Mark clapped me on the shoulder. “Only the highly embarrassing college stories, my friend. Don’t worry, your secrets are safe with me… mostly.” Katie giggled, a small, nervous sound. The blush receded a tiny bit, leaving a pretty peach flush on her cheeks. Freckles. A light dusting across the bridge of her nose.
Adorable.
And I needed to stop thinking that word.
“Let’s get these inside,” I said, nodding towards the house. “You must be exhausted.” “A little,” she admitted, still avoiding direct eye contact for more than a second.
We trooped up the porch steps, Mark and I laden with bags, Katie trailing a step behind, her gaze sweeping over the faded paint and slightly sagging porch swing. I tried to see it through her eyes. Did it look charmingly vintage, or just… old and decrepit?
Probably the latter.
Inside, the dim hallway seemed to swallow the afternoon light. “Wow,” Mark said, looking around. “This place has… character.” That was one way to put it. “It’s a work in progress,” I said, setting a suitcase down. “A very big work, and very much in progress.” Katie’s eyes were wide as she took in the sweeping staircase, the shrouded furniture in the parlor, the general air of dusty antiquity. She didn’t say anything, just nibbled on her lower lip.
I could practically hear the gears turning in her head. This is where I’m staying? With this strange, dusty man my dad knows?
“The room I got ready for you is upstairs, Katie,” I said, trying to inject some warmth into my voice. “It’s got its own bathroom. Small, but private.” Her head bobbed in a little nod. “Okay.” “Let me show you.” I picked up her suitcase again. Mark grabbed the other.
The staircase creaked ominously as we ascended. I made a mental note: fix creaky stairs. Add it to the list that was now probably long enough to wallpaper one of these rooms.
The peach room door was ajar, just as I’d left it. “Here we are,” I announced, pushing it open wider.
The little LED lamp I’d put on the nightstand cast a soft glow, making the gray bedding look almost inviting against the truly awful peach walls. The room smelled faintly of lemon and old dust, despite my best efforts.
Katie stepped inside, her movements hesitant. She took in the made bed, the towel in the bathroom, the glass of water.
Her eyes landed on the bed, then flicked to me, then back to the bed. Another blush started to creep up her neck.
Oh. Right. My sheets. My comforter.
Probably should have mentioned that. Too late now.
“It’s… cozy,” she said, her voice still a near-whisper.
Cozy. Another polite word for ‘small and possibly haunted by the ghost of bad taste.’ Mark, bless his oblivious heart, beamed. “See, sweetie? Ethan’s got you all set up. Way better than sleeping in the car, huh?” She gave him a small, dutiful smile. “Yes, Dad.” “The bathroom’s through there,” I pointed. “It’s, uh, functional.” Understatement of the year. “Water pressure’s good, though.” I had to offer some selling point.
She nodded again, still clutching that textbook. What was in that thing, the secrets of the universe? “Well,” Mark said, rubbing his hands together. “I should probably hit the road. Got a long drive back, and your mother will start sending out search parties if I’m not home by midnight.” He pulled Katie into a hug. A real, heartfelt dad-hug. “You’ll be okay here, sweetie. Ethan’s a good guy. One of the best.” Katie hugged him back tightly. “I know, Dad. Thank you.” When they broke apart, her eyes were a little shiny.
My chest did a weird pang. She was just a kid, really. Scared, out of her depth. “You call me if you need anything, okay?” Mark said, his voice thick with emotion. “Anything at all.” “I will.” He turned to me, extending a hand. “Ethan, man. I can’t thank you enough. Seriously. You’re a lifesaver.” “No problem, Mark. Happy to help.” We shook hands. “Drive safe.” “Will do.” He gave Katie one last squeeze on the shoulder, a final worried look around the room, and then he was gone, his footsteps thudding back down the creaky stairs.
The front door closed with a distant, solid thud.
And then, silence.
A very loud, very awkward silence.
It was just me and Katie.
Alone. In a big, empty, dusty house.
She was still standing in the middle of the room, looking small and a little lost. The textbook was now pressed against her stomach. “So,” I started, aiming for casual and probably hitting ‘clueless oaf.’ “Make yourself at home.” A ridiculous thing to say, given the circumstances.
She offered a tiny, shy smile. “Thank you, Mr. Walker.” “Ethan, please,” I corrected gently. “Mr. Walker sounds like my dad. Or a grumpy history teacher.” “Ethan,” she repeated, testing the name. The blush was back, fainter this time. “Thank you, Ethan.” “You’re welcome.” The silence descended again, thicker this time.
I gestured vaguely around. “It’s not much, I know. The whole house is a bit of a project. I only just got the keys this morning myself.” Her eyes widened slightly. “Oh. Wow.” “Yeah. So, we’re kind of in this together, figuring things out.” That sounded wrong. I wasn’t ‘in this’ with her. I was the landlord. The responsible adult.
Stop talking, Walker.
“Is there anything I can get for you?” I asked instead. “Water? I think there’s still some beer in the fridge, but probably not your style…” Smooth. Real smooth.
Her eyes flicked towards the glass of water on the nightstand. “The water’s great, thank you.” “Right.” I was failing spectacularly at this ‘welcoming host’ thing.
She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her gaze dropping to her sneakers. They were spotless, bright white canvas. A stark contrast to the dusty floorboards. “My dad said… you fix things?” she asked, her voice still soft, but a little more curious now. “I try,” I said. “Used to be in cyber-security, but I’ve always been handier with a wrench than a keyboard, if I’m honest.” I gestured to the room again. “Plenty to fix around here, that’s for sure.” A small smile touched her lips. A genuine one this time. It lit up her face, made those gold flecks in her eyes sparkle.
Okay, maybe not failing spectacularly. Maybe just… moderately. “The door to this room,” I said, remembering one of my earlier mental notes. “It sticks a little at the bottom. I was planning on taking a look at it later. If you don’t mind, I could do it now? Give you a bit of space to settle in afterwards.” It was an excuse to do something, anything, other than stand there awkwardly. And it was true; the door had definitely scraped when I’d opened it earlier. Competence porn, the instructions had called it. Show, don’t just tell.
Her eyes met mine, a flicker of something unreadable in their depths. Interest? Or just politeness? “Oh. Um. Sure,” she said. “If it’s not too much trouble.” “No trouble at all.” I felt a surge of relief. A task. Something I knew how to do. “My tools are in the truck. I’ll just be a minute.” I practically fled the room.
I practically fled the room, my boots thudding on the old wooden stairs with more urgency than strictly necessary.
Fresh air. I needed fresh air. And tools. Tools were good. Tools were familiar.
Outside, the late afternoon sun felt good on my face. I took a deep breath, trying to clear my head.
One girl. One room. One sticking door.
Manageable.
I hoped.
My toolbox was in the back of the F-150, a heavy-duty steel affair filled with everything from hammers and screwdrivers to a small hand plane and a set of chisels. Overkill for a sticking door, probably, but it felt good to have options.
I grabbed a few essentials: a utility knife, a small block plane, a tape measure, and a pencil. And a sanding block, just in case.
Back inside, the house felt cooler, quieter. The scent of old wood and dust was pervasive.
I paused at the bottom of the stairs. Could I really do this? Turn this relic into a functioning, welcoming boarding house? And deal with actual human tenants? Young female tenants, at that?
My cyber-security job had been stressful, sure. High stakes, tight deadlines. But it was all logical. Binary. Ones and zeros.
People were… messier. More unpredictable. Especially teenage girls, from what I vaguely remembered from my own youth, which felt like several centuries ago.
Stop overthinking, Walker. It’s a door. You know how to fix a door.
I headed back upstairs.
Katie was still in her room. The door was slightly ajar. I could hear faint rustling sounds from within. Unpacking? Or just nervously pacing?
I knocked lightly. “Katie? Mind if I come in and take a look at that door?” A pause, then her soft voice. “Oh. Um, yes. Come in.” I pushed the door open. It scraped along the floor with a protesting groan. Definitely needed attention.
She was standing by the window, looking out at the overgrown backyard. She’d taken off her cardigan; it was draped neatly over the back of the room’s single, rickety-looking wooden chair. Now she was just in a simple white t-shirt – a cropped one, I noticed, that showed a sliver of smooth, pale skin at her waist when she moved – and a short, pleated plaid skirt.
The textbook was on the nightstand. Progress.
She turned as I entered, her hands clasped behind her back. The movement pulled the thin fabric of her t-shirt taut across her chest.
Small, yes. But definitely there. Two perfectly round, firm-looking… Nope.
Eyes up, Walker. Door. Focus on the door.
My cheeks felt warm. Damn it.
“Okay, let’s see what we’ve got here,” I said, my voice a little gruffer than intended. I knelt down to examine the bottom edge of the door.
She hovered a few feet away, watching me. I could feel her eyes on my back. Or maybe on my ass, given I was currently bent over.
Great. Now I was as bad as she was with the blushing.
The wood was swollen, probably from years of humidity. The bottom edge was catching on a slightly raised floorboard. “Simple fix,” I announced, more to myself than to her. “Just need to shave a little off the bottom of the door.” I opened and closed the door a few times, gauging where it was binding. Then I took the tape measure and pencil, making a couple of small marks on the wood. “Do you… do you need any help?” she asked, her voice hesitant.
I glanced up. She was nibbling her lip again, her hazel eyes wide and curious. The light from the window caught the gold flecks, made them shimmer. “No, I got it. Thanks.” I offered a quick smile. “Won’t take long.” I positioned the block plane on my pencil line. The blade was sharp. With a smooth, practiced motion, I shaved off a thin curl of wood. Then another. The scent of freshly cut pine, surprisingly clean and resinous, filled the small space, momentarily overpowering the dust and old lemon.
Katie took a step closer, her gaze fixed on my hands.
I was acutely aware of her presence. The faint, clean scent of her – soap and something subtly floral, maybe her shampoo. The soft sound of her breathing.
It was… distracting.
In a way that had absolutely nothing to do with fixing a door.
I focused on the task. Shave, check the fit, shave again. The rhythmic rasp of the plane was a comforting sound. This was what I was good at. Tangible problems, tangible solutions.
After a few minutes, I had a small pile of wood shavings on the floor. “Alright, let’s try that.” I stood up, brushing sawdust off my jeans.
As I rose, my arm brushed against hers. She’d moved closer than I realized.
A little jolt, like static electricity, shot up my arm. Her skin was soft. Warm. “Oh! Sorry,” she whispered, jumping back a step, her cheeks instantly flaming. “My fault,” I said quickly. Too quickly. “My spatial awareness isn’t what it used to be.” She giggled, a nervous, breathy sound that did funny things to my insides. “Mine either, I guess.” Our eyes met for a beat longer than necessary. Her lips were parted slightly. Full, soft-looking.
The air in the room suddenly felt thick. Charged.
I cleared my throat, turning back to the door. “Let’s see if that did the trick.” I swung the door. It moved smoothly, silently, clearing the floor by a fraction of an inch.
Perfect.
A small surge of satisfaction went through me. A job well done. Simple, but satisfying. “There we go,” I said, a little too brightly. “Good as new. Or, you know, as good as a hundred-year-old door is likely to get.” Katie was smiling, a genuine, almost dazzling smile this time. “Wow. You fixed it. Just like that.” There was an unmistakable note of admiration in her voice.
Praise. The instruction files had mentioned her praise kink.
And damn if it didn’t feel good to be on the receiving end of it, even for something as mundane as planing a door. “That’s the idea,” I said, trying for a casual shrug. My biceps, however, felt a little more prominent than usual under my Henley. I’d been doing a lot of lifting, getting the house cleared out. Maybe it showed.
She was still looking at me, her head tilted slightly. Her gaze drifted from my face, down my chest, to my arms, then back up.
Innocent ogling. The files had mentioned that too.
And it was definitely happening. From both sides, if I was being honest.
Her t-shirt, I noticed again, was thin. Very thin. And the way the light from the window was hitting her… Were those…?
Yes. Definitely.
The faint, unmistakable outline of her nipples, pressing against the soft white cotton. Small, perfectly round. Pointing.
My mouth went dry.
My gaze flicked up to her face. She was still watching me, a soft, almost dreamy expression in her eyes. Was she aware? Did she have any idea what that thin t-shirt was revealing? Or what it was doing to my suddenly overactive imagination?
Probably not. She was just a kid. An innocent kid.
An innocent kid with very prominent, very distracting nipples.
I swallowed hard.
This was dangerous territory. More dangerous than a faulty boiler or a crumbling foundation. “Well,” I said, my voice sounding strained even to my own ears. “I’ll just, uh, clean up these shavings.” I knelt, gathering the fragrant curls of wood. My hands felt clumsy. My mind was a blank, except for the lingering image of that t-shirt.
Katie took another step closer. She knelt too, on the other side of the small pile of shavings, her plaid skirt pooling around her. “I can help,” she offered, her voice soft.
Her fingers brushed mine as we both reached for the same curl of wood.
Another jolt. Stronger this time.
Her eyes flew to mine, wide and startled. The blush was back, full force.
And in that moment, looking into her wide, innocent, gold-flecked eyes, with the scent of fresh pine and her clean skin filling my senses, I knew one thing with absolute certainty.
This was going to be a very, very long semester.
And Walker House was about to get a whole lot more complicated than just faulty plumbing and peeling paint.
The air crackled.
Tension. Pure, unadulterated, and utterly inappropriate tension.
And we both felt it.
I could see it in the way her breath hitched, the way her pupils dilated almost imperceptibly.
This was just the beginning.
And I was in way over my head.
My mind, usually a well-ordered place of logic and code, felt like a browser with too many tabs open – all of them flashing warning signs. This girl, this situation, was a system crash waiting to happen.
I pulled my hand back as if burned, the wood shaving falling unheeded to the floor. “No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.” My voice was too rough. I cleared my throat again, trying to regain some semblance of composure. Landlord. Responsible adult. Not… whatever this feeling was.
Katie didn’t move. She remained kneeling, her plaid skirt a soft circle on the dusty floorboards, her gaze still locked on mine. The blush on her cheeks was a fierce, beautiful red, and her lips were still slightly parted. Was she breathing faster? Or was that just the blood pounding in my own ears?
The silence stretched, taut and humming, like a high-voltage wire. Every nerve ending in my body felt hyper-aware of her proximity. The way the light from the window caught the fine, almost invisible hairs on her bare arms. The delicate curve of her collarbone visible above the neckline of her t-shirt. The way that damn t-shirt clung just so… I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task of gathering the remaining wood shavings. My fingers felt thick, clumsy. Each curl of pine seemed to mock me with its simplicity. Just clean up the mess, Walker. Don’t make a new one. “So,” I said, my voice still not quite right. I needed to say something. Anything. To break this spell. “You, uh, excited about starting classes at Northridge?” Lame. So incredibly lame. But it was all I could come up with.
She blinked, as if surfacing from a dream. “Oh. Um. Yes. Very.” Her voice was a little unsteady. She finally looked down, her fingers pleating a fold in her skirt. “A bit nervous too, I guess.” “Nervous is normal,” I said, seizing on the change of subject like a drowning man grabbing a life raft. “First year of college is a big deal. New place, new people.” New landlord who’s trying very hard not to stare at your chest.
I risked a glance at her. Her eyes were downcast, but there was a tiny smile playing on her lips. Was she amused by my awkwardness? Or was it something else?
That t-shirt. My God. It was like a magnet for my eyes. The fabric was so thin, so soft-looking. And beneath it, the undeniable proof that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Or if she was, it was the kind that offered more suggestion than support.
The outline of her nipples was still there. Two perfect, dusky coins pressed against the white cotton. They seemed even more prominent now, as if her body was reacting to the charged air between us, to the unspoken awareness.
My own body was reacting too, a dull throb starting low in my groin.




Chapter 3: Steam & Stirrings

I finally managed to extricate myself from Katie’s room, muttering something about needing to organize my own sleeping arrangements. The air in the hallway felt blessedly cool, or maybe it was just the absence of that superheated, invisible current that had been flowing between us.
My own body was still thrumming, a low-grade hum of awareness that was both annoying and undeniably… potent.
This was bad. This was Mark’s daughter. Eighteen. Innocent.
And I was forty. Her temporary guardian, for crying out loud. Not some predator.
I needed a cold shower. Figuratively and literally.
But first, a room for myself.
I ended up in a smaller bedroom at the opposite end of the hall from Katie’s ‘Peach Palace.’ It faced the street, offering a view of the university’s south gate, now quiet as dusk settled over Maple Street. The room was just as dusty as the others, but it had a certain monastic simplicity that appealed to my current need for mental clarity.
Or at least, a place where I wouldn’t be constantly reminded of soft white t-shirts and the girl wearing them.
I unrolled my sleeping bag onto the bare mattress – another historical artifact, probably teeming with the dreams of long-dead students. Didn’t care. Tonight, exhaustion was my friend.
My truck was still half-full of boxes. Tools, clothes, a few sentimental items I hadn’t been able to part with. The detritus of a life hastily dismantled and reassembled.
I grabbed my dopp kit and a change of clothes. The shared bathroom at this end of the hall was… grim. But the water, when I eventually coaxed it from the ancient taps, was hot.
The shower was a cramped, rust-stained stall, but the scalding water felt good, washing away the grime of the day and, I hoped, some of the inappropriate tension coiling in my gut.
I scrubbed myself raw, trying to focus on the practicalities. Tomorrow, I’d hit Target and Home Depot. Cleaning supplies, shower curtains, basic groceries. Maybe a new mattress for myself. And for Katie’s room too, if she was staying longer than a night or two. Which, given the university housing crisis Mark had described, seemed increasingly likely.
The thought of her being a more permanent fixture in Walker House sent another jolt through me, one that had nothing to do with the sputtering showerhead.
Get a grip, Walker.
Dressed in a clean t-shirt and sweats, I felt marginally more human. The house was quiet. Too quiet. Every creak of the floorboards, every sigh of the wind outside the old windows, seemed amplified in the emptiness.
This place needed life. Laughter. Music. The sounds of people living, not just existing.
Soon, I hoped.
For now, it was just me and the girl down the hall.
A girl I needed to keep a very professional, very respectful distance from.
My stomach rumbled. The beer and ketchup in the fridge weren’t going to cut it. I’d seen a pizza place a few blocks away during my earlier recon.
A quick call, and twenty minutes later, a large pepperoni pizza was delivered to the front porch. The delivery kid, a lanky youth with more pimples than facial hair, gave the house a wide-eyed look. “You live here, man?” he asked, his voice cracking. “Just moved in,” I said, handing him a tip. “Gnarly.” He practically sprinted back to his car.
Gnarly. Yeah, that was one word for it.
I ate a few slices standing in the cavernous kitchen, the single bare bulb overhead casting long, dancing shadows. The pizza was greasy, cheap, and utterly delicious.
The silence of the house pressed in. I could hear the distant hum of traffic, the occasional shout from students across the street, but inside Walker House, it was still.
Too still.
I wondered what Katie was doing. Unpacking? Staring at the peach wallpaper in despair? Calling her dad to beg for an extraction?
I should probably check on her. Make sure she was okay. That she didn’t need anything.
It was the responsible landlord thing to do.
Right?
I walked back upstairs, my socked feet silent on the wooden steps this time. Her door was closed. No light visible underneath it.
Was she asleep already? It was early, not even nine. But she’d had a long day.
I hesitated, my hand hovering near the door. Knock? Or just leave her be?
A faint sound from within. A soft splash.
Water running.
She was taking a shower.
The thought hit me with unexpected force. Katie. In that tiny, functional bathroom. Water sluicing over her skin… My imagination, a traitorous bastard at the best of times, kicked into high gear.
Her honey-blonde hair, darkened by water, plastered to her back. The curve of her small breasts, slick with soap. The smooth, pale skin of her stomach, her thighs… I could could almost feel the steam, smell the soap, hear the soft sigh of her breath.
Stop.
I clenched my fists, my nails digging into my palms. This was insane. I was a forty-year-old man, not some hormonal teenager. I had responsibilities. Boundaries. A best friend whose trust I wouldn’t betray for a fleeting, inappropriate fantasy.
But the house was old. The walls were thin. And the image of Katie, so fresh, so new, so… vulnerable, was seared into my brain.
The sound of water stopped.
My breath hitched.
A moment of silence, then the faint squeak of the shower door opening. The bathroom in her room, the ‘Peach Palace ensuite,’ was tiny. I knew that from my earlier cleaning frenzy. The door opened outwards, into the bedroom.
And her bedroom door, the one I was standing in front of like a damn creep, wasn’t fully latched. It was open a crack. Just a sliver.
I hadn’t noticed. Or maybe I had, subconsciously.
My heart hammered against my ribs.
Walk away, Walker. Now. Turn around, go back to your dusty sleeping bag, and think about something else. Anything else. Taxes. The failing education system. The heat death of the universe.
But my feet felt rooted to the spot.
A sliver of light from her room spilled into the dark hallway. And through that sliver, a flash of movement.
Pale skin.
Oh God.
I should have slammed the door shut. I should have coughed loudly. I should have done a hundred other things than what I did.
Which was nothing.
I just stood there, frozen, my eyes glued to that tiny gap.
Katie stepped out of the bathroom.
Not into the bedroom, not fully. She was framed in the doorway of her little ensuite, reaching for the towel I’d left on the hook.
And she was completely, breathtakingly nude.
My world narrowed to that sliver of vision.
She wasn’t facing me directly, more of a side profile. The light from the bathroom behind her cast her in silhouette, but the softer glow from the LED lamp in her bedroom kissed the curves of her body. Her skin glowed, pearlescent and dewy from the steam. Small, perfect breasts, tipped with dusky rose nipples that were tight and puckered from the cooling air. My God, they were exquisite. Higher and fuller than I would have guessed from seeing her clothed. The thin t-shirt earlier hadn’t done them justice. Not even close.
My gaze traced the gentle curve of her belly, the soft flare of her hips. She had that classic hourglass shape, even in her petite frame, a delicate indentation at her waist that made my hands ache to span it.
And then, lower. The soft, honey-blonde triangle of curls at the juncture of her thighs. So pale, so vulnerable. Shaved, as the instructions had hinted all girls would be? Not quite. It was neatly trimmed, a soft little patch that looked incredibly inviting. My cock gave a hard throb against the zipper of my sweats.
She reached for the towel, her arm brushing against her side, lifting one breast slightly. The movement was innocent, unconscious, and it sent a fresh wave of heat crashing through me.
Water droplets clung to her skin like tiny diamonds, tracing pathways down her neck, over her collarbone, between her breasts. One particularly bold droplet slid from the curve of her hip, down her thigh, disappearing into the shadows. I found myself holding my breath, tracking its progress.
This was wrong. So incredibly wrong. I was a voyeur. A creep. Peeping at my best friend’s daughter.
But I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.
It was like watching a secret, forbidden masterpiece unfold. Every line, every curve of her body was perfect. Innocent, yet so profoundly female.
She turned a little more, still reaching for that towel, giving me a fuller view of one perfect, round buttock, the slight indentation where it met her thigh. Smooth. So incredibly smooth-looking.
My mind was a riot of conflicting thoughts. Guilt warred with a raw, primal lust that shocked me with its intensity. This wasn’t just mild attraction. This was a full-blown, five-alarm fire raging in my system.
For Katie.
Little Katie Brooks, who blushed if you looked at her too long.
Who was currently standing completely naked, unknowingly, just a few feet away from me, separated only by a flimsy door and my rapidly crumbling self-control.
The air in the hallway felt thick enough to chew. My pulse was a frantic drum against my eardrums.
She finally grasped the towel. A fluffy white one. My towel, I realized with another jolt. The one I’d put there for her.
She wrapped it around herself, a swift, efficient movement. It covered her from just above her breasts to mid-thigh.
And just like that, the vision was gone.
But the imprint of it – every detail, every curve, every shadow – was burned onto the inside of my eyelids.
I stumbled back from the door, my breath finally releasing in a ragged gasp. My legs felt weak. My hands were shaking.
What had I just done? What had I just seen?
I turned and fled, practically sprinting back to my own room at the end of the hall, the image of her naked, vulnerable body seared into my mind.
Safe in my room, I slammed the door shut – a little too loudly, probably telegraphing my panicked retreat to the entire damn house – and leaned against it, my chest heaving.
Holy. Shit.
My mind replayed the scene in excruciating, vivid detail. The curve of her breast. The damp sheen on her skin. The soft, vulnerable patch of blonde curls.
Each image was like a brand, searing itself into my memory.
Guilt, hot and suffocating, washed over me. I’d violated her privacy. Mark’s trust. My own damn principles.
What kind of man was I?
I slid down the door until I was sitting on the dusty floor, my head in my hands. My erection was still throbbing, a painful, insistent reminder of my body’s betrayal.
I was supposed to be protecting her, making her feel safe in this strange new environment. Instead, I’d acted like some pervert, lurking in hallways, peeping through cracks in doors.
The old house seemed to groan around me, its ancient timbers judging my lapse.
I thought of Mark. His easy trust, his gratitude. If he knew… The thought was unbearable.
And Katie. Innocent Katie, with her shy smiles and blushing cheeks. If she ever found out… I felt sick.
This couldn’t happen again. I had to be better. Stronger. More disciplined.
This house, this new life, it was supposed to be a fresh start. A chance to build something good. Not a stage for my own sordid, middle-aged meltdown.
I had to get my shit together.
Fast.
But the image of her, naked and luminous in the lamplight, was already a permanent fixture in the private gallery of my mind.
A masterpiece of forbidden fruit.
And I, the supposed guardian of the orchard, had just taken a very large, very illicit bite.
The silence from her room down the hall was deafening. Did she hear me slam the door? Was she wondering what the noise was?
Or was she blissfully unaware, toweling herself dry, getting ready for bed, with no idea of the turmoil she’d unknowingly unleashed in the man down the hall?
I hoped, desperately, for the latter.
Because if she knew, if she even suspected… I didn’t want to think about that.
I had to fix this. Fix myself.
Starting now.
But the heat in my veins, the ache in my groin, told a different story.
A much more complicated, much more dangerous story.
And it was just getting started.
The throbbing in my groin was impossible to ignore. A relentless, aching pulse that echoed the forbidden images replaying in my head.
Katie. Naked. Dewy from the shower.
My towel. Her skin.
I pushed myself up from the floor, my legs unsteady. My room was dark, the only light spilling from the hallway under the door. My sleeping bag lay on the bare mattress like a deflated corpse.
This was not how I’d planned to spend my first night in Walker House.
Alone in a dusty room, consumed by guilt and a raging hard-on for my best friend’s eighteen-year-old daughter.
Pathetic.
I fumbled for the light switch, but then thought better of it. Darkness felt more appropriate for the thoughts currently consuming me.
I stripped off my sweats and t-shirt, my skin feeling hot, clammy. The cool air of the old house did little to quell the fire in my blood.
My cock was painfully erect, straining against the confines of my boxers. It felt heavy, almost alien, a testament to the raw, unexpected power of what I’d just witnessed.
I should fight it. I should take a cold shower. Meditate. Recite the periodic table. Anything but give in to this.
But the images kept coming. Her small, perfect breasts. The soft curve of her belly. That vulnerable, honey-blonde triangle of curls.
The memory of her skin, pearlescent in the lamplight, was an unbearable temptation.
My hand, seemingly with a will of its own, moved to my groin. My fingers closed around the rigid length of my cock through the thin cotton of my boxers.
It felt like a betrayal. A desecration of her innocence, of Mark’s trust.
But oh God, it also felt… necessary. An urgent, primal need that overrode every rational thought, every pang of guilt.
I was only human. And what I’d seen had pushed me past some invisible breaking point.
With a groan that was half self-loathing, half raw desire, I pulled down my boxers. My cock sprang free, hot and heavy in my hand. It was already slick with pre-cum, a testament to the intensity of my arousal.
I lay down on the sleeping bag, the rough nylon a stark contrast to the imagined softness of her skin. The room was silent, save for my own ragged breathing and the frantic thumping of my heart.
My hand moved, slick and sure.
Each stroke sent a fresh wave of forbidden images crashing through my mind.
Katie, stepping from the steam, her body glowing.
Katie, reaching for the towel, her breast lifting slightly.
Katie, her eyes wide and innocent, just moments before I’d seen her in all her naked glory.
The guilt was a sharp, bitter tang in the back of my throat. But the pleasure, raw and undeniable, was a tidal wave, threatening to drown me.
I closed my eyes, trying to banish her image, trying to focus on something, anything, else.
But she was there. Burned into my retinas. Etched into my desire.
My pace quickened. My breath came in harsh gasps. The old mattress springs creaked faintly beneath me, a rhythmic counterpoint to my frantic movements.
I imagined her scent, clean soap and soft girl. I imagined the feel of her skin, warm and dewy. I imagined her small, soft sounds of pleasure… No. Stop.
This was wrong. This was about my failure, my lack of control. Not her.
But it was too late. The images were too strong, the need too urgent.
My hips bucked. A low groan tore from my throat, a sound of pure, animalistic release.
I was close. So close.
The thought of her, innocent and unknowing, just down the hall, should have been enough to stop me.
Instead, it fueled the fire.
The forbidden nature of it, the sheer wrongness, perversely intensified the pleasure.
My vision tunneled. The world narrowed to the feel of my own hand, the frantic rhythm, the building pressure in my loins.
And then, with a final, guttural cry that I barely managed to stifle against my arm, I came.
Hot, thick ropes of semen spurted onto my stomach, onto the rough fabric of the sleeping bag. The release was cataclysmic, a violent, shuddering explosion that left me gasping, trembling, utterly spent.
And utterly, profoundly ashamed.
The silence that followed was deafening.
My chest heaved. My heart gradually slowed its frantic pace. The only sounds were my own ragged breaths and the distant, mournful sigh of the wind outside.
The acrid scent of my release filled the small room, a stark reminder of my transgression.
I lay there for a long moment, limp and depleted, the full weight of my actions crashing down on me.
I’d jerked off thinking about my best friend’s daughter.
An eighteen-year-old girl who was under my roof, under my protection.
The shame was a physical thing, a cold, heavy stone in my gut.
What the hell was wrong with me?
This wasn’t who I was. Or at least, not who I wanted to be.
I was supposed to be the responsible one. The mature adult. The guy who had his shit together.
Instead, I was a forty-year-old mess, alone in a dusty room, cleaning up my own spunk after an illicit fantasy about a girl young enough to be… No. Don’t even go there.
Slowly, painfully, I sat up. My legs felt like lead.
I needed to clean up. To erase the evidence of my pathetic loss of control.
I fumbled for the t-shirt I’d discarded, using it to wipe myself down. The fabric was rough, a poor substitute for a towel.
The house was quiet. Too quiet.
Had she heard me?
Those creaking mattress springs. My ragged breathing. That final, barely stifled groan.
The walls in this old house were paper-thin. Sound carried.
A fresh wave of horror washed over me.
What if she’d heard? What if she knew?
The thought of her lying in her bed, in that peach room, listening to the sordid sounds coming from her landlord’s room… It was mortifying. Unbearable.
I had to get out of this room. Get some air. Clear my head. Clear my head.
I pulled on my discarded sweats, not bothering with underwear or a shirt. The stained t-shirt I balled up and shoved deep into the bottom of my duffel bag, a piece of evidence to be dealt with later. Burned, preferably.
My room felt suffocating. I needed to escape, even if it was just to another equally dusty, equally silent part of the house.
Quietly, I opened my door and slipped into the hallway. It was dark, the only illumination a faint moonlight filtering through a grimy window at the far end.
Katie’s door was still closed. No light. No sound.
Please be asleep. Please be oblivious.
I tiptoed past, my bare feet making no sound on the ancient wooden floorboards. Each step was an agony of self-recrimination.
Downstairs, the big house was a labyrinth of shadows. The shrouded furniture in the parlor looked like a gathering of disapproving ghosts. The air was cold, carrying the faint, persistent scent of decay that no amount of lemon oil seemed to mask entirely.
Or maybe that was just the smell of my own rotting morals.
I ended up on the back porch, a rickety wooden structure overlooking the jungle that was supposed to be a backyard. The night air was cool, carrying the scent of damp earth and distant woodsmoke.
I sank onto the top step, the rough wood cold against my bare legs. The moon was a pale sliver, offering little comfort.
What had I become?
This wasn’t just a momentary lapse. This was… something uglier. A darkness I hadn’t known I possessed.
The image of Katie, naked and vulnerable, was still vivid. Not just a physical image, but an emotional one too. Her innocence. Her shyness. The way she’d looked at me with those wide, curious eyes.
And I’d defiled it. In my mind, in the privacy of my own squalid thoughts, I’d taken something pure and twisted it into a cheap, sordid fantasy.
Mark’s face swam before my eyes. His trusting smile. His easy friendship.
How could I ever look him in the eye again?
This house was supposed to be a new start. A chance to build something. Instead, on my very first night, I’d already managed to tear something down – my own self-respect.
A wave of profound loneliness washed over me. More acute, more painful than anything I’d felt during the slow, agonizing death of my marriage.
At least then, there had been a shared misery. This was a solitary shame.
I sat there for a long time, the cool night air doing little to soothe the burning guilt. The house loomed behind me, a silent, hulking witness.
Eventually, the cold started to seep into my bones. I was still only in sweats, my feet bare. Shivering, I pushed myself up.
There was no running from this. No hiding.
I had to face it. I had to be better.
For Mark. For Katie. For myself.
But as I climbed the stairs back to my lonely sleeping bag, a cold dread settled in my heart.
What if I couldn’t be? What if this was just the beginning of a long, ugly slide?
The thought was terrifying.
 

Meanwhile, in the Peach Palace, Katie Brooks was not asleep.
She lay in the big, unfamiliar bed, Ethan’s dark gray sheets soft against her skin. They smelled faintly of him – a clean, masculine scent, mixed with a hint of something like lavender. It was a comforting smell, in a way. Solid. Safe.
But she wasn’t comfortable. Not entirely.
The house was so big. So quiet. And so… old. Every creak and groan of its ancient frame seemed to echo in the stillness.
She’d unpacked a few things, her favorite worn teddy bear now propped against the pillows Ethan had provided. Her textbooks were stacked neatly on the rickety nightstand, beside the glass of water and the little LED lamp.
She’d taken her shower, the water surprisingly hot and strong. The bathroom was tiny, and the peach tiles were a bit depressing, but it was private. That was a relief.
She’d toweled off with the fluffy white towel Ethan had left for her. His towel. Just like the sheets were his sheets.
The thought made a little shiver run down her spine. Not an unpleasant shiver.
He was nice. Ethan. Mr. Walker.
No, Ethan. He’d asked her to call him Ethan.
He was older than her dad’s friends usually were. Or maybe he just seemed older. More… settled. More… Masculine.
That was the word.
There was a quiet strength about him. In the way he moved, the way he spoke. Even in the way he’d fixed her door, his hands so sure, so capable.
She’d found herself watching his hands. The way his fingers, long and slightly calloused, had guided the plane over the wood. The way the muscles in his forearms had flexed under the rolled-up sleeves of his Henley shirt.
And his eyes. Blue-gray, like a stormy sky. They’d looked at her with a strange intensity sometimes. Made her blush. Made her feel… fluttery.
She hugged her teddy bear tighter.
This was all so new. College. Living away from home. Staying in a huge, strange house with a man she barely knew.
A handsome man.
Her cheeks warmed in the darkness.
It was silly. He was her dad’s friend. He was just being kind, helping her out.
But still… A faint sound from down the hall.
Her breath caught.
What was that?
The old house was full of noises. Settling sounds, the wind, maybe even mice.
But this was different.
A rhythmic creaking. Soft, but insistent.
And then… a low groan.
Katie’s eyes widened in the darkness. Her heart started to thump.
It sounded… human.
It sounded like Ethan.
Was he okay? Was he hurt?
The creaking stopped. Another groan, this one more… guttural. Almost pained.
Then, silence. A heavy, loaded silence.
Katie lay frozen, her ears straining.
What had that been?
A blush, hot and fierce, spread up her neck, over her cheeks, all the way to her hairline.
She knew that sound. Or, she’d read about it. In books. Seen it in movies.
Had Ethan… Had he been… Oh.
Oh, my.
Her mind, innocent but not entirely naive, connected the dots.
The way he’d looked at her earlier. The way his arm had brushed hers. The strange, electric tension in the room.
And now, these sounds.
He’d been thinking about… Her?
The thought was scandalous. Thrilling. Terrifying.
She pressed her face into her teddy bear, her whole body burning.
He was just down the hall. In his room. And he’d been… She couldn’t even form the words in her mind.
But the image was there. Vivid. Unbidden.
Ethan. Strong, capable Ethan. Lost in some private, adult moment.
And maybe, just maybe, she was the reason for it.
A strange, unfamiliar ache started low in her belly. A warmth that had nothing to do with the heavy comforter.
This was wrong. She shouldn’t be thinking these things. He was her dad’s friend. He was her landlord.
But the sounds… They’d been so raw. So… real.
And now, the silence from his room felt different. Charged.
Walker House, she was beginning to realize, was full of secrets.
And she was right in the middle of them.
Her first night away from home.
And it was already more complicated, more confusing, and more strangely exciting than she could ever have imagined.
She squeezed her eyes shut, but the blush wouldn’t go away.
And neither would the memory of those faint, desperate sounds from down the hall.




Chapter 4: Thunderstorm Virgin

The next day passed in a blur of activity for me, and probably a blur of nervous anticipation for Katie. I made the promised shopping trip, loading up on cleaning supplies, basic groceries, a new shower curtain for the Peach Palace, and, most importantly, a new mattress and bedding set for myself. No more sleeping bag roulette.
I also bought a cheap coffee maker and some decent ground coffee. Priorities.
I spent most of the day tackling the most urgent repairs and cleaning tasks, trying to make Walker House feel less like a haunted museum and more like a habitable dwelling. I fixed a leaky faucet in the main downstairs bathroom, replaced a couple of broken windowpanes, and waged war on several generations of dust bunnies.
Katie kept to her room for most of the day. I heard her moving around occasionally, the faint sound of music once, but she seemed determined to stay out of my way. Which was probably for the best. The less interaction we had, the less chance there was for… complications.
Like the ones that had plagued my sleep the night before, filled with images of damp skin and forbidden curves.
I tried to be professional when I saw her briefly in the hallway. Offered her some of the pizza I’d ordered for lunch (she politely declined, saying she had snacks). Asked if she needed anything (she shook her head, blushing).
The awkwardness was a thick, tangible thing between us. Or maybe that was just me, projecting my own guilt and inappropriate awareness onto her.
She still looked at me with those wide, curious eyes. And I still found my gaze lingering a little too long on the way her t-shirt (a different one today, pale blue, but just as thin) clung to her small, firm breasts.
This was not sustainable.
Evening descended, and with it, a change in the weather. The sky, clear and blue all day, began to darken ominously. The wind picked up, rattling the old window frames, making the ancient trees outside groan and sway.
A storm was brewing. A big one, by the looks of it.
I was in the kitchen, attempting to make sense of the monstrous gas stove (success: I managed to boil water for tea without blowing anything up), when the first fat raindrops began to splatter against the windowpanes.
Within minutes, it was a downpour. Rain lashed against the house, driven by a howling wind. The lights flickered once, twice, then held steady. For now.
The weather forecast had mentioned thunderstorms. Looked like they were right on schedule.
I wasn’t a huge fan of thunderstorms myself. Reminded me too much of my childhood, huddled in a small house with a leaky roof and parents who argued louder than the thunder.
But this old house, for all its creaks and groans, felt solid. Sturdy. Like it had weathered a thousand storms and would weather a thousand more.
A particularly violent gust of wind slammed against the side of the house, making the whole structure shudder. The lights flickered again, more insistently this time.
And then, with a final, apologetic dip, they went out.
Darkness.
Sudden, absolute, and a little unnerving. “Damn it,” I muttered, fumbling for my phone. The flashlight app cast a weak, ghostly glow around the cavernous kitchen.
The hum of the ancient refrigerator died. The digital clock on the microwave vanished.
Silence, save for the roar of the storm outside.
Power outage. Just what I needed on my second night.
I found a couple of candles and a lighter in one of the drawers – Great-Aunt Mildred had apparently been prepared for such eventualities. Soon, a couple of flickering flames cast dancing shadows on the kitchen walls, making the room feel even more like something out of a gothic novel.
I should check on Katie. A power outage in a strange, old house during a violent thunderstorm? She was probably terrified.
I grabbed one of the candles, its flame guttering in the drafts, and headed for the stairs.
The house felt different in the dark. More mysterious. More… intimate. The shadows seemed deeper, the silence more profound, broken only by the relentless assault of the storm.
As I reached the second-floor landing, a deafening clap of thunder shook the house to its foundations. It sounded like the sky was being torn apart directly overhead.
Simultaneously, a small, terrified yelp came from the direction of Katie’s room.
My heart clenched.
I hurried down the hallway, the candlelight throwing my elongated shadow ahead of me.
Her door was closed. “Katie?” I called out, my voice louder than intended in the sudden quiet after the thunder. “You okay in there?” No answer. Just the drumming of rain and the howl of the wind.
Another flash of lightning illuminated the hallway for a split second, followed almost immediately by another bone-rattling clap of thunder.
This time, the yelp was accompanied by a distinct sob.
Okay, that did it.
I knocked on her door. “Katie? It’s Ethan. Are you alright?” A muffled sniffle from within. Then, her voice, small and trembling. “Ethan?” “Yeah, it’s me. Power’s out. Big storm.” Understatement of the century. “Can I come in?” A pause. More sniffling. Then, so faintly I almost missed it, “Yes. Please.” I pushed the door open. It didn’t stick this time. Small victories.
The room was pitch black, save for the intermittent, ghostly flashes of lightning from outside her window. My candle cast a small, flickering pool of light.
Katie was huddled in the middle of her bed – my bed, my sheets – a shapeless lump under the comforter. Only the top of her blonde head was visible. She was trembling. “Hey,” I said softly, stepping into the room. “It’s okay. Just a thunderstorm.” She peeked out from under the covers, her eyes wide and luminous in the candlelight. They were definitely shiny with tears. “I… I don’t like thunderstorms,” she whispered, her voice shaky. “Not many people do,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. I placed my candle on the rickety nightstand, next to her textbook and the untouched glass of water. The small flame struggled against the drafts from the rattling window. “It’s so dark,” she said, her gaze darting around the shadowy room. The lightning flashed again, painting grotesque, dancing shapes on the peach wallpaper. She flinched, pulling the comforter higher. “Yeah, well, old houses and old wiring don’t always mix well with storms.” I tried for a light tone. Failed miserably.
I needed to do something. Make her feel safe.
But what?
I couldn’t exactly hug her. That would be… crossing a line. A very big, very bright line. “My dad… he always used to tell me stories during storms,” she said, her voice barely a breath. “To distract me.” Stories. Right. I wasn’t much of a storyteller. My repertoire consisted mostly of bad jokes and technical manuals. “I, uh, I’m not much of a storyteller,” I admitted. “But I can… sit with you for a bit? Until the worst of it passes?” Her eyes, huge and vulnerable in the flickering light, searched mine. “You would?” “Of course.” It felt like the only right thing to do. Landlord duty. Or maybe just… human duty.
She shifted slightly in the bed, making a small space on the edge. An invitation?
My heart did that stupid tap dance again.
This was a bad idea. A monumentally bad idea.
But leaving her alone in the dark, terrified, felt even worse.
Slowly, cautiously, I sat down on the edge of the bed. The old mattress sagged under my weight, tipping her slightly towards me.
She didn’t pull away.
We sat in silence for a moment, the only sounds the storm raging outside and our own quiet breathing. The candlelight cast a warm, intimate glow over us. Her faint, clean scent – soap and lavender from my sheets – filled my senses.
She was so close. I could feel the warmth radiating from her body under the comforter. If I moved my hand just a few inches, I could touch her.
Don’t be an idiot, Walker.
Another violent clap of thunder. Louder this time. Closer.
Katie gasped, a genuine sound of fear, and instinctively, without thinking, she launched herself at me.
Not at me, exactly. More like… into me.
Her small, trembling body burrowed against my side, her face pressed into my shoulder. Her arms wrapped around my waist, clutching me with surprising strength.
I froze.
Every muscle in my body went rigid.
Katie. In my arms. In my bed.
She was shaking like a leaf. Soft little sobs escaped her, muffled against my t-shirt.
My own t-shirt. The one I’d slept in. It probably smelled like me.
Oh, this was so, so wrong.
And yet… My arms, again with that damn will of their own, came up to hold her. One hand on her back, rubbing gentle circles. The other stroking her soft, honey-blonde hair.
She felt so small. So fragile. Like a frightened bird. “Shhh,” I murmured, my voice rough with an emotion I couldn’t name. “It’s okay. You’re safe. I’m here.” She burrowed closer, her face nuzzling into the curve of my neck. Her breath, warm and shaky, ghosted over my skin, sending shivers down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold.
Her hair smelled like… like sunshine and fresh flowers. Even after a day in this dusty old house.
I could feel the soft swell of her breast pressed against my ribs. The gentle curve of her hip against my thigh.
Through the comforter, through her pajamas (a thin cotton nightshirt, I guessed, from the feel of it), I could feel the frantic beating of her heart against my own.
Or maybe that was just my heart, hammering like it wanted to escape my chest.
This was insane. Utterly, completely insane.
But she was terrified. And she’d come to me for comfort.
What kind of monster would push her away?
So I held her. Gently. Protectively. Trying to project an aura of calm, steady strength that I was a million miles from feeling.
The storm raged on outside. Thunder boomed. Lightning flashed. Rain hammered against the glass.
And inside, in the small, flickering candlelight of the Peach Palace, I held my best friend’s daughter in my arms.
And the world tilted on its axis.
How long we stayed like that, I don’t know. Minutes stretched, marked only by the rhythm of the storm and the frantic beat of our hearts.
Gradually, her trembling subsided. Her breathing evened out. The tight grip of her arms around my waist loosened slightly.
She was still pressed against me, though. Her head still tucked into the curve of my neck.
It was… surprisingly comfortable. In a terrifying, completely inappropriate way.
The scent of her hair, sunshine and flowers, was intoxicating. The soft warmth of her body against mine was a potent drug.
I was acutely aware of every point of contact. Her small breast against my ribs. Her hip nestled against my thigh. The light pressure of her hand on my stomach.
My own body, despite my best intentions, was responding. A slow, insistent heat was building in my groin. My cock, which had been mercifully subdued, was starting to stir again.
This was bad. So bad. “Better?” I murmured, my voice still rough.
She nodded against my neck, a small, almost imperceptible movement. Her hair tickled my skin. “Storm seems to be easing up a bit,” I lied. Another clap of thunder, though perhaps a little more distant this time, punctuated my sentence.
She flinched, pressing closer for a second before seeming to realize what she was doing.
She pulled back then, just an inch or two, enough to look up at me. Her eyes were huge in the flickering candlelight, her lashes spiky with tears. Her lips were slightly swollen, parted. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she whispered, her cheeks flushing a delicate pink. “I didn’t mean to… to launch myself at you like that. I just… I really hate thunder.” “Hey, no apologies needed.” I tried for a reassuring smile. “Everyone’s scared of something.” My own current fear being the intensity of my reaction to her proximity. “You’re not scared,” she stated, her gaze searching mine. “Nah. More of a falling-from-great-heights guy myself.” Which was true. And also, currently, a pretty accurate description of my emotional state.
A tiny smile touched her lips. “Oh.” We were still close. Too close. Her breath, warm and sweet, fanned my face. I could see the individual gold flecks in her hazel eyes. The faint, almost invisible down on her cheek.
The air between us was thick with unspoken things. With the storm outside, and a different kind of storm brewing inside.
My gaze dropped to her lips. Soft. Pink. Slightly parted.
Inviting.
What would they taste like?
The thought slammed into me, unbidden, unwanted, yet overwhelmingly powerful.
I could lean down, just a fraction. Close that small distance.
And kiss her.
My best friend’s daughter. Eighteen years old. Innocent. Terrified.
And currently pressed against me in a bed that smelled of my soap and my laundry detergent.
It would be the stupidest, most reckless, most unforgivable thing I’d ever done.
And God help me, I wanted to.
More than I’d wanted anything in a very, very long time.
Her eyes flickered down to my lips, then back up to meet mine.
Was that… curiosity in her gaze? Or just fear-induced confusion?
I couldn’t tell. My brain felt like it was short-circuiting. “Ethan?” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the rain.
That was it. Her voice. My name.
It snapped me back.
Just in time.
I pulled back, gently disengaging her arms from around my waist. The loss of her warmth was immediate, leaving a sudden chill. “You should, uh, try to get some sleep, Katie,” I said, my voice sounding strained, unnatural. “The worst of it should be over soon.” I made to stand up, to put some much-needed distance between us.
But her hand shot out, her small fingers closing around my wrist. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Don’t go,” she whispered, her eyes wide, pleading. “Please. Not yet.” My heart did a painful lurch.
She was still scared. And I was her only anchor in this storm, literal and figurative.
How could I leave her?
But how could I stay? “Okay,” I heard myself say, the word a surrender. “Okay. I’ll stay. Just until you fall asleep.” I settled back against the headboard – my headboard, on my new mattress, in what was supposed to be my room before I’d given it to her. The irony was piling up so fast, it was practically a snowdrift.
She didn’t let go of my wrist.
Instead, she snuggled closer again, not quite as pressed against me as before, but near enough that I could feel the soft warmth of her thigh against mine through the layers of bedding and clothes. She rested her head on my shoulder, her breath feathering against my neck.
This was torture. Sweet, exquisite, utterly forbidden torture.
I tried to keep my body rigid, unresponsive. Tried to think of anything but the girl curled up beside me.
Spreadsheets. Tax codes. The chemical composition of dust.
It didn’t work.
All I could feel was Katie. Her warmth. Her softness. Her innocent, trusting presence.
And the slow, relentless throb of my own treacherous desire.
We lay like that for a long time, the storm slowly, almost imperceptibly, beginning to recede. The thunder grew more distant, the lightning less frequent. The rain softened to a steady, almost soothing drumbeat on the roof.
Katie’s breathing deepened, became more regular. Her grip on my wrist loosened, her fingers going lax.
She was asleep.
Finally.
Carefully, so as not to wake her, I tried to ease my arm away.
But as I moved, her eyes fluttered open.
Drowsy. Confused. And incredibly, devastatingly vulnerable in the soft candlelight. “Ethan?” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep. “Hey. You’re okay. Just a dream.” Or maybe I was the one dreaming. This whole night felt surreal.
She blinked, focusing on my face. A soft smile touched her lips. “Mmm. Safe.” And then, before I could react, before I could even process what was happening, she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine.
It wasn’t a demanding kiss. Not passionate, not experienced.
It was soft. Tentative. Unbelievably sweet.
Like a butterfly landing on a flower.
Her lips were like velvet. Warm. Tasting faintly of… something innocent. Girl.
My brain shut down. Completely. All systems offline.
All that was left was sensation. The incredible, shocking softness of her mouth on mine.
And then, just as quickly as it began, it was over.
She pulled back, her eyes wide, a dawning awareness – and maybe a touch of fear – in their depths. “I… I’m sorry,” she whispered, her cheeks flaming scarlet in the candlelight. “I don’t know why I did that.” But I knew. Or at least, I thought I did.
It was the storm. The fear. The darkness. The intimacy of the moment.
A perfect cocktail for a lapse in judgment.
On both our parts. Because even though she’d initiated it, I hadn’t pulled away.
Not for that one, brief, electrifying second. “It’s… it’s okay, Katie,” I managed, my voice a hoarse whisper. My own lips tingled. My heart was trying to batter its way out of my chest. “No, it’s not,” she said, her eyes filling with fresh tears. “You’re my dad’s friend. I shouldn’t have…” She looked so distressed, so ashamed.
And it was my fault. I’d let this happen. I’d created this situation. “Hey.” I reached out, cupping her cheek. Her skin was so soft. “It’s okay. Really. Don’t worry about it.” My thumb brushed away a tear.
She leaned into my touch, a small, unconscious movement. Like a flower turning towards the sun.
And in that moment, something inside me broke.
Or maybe, something was finally set free.
The guilt, the responsibility, the fear – it was all still there. But beneath it, something else. Something powerful. Something undeniable.
This girl. This moment.
It felt… right.
In a way that nothing had felt right for a very, very long time.
Screw the consequences. Screw the guilt.
I leaned in, slowly this time, giving her every chance to pull away, to say no.
Her eyes fluttered shut. Her breath hitched.
And then my lips met hers again.
This time, it wasn’t tentative. It wasn’t innocent.
It was a kiss of pure, unadulterated need. A kiss I’d been starving for without even knowing it.
Her mouth opened under mine, a soft, yielding sigh. Her lips were even softer, even sweeter than I’d imagined.
I deepened the kiss, my tongue tracing the seam of her lips, seeking entrance. She gasped, a tiny, shocked sound, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, her small hands came up to grip my t-shirt, her fingers bunching the fabric.
I slid my tongue into her mouth.
And the world exploded.
She tasted of innocence and untapped passion. Of fear and burgeoning curiosity.
It was the most intoxicating taste I’d ever known.
My hand slid from her cheek, down her neck, over the delicate curve of her shoulder. Her skin was like silk beneath my fingers.
I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss, my body thrumming with a desperate, possessive hunger.
This was madness. Beautiful, terrifying, irresistible madness.
Her small body arched against mine. A soft moan vibrated in her throat, a sound that went straight to my groin, bypassing every rational thought.
I broke the kiss, gasping for air, my forehead resting against hers. We were both trembling. “Katie,” I whispered, my voice raw. “Are you sure?” Her eyes, when she opened them, were dark, luminous pools in the candlelight. Filled with a dawning, reckless desire that mirrored my own. “Yes,” she breathed, her voice shaky but firm. “Oh, yes.” And that was all the permission I needed.
All the permission I was going to get.
My mouth found hers again, and this time, there was no holding back.
This was happening.
God help us both.
I eased her back against the pillows, my body following hers, covering hers. The comforter was a tangled mess around us.
Her nightshirt – a thin, soft cotton, just as I’d suspected – had ridden up high on her thighs. Her legs, long and pale in the candlelight, were bare.
My hand slid down her side, over the curve of her hip, to the hem of that nightshirt.
Hesitated for a fraction of a second.
This was the point of no return.
She squirmed beneath me, a soft, impatient sound. Her hips lifted, pressing against mine.
Point of no return, passed.
I hooked my fingers under the hem of her nightshirt and slowly, deliberately, drew it upwards.
Over her smooth, flat stomach.
Over her small, perfect breasts, the nipples tight, puckered, begging for my touch.
Until it was bunched around her neck.
And she was gloriously, breathtakingly naked beneath me.
Just as I’d seen her in my dreams. Just as I’d imagined her in my most forbidden fantasies.
Only this was real.
So incredibly, terrifyingly real. “You’re so beautiful, Katie,” I whispered, my voice thick with awe.
A soft blush stained her cheeks, her chest. “Ethan…” Praise. She loved praise. “So perfect.” My gaze devoured her. Every inch of her. “Absolutely perfect.” Her breath hitched. Her hips gave another little wiggle.
I lowered my head, my lips finding the hollow of her throat. Her pulse was a frantic bird beneath my mouth.
I tasted her skin. Salt and soap and sweet, innocent girl.
My hand, the one not tangled in her hair, slid down her belly, over the soft mound of her mons.
She gasped, her fingers digging into my shoulders.
Her blonde curls were soft, silky beneath my touch. Damp.
Oh, God. She was wet for me.
Already.
The thought sent another jolt of pure, possessive lust through me.
I found her clit, a tiny, hidden pearl nestled in those soft folds.
Gently, so gently, I circled it with my thumb.
Her whole body arched. A sharp, indrawn hiss of breath. “Ethan!” “Shhh,” I murmured against her skin. “Just relax. Let me.” Let me take care of you. Let me show you.
Let me be the first.
The thought was a heady, intoxicating brew.
Her virginity. Mine for the taking.
A gift. A terrifying, precious gift.
And I would be gentle. I would be careful.
But I would take it.
My fingers continued their slow, relentless exploration. She was so wet, so responsive. Her hips started to move, a small, instinctive rhythm against my hand.
Her moans were soft, breathy, barely audible above the dying storm. Sounds of pure, unadulterated pleasure. And maybe, a little bit of fear. “Good girl,” I whispered, my lips against her ear. “You feel so good, Katie. So wet. So ready.” Each word of praise seemed to make her wetter, her movements more urgent.
This was it. The moment.
I shifted my weight, positioning myself between her thighs. Her legs parted for me, a silent, trusting invitation.
My cock, hot and hard and aching, pressed against her entrance.
Her slick, virgin entrance.
She tensed. Her eyes flew open, wide and dark. “It’s okay,” I whispered, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, the tip of her nose. “I’ll be gentle. I promise.” I looked into her eyes, trying to convey all the things I couldn’t say. The awe. The desire. The terrifying tenderness I felt for this girl.
She nodded, a tiny, jerky movement. Her lower lip trembled.
Slowly, carefully, I pushed.
Just the tip.
She gasped, her eyes clenching shut. Her fingers dug into my back.
There was resistance. The unmistakable barrier of her innocence.
I held myself still, letting her adjust. Murmuring soft words of praise, of reassurance. “You’re doing so good, Katie. So brave. Just breathe for me, sweetheart. That’s it.” Her breathing was ragged, shallow. But she didn’t push me away.
I pushed again, a little deeper this time.
A small, sharp cry escaped her lips. Pain. Mixed with… something else.
I felt it. The tearing. The giving way.
Virgin blood. Minimal, the instructions had said. I hoped so. I didn’t want to hurt her. Not really.
But there was no turning back now.
I was inside her.
Just barely. But I was in.
She was so tight. So incredibly, unbelievably tight. Hot. Wet. Clenching around me like a tiny, velvet fist.
It was the most incredible sensation I’d ever felt. “Okay?” I whispered, my voice hoarse.
She nodded again, tears leaking from the corners of her closed eyes. But there was a new expression on her face now. A dawning wonder. A burgeoning pleasure. “It… it hurts a little,” she whispered. “But… it’s okay.” “Good girl.” I began to move. Slowly. Gently. Easing myself deeper into her tight, virgin heat.
Each small movement sent shudders through her body. And through mine.
Her tightness was almost unbearable. The friction, exquisite.
Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer, deeper. Her hips began to move with mine, tentatively at first, then with more confidence.
Her moans grew louder, less inhibited. Pure sounds of pleasure now, with an edge of desperation. “Oh, Ethan… Oh, God… Yes…” “That’s it, Katie. Take it. Take all of me.” I was buried to the hilt now, filling her completely. Moving in a slow, steady rhythm that was driving us both insane.
Her inner muscles clenched around me, milking me, drawing me deeper.
She was so responsive. So eager. So incredibly passionate for someone so innocent.
The praise. I remembered the praise. “You’re so good, Katie,” I gasped, my own control starting to fray. “So tight. So wet. You feel amazing.” Her response was immediate. Her hips bucked harder. Her moans became small, sharp cries. “Ethan… please… I… I think…” She was close. So close.
I shifted my angle slightly, hitting a spot that made her cry out, her whole body convulsing.
Her orgasm hit her like a tidal wave.
She screamed, a raw, uninhibited sound of pure, shattering pleasure. Her body arched off the bed, her inner muscles clenching around my cock in a series of violent, exquisite spasms.
It was the most beautiful, most erotic thing I’d ever witnessed.
And it was too much.
Her release triggered my own.
With a guttural roar, I emptied myself into her, pumping my seed deep into her virgin womb. Wave after wave of hot, shuddering release.
Condomless. As the instructions had subtly implied.
The ultimate act of possession. The ultimate taboo.
And in that moment, with Katie crying out beneath me, her body still spasming around mine, I didn’t care.
All I felt was a fierce, primal, overwhelming sense of… completion.
She was mine.
In every way that mattered.
And nothing would ever be the same again.




Chapter 5: Brat Walks In

The cold light of morning always had a way of exposing the previous night’s mistakes. And last night had been a mistake of epic, potentially life-altering proportions.
I woke alone in Katie’s bed – my bed, technically – the scent of her, and us, still clinging to the sheets. Sunshine, flowers, and the faint, musky aroma of sex.
My sex. Her virginity.
A wave of nausea, sharp and acidic, rolled through me.
What the hell had I done?
Sometime in the pre-dawn hours, after the storm had finally grumbled its way into the distance and Katie had fallen into a deep, exhausted sleep curled against my side, I’d managed to slip away. I’d retreated to my own dusty room, to my cold sleeping bag, my mind a chaotic mess of guilt, elation, and sheer, unadulterated panic.
Sleep had been impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her face in the candlelight – the fear, the trust, the dawning pleasure. I felt the incredible, searing heat of her body, the way she’d clenched around me, the sound of her cries.
My best friend’s daughter.
I’d taken her virginity. In my house. On my sheets.
There weren’t enough cold showers in the world to wash away that kind of stupid.
I dragged myself out of the sleeping bag, my body aching, my head throbbing. The house was quiet. Too quiet.
Was Katie still asleep? Or was she awake, facing her own morning-after regrets?
I had to talk to her. We had to talk.
But what could I possibly say? “Sorry I deflowered you in a moment of storm-induced temporary insanity, hope your first day of college isn’t too awkward?” Yeah, that would go over well.
I pulled on some jeans and a t-shirt, feeling like a condemned man heading to the gallows. My reflection in the cracked bathroom mirror was a stranger – haggard, guilt-ridden, with eyes that looked like they’d seen too much.
Which they had.
Downstairs, the kitchen was cold and unwelcoming. I managed to get the ancient coffee maker working, the gurgling sounds a welcome break in the oppressive silence. The coffee, when it finally dripped through, was bitter and strong. Just what I needed.
I was on my second cup, staring blankly out the window at the bright, deceptively innocent September morning, when I heard footsteps on the stairs.
Soft. Hesitant.
Katie.
My heart lurched. Showtime. Again.
She appeared in the kitchen doorway, a small, almost ethereal figure in the morning light. She was wearing an oversized pastel cardigan – the one from yesterday – over what looked like the same thin cotton nightshirt she’d worn to bed. Her honey-blonde hair was loose, a soft cloud around her shoulders.
Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes, when they met mine, were wide and uncertain. She clutched a textbook to her chest, that familiar shield. “Morning,” I managed, my voice rougher than I intended. “Morning, Ethan,” she whispered, her gaze dropping to the floor. She looked… fragile. And incredibly young.
The silence stretched, thick with unspoken words, with the memory of the night before. “Coffee?” I offered, gesturing vaguely towards the pot. It was probably the worst coffee she’d ever taste, but it was something.
She shook her head. “No, thank you. I should… I should get ready. Classes start soon.” “Right. Classes.” The mundane reality of college life felt a million miles away from the charged intimacy of last night. “Did you… did you sleep okay?” I asked, the question feeling loaded, inadequate.
Her blush deepened. “Yes. Thank you. The bed was… very comfortable.” My bed. Our bed.
I swallowed hard. “Good. I’m glad.” More silence. This was excruciating. “Katie,” I started, then stopped. What could I say? How could I fix this?
She looked up, her eyes meeting mine again. There was a flicker of something in their depths – fear? Confusion? Or was it… something else? That same dawning awareness I’d seen last night, in the candlelight?
Before either of us could speak, before the fragile tension between us could either shatter or solidify into something even more dangerous, the front doorbell pealed through the house.
Loud. Insistent.
We both jumped.
Who the hell could that be at this hour? It wasn’t even eight o’clock. “I’ll get it,” I said, grateful for the interruption. Anything to escape this suffocating awkwardness.
I strode out of the kitchen, leaving Katie standing alone by the doorway, still clutching her textbook.
The doorbell rang again, a series of short, impatient jabs. “Alright, alright, I’m coming,” I muttered, yanking open the heavy front door.
And found myself face to face with a whirlwind.
A girl stood on the porch, silhouetted against the bright morning sun. She was a couple of inches taller than Katie, with a cascade of dark, espresso-colored waves that tumbled down her back. She wore a neon-trimmed white crop top that showcased a tanned, toned midriff, and high-waisted denim shorts that hugged a pair of very impressive curves. Gold hoop earrings glittered. A tiny stud in her nose caught the light.
Her eyes, dark and smoldering, raked over me from head to toe, a slow, appraising look that was anything but shy. A smirk played on her full, glossy lips. “Well, hello there, landlord,” she said, her voice a low, smoky purr with a distinct Spanish accent. She leaned against the doorframe, one hip cocked, striking a pose that was both casual and incredibly provocative. “You must be Ethan.” I blinked, momentarily stunned into silence. This was… unexpected. “Uh, yeah. That’s me.” Who was this? And how did she know my name? “Mía Sánchez,” she announced, extending a hand. Her nails were long, painted a vibrant red. Her grip, when I took her hand, was firm, confident. “Exchange student. Just got into town. Heard you might have a room for a desperate, homeless señorita.” Her smirk widened. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.
This girl was trouble. Beautiful, exotic, and radiating trouble from every perfectly tanned pore. “A room?” I repeated, my brain still trying to catch up. The whiplash from Katie’s shy innocence to Mía’s blatant confidence was giving me vertigo. “Sí. A room. Preferably one with a very strong lock, because I can be… a handful.” She winked, a slow, deliberate movement that made my pulse quicken for entirely different reasons than it had with Katie.
This was not the quiet, studious tenant I’d vaguely envisioned. This was a force of nature. “I, uh, I wasn’t expecting anyone else this morning,” I stammered, feeling like I’d just been hit by a very sexy, very bilingual truck. “Oh, I’m full of surprises, landlord.” Her gaze drifted past me, into the dim hallway. “Nice place. Very… atmospheric.” She made ‘atmospheric’ sound like a polite euphemism for ‘condemned.’ “It’s a work in progress,” I said, falling back on my standard line. “Aren’t we all?” She pushed past me, not waiting for an invitation, and sauntered into the hallway, her hips swaying with a practiced, mesmerizing rhythm. She stopped at the bottom of the grand staircase, running a red-tipped finger along the dusty banister. “So,” she said, turning back to me, her dark eyes gleaming. “About that room. You got one for me, or do I have to charm my way into your bed instead?” My jaw, I realized, was hanging open. I snapped it shut.
Charm her way into my bed? Was she serious?
Before I could formulate a response – any response – Katie appeared at the end of the hallway, drawn by the voices. She stopped short when she saw Mía, her eyes widening.
Mía’s gaze flicked to Katie, taking in the oversized cardigan, the loose hair, the general air of sleepy innocence. A slow, predatory smile spread across Mía’s face. “Well, well, well,” Mía purred, her voice dripping with amusement. “What have we here? Did I interrupt something, landlord?” Katie blushed furiously, her eyes darting from Mía to me and back again, looking like a startled fawn caught in the headlights of a very fast, very flashy sports car.
The air in the hallway crackled with a new kind of tension. Not the shy, tentative awareness I’d shared with Katie, but something sharper, more competitive.
This was going to be a very interesting morning.
And Walker House, I suspected, was about to get a whole lot less quiet.
And a whole lot more complicated.
My headache, which had momentarily receded, came roaring back with a vengeance.
Two girls. Two very different girls.
And me.
Stuck right in the middle.
This landlord gig was already more than I’d bargained for.
My headache was rapidly escalating from a dull throb to a full-blown jackhammer symphony. Two girls. One barely an adult, radiating a shy, complicated innocence that tied my stomach in knots. The other, a bombshell of brazen confidence and overt sexuality, currently eyeing Katie like a cat sizing up a particularly plump canary.
And me, the hapless landlord, caught in the crossfire. “Uh, Mía, this is Katie Brooks,” I said, trying to inject a note of normalcy into the increasingly surreal situation. “Katie, Mía Sánchez. Mía’s an exchange student, apparently in need of a room.” Katie mumbled a shy, “Hi,” her gaze fixed somewhere around Mía’s neon-trimmed sneakers.
Mía’s smile didn’t falter. “A pleasure, querida.” She practically purred the endearment, her eyes still glinting with amusement as she took in Katie’s blush. “So, you’re the early bird who got the worm, eh? Snagged a room before the rest of us desperate souls even knew this fine establishment was open for business.” Her gaze flicked back to me. “Or perhaps… you offer more than just rooms, landlord?” The insinuation hung in the air, heavy and suggestive.
Katie’s blush deepened to a painful-looking crimson. She looked like she wanted the floor to swallow her whole. “Mía is just… exploring her options,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to safer, less overtly sexual territory. “And yes, I do have rooms available. The house is mostly empty, actually.” “Mostly empty?” Mía’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose. “But you have this little one here.” She gestured towards Katie with a flick of her red-tipped fingers. “Are you two… roommates? Or is this a more… personal arrangement?” This girl had no filter. None whatsoever. “Katie is my first tenant,” I said, my voice firm, trying to shut down her line of questioning. “She arrived last night. Dorm trouble.” “Ah, dorm trouble.” Mía nodded sagely, though her eyes still danced with mischief. “The great equalizer. Throws all sorts of interesting people together, no?” Before I could respond, before Mía could launch another verbal grenade, the front doorbell pealed again.
Not another one. Please, God, not another one.
I was starting to feel like the proprietor of a very strange, very under-prepared clown car. “Excuse me,” I said, my voice tight. I stalked to the front door, half expecting to find a mariachi band or a troupe of circus performers on my porch.
Instead, I found a woman who was the polar opposite of Mía Sánchez in every conceivable way.
She was older, probably early fifties, with a severe, iron-gray bun pulled so tight it looked like it was giving her a permanent facelift. She wore a shapeless tweed suit that screamed ‘no-nonsense,’ and a pair of wire-rimmed glasses perched on a long, pointed nose. Her lips were a thin, disapproving line.
She held a clipboard clutched to her chest like a shield. Or maybe a weapon. “Ethan Walker?” she asked, her voice as crisp and starched as her unseen collar. “Yes?” “Ms. Prudence Hargrave,” she announced, as if I should immediately recognize the name and possibly genuflect. “Northridge University Housing Compliance Office.” Oh. Joy.
My day just kept getting better and better.
Pembroke’s warning about keeping the license active, about the university’s oversight, echoed in my ears. This, I suspected, was the oversight. In tweed. “Ms. Hargrave,” I said, trying to sound welcoming and not at all like a man who had just been propositioned by one potential tenant while another, who he’d deflowered the night before, looked on in mortified silence. “Please, come in.” She sniffed, a small, bird-like movement of her pointed nose, as she stepped into the hallway. Her gaze swept over the dusty interior, the shrouded furniture, lingering for a moment on Mía, who was still lounging artfully at the bottom of the stairs, and then on Katie, who had somehow managed to shrink even further into her oversized cardigan.
Ms. Hargrave’s thin lips tightened another notch. If they got any tighter, they’d disappear entirely. “Mr. Walker,” she began, her voice radiating disapproval. “I am here to conduct a preliminary inspection of Walker House. As you know, this property holds a student lodging license, and the university takes its responsibility to ensure safe and appropriate housing for its students very seriously.” Her gaze flicked pointedly towards Mía’s crop top and denim shorts, then to Katie’s general air of dishevelment. “Appropriate” seemed to be the operative word here. And I had a sinking feeling that Walker House, in its current state of chaotic occupancy, was falling very short of her definition. “Of course, Ms. Hargrave,” I said, trying to project an air of calm competence I was a million miles from feeling. “I just took possession of the property yesterday. As you can see, it’s… undergoing renovation.” “Indeed.” She made a small, precise tick on her clipboard. “And you already have tenants?” “Just Miss Brooks, here,” I said, gesturing towards Katie. “She had an emergency with her dorm assignment. Arrived last night.” Ms. Hargrave’s gaze, sharp and penetrating, fixed on Katie. Katie looked like she was about to spontaneously combust from sheer embarrassment. “Miss Brooks,” Ms. Hargrave said, her voice devoid of warmth. “And you, Mr. Walker, are the sole adult resident at this time?” “That’s correct.” Another tick on the clipboard. “And this other young woman?” Her eyes, like laser beams, swiveled to Mía.
Mía, to her credit, didn’t flinch. She met Ms. Hargrave’s disapproving stare with a slow, insolent smile. “Mía Sánchez,” she said, her voice still a smoky purr. “Future tenant, hopefully. If the landlord here isn’t too… discriminating.” She let her gaze linger on me for a beat too long.
Ms. Hargrave looked like she’d just swallowed a particularly sour lemon. “Mr. Walker,” she said, turning back to me, her voice dangerously soft. “Are you aware of the university’s policies regarding mixed-gender student lodging in privately operated, university-affiliated housing?” Uh oh. This sounded bad. “I’m… becoming aware,” I said, which was technically true. I was becoming aware that I was probably in a lot of trouble. “The university generally discourages such arrangements, Mr. Walker. Particularly when the landlord is… unattached.” Her gaze flicked around the hallway again, as if expecting to find a hidden wife or a chaperone cowering behind one of the dust cloths. “I can assure you, Ms. Hargrave,” I said, my voice firm, “that everything here will be strictly professional and above board. I understand my responsibilities.” Even if I was just making them up as I went along.
Her expression didn’t change. “We shall see.” Tick. Tick. Tick. “I will require a full tour of the premises, Mr. Walker. Paying particular attention to safety features, fire exits, and the general state of repair of the rooms you intend to let.” This was not going to be pretty.
For the next hour, I led Ms. Hargrave on a tour of Walker House. It was, without a doubt, the most excruciating hour of my life.
She poked. She prodded. She sniffed. She made copious notes on her clipboard, her pen scratching with judgmental precision.
Every dusty corner, every peeling patch of wallpaper, every creaking floorboard was noted. Every cracked windowpane, every dripping faucet, every cobweb-draped light fixture earned a disapproving frown and another ominous tick.
The Peach Palace, Katie’s room, received particular scrutiny. Ms. Hargrave noted the lack of a shower curtain (which I’d forgotten to install in my morning rush), the ancient mattress (even though it was covered with my new sheets), and the general air of… well, faded peach.
Katie, thankfully, had made herself scarce, retreating into the room and presumably hiding under the covers until the ordeal was over.
Mía, on the other hand, trailed along behind us, a silent, smirking observer, occasionally offering unhelpful comments in Spanish that I didn’t understand but which made Ms. Hargrave’s lips tighten even further. “This house has clearly been neglected for some time, Mr. Walker,” Ms. Hargrave announced when we finally returned to the front hallway, her clipboard now bristling with negative observations. “As I said, I just took possession yesterday. I have extensive renovation plans.” “Plans are one thing, Mr. Walker. Compliance is another.” She fixed me with a steely gaze. “Given the… current situation,” her eyes flicked towards the stairs, presumably in the direction of Katie’s room, and then to Mía, who was now examining her reflection in a tarnished hallway mirror, “and the general state of disrepair, I am placing Walker House on a provisional license status.” Provisional. That sounded even worse than I’d feared. “You will be issued with a pre-compliance checklist within twenty-four hours,” she continued, her voice relentless. “It will detail all the necessary repairs and safety upgrades required to bring this property up to university standards. You will have thirty days to complete these items.” Thirty days? To renovate a thirteen-bedroom Victorian mausoleum? She had to be kidding. “Thirty days?” I echoed, my voice betraying my shock. “Thirty days, Mr. Walker. At which point, a follow-up inspection will be conducted. If the deficiencies are not rectified, your student lodging license will be suspended. Indefinitely.” Suspended. Indefinitely.
Pembroke’s words again: No students, no license. No license, lose the house.
My stomach plummeted. This was a disaster. “Furthermore,” Ms. Hargrave pressed on, clearly enjoying her role as the harbinger of doom, “I will be monitoring the tenancy situation here very closely. Any further irregularities,” another pointed look towards Mía, “and I will not hesitate to recommend immediate revocation of your license to the housing board.” Irregularities. Was that what Mía was? An irregularity? She certainly felt like one. A very distracting, very dangerous one.
Ms. Hargrave finally snapped her clipboard shut with an air of grim satisfaction. “That will be all for now, Mr. Walker. Expect the checklist.” And with a final, disapproving sniff, she turned and marched out the front door, her tweed-clad back rigid with righteous indignation.
The door closed behind her, leaving a stunned, oppressive silence in her wake.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. It felt like I’d just gone ten rounds with a very small, very determined, and very unpleasant pit bull.
Mía finally turned from the mirror, a slow, wicked smile spreading across her face. “Well, papi,” she purred, sauntering towards me, her hips swaying. “That was… dramatic.” “Dramatic doesn’t even begin to cover it,” I said, running a hand through my already disheveled hair. My carefully laid plans for a slow, methodical renovation, for a gradual, stress-free transition into my new life as a landlord, had just been blown to smithereens.
Thirty days. A pre-compliance checklist from hell. And the threat of losing everything before I’d even really begun. “So,” Mía said, stopping directly in front of me, her dark eyes gleaming with a mixture of amusement and something else, something that looked suspiciously like… opportunity. “About that room. And maybe that strong lock you mentioned.” She was so close I could smell the faint, spicy scent of her perfume. I could see the tiny gold flecks in her dark, smoldering eyes. I could feel the heat radiating from her body.
Despite the disaster that had just unfolded, despite the crushing weight of Ms. Hargrave’s pronouncements, a tiny, treacherous part of me responded to her proximity, to her blatant, unapologetic sexuality.
This girl was trouble. Capital T trouble.
But right now, with my dreams of a quiet, orderly life in tatters, maybe a little trouble was exactly what I needed.
Or maybe it was the absolute last thing I needed.
My brain wasn’t entirely sure. “You still want a room?” I asked, my voice hoarse. “After all that? After hearing I might lose my license in thirty days?” Mía’s smile widened. “But of course, landlord. Where’s the fun in easy? Besides,” she leaned in closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, her warm breath caressing my ear, “I have a feeling things are about to get very… interesting around here. And Mía Sánchez? She never misses a good fiesta.” Her hand came up, her long, red-tipped fingers tracing the line of my jaw. A jolt, sharp and electric, shot through me. “So, what do you say, Ethan?” she murmured, her eyes locking with mine. “You have a room for a poor, homeless exchange student who promises to be… very, very grateful?” The air crackled. The light sexual tension the chapter outline had promised was here, in spades, despite the looming threat of Ms. Hargrave.
I looked into Mía’s dark, challenging eyes.
And against all better judgment, against every sane, rational thought in my head, I heard myself say, “Yeah. Yeah, I think I can find you a room.” Her smile was pure, triumphant temptation. “I thought you might.” Walker House. My grand new beginning.
It was already a three-ring circus.
And I was the idiot in the center ring, juggling flaming torches with no safety net in sight.
This was going to be one hell of a semester.
Assuming I still had a house in thirty days.




Chapter 6: House Rules & Spanking

Finding Mía a room was an adventure in itself.
Unlike Katie, who had accepted the Peach Palace with shy gratitude, Mía inspected each potential chamber like a queen surveying a series of increasingly disappointing peasant huts.
The room next to Katie’s? “Too small, papi. I need space for my… personality to breathe.” The larger one at the end of the hall, the one with the cracked window I hadn’t fixed yet? “Ay, Dios mío! Do you want me to catch my death? Or worse, get a bad selfie angle with that lighting?” She finally settled on a corner room on the third floor, a large, airy space that had probably once been a guest suite for visiting dignitaries or very wealthy great-aunts. It had its own small, equally dilapidated bathroom and a decent view over the campus. “This one has… potential,” she declared, striking a pose by the dusty bay window. “With a lot of work. And maybe a stripper pole in that corner.” She winked.
I ignored the stripper pole comment. “It’ll need a thorough cleaning. And a mattress. And probably an exorcism.” “Details, details.” She waved a dismissive hand. “As long as the lock is strong, and you promise to visit often, landlord.” This girl was going to be the death of me. Or at least, the death of my sanity.
The next few days settled into a strange, chaotic rhythm.
I threw myself into the Herculean task of addressing Ms. Hargrave’s pre-compliance checklist, which arrived via email exactly twenty-four hours after her visit, as promised. It was even worse than I’d feared. Pages and pages of violations, from faulty wiring and insufficient fire extinguishers to “inappropriate decor” (presumably a reference to the peach wallpaper) and “lack of clearly posted house rules.” Thirty days. It felt like thirty minutes.
I hired a couple of local handymen to tackle the electrical and plumbing issues that were beyond my expertise, their presence adding another layer of noise and disruption to the already unsettled atmosphere of Walker House.
I spent my days covered in dust, paint, and sweat, patching drywall, sanding floors, installing new light fixtures, and trying to decipher the cryptic instructions for assembling flat-pack furniture.
Katie, bless her quiet heart, mostly kept to herself. She attended her classes, studied in her room, and occasionally emerged to make herself a cup of tea in the kitchen, always with a shy smile and a whispered, “Hope I’m not in your way, Ethan.” She never mentioned the thunderstorm. Or the kiss. Or what happened after.
And neither did I.
It was an unspoken, unacknowledged elephant in the room. A very large, very naked, very sexually charged elephant.
We tiptoed around it, around each other, our interactions polite, strained, and filled with a simmering undercurrent of… something. Something that made my palms sweat and my gut clench every time our eyes met for a fraction of a second too long.
The memory of that night – her softness, her heat, her innocent cries of pleasure – was a constant, unwelcome companion. It ambushed me when I was trying to fix a leaky pipe, when I was staring at a spreadsheet of renovation costs, when I was lying alone in my new, sterile bed at night.
And every time, the guilt and the desire warred within me, leaving me feeling raw and exposed.
Mía, on the other hand, was anything but quiet or unobtrusive.
She treated Walker House like her own personal playground, and me like her own personal source of amusement.
Her room, once I’d managed to get a mattress and some basic furniture in there, quickly became a den of… Mía-ness. Loud Latin music pulsed from behind her closed door at all hours. The scent of some exotic, spicy perfume wafted through the hallways. Empty tequila bottles began to accumulate by her trash can with alarming speed.
She flouted every unspoken rule of communal living with a brazen, unapologetic glee.
She’d saunter into the kitchen in the morning wearing a silk robe that barely covered the essentials, her dark hair a wild tangle, her eyes still smoky from sleep. She’d help herself to my coffee, doctoring it with a suspicious-looking splash of something from a hip flask she seemed to carry everywhere.
She’d “accidentally” brush against me in the narrow hallways, her body warm and soft, her eyes daring me to react.
She’d leave her lacy, brightly colored underwear draped over the shower rod in the communal bathroom on the third floor, as if daring me to comment. Or touch.
She called me “landlord” or “papi” interchangeably, her voice always laced with a teasing, provocative undertone.
She was, in short, a walking, talking, hip-swaying temptation. A constant test of my already frayed patience and my rapidly eroding self-control.
And she knew it.
That was the worst part. She knew exactly what she was doing. She saw the way my eyes sometimes lingered on the curve of her ass in those ridiculously short denim shorts, the way my jaw tightened when she leaned in too close, her breasts brushing my arm.
And she reveled in it. “You like what you see, landlord?” she’d purr, her eyes glinting. “Don’t be shy. I don’t bite. Unless you want me to.” I tried to ignore her. Tried to be the stern, responsible landlord. Tried to lay down some house rules. “Mía, the music needs to be turned down after ten,” I’d say, trying to sound authoritative. “But papi, how else will I practice my salsa dancing?” she’d pout, her lower lip full and inviting. “Mía, this is a student lodging, not a frat house. The tequila consumption needs to be… moderated.” “Relax, landlord. It’s just a little agua de vida. Good for the soul.” She’d offer me a swig from her ever-present flask, her eyes challenging me.
I always refused. Though some days, the temptation to join her in a tequila-fueled oblivion was almost overwhelming.
The curfew was another battleground. I’d tentatively suggested an 11 p.m. curfew on weeknights, a reasonable request for a house full of students who presumably needed to, you know, study and attend classes.
Katie, of course, was always in well before then, usually tucked away in her room with her books.
Mía treated the curfew like a personal challenge.
She’d stroll in at one, two, sometimes even three in the morning, reeking of cheap perfume and club smoke, her laughter echoing a little too loudly in the quiet house.
I’d be waiting up, usually in the kitchen, pretending to work on invoices or research plumbing fixtures, my gut tight with a mixture of anger and a strange, unwelcome concern. “You’re late,” I’d say, my voice tight. “Am I, papi?” She’d give me that slow, insolent smile. “I must have lost track of time. I was having too much fun.” “This isn’t a hotel, Mía. There are rules.” “Rules are made to be broken, no?” She’d saunter past me, her hip brushing mine, sending that familiar jolt through my system. “Or maybe… you just like waiting up for me, landlord. Like a worried daddy.” The thinly veiled taunt always hit its mark.
My frustration with her was growing daily. It was a constant, simmering irritation, like a pot about to boil over.
She was pushing me. Deliberately. Testing my limits. Daring me to react.
And I knew, with a sinking certainty, that eventually, I would.
The breaking point came on a Thursday night, about a week after Mía had moved in.
I’d had a particularly brutal day. The plumber had discovered a major leak in one of the downstairs bathrooms, requiring a whole section of wall to be torn out. The delivery of new windows had been delayed. And Ms. Hargrave had sent another passive-aggressive email reminding me that the thirty-day clock was ticking.
I was tired, stressed, and my patience was worn tissue-thin.
Katie was in her room, presumably studying. The house was quiet.
Too quiet.
Mía wasn’t home.
It was almost 1 a.m. Well past even her usual flagrant disregard for the curfew.
A knot of anger, tight and hot, began to form in my stomach. This wasn’t just about her breaking rules anymore. This was about respect. Or her complete lack of it. For me, for Katie, for the house.
I paced the kitchen, the old floorboards creaking under my restless feet. Every sound from outside – a passing car, a distant shout – made me jump.
Where the hell was she?
Finally, around 1:30 a.m., I heard the front door open and close, not particularly quietly.
Footsteps in the hallway. Unsteady. Accompanied by a low, sultry humming.
Mía.
I waited in the kitchen doorway, my arms crossed, my expression grim.
She appeared, a vision in a ridiculously short, sequined dress that looked like it had been painted on. Her dark hair was tousled, her eyes bright and a little unfocused. She smelled strongly of tequila and something else, something musky and overtly sexual.
She saw me and her lips curved into that familiar, challenging smirk. “Well, hello there, landlord. Waiting up for little old me?” Her voice was slurred, but her eyes were sharp, assessing. “It’s one-thirty in the morning, Mía,” I said, my voice dangerously calm. “Is it?” She feigned surprise, glancing at an imaginary watch on her bare wrist. “My, my. How time flies when you’re having una noche caliente.” A hot night. “You’re drunk,” I stated, the obvious. “Tipsy, papi. There’s a difference.” She swayed slightly, reaching out to brace herself against the doorframe. The movement made her sequined dress ride up even higher, revealing a scandalous amount of tanned thigh. “And you’re disturbing the peace. Katie is trying to sleep. I’m trying to sleep.” “Oh, is the little virgin asleep?” Mía’s voice dripped with condescension. “Poor baby. Did the big bad world scare her?” That did it.
The anger I’d been simmering finally boiled over. “That’s enough, Mía,” I said, my voice low and hard. All pretense of calm was gone.
She blinked, her smirk faltering for a split second. My tone, the sudden shift from frustrated landlord to something… darker, seemed to have finally gotten her attention.
But only for a second.
Then the smirk was back, wider, more defiant. “Or what, landlord? What are you going to do about it?” She took a deliberate, unsteady step towards me, her eyes locking with mine, a silent, insolent challenge. “Are you going to punish me, papi?” she whispered, her voice a husky invitation. “Is that what you want? To finally show me who’s boss in this big, empty house?” She was close now. So close I could feel the heat of her body, smell the tequila on her breath. Her sequined dress glittered in the dim kitchen light, a beacon of brazen defiance.
And in that moment, something inside me snapped.
All the frustration. All the stress. All the sleepless nights and the constant, simmering tension.
It all coalesced into a single, focused point of white-hot rage.
And a different kind of heat. A darker, more primal hunger that Mía, with her relentless provocations, had been stoking for days. “Yeah,” I growled, my voice a guttural rasp I barely recognized as my own. “Yeah, Mía. I think that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
Mía’s eyes widened, just a fraction. The defiant smirk wavered, replaced by a flicker of something else. Fear? No, not fear. Excitement. Arousal.
She’d pushed me to the edge, and now that I was finally there, she looked… thrilled. “Took you long enough, papi,” she breathed, her voice a husky purr.
My hand shot out, my fingers closing around her upper arm in a grip that was anything but gentle. Her skin was warm, smooth beneath my calloused palm.
She didn’t resist. Didn’t even flinch. Instead, she leaned into my grip, her body going pliant, a silent invitation. “You think this is a game, Mía?” I snarled, my face inches from hers. I could smell the tequila on her breath, sweet and cloying. “Isn’t it always a game, landlord?” Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted. “And I always play to win.” “Not this time.” I didn’t know what I was doing, what I was about to do. All I knew was that the rage and the desire were a toxic, irresistible cocktail in my veins. I was operating on pure, primal instinct.
I dragged her out of the hallway and into the kitchen, my grip like iron on her arm. She stumbled slightly, her ridiculously high heels catching on the worn linoleum, but she didn’t protest. If anything, she seemed to be enjoying it, a small, knowing smile playing on her lips.
The kitchen was dimly lit by the single bare bulb overhead, casting long, stark shadows. The air was cold, smelling faintly of old grease and my burnt toast from breakfast.
I spun her around and slammed her against the massive central island, her back hitting the worn Formica countertop with a dull thud. “Hey!” she yelped, a flash of genuine surprise in her eyes this time. The smile vanished. “Not so rough, papi.” But there was no fear in her voice. Only a breathless anticipation. “You wanted to know who’s boss, Mía?” I growled, pressing my body against hers, trapping her between the island and my own much larger frame. “You’re about to find out.” Her sequined dress was rough against my t-shirt. I could feel the frantic beat of her heart against my chest. Her breath came in short, shallow gasps.
Her eyes, dark and luminous in the dim light, searched mine. They were wide now, not with fear, but with a dawning, reckless excitement. “Show me,” she whispered, her voice trembling slightly. “Show me, Ethan.” My name. Not landlord. Not papi. Ethan.
It was a surrender. An invitation.
And I was beyond resisting.
My hand slid from her arm, down her back, to the curve of her ass. Her ridiculously short dress offered no resistance. My fingers found the thin, lacy fabric of her thong.
She gasped as my hand cupped her, squeezed her. She was firm, round, perfectly shaped. “You’ve been a very bad girl, Mía,” I said, my voice a low, guttural rasp. “The worst,” she agreed, her voice breathy. “Don’t I deserve to be punished?” “Oh, you deserve it.” With a swift, brutal efficiency I didn’t know I possessed, I bent her over the kitchen island.
She cried out, a mixture of shock and… something else. Pleasure?
Her hands scrabbled for purchase on the countertop. Her magnificent ass, clad only in that tiny scrap of lace, was thrust up towards me, an irresistible offering.
The sequined dress was hiked up around her waist, exposing the long, tanned expanse of her thighs, the delicate curve of her lower back.
My cock was a raging inferno in my jeans. I was so hard it hurt.
My hand rose.
And fell. Smack. The sound echoed in the silent kitchen, sharp, definitive.
Mía cried out again, a high-pitched yelp that was undeniably erotic. Her ass clenched under my palm.
A bright red handprint bloomed on her tanned skin. “One,” I counted, my voice hoarse. Smack. “Two.” Another yelp. Her hips writhed. “Oh, God, Ethan…” Smack. “Three.” “Yes! Sí, papi!” Smack. “Four.” She was moaning now, a low, continuous sound of pure, unadulterated pleasure. Her head was thrown back, her dark hair cascading over the edge of the island. “Harder,” she gasped. “Please… harder.” My own control was hanging by a thread. The sight of her, bent over, her perfect ass red and stinging from my hand, her moans filling the air… it was the most incredibly erotic thing I’d ever experienced.
One more. Smack. “Five.” A shudder ran through her entire body. She let out a long, keening cry, a sound of pure, shattering release.
Her punishment kink. The files had been right. She loved this. Craved it.
And I, God help me, loved giving it to her.
My breath was ragged. My hand stung. My cock felt like it was about to explode.
I reached down, my fingers fumbling with the zipper of my jeans.
Mía was still panting, her body trembling. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears and raw desire. “Please, Ethan… don’t stop.” I wouldn’t have stopped if the entire university housing compliance committee had burst through the door, clipboards blazing.
My jeans were open. My cock sprang free, hot, hard, and aching for release.
I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her thong, that tiny scrap of lace, and pulled it to the side.
Her pussy was bare. Shaved smooth, just as the instructions had predicted for all the girls. Dark, swollen, and glistening with wetness in the dim kitchen light.
The sight of it, so exposed, so vulnerable, so incredibly, wantonly aroused, sent another jolt of pure, possessive lust through me.
I positioned myself behind her, my cock pressing against her wet, waiting entrance.
She moaned, a low, guttural sound, and pushed back against me, grinding her ass against my erection. “Please, papi,” she begged, her voice a ragged whisper. “Fuck me. Fuck me now.” No finesse. No gentle seduction. Just raw, primal need.
And I was more than happy to oblige.
With a single, powerful thrust, I buried myself inside her.
She screamed. A raw, animalistic sound of pain and pleasure so intense it was almost indistinguishable.
Her pussy was so hot. So tight. So incredibly, unbelievably wet. It clenched around my cock like a velvet vise, milking me, drawing me deeper.
This wasn’t like Katie. This wasn’t gentle, hesitant exploration.
This was a storm. A fire. A raw, brutal claiming.
I slammed into her, again and again, my rhythm hard, fast, relentless. My hands gripped her hips, pulling her back against me with each savage thrust.
Her sequined dress bit into my skin. The cold Formica of the island pressed against her stomach.
She met my thrusts with her own, her hips bucking, her moans escalating into a series of sharp, breathless cries. “¡Más duro!” she screamed, her voice hoarse, cracking. “Harder, papi! Oh, God, yes, harder!” Her Spanish dirty talk, the raw desperation in her voice, fueled my own frenzy.
I fucked her like a man possessed. Like I wanted to erase her defiance, her insolence, with every brutal plunge of my cock. Like I wanted to brand her as mine, here, now, on this cold kitchen counter.
The sounds of our bodies slapping together, her cries, my own guttural grunts, filled the silent house.
It was rough. It was raw. It was probably a dozen different kinds of wrong.
But in that moment, it felt like the only thing in the world that mattered.
Her orgasm hit her like a lightning strike.
Her body arched, her back bowing, her scream tearing through the kitchen, a sound of pure, unadulterated, shattering ecstasy. Her inner muscles convulsed around my cock, a series of violent, exquisite spasms that sent me over the edge.
With a roar that was more animal than human, I emptied myself into her, my seed pumping hot and fast into her tight, clenching heat.
Wave after wave of release, so intense it left me blind, deaf, and utterly, completely spent.
I collapsed against her, my forehead resting on her trembling back, my breath coming in ragged, burning gasps.
Silence descended again, broken only by our harsh breathing and the distant, indifferent hum of the ancient refrigerator, which had apparently decided to come back to life at some point during the proceedings.
Mía’s body was limp beneath me, her shoulders shaking. Was she crying? Laughing? I couldn’t tell.
Slowly, painfully, I pulled out of her. My cock was slick with her wetness, with my own release.
I stumbled back, my legs weak, my body trembling with the aftershocks of the orgasm.
Mía didn’t move. She remained draped over the island, her face hidden, her dark hair spilling over the countertop.
What had I just done?
This wasn’t just crossing a line. This was obliterating the line, nuking it from orbit, and then dancing on its ashes.
This was… I didn’t even have a word for what this was. “Mía?” I managed, my voice a hoarse whisper.
She stirred, slowly pushing herself up. She turned to face me, her eyes dark, luminous, and filled with a strange, unreadable expression. Her mascara was smudged. Her lips were swollen. The red handprints on her ass were a stark, vivid testament to what had just happened.
And she was smiling.
A slow, lazy, utterly satisfied smile. “Well, landlord,” she purred, her voice still husky, but with an undercurrent of pure, triumphant satisfaction. “I think you finally showed me who’s boss.” She sauntered towards me, her hips swaying, that ridiculous sequined dress still hiked up around her waist. She didn’t bother to pull it down. Didn’t bother to fix her thong.
She stopped directly in front of me, so close I could feel the heat of her body, smell the lingering scent of sex and tequila and her spicy perfume.
She reached up, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw, just as she had before. But this time, there was a new intimacy in her touch. A new possessiveness. “And for the record, papi,” she whispered, her eyes locking with mine. “You can punish me like that anytime.” And then, she turned and walked out of the kitchen, her hips swaying with that same mesmerizing rhythm, leaving me standing there, stunned, shaken, and utterly, completely, irrevocably screwed.
Unseen, unheard, another drama had been playing out just beyond the kitchen door.
Katie Brooks, awakened by the raised voices, then by the unmistakable, shocking sounds that followed, had crept from her room.
Her heart had hammered in her chest, a mixture of fear and a strange, unwelcome curiosity.
She’d tiptoed down the stairs, her bare feet silent on the old wood. The kitchen door had been slightly ajar.
Just enough for her to see.
Just enough for her to hear.
Everything.
The anger in Ethan’s voice. Mía’s defiant taunts.
The sickening smack of his hand against flesh. Mía’s cries – pain, then pleasure, then something indistinguishable.
The guttural grunts. The rhythmic, brutal sounds of… Of Ethan. Taking Mía. Right there on the kitchen counter.
Katie had pressed her hand to her mouth to stifle her own gasp. Her eyes, wide with a mixture of horror and a strange, shameful fascination, had been glued to the sliver of light, to the shadowy, violent tableau unfolding within.
She’d seen the flash of Mía’s tanned skin, the dark shape of Ethan’s body pressed against hers. She’d heard Mía’s screams, her pleas for “Más duro!” And as the sounds had reached their frenzied, explosive climax, as Ethan’s roar had echoed through the silent house, something had happened to Katie.
A heat, fierce and unfamiliar, had flooded her own body. Her cheeks had burned. Her breath had quickened.
And her fingers, seemingly with a will of their own, had crept down, under the waistband of her soft cotton pajama shorts.
She’d found her own clit, already damp, already swollen.
And as Ethan’s final, guttural cry had ripped through the night, as Mía’s screams had faded into shuddering moans, Katie had touched herself.
Her own small, secret orgasm had bloomed in the darkness of the hallway, a silent, shameful counterpoint to the raw, brutal drama in the kitchen.
Tears had streamed down her face. Tears of confusion, of fear, of a strange, dawning excitement she didn’t understand and didn’t want.
When Mía had finally sauntered out of the kitchen, her eyes glazed, her lips swollen, a triumphant smirk on her face, Katie had already fled back to the safety of her room.
She’d dived under the covers, her body trembling, her mind a whirl.
Ethan. And Mía.
And her. Listening. Watching.
Touching herself.
Walker House was a place of secrets, she’d thought the night before.
She hadn’t known the half of it.
And now, she was a part of those secrets. A silent, unwilling, and deeply, shamefully aroused participant.
The night was far from over.
And the complications, Katie suspected, were just beginning.




Chapter 7: Queen of the Attic

The aftermath of my… encounter with Mía left an uneasy tension in Walker House.
Mía herself was, if anything, even more brazen. She’d taken to calling me “Papi Chulo” with a knowing smirk, her eyes always glinting with the memory of that night in the kitchen. She’d find excuses to touch me – a hand on my arm, a hip brushing mine in the hallway – her touch lingering just a fraction too long, a silent reminder of the power she now seemed to think she held.
I, on the other hand, was a wreck. Guilt gnawed at me. I’d crossed a line, not just with Mía, but with myself. The responsible landlord, the mature adult, had been well and truly vanquished by a darker, more primal version of Ethan Walker. And I wasn’t sure I liked him very much.
Katie was a ghost. She avoided me completely, her eyes always downcast, her cheeks flaming if our paths accidentally crossed. The shy, tentative connection we’d started to build, the fragile intimacy of the thunderstorm night, had been shattered. Replaced by… what? Fear? Disgust? Or something even more complicated?
I didn’t know. And I was too ashamed, too afraid of the answer, to ask.
The thirty-day deadline from Ms. Hargrave loomed like a guillotine. I threw myself into the renovations with a desperate energy, hoping that physical exhaustion would somehow numb the turmoil in my head.
It didn’t.
It was a little over a week after the Mía incident, on a crisp Saturday morning, that the next bombshell arrived.
I was up on a ladder in the front hallway, trying to repair a section of ornate plasterwork that Ms. Hargrave had specifically flagged as “a crumbling hazard to student well-being,” when the doorbell rang.
Not again.
My heart sank. Was it Hargrave, back for another surprise inspection? Or another exchange student with a death wish and a penchant for trouble?
I climbed down the ladder, wiping plaster dust off my hands, and opened the door.
And found myself staring at a goddess.
Or at least, the closest thing to a goddess I’d ever seen in person.
She was tall, at least 5’7”, with a cascade of platinum-blonde beach waves that looked like they’d been spun from actual sunshine. Her eyes were a startling, electric sky-blue, framed by long, dark lashes. Her skin was a light, golden tan, flawless and glowing.
And her body… Jesus Christ.
She wore a fitted tank top – emblazoned with some Greek letters I didn’t recognize – that was doing a heroic but ultimately losing battle to contain a pair of magnificent D-cup breasts. Charcoal yoga shorts hugged a taut, cheer-squad waist and a pair of long, toned thighs that went on for miles.
An hourglass figure so perfect it looked like it had been sculpted by a horny god with a penchant for anatomical accuracy.
She was, in a word, stunning.
And she was looking at me with an expression of amused, confident appraisal. “Well, hello there,” she said, her voice a smooth, honeyed contralto. She had a phone clutched in one hand, and I realized with a jolt that she was live-streaming. The little red light was on.
Great. Just great. “Are you the famous Ethan Walker?” she asked, her sky-blue eyes sparkling. “The Campus DILF of Maple Street?” Campus DILF?
My brain stuttered to a halt. Where the hell had she heard that? “Uh…” I managed, feeling my cheeks heat. This was being broadcast live to… who knew how many people? “Riley Carter,” she announced, extending a perfectly manicured hand. Her nails were a glossy nude. “Formerly of Alpha Chi Omega. Currently… in the market for a new palace. And I hear you’re the king of this particular castle.” Her smile was dazzling. Confident. And utterly, completely disarming.
I shook her hand, a brief, slightly dazed contact. Her skin was soft, warm. “I… I have rooms,” I stammered, feeling like a complete idiot. Campus DILF. My reputation, apparently, preceded me. In the worst possible way. “So I’ve heard.” Her gaze swept over me, lingering for a moment on my plaster-dusted t-shirt and paint-splattered jeans. It wasn’t a judgmental look, more… appreciative. Like she was cataloging my potential. “My followers are dying for a tour. Mind if we come in?” Followers? Plural?
Before I could answer, she’d already breezed past me into the hallway, her phone held aloft, narrating her entrance to her unseen audience. “Okay, guys, so this is Walker House. A little rough around the edges, maybe, but it’s got character. And check out the landlord. Total silver fox vibes, am I right?” She winked at her phone, then turned its camera back on me.
I was officially a sideshow attraction. “So, Ethan,” she said, her voice all professional influencer now. “Tell us about this magnificent historical landmark. What kind of fabulous accommodations do you offer for a recently… liberated sorority queen?” Liberated. That was a new one for ‘expelled.’ I’d heard whispers around campus. Alpha Chi Omega had apparently had some kind of scandal involving an unauthorized charity fundraiser that had ended up funding a very unauthorized spring break trip to Cancun. Riley Carter’s name had been prominently featured in the rumors. “I have a few rooms available,” I said, trying to regain some semblance of control. This was a business transaction, right? Not a reality TV show. “What are you looking for?” “Something… unique,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “Something with personality. And good lighting, obviously. For the stream.” She proceeded to give her followers – and me – a running commentary as I showed her the available rooms on the second floor.
The Peach Palace, Katie’s current abode, was off-limits, thankfully. But Riley poked her head into the other empty rooms, offering critiques and suggestions. “This one’s a bit… beige, Ethan. Needs a pop of color. Maybe some leopard print?” “Hmm, good bones, but the feng shui is all wrong. We’d need to move the bed.” “Ooh, a walk-in closet! A girl could get lost in here. In a good way.” She was exhausting. And exhilarating. And completely, utterly shameless.
Mía, who had apparently been drawn by the commotion, appeared at the top of the stairs, her arms crossed, her expression a mixture of curiosity and territorial displeasure. “Well, well,” Mía said, her voice dripping sarcasm. “Another stray kitten for the landlord to rescue?” Riley’s head snapped up. Her blue eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second as she took in Mía’s crop top and denim shorts, her smoldering gaze.
The air crackled. Alpha female versus alpha female. This was going to be good. Or terrible. Probably both. “And you must be…?” Riley asked, her voice dripping honey, but with an unmistakable edge of steel. “Mía Sánchez,” Mía replied, her chin tilted defiantly. “Resident bad influence. And you are?” “Riley Carter. Resident queen.” Riley’s smile was all teeth. “Looks like this house is about to get a serious upgrade in the glamour department.” The two of them sized each other up, a silent battle of wills being waged in the dusty hallway. I felt like a spectator at a very exclusive, very dangerous tennis match. “So, Ethan,” Riley said, finally tearing her gaze away from Mía and turning back to me, her smile firmly back in place. “Any other hidden gems in this charmingly dilapidated mansion? I’m thinking something with a bit more… drama. A bit more… wow factor.” Drama. Wow factor. My head was starting to hurt again.
And then, I remembered. “There’s the attic,” I said, almost without thinking.
Riley’s eyes lit up. “The attic? Ooh, I love attics. So mysterious. So full of potential for… creative content.” The attic was vast. Unfinished. Dusty. And currently home to several generations of spiders and possibly a family of very well-read bats.
But it also had a series of dormer windows that offered stunning views of the campus and the town beyond. And it was huge. Easily convertible into a spacious, unique suite.
If one was inclined to undertake a massive, expensive, and probably structurally questionable renovation. “It’s, uh, very rustic,” I warned, as I led the way up the narrow, creaking attic stairs.
Riley, unfazed, followed close behind, her phone still recording. Mía trailed after them, her expression unreadable.
The attic was exactly as I remembered. Hot, dusty, and smelling faintly of cedar and ancient secrets.
But Riley didn’t seem to notice the dust or the cobwebs or the distinct possibility of rodent infestation.
Her eyes were fixed on the space, on the light streaming through the dormer windows, on the incredible potential. “Oh. My. God,” she breathed, her voice filled with genuine awe. “Ethan. This is it. This is the spot.” She spun around, her blonde hair flying, her eyes shining. “This is the new Carter Coven, guys! The official headquarters of Queen Riley! Can you even imagine the parties we could have up here?” Parties. In my attic. My unfinished, probably not-up-to-code attic.
Ms. Hargrave would have a field day. “It needs a lot of work,” I said, trying to inject a note of caution. “A lot of work.” “Details, details.” Riley waved a dismissive hand, already pacing the space, her mind clearly racing with design ideas. “We can put the bed over there, by the big window. A little seating area here. A mini-fridge, obviously. And a killer sound system.” She turned to me, her eyes sparkling with an infectious enthusiasm. “So, landlord. What’s the rent on this palace in the sky?” I hadn’t even thought about rent. I hadn’t thought this far ahead at all.
But looking at Riley, at her boundless confidence, her unshakeable belief that this dusty, forgotten space could be transformed into something fabulous… It was hard not to get caught up in her vision.
And let’s be honest. The idea of another tenant, another source of income, especially one who seemed so… enthusiastic, was undeniably appealing. Even if she did call me Campus DILF to an audience of thousands. “We can… discuss terms,” I said, trying to sound like a savvy businessman and not a completely overwhelmed man who was making this all up as he went along.
Riley beamed. “Fabulous! My followers are going to love this renovation journey. We can do before-and-afters, DIY segments… it’s going to be epic!” She turned back to her phone. “Okay, guys, you heard it here first. Queen Riley is officially moving into the attic of Walker House! Get ready for some serious DILF-landlord-and-sorority-queen-roomie shenanigans! This is going to be the hottest stream on campus, I promise you!” DILF-landlord-and-sorority-queen-roomie shenanigans.
My life was officially a reality show.
And I had a horrible, sinking feeling that I was no longer the director.
I wasn’t even sure I was a main character anymore.
I might just be the bewildered, plaster-dusted comic relief.
And the season had only just begun.
Riley’s whirlwind arrival, and her immediate claiming of the attic, sent ripples of unease through Walker House. Or at least, through the two existing female occupants.
Mía, after her initial territorial display, seemed to adopt an attitude of amused detachment towards Riley. She’d watch Riley’s live-streaming antics with a smirk, occasionally offering a sarcastic comment in Spanish that Riley, thankfully, didn’t understand. There was a definite rivalry brewing there, a clash of two very different, very potent brands of female confidence. It was like watching two queen bees circling each other, waiting for the opportune moment to strike.
I tried to stay out of their way, focusing on the monumental task of making the attic habitable for its new, very demanding tenant, while simultaneously trying to address Ms. Hargrave’s endless list of compliance issues. My days were a blur of lumberyards, hardware stores, and increasingly desperate calls to contractors who were either booked solid or quoted prices that made my eyes water.
The “Campus DILF” moniker, unfortunately, seemed to have stuck. I’d hear whispers and giggles from students as I walked across campus to grab lunch. My face had apparently made several appearances on Riley’s stream, usually in a state of plaster-dusted dishevelment, looking bewildered as she narrated my latest renovation efforts to her followers. My fifteen minutes of unwanted internet fame. Just what I needed.
But the person most affected by Riley’s arrival was, unsurprisingly, Katie.
She became even more withdrawn, a pale, silent ghost haunting the periphery of Walker House. The shy, tentative connection we’d shared, already fractured by my encounter with Mía, seemed to crumble entirely.
She’d see Riley, with her dazzling confidence and her effortless glamour, holding court in the kitchen, or hear her infectious laughter echoing from the attic as she planned her “Carter Coven” decor, and a shadow would cross Katie’s face. A flicker of something that looked like… pain.
Jealousy.
It was a potent, ugly emotion, and it was eating away at her.
I saw it in the way her eyes would follow Riley, a mixture of envy and resentment. I saw it in the way she’d shrink back if Riley addressed her, her voice barely a whisper in response to Riley’s booming, confident pronouncements.
And I saw it in the way she looked at me. Or rather, the way she didn’t look at me anymore.
The shy, curious glances were gone. Replaced by a guarded, almost wounded expression. As if I, by allowing Riley into the house, by inadvertently becoming the “Campus DILF,” had somehow betrayed her.
It was tearing me apart.
The guilt over our night together was a constant, dull ache. But seeing her like this, so unhappy, so… diminished, was a fresh kind of agony.
I tried to talk to her, to reassure her. But she was elusive, always finding an excuse to hurry back to her room, to bury herself in her books.
The Peach Palace had become her fortress. And I was definitely not welcome inside.
The breaking point came one evening, about a week after Riley had moved her mountain of designer luggage and inexplicable number of shoe boxes into the partially renovated attic.
I was in the kitchen, trying to assemble a particularly complicated flat-pack bookshelf (whose instructions seemed to be written in ancient Sumerian), when Katie appeared in the doorway.
She wasn’t wearing her usual oversized cardigan. Just a simple t-shirt and jeans. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed, as if she’d been crying. “Ethan?” she said, her voice small, but with an uncharacteristic tremor of determination.
I put down my Allen wrench, my heart sinking. This didn’t look good. “Hey, Katie. What’s up?” She clutched a piece of paper in her hand. A crumpled, tear-stained piece of paper. “I… I can’t stay here anymore,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.
My blood ran cold. “What? Why? What’s wrong?” She wouldn’t meet my eyes. Her gaze was fixed on the crumpled paper in her hand. “It’s just… it’s not working out. I’m not… comfortable.” Comfortable. The understatement of the goddamn year. “Is it… is it because of Riley?” I asked, though I already knew the answer.
She nodded, a tiny, jerky movement. A single tear escaped and traced a path down her pale cheek. “She’s just… she’s so…” Katie struggled for words. “And her followers… they’re always talking about you. About… us.” Us? There was no ‘us.’ Not anymore. Not since I’d royally screwed everything up. “What are they saying?” I asked, my voice tight. “Stupid things.” She sniffled. “That you’re… that we’re… that this whole house is just your… your harem.” Harem. The word hit me like a punch to the gut.
Was that what this was becoming? Was that how people saw it?
Ms. Hargrave’s disapproving face flashed before my eyes. “Katie, that’s ridiculous,” I said, trying to sound reassuring, but my own voice lacked conviction. “Riley’s just… Riley. She’s an influencer. It’s all for show.” “Is it?” Katie finally looked up at me, her eyes filled with a raw, accusing pain. “Is what happened between us… was that just for show too, Ethan?” The question hung in the air, heavy and sharp as a shard of glass.
My carefully constructed defenses crumbled. “No,” I said, my voice hoarse. “No, Katie. That wasn’t for show. That was… that was a mistake. My mistake. And I am so, so sorry.” The words felt inadequate. Pathetic. But they were all I had.
Tears welled in her eyes again. “I can’t… I can’t be here anymore, Ethan. I feel so… stupid. So ashamed.” “Don’t say that.” I took a step towards her, my hands aching to reach out, to comfort her. But I didn’t dare. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. I’m the one who…” “I’m going to call my dad,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. “I’m going to ask him to come get me. I’ll find somewhere else to stay. A real dorm. Or… or anything.” The thought of her leaving, of her being so unhappy that she’d rather face the uncertainty of finding another place than stay here, in my house… it was like a knife twisting in my gut.
I couldn’t let that happen. “Katie, please,” I said, my voice desperate. “Don’t go. We can… we can fix this.” “How?” she whispered, her gaze dropping to the floor again. “How can you fix… this?” Her hand, the one not clutching the crumpled paper, gestured vaguely, encompassing the house, me, everything.
I didn’t have an answer. Not a real one.
But I knew, with a certainty that went bone-deep, that I couldn’t let her walk out that door.
Not like this. “Give me a chance,” I said, my voice low, intense. “Just… give me a chance to make this right. To make you feel safe here. Comfortable.” She looked up at me, her eyes searching mine, filled with a heartbreaking mixture of doubt and a tiny, flickering spark of… hope? “I don’t know, Ethan…” “Please, Katie.” I took another step closer, closing the distance between us. I could smell the faint, familiar scent of her, sunshine and flowers. It made my chest ache. “Don’t let Riley, or Mía, or anyone else, chase you away. This is your home too, for as long as you want it to be.” I reached out then, slowly, tentatively, and gently took the crumpled piece of paper from her hand. It was a printout from one of Riley’s fan forums, filled with lewd comments and crude speculation about me and my “harem.” My stomach churned with disgust.
I crumpled the paper into a tight ball and tossed it into the trash can. “That,” I said, my voice firm, “is garbage. It means nothing. What matters is you, Katie. How you feel.” I looked into her eyes, trying to pour all my sincerity, all my regret, all my desperate need to make things right, into that one gaze. “You are special, Katie,” I said, my voice dropping to a near-whisper. “You are… unique. And you deserve to feel safe, and happy, and cherished. Not… this.” Her lower lip trembled. A tear escaped, then another.
And then, before I knew what was happening, she was in my arms.
Not like the thunderstorm night. Not a desperate, fearful clinging.
This was different. This was a quiet, hesitant surrender. A silent plea for comfort. For reassurance.
And I held her.
Gently. Tenderly. My arms wrapping around her small, trembling body. Her face pressed against my chest.
I could feel her tears soaking through my t-shirt. Hear her soft, broken sobs.
And all I wanted to do was make it better. To take away her pain. To erase the ugliness of the world, of my own mistakes. “Shhh,” I murmured, stroking her hair, my lips against her temple. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Not even me.” We stood like that for a long time, in the middle of my messy, half-renovated kitchen, the scent of sawdust and coffee and Katie’s tears filling the air.
Gradually, her sobs subsided. Her breathing evened out.
She didn’t pull away.
And neither did I.
This felt… different. Not the raw, illicit desire of our previous encounters. But something deeper. Softer. More… protective. “Ethan?” she whispered, her voice muffled against my chest. “Yeah?” “Can… can we talk?” My heart gave a hopeful leap. “Yeah, Katie. We can talk.” I led her to the small, rickety kitchen table, pulled out a chair for her. She sat, looking small and vulnerable.
I sat opposite her, leaning forward, my hands clasped on the table. “What Riley’s followers are saying… it’s not true, Katie,” I began, my voice earnest. “This isn’t a harem. You’re not… you’re not just some conquest to me.” The words felt inadequate, but they were the truth. Or at least, the truth I was desperately trying to believe. “But… what happened…” she whispered, her gaze fixed on her hands, which were twisting in her lap. “That night… it wasn’t… it wasn’t right, was it?” “No,” I admitted, the word a painful lump in my throat. “No, it wasn’t right. It was… a mistake. A terrible mistake. And I take full responsibility for it. I never should have let it happen.” Her eyes, when she finally lifted them to mine, were filled with a confusion that tore at my soul. “But… I wanted it too, Ethan,” she whispered, so softly I almost didn’t hear her. “That’s what’s so… so confusing.” My breath caught. She’d wanted it?
The thought sent a jolt, hot and sharp, through my system. A dangerous, seductive jolt.
No. I had to be strong. For her. “You were scared, Katie,” I said gently. “It was a confusing situation. I was the adult. I should have known better.” “But… it felt…” She trailed off, her cheeks flaming. “It felt… good.” Oh, God.
This was getting more complicated by the second. “Katie,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You’re eighteen. You’re just starting to explore… these kinds of feelings. And I’m… I’m forty. I’m your dad’s friend. Your landlord. There are… lines. Boundaries.” Lines I’d already obliterated. Boundaries I’d already trampled. “But what if…” she began, then stopped, biting her lip. “What if I don’t want those lines, Ethan?” Her eyes, wide and innocent, yet filled with a dawning, reckless courage, met mine.
And in that moment, I knew.
I knew that all my good intentions, all my resolutions, all my guilt and self-recrimination… they were nothing.
Nothing against the raw, undeniable pull I felt towards this girl.
And, God help me, the pull she seemed to feel towards me. “Katie…” I breathed, my voice a ragged whisper.
I reached across the table, my hand covering hers. Her skin was soft, warm. Her fingers trembled beneath mine. “What are we doing, Ethan?” she whispered, her gaze locked on mine. “I don’t know,” I admitted, my thumb stroking the back of her hand. “I honestly don’t know. But I know I don’t want you to leave.” A tiny smile touched her lips. “I don’t want to leave either.” The air between us crackled. The unspoken words, the forbidden desires, hung heavy and sweet.
And then, before I could stop myself, before I could think about the consequences, about the rightness or wrongness of it all, I leaned across the table.
And I kissed her.
Not a gentle, comforting kiss. Not a tentative, exploratory kiss.
This was a kiss of pure, unadulterated hunger. A kiss that spoke of sleepless nights and forbidden fantasies. A kiss that acknowledged the undeniable, irresistible truth that lay between us.
Her lips parted under mine, a soft, yielding sigh. Her hand, the one not trapped beneath mine, came up to cup my cheek, her fingers tangling in my stubble.
The world narrowed to this. To her. To the taste of her mouth, the scent of her skin, the soft, pliant warmth of her body.
I pulled her closer, deepening the kiss, my tongue tangling with hers. She moaned, a soft, kittenish sound that went straight to my groin.
This was madness. Utter, complete, and beautiful madness.
And I never wanted it to end.
When we finally broke apart, gasping for air, her eyes were dark, luminous, filled with a desire that mirrored my own. “Ethan,” she breathed, her voice shaky. “Katie.” No more words were needed.
I stood, pulling her up with me. Her body molded against mine, soft and yielding.
I lifted her into my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as if she belonged there. As if this was the most natural thing in the world.
And maybe, just maybe, it was.
I carried her out of the kitchen, through the silent, shadowy house, up the creaking stairs.
Back to the Peach Palace.
Back to my bed.
Our bed.
The candlelight from the night before was long gone. But the room was filled with a soft, pearlescent moonlight, filtering through the dusty windowpanes.
It cast a silver glow over her skin as I gently laid her on the bed, her eyes never leaving mine.
Her oversized cardigan had fallen away. Her t-shirt had ridden up, exposing the smooth, pale skin of her stomach. “You are so beautiful,” I whispered, my voice thick with an emotion I couldn’t name.
A soft blush stained her cheeks. “You said that last night.” “It’s even truer tonight.” I knelt beside the bed, my gaze devouring her. “Katie,” I said, my voice low, intense. “I need to… I want to…” I couldn’t find the words.
But she seemed to understand.
A slow, shy smile touched her lips. “Show me, Ethan,” she whispered, her voice a breathy invitation. “Show me what you want.” And so, I did.
My mouth found hers again, a slow, lingering kiss that promised everything.
My hands began to explore, rediscovering the soft curves, the hidden hollows of her body.
Her t-shirt came off, tossed carelessly onto the floor. Her small, perfect breasts, tipped with dusky rose nipples, were even more beautiful in the moonlight.
I worshipped them with my mouth, my tongue, teasing, tasting, suckling, until she was writhing beneath me, her moans soft, desperate. “Ethan… please…” Praise. She needed praise. “You’re so responsive, Katie,” I murmured against her skin. “So perfect. Every inch of you.” Her breath hitched. Her hips arched.
My hand slid lower, over her flat stomach, to the waistband of her jeans.
She tensed for a moment, then relaxed, her eyes fluttering shut as I unbuttoned them, unzipped them, and slowly, agonizingly slowly, slid them down her long, slender legs.
Her panties followed. Pale blue lace. So delicate. So… her.
And then she was naked again. Gloriously, beautifully naked in the moonlight.
My gaze lingered on the soft, honey-blonde curls at the juncture of her thighs. The memory of her virgin heat, of her tightness around me, sent a fresh wave of desire crashing through my system.
But this time, I wouldn’t take.
This time, I would give.
I lowered my head, my lips tracing a path down her belly, over her hipbone, to the soft, trembling skin of her inner thigh.
She gasped, her fingers tangling in my hair. “Ethan… what are you…?” “Shhh,” I murmured, my mouth finding her.
Her clit, that tiny, hidden pearl.
I tasted her.
Salt and honey and pure, innocent girl.
It was the most exquisite taste I’d ever known.
Her whole body arched off the bed. A sharp, strangled cry ripped from her throat. “Oh, God… Ethan!” My tongue was relentless. Teasing. Laving. Driving her higher and higher.
Her moans filled the small room, raw, uninhibited sounds of pure, shattering pleasure. Her hips bucked against my mouth, her fingers digging into my scalp, pulling me closer.
She was so wet. So responsive. So incredibly, beautifully alive beneath me. “Good girl, Katie,” I praised, my voice muffled against her slick folds. “That’s it. Let go for me. Come for me.” And she did.
Her orgasm was a violent, shuddering explosion. Her body convulsed, her cries echoing in the silent house.
I held her, my mouth still pressed against her, tasting her release, swallowing her cries.
And as her shudders finally subsided, as her breathing slowly returned to normal, she looked at me, her eyes dazed, luminous, filled with a wonder that stole my breath away. “Oh, Ethan,” she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears and spent passion. “That was… I never knew…” “Shhh.” I kissed her softly, tenderly. “There’s more, Katie. So much more.” And as the first rays of dawn began to paint the sky outside the dusty window, I proceeded to show her.
Again.
And again.
Walker House was no longer just a house.
It was a sanctuary.
A battleground.
And the stage for a love story that was as terrifying, as complicated, and as beautiful as anything I’d ever known.
The queen of the attic had arrived.
But in the quiet, moonlit confines of the Peach Palace, another queen was slowly, breathtakingly, coming into her own.
And I, the bewildered, starstruck Campus DILF, was utterly, completely, and irrevocably hers.




Chapter 8: Hargrave’s Surprise Check

The days following my… reconciliation with Katie took on a new, fragile rhythm. The shame and guilt hadn’t vanished, not entirely, but they were now overlaid with a confusing, exhilarating tenderness.
We were… something. I didn’t know what to call it. Lovers? Friends with very intense, very complicated benefits? Landlord and exceptionally cherished tenant?
Whatever it was, it was intense. And secret.
During the day, we maintained a careful charade for the benefit of Mía and Riley, and for the ever-present (in my mind, at least) specter of Ms. Hargrave. Polite nods. Casual greetings. The occasional shared, furtive glance across the kitchen table that spoke volumes neither of us dared to utter aloud.
But at night, after Mía had stumbled in from her latest conquest and Riley had finally signed off from her stream (usually after a lengthy segment detailing the “adorably incompetent but surprisingly hot” efforts of her DILF landlord to renovate her attic palace), Katie would slip into my room.
Or I, emboldened by the darkness and the shared secret, would find my way to hers.
The Peach Palace, once a symbol of my initial panic, had become our sanctuary.
Our nights were filled with whispered confessions, with gentle explorations, with a passion that was all the more potent for its forbidden nature. I learned the landscape of her body, the map of her desires. She, in turn, seemed to blossom under my touch, under my praise, her shyness melting away in the heat of our encounters, revealing a surprisingly adventurous, surprisingly eager young woman.
It was a dangerous game we were playing. A beautiful, reckless, and utterly unsustainable game.
And somewhere, in the back of my mind, I knew it couldn’t last.
The renovations on the attic were progressing, albeit slowly. Riley, true to her word, documented every step for her followers, offering unsolicited design advice and narrating my struggles with power tools with a mixture of amusement and flirtatious admiration. “Look at him go, guys!” she’d chirp into her phone, as I wrestled with a particularly stubborn piece of drywall. “Campus DILF is so handy. And those biceps? Totally worth the sawdust in my hair.” I’d usually just grunt and try to ignore her, my cheeks burning. But a part of me, the part that hadn’t entirely died during my disastrous marriage, couldn’t help but preen a little under her appreciative gaze. Even if it was being broadcast to thousands of strangers.
Mía, meanwhile, continued to be Mía. Loud, provocative, and utterly shameless. She’d occasionally wander up to the attic to “supervise” the renovations, usually in an outfit that left very little to the imagination, her eyes glinting as she watched Riley flirt with me. The rivalry between them was a palpable thing, a constant, low-level hum of competitive female energy that kept me permanently on edge.
Walker House was a tinderbox. And I was the idiot juggling matches in the middle of it.
It was a Tuesday morning, about two weeks into Ms. Hargrave’s thirty-day countdown. I’d made decent progress on her checklist – the faulty wiring was fixed, new smoke detectors were installed, and I’d even managed to repaint a couple of the common areas in a less offensive shade of beige.
But the list was still terrifyingly long. And the deadline loomed.
I was in the kitchen, gulping down a cup of coffee before heading up to the attic to install some much-needed insulation, when the doorbell rang.
Not just rang. It was more like an angry, insistent assault.
My heart sank. That had Ms. Hargrave written all over it.
I glanced at the clock. 8:15 a.m. Seriously? Did the woman ever sleep? “I’ll get it,” I called out, though I wasn’t sure who I was talking to. Mía was probably still asleep after whatever nocturnal adventures she’d embarked on. Riley was likely already live-streaming her morning beauty routine. And Katie… Katie was in the kitchen with me.
She’d come down a few minutes earlier, looking soft and sleepy in one of my old, oversized band t-shirts (Metallica, if I remembered correctly) that she’d adopted as a nightshirt. It fell to her mid-thighs, leaving her long, slender legs bare. Her hair was a tousled blonde cloud, her cheeks flushed with sleep.
She’d been making herself a cup of tea, her movements still a little languid, a little… sated, from our activities the night before.
The sight of her, so innocent and domestic in my kitchen, in my t-shirt, had sent a fresh wave of possessive tenderness through me.
And now, that idyllic morning-after moment was about to be shattered by the arrival of the She-Dragon of Housing Compliance. “Stay here,” I muttered to Katie, already moving towards the front door. “And maybe… put on some pants?” Her eyes widened. She looked down at her bare legs, then back at me, a blush staining her cheeks. “Oh. Right.” Too late.
I opened the front door to find Ms. Prudence Hargrave standing on my porch, her lips pursed, her clipboard clutched like a weapon of mass destruction. She was not alone. Flanking her were two burly, official-looking men in university maintenance uniforms.
Reinforcements. This was not good. “Mr. Walker,” she said, her voice devoid of any warmth or pleasantry. “We are here to conduct a follow-up safety inspection.” “A follow-up?” I echoed, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “But it’s only been two weeks. I thought I had thirty days.” “Circumstances have necessitated an expedited review, Mr. Walker.” Her gaze flicked past me, into the hallway. “May we come in?” It wasn’t a request.
I stepped aside, a sinking feeling in my gut. This felt like an ambush.
Ms. Hargrave marched into the hallway, her two henchmen following close behind. Her eyes, sharp and disapproving, immediately fell on Katie, who had emerged from the kitchen, still in my oversized t-shirt, her bare legs looking even longer and more conspicuous in the harsh morning light.
Katie froze, her eyes wide with alarm, her hand flying to the hem of the t-shirt, trying to tug it lower. It was a futile gesture. The Metallica logo stretched across her small breasts was practically a declaration of… something Ms. Hargrave would undoubtedly find highly inappropriate.
Ms. Hargrave’s nostrils flared. Her lips thinned into a razor-sharp line. If looks could kill, Katie and I would both be smoldering piles of ash on the hallway floor. “Well, well, Mr. Walker,” Ms. Hargrave said, her voice dripping with icy sarcasm. “It seems my concerns about the… living arrangements in this establishment were not unfounded.” Her gaze raked over Katie, from her tousled hair to her bare toes, lingering for an uncomfortably long moment on her legs. “Miss Brooks, is it?” Ms. Hargrave’s voice was deceptively soft, but with an underlying edge of steel. “Are those… pajamas you’re wearing? In the common area? At this hour?” Katie’s blush was so intense, I was afraid she might actually faint. She looked at me, her eyes pleading for rescue. “Katie was just… on her way to get dressed, Ms. Hargrave,” I interjected, trying to sound casual, authoritative. “She wasn’t expecting visitors so early.” “Evidently not.” Ms. Hargrave made another sharp, decisive tick on her clipboard. “Mr. Walker, the university has very clear guidelines regarding appropriate attire and conduct in student lodging. This… display,” she gestured vaguely towards Katie’s t-shirt and bare legs, “is hardly conducive to a safe and scholarly environment.” Display? It was a t-shirt. An oversized t-shirt. On a very pretty girl, admittedly. But hardly a public indecency. “I fail to see the problem, Ms. Hargrave,” I said, my own temper starting to fray. “Katie is in her own home. She’s comfortable.” “Comfortable, Mr. Walker? Or… inappropriately familiar?” Her eyes narrowed. “This is precisely the kind of situation that arises in improperly supervised, mixed-gender housing. It fosters an environment of… laxity. Of potential exploitation.” Exploitation? Was she accusing me of… The unspoken accusation hung in the air, ugly and poisonous.
Before I could formulate a suitably outraged response, Riley Carter chose that exact moment to make her entrance.
She descended the main staircase like a blonde Valkyrie, her phone held aloft, already live-streaming. She wore a tiny silk robe that barely skimmed her thighs, her platinum hair perfectly coiffed, her makeup flawless. “Morning, peeps!” she chirped into her phone, oblivious, or perhaps deliberately ignoring, the tense tableau in the hallway. “Queen Riley is up and ready to slay the day! And look who’s here! It’s our favorite housing inspector, Ms. Hard-Case herself! And she brought friends! Is this an intervention, Ethan? Did my plans for a hot tub in the attic finally push you over the edge?” Ms. Hargrave looked like she was about to have an aneurysm. Her face, already pale, went a sort of mottled, unhealthy purple. “Miss Carter!” she sputtered, her voice trembling with rage. “Are you… are you filming this?” “But of course, darling!” Riley beamed, turning her phone to capture Ms. Hargrave’s apoplectic expression. “My followers live for this kind of drama! #WalkerHouseWoes #HargraveTheHorrible #FreeTheAtticHotTub! This is ratings gold!” The two maintenance men behind Ms. Hargrave looked like they were trying very hard not to laugh.
I, on the other hand, felt like I was about to throw up.
This was a disaster. A complete, unmitigated, five-alarm, career-ending disaster.
My life, my house, my very tenuous grasp on sanity… it was all going up in flames.
Live. On the internet.
For thousands of Riley’s gleeful followers to witness.
Campus DILF, indeed.
More like Campus Doomed.
Ms. Hargrave, to her credit, possessed a will of iron. Or maybe it was just sheer, unadulterated fury. Despite Riley’s ongoing live-stream and her increasingly outrageous commentary (“Is that a new power suit, Hargrave? Working that ‘evil stepmother chic’ vibe, I see!”), the housing compliance officer managed to regain some semblance of composure.
Her face was still a alarming shade of puce, and her eye twitched ominously, but her voice, when she finally spoke, was cold enough to freeze hell over. Twice. “Mr. Walker,” she said, her voice trembling slightly, but with rage, not fear. “This… this circus is utterly unacceptable. Miss Carter’s behavior is unprofessional, disruptive, and a clear violation of tenant conduct policies, even if she isn’t officially a tenant yet, which, given this display, is increasingly unlikely.” Riley, far from being chastened, blew a kiss at her phone. “Did you hear that, guys? She called me unprofessional! Me! The queen of professionalism! The shade! The drama! #HargraveHatesFun.” “And as for you, Miss Brooks,” Ms. Hargrave’s laser gaze swiveled back to Katie, who looked like she was about to dissolve into a puddle of pure mortification. “Your state of undress in a common area, in the presence of male residents and university officials, is a serious breach of decorum. A very serious breach.” “It’s just a t-shirt,” I tried to interject, but Ms. Hargrave steamrollered right over me. “It is an oversized men’s t-shirt, Mr. Walker, worn with no discernible trousers or other appropriate lower-body covering. In mixed company. It is, frankly, an invitation to… misinterpretation.” Her eyes flicked to me, then back to Katie, the unspoken accusation hanging heavy and poisonous in the air.
Katie made a small, wounded sound, her hand still clutching the hem of the Metallica shirt as if it were her only lifeline. “I am issuing an official citation for indecent exposure and inappropriate attire, Miss Brooks,” Ms. Hargrave announced, her pen scratching furiously across her clipboard. “A copy will be sent to your student file and to your parents.” Katie’s eyes widened in horror. Her parents? Oh, this was bad. Mark would… Mark would understand, eventually. But her mother? From what little I remembered, Mrs. Brooks was a formidable woman. “And as for you, Mr. Walker,” Ms. Hargrave continued, her voice rising, “this entire situation – the clear lack of supervision, the inappropriate tenant conduct, the flagrant disregard for university housing standards – it is simply intolerable.” She ripped a sheet of paper from her clipboard with a flourish. “This is a formal warning, Mr. Walker. Consider your provisional license to be under extreme jeopardy. I will be recommending to the housing board that an emergency vote be scheduled to review the status of Walker House. And frankly, given what I have witnessed here today, I will be strongly advocating for its immediate and permanent revocation.” Revocation. The word hit me like a physical blow.
All my work. All my plans. All my money. Gone.
Because of a t-shirt. And a live-stream. And my own colossal stupidity. “You can’t do that,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’m addressing the compliance issues. I’m making repairs.” “Repairs are irrelevant, Mr. Walker, when the fundamental moral character of an establishment is so clearly compromised.” Her eyes, cold and hard, swept over the three of us – me, the bewildered landlord; Katie, the picture of shame and distress; and Riley, still defiantly filming, a small, triumphant smirk playing on her lips.
Even Mía, who had silently appeared at the top of the stairs during the tirade, her arms crossed, her expression unreadable, seemed to sense the gravity of the situation. The usual playful glint in her eyes was gone, replaced by a flicker of something that might have been… concern? Or maybe just curiosity about how this particular train wreck would unfold. “Ms. Hargrave,” I began, trying to reason with her, to salvage something from this rapidly imploding disaster.
But she held up a hand, silencing me. “I have seen enough, Mr. Walker. More than enough.” She turned to her two silent, burly henchmen. “Jenkins, Peterson. We’re leaving.” And with that, she spun on her heel and marched out of Walker House, her tweed-clad back a monument to righteous fury. Jenkins and Peterson, after one last, slightly bewildered look around, followed in her wake.
The front door slammed shut, the sound echoing through the suddenly silent house like a coffin lid.
Silence.
A heavy, stunned, and deeply uncomfortable silence.
Riley was the first to break it.
She finally lowered her phone, a thoughtful, almost predatory expression on her face. “Well,” she said, her voice a purr. “That was… even better than I expected. My engagement numbers are going to be through the roof. #HargraveMeltdown is already trending.” I just stared at her, speechless. My entire future, my financial stability, my one chance at a fresh start, was currently going up in flames, and all she could think about was her engagement numbers?
Katie, on the other hand, looked like she was about to shatter. Tears were streaming down her face now, silent, heartbroken tears. She was trembling, her small body wracked with sobs. “My parents…” she whispered, her voice choked. “They’re going to… they’re going to kill me.” And then, she did something that surprised me even more than Riley’s callousness.
She turned and fled.
Not to her room. But out the still-open front door. “Katie!” I yelled, lunging after her.
But she was too quick. By the time I reached the porch, she was already halfway down the street, a small, desolate figure in my oversized Metallica t-shirt, her blonde hair flying behind her.
Running. Away from me. Away from Walker House. Away from the disaster I had created. “Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the porch railing, the wood groaning in protest.
This was a nightmare. A complete and utter nightmare. “Well, that was dramatic,” Riley commented from the doorway, her phone once again raised, presumably capturing my moment of despair for her avid followers. “Girl’s got issues, huh?” I rounded on her, my own anger, my own fear, finally boiling over. “Turn that damn thing off, Riley!” I snarled, my voice a low, dangerous growl. “This isn’t a game! This isn’t content for your fucking stream! This is my life! And Katie’s! And you just made everything a thousand times worse!” Riley, for the first time since I’d met her, actually looked taken aback. Her smile faltered. The phone lowered slightly. “Hey,” she said, her voice losing some of its breezy confidence. “I was just… documenting. It’s what I do.” “Well, stop doing it!” I raked a hand through my hair, my mind racing. I had to find Katie. I had to talk to her. I had to… I didn’t even know what I had to do. But I couldn’t just let her run off like that. “Look, Ethan,” Riley said, her tone more conciliatory now. “I get that you’re stressed. But honestly? This Hargrave chick? She’s a bully. And what she did to Katie? That was messed up. All Katie did was wear a t-shirt.” “It’s not just about the t-shirt, Riley,” I said, my voice weary. “It’s about… everything. The mixed lodging. Me being unattached. The general impression that this place is… a den of iniquity.” Which, thanks to my own spectacular lapses in judgment, it was rapidly becoming. “So? What’s wrong with a little iniquity?” Mía’s voice, cool and amused, came from the top of the stairs. She descended slowly, a queen surveying her chaotic domain. She was dressed now, in another pair of ridiculously short shorts and a tight black tank top. “Life is boring without a little… spice, no, papi?” “This isn’t spice, Mía,” I said, my patience completely gone. “This is a five-alarm fire. And we’re all about to get burned.” “Speak for yourself, landlord.” Mía reached the bottom of the stairs, her eyes glinting. “I, for one, am enjoying the show.” I just stared at them. The two of them. So different, yet so… similar in their casual disregard for the consequences of their actions.
And Katie. Poor, terrified Katie. Out there somewhere, alone and upset.
I had to go after her. “I’m going to find Katie,” I said, my voice flat. “You two… just try not to burn the house down while I’m gone. Or get us all arrested. Whichever comes first.” And with that, I turned and strode out the front door, leaving Mía and Riley to their own devices in the increasingly chaotic circus that was Walker House.
My only thought was Katie.
I had to find her. I had to make this right.
Somehow.
It didn’t take long for Riley’s clip of Ms. Hargrave’s tirade – and Katie’s tearful flight – to go viral. Or at least, minor-campus-viral.
By the time I got back to Walker House later that afternoon (without Katie, who had apparently sought refuge with a sympathetic friend from one of her classes and was refusing to take my calls), the hashtag #FreeWalkerHouse was already trending on the university’s unofficial social media feeds.
Riley, with her influencer savvy, had edited the footage brilliantly, painting Ms. Hargrave as a comically villainous caricature, a power-mad bureaucrat on a moral crusade. Katie was portrayed as the innocent victim, a sweet, shy girl publicly shamed for the crime of… wearing a t-shirt.
And I? I was cast as the beleaguered but ultimately sympathetic Campus DILF, trying to protect his tenants from the tyranny of the university housing machine.
The comments sections were a predictable mix of outrage, amusement, and thirsty DMs directed at both Riley and, disturbingly, me. “Hargrave is a psycho! Leave those girls alone!” “OMG, Katie is so cute! Poor thing!” “Ethan can inspect my ‘safety features’ any day. #CampusDILF” “#FreeWalkerHouse! Down with Hargrave! Power to the students!” It was a PR nightmare. Or a PR triumph, depending on your perspective.
Riley, of course, was ecstatic. Her follower count had skyrocketed. She was already planning follow-up content, a “Walker House Defense Fund” (with a portion of the proceeds, she assured me, going towards actual house repairs), and a line of #FreeWalkerHouse merchandise.
Mía found the whole thing hilarious, occasionally translating the more colorful Spanish comments for Riley’s amusement, her eyes sparkling with a familiar, dangerous mischief.
I, on the other hand, felt like I was drowning.
The university administration would undoubtedly see the footage. Ms. Hargrave’s position would be solidified. My chances of keeping my license, already slim, were now probably nonexistent.
And Katie… Katie was still out there, hurt, confused, and probably convinced that I was the worst human being on the planet.
This wasn’t just a conflict beat.
This was a full-blown catastrophe.
And I had no idea how to fix it.
Walker House, my supposed sanctuary, my fresh start, felt more like a prison with every passing hour.
A very popular, very well-documented, and very, very doomed prison.




Chapter 9: Backyard Barbecue Blowjob

The #FreeWalkerHouse debacle, while a personal nightmare for me, had an unexpected side effect: it made us minor campus celebrities. Or at least, notorious.
Students would point and whisper as I walked by. Some offered sympathetic smiles. Others, mostly guys, gave me knowing winks and thumbs-ups, as if I were some kind of folk hero sticking it to the man. Or, more accurately, to the woman – Ms. Hargrave.
Riley, of course, milked the attention for all it was worth. Her streams were more popular than ever. She’d even started selling #FreeWalkerHouse t-shirts (featuring a very unflattering caricature of Ms. Hargrave and a surprisingly heroic-looking cartoon version of me, complete with a tool belt and a determined jawline). She promised a cut of the profits would go towards the “Walker House Renovation and Legal Defense Fund.” I hadn’t seen a dime yet, but hope springs eternal.
Mía, too, seemed to be enjoying the notoriety, her natural flamboyance amplified by the sudden spotlight. She’d adopted a new air of defiant glamour, her outfits even more outrageous, her flirting even more blatant.
The only one not reveling in our newfound fame was Katie.
She’d eventually returned to Walker House, a day after the Hargrave incident, looking pale and exhausted. She’d been staying with a friend, she mumbled, avoiding my eyes. She apologized for running off, for causing trouble.
I’d tried to reassure her, to tell her it wasn’t her fault. But the wall between us was back, higher and thicker than ever. She retreated into the Peach Palace, emerging only for classes or a quick, silent foray to the kitchen. The easy intimacy we’d shared, the fragile connection we’d forged, felt like a distant, impossible dream.
And it was killing me.
“We need to do something,” Riley announced one afternoon, a few days after the Hargrave incident. She, Mía, and I were in the kitchen. I was trying to fix a leaky dishwasher (another item on Hargrave’s list). Riley was sipping a smoothie and scrolling through her phone. Mía was painting her toenails a vibrant shade of fuchsia at the kitchen table, the acrid smell of nail polish mingling with the scent of mildew and despair. “Do something about what?” I grunted, wrestling with a stubborn water pipe. “The impending doom of my financial ruin? The fact that I’m now a reluctant internet meme? Or the army of spiders currently colonizing the basement?” “About our image, silly,” Riley said, not looking up from her phone. “We need to show the world – or at least, the Northridge University housing board – that Walker House isn’t some den of debauchery. That we’re a normal, happy, well-adjusted household.” I snorted. Normal? Happy? Well-adjusted? We were about as far from that as it was possible to be. “And how do you propose we do that, O Queen of Public Relations?” Mía drawled, waving her freshly painted toes in the air to dry. “A synchronized swimming routine in the campus fountain? A bake sale for endangered squirrels?” “A barbecue,” Riley declared, finally looking up, her blue eyes shining with inspiration. “A good old-fashioned, all-American backyard barbecue. We invite the neighbors, some of the nicer faculty members, maybe even a few carefully selected student leaders. We ply them with hot dogs and potato salad. We show them what a wholesome, welcoming environment Walker House can be.” A barbecue. The idea was so… normal, so suburban, it was almost laughable in the context of our current chaotic existence.
But… it wasn’t a terrible idea.
It might actually help. A bit of positive PR. A chance to show the community – and by extension, the housing board – that we weren’t the monsters Ms. Hargrave was painting us out to be. “It’s… not the worst plan I’ve ever heard,” I admitted, finally managing to tighten the recalcitrant pipe. Water sprayed everywhere. “Damn it.” Riley and Mía exchanged an amused glance. “Leave the plumbing to the professionals, landlord,” Mía said, her lips curving into a smirk. “You stick to what you’re good at. Like… looking ruggedly incompetent for Riley’s stream.” “Har har.” I grabbed a towel to mop up the water. “Okay, a barbecue. When?” “This Saturday,” Riley announced. “Gives us a few days to plan, to clean up the backyard – which, by the way, Ethan, is a certifiable jungle – and to, you know, practice our wholesome, welcoming smiles.” And so, Operation: Charm Offensive BBQ was launched.
The next few days were a flurry of activity. Riley, in her element, took charge of the guest list and the decorations (string lights, checkered tablecloths, a truly terrifying inflatable flamingo). Mía, surprisingly, volunteered to handle the music, promising a “tasteful and family-friendly” playlist (I had my doubts).
My job, in addition to the ongoing renovations and trying not to have a complete nervous breakdown, was to tame the backyard.
It was a monumental task. Years of neglect had turned it into a dense, overgrown wilderness. But with the help of a rented brush hog and several gallons of sweat and determination, I managed to clear a decent-sized patch of lawn, revealing a surprisingly sturdy, if somewhat dilapidated, stone patio.
I even unearthed an old, rust-covered barbecue grill from the depths of the garage, a relic from a bygone era of suburban cookouts. After a lot of scrubbing and a new propane tank, it looked almost… usable.
As Saturday approached, a strange thing happened. A fragile, tentative sense of camaraderie began to develop between the three of us. Working together, even on something as potentially disastrous as this barbecue, seemed to lower some of the barriers.
Riley was still Riley, a whirlwind of self-promotion and shameless flirting. Mía was still Mía, a sultry, provocative enigma.
But there were moments. Moments when Riley would offer a genuinely helpful suggestion about the party layout. Moments when Mía would actually laugh at one of my bad jokes. Moments when the three of us would find ourselves sharing a pizza on the porch after a long day of work, the usual tension replaced by a comfortable, companionable silence.
It was… nice. Almost normal.
If only Katie had been a part of it.
But she remained a ghost, a silent, reproachful presence in the house. She’d politely decline any invitation to help with the barbecue preparations, murmuring something about studying, her eyes always avoiding mine.
The distance between us was a constant ache in my chest.
Saturday dawned bright and sunny, a perfect autumn day. The backyard, while still a bit rough around the edges, looked almost… inviting. The inflatable flamingo, I had to admit, added a certain kitschy charm.
Riley and Mía were in their element, flitting around, setting up tables, arranging flowers (or, in Mía’s case, artfully draping herself over a lawn chair in a tiny bikini, “soaking up the pre-party ambiance,” as she put it).
I manned the grill, feeling a strange sense of… domesticity. Flipping burgers, basting chicken, the smell of barbecue smoke mingling with the crisp autumn air.
The first guests began to arrive around noon. A few of the friendlier neighbors, curious about the new owner of the infamous Walker House. A couple of younger faculty members from the university, looking slightly bewildered but intrigued. And a handful of students, mostly friends of Riley’s, drawn by the promise of free food and potential drama.
To my surprise, it wasn’t a complete disaster.
People mingled. They ate. They even seemed to be… enjoying themselves.
Riley, the consummate hostess, charmed everyone, her laughter echoing through the backyard. Mía, despite her earlier claims of a “family-friendly” playlist, had somehow managed to sneak in a selection of sultry Latin rhythms that had a surprising number of the older faculty members attempting to salsa on the patio.
Even I found myself relaxing a little, drawn into the unexpectedly festive atmosphere. I chatted with a friendly English professor about classic literature. I commiserated with a harried-looking chemistry teacher about the joys of home renovation. I even managed to make a couple of the students laugh with one of my terrible puns.
For a few hours, Walker House almost felt like a normal, happy home.
Almost.
The only shadow over the proceedings was Katie’s absence.
She hadn’t emerged from her room all day. I’d knocked on her door earlier, told her the barbecue was starting, that she was welcome to join us.
She’d just mumbled something about not feeling well.
My heart ached for her. For the lost connection. For the pain I’d caused her.
But there was nothing I could do. Not now. Not with a backyard full of guests and the ever-present threat of Ms. Hargrave looming.
The party was in full swing. Music played. Laughter filled the air. The sun shone.
And then, Riley Carter decided it was time to take things to the next level.
She’d been flitting around me all afternoon, her hand brushing mine a little too often, her blue eyes sparkling with a mischievous, predatory glint. I’d been trying to maintain a professional distance, acutely aware of the curious gazes of our guests, of the potential for further scandal.
But Riley was not a woman easily deterred. “Ethan,” she purred, sidling up to me as I was trying to wrestle a particularly stubborn burger off the grill. She was wearing a tiny white sundress that left very little to the imagination, her blonde hair piled on top of her head in a messy, sexy bun. “You look stressed, darling. All this responsibility. All these… people.” Her hand landed on my arm, her fingers tracing a slow, deliberate path up my bicep. “Why don’t you let me help you… relax a little?” she murmured, her voice a low, husky invitation. Her eyes flicked towards the shadowy area behind the garage, a secluded spot hidden from the main party by a tangle of overgrown rose bushes.
My breath caught. I knew that look. I knew that tone.
This was not about helping me relax. This was about… something else entirely. “Riley,” I began, trying to sound firm, to inject a note of landlordly authority.
But she just smiled, a slow, knowing smile that made my insides clench. “Come on, Ethan,” she whispered, her fingers tightening on my arm. “Just for a few minutes. A little… private consultation. About the… ahem… structural integrity of the garage.” She tugged gently, insistently.
And like a fool, like a man completely devoid of willpower or common sense, I let her lead me.
Away from the party. Away from the prying eyes.
Towards the shadows.
Towards a whole new level of trouble.
The area behind the garage was cool and quiet, a world away from the noise and laughter of the barbecue. The scent of roses, heavy and sweet, hung in the air.
Riley turned to face me, her back against the rough wooden wall of the garage. Her blue eyes were dark, luminous, filled with a blatant, unapologetic hunger. “So,” she whispered, her voice a silken caress. “About that structural integrity…” And then, before I could say a word, before I could even process what was happening, she was on her knees in front of me.
Her hands went to the zipper of my jeans.
My mind reeled. This was happening. Here. Now. In broad daylight, with a backyard full of people just a few yards away. “Riley, wait…” I managed, my voice a hoarse croak.
But she just looked up at me, her eyes blazing, a fierce, predatory smile on her lips. “No waiting, landlord,” she purred. “Queen Riley doesn’t like to wait.” And then, her mouth closed over me.
Her mouth was hot. Wet. And incredibly skilled.
My cock, already half-hard from her earlier teasing, sprang to full, throbbing attention as her lips and tongue went to work.
She took all of me, her throat muscles working, her blonde hair brushing against my thighs. Her eyes were closed, her expression one of intense, focused concentration.
This wasn’t the hesitant, innocent exploration I’d shared with Katie. This was a masterclass. A performance.
And Riley Carter was a goddamn virtuoso.
My hands fisted in her hair, not gently. A low groan escaped my lips. The sounds of the party – the music, the laughter, the clatter of plates – seemed to fade into a distant hum. All I could hear was Riley’s soft, wet suckling, all I could feel was the incredible, relentless pleasure of her mouth on my cock.
This was insane. Reckless. Stupid.
We could be caught at any moment.
But the risk, the sheer audacity of it, only seemed to heighten the arousal.
Riley moaned around me, a low, guttural sound, her hips starting to sway in a slow, hypnotic rhythm. She knew exactly what she was doing. Knew exactly how to drive a man to the brink of madness.
And then, just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, just when I was about to lose myself completely in the searing heat of her mouth, a new voice purred from the entrance to our secluded alcove. “Well, well, papi. Having a little private party back here? And you didn’t invite Mía?” My head snapped up.
Mía Sánchez stood there, leaning against the rose bushes, her arms crossed, a knowing, predatory smirk on her lips. She wore a tiny string bikini top and a sarong that was tied so low on her hips it looked like it might fall off with the slightest breeze. Her dark eyes glittered with amusement and something else… hunger.
Riley didn’t stop. Didn’t even falter. She just continued her ministrations, her eyes still closed, as if Mía’s arrival was the most natural thing in the world. “There’s always room for one more at Queen Riley’s table, darling,” Riley murmured around my cock, her voice a husky invitation. She opened her eyes then, her blue gaze locking with Mía’s dark one over the top of my rapidly stiffening erection.
A silent challenge passed between them. A spark of rivalry. And an undeniable, electrifying current of shared desire.
Mía’s smirk widened. “Is that so?” She sauntered into our little hideaway, her hips swaying with that familiar, mesmerizing rhythm. She stopped beside Riley, her gaze fixed on my cock, still disappearing rhythmically into Riley’s talented mouth. “He is… rather impressive, no?” Mía commented, her voice a low, smoky purr. “Perhaps you need a little… assistance, rubia? Two heads are always better than one, especially when it comes to… appreciating the finer things in life.” Riley chuckled, a wet, throaty sound. She pulled back from my cock for a moment, her lips glistening, her eyes shining with a reckless, triumphant light. “Be my guest, darling. But try not to get too greedy. Queen Riley always gets her fill.” And then, Mía knelt beside her.
Two of them.
Kneeling before me.
My mind struggled to process the reality of it. This wasn’t a fantasy. This wasn’t a dream. This was happening.
Mía’s dark hair mingled with Riley’s platinum blonde as they both focused their attention on my throbbing cock.
Mía’s tongue, hot and wet and surprisingly agile, darted out, tracing the sensitive underside of my shaft. A jolt of pure, unadulterated pleasure shot through me, so intense it almost buckled my knees.
Riley, not to be outdone, took the head of my cock back into her mouth, her lips creating an incredible, relentless suction.
It was… overwhelming. Too much. Almost unbearable.
My hands fisted in their hair, one in blonde, one in dark. I was lost. Drowning in a sea of sensation.
Their mouths worked in tandem, a symphony of wet, hot, relentless pleasure. Riley’s deep, practiced suction. Mía’s quick, teasing licks. Sometimes they’d take turns, one suckling while the other kissed and licked my balls. Sometimes they’d work together, their lips and tongues creating a maelstrom of sensation that threatened to send me over the edge in seconds.
I was groaning now, openly, shamelessly. The sounds of the party were a distant, irrelevant buzz. My world had narrowed to this. To the two beautiful, voracious women at my feet, their mouths working magic on my aching cock. “He likes that, rubia,” Mía purred, her voice muffled. “See how he trembles?” “Queen Riley always knows what a man likes,” Riley retorted, her voice equally indistinct.
Their competitive energy, their blatant, unapologetic desire, was an incredible turn-on. This wasn’t just about pleasing me. This was about them. About their rivalry. About their own pleasure in the act.
And I was the lucky bastard caught in the middle.
I was close. So close. The pressure in my loins was building to an unbearable intensity. “I’m… I’m going to…” I gasped, my hips starting to buck. “Not yet, papi,” Mía murmured, her tongue doing something incredible to the sensitive head of my cock. “Queen Riley decides when you come,” Riley added, her throat muscles working, taking me deeper than I thought possible.
They were toying with me. Drawing it out. Pushing me to the brink, then pulling me back, only to push me there again.
It was exquisite torture.
And then, just as I thought I couldn’t hold on any longer, just as my vision was starting to tunnel and my legs were starting to shake, a small, hesitant voice cut through the haze of lust. “Ethan?” My eyes snapped open.
Katie.
She stood at the entrance to our secluded alcove, her eyes wide with a mixture of shock, horror, and… something else. Something that looked disturbingly like… curiosity.
She was still wearing her oversized cardigan, but she’d changed into jeans. Her hair was pulled back in that familiar, neat braid. She clutched a paper plate with a half-eaten hot dog in one hand.
Riley and Mía froze, their heads still bent over my very exposed, very erect cock.
The silence that followed was deafening, broken only by the distant sounds of the party and my own ragged, horrified breathing.
Oh, God. No. Not like this.
Katie’s gaze dropped from my face, down my body, to the two women kneeling at my feet. To my cock, still glistening, still throbbing, in their midst.
Her face went pale. Deathly pale. The paper plate slipped from her nerveless fingers, the hot dog rolling unheeded into the dirt. “Oh,” she whispered, her voice a tiny, broken sound. “Oh, my.” Riley was the first to recover. She pulled back from my cock, a slow, deliberate movement, her blue eyes glinting with a mixture of annoyance and amusement. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, a gesture that was both casual and incredibly provocative. “Well, well,” Riley said, her voice dripping honey. “Look who decided to join the party. Come on in, little mouse. There’s plenty of… landlord… to go around.” Mía, too, pulled back, her dark eyes fixed on Katie, a slow, predatory smile spreading across her face. “Sí, querida. Don’t be shy. We were just… admiring the local architecture.” Katie just stared, her eyes wide, her face a mask of shock and dawning comprehension.
This was a disaster. A catastrophe. My carefully constructed world, already teetering on the brink, had just imploded. “Katie,” I began, my voice a hoarse croak. “This isn’t… it’s not what it looks like.” Lame. So incredibly, pathetically lame. Even to my own ears.
But what else could I say?
Katie didn’t respond. She just continued to stare, her gaze flicking from my exposed cock to Riley’s smug face, to Mía’s amused smirk, then back to me.
And then, to my utter astonishment, she did something completely unexpected.
She took a step forward.
Then another.
Slowly, hesitantly, as if drawn by an invisible force, she walked into our secluded alcove.
She stopped a few feet away, her gaze still fixed on my cock. Her cheeks were flushed, her lips slightly parted.
The air crackled with a new, even more intense, even more dangerous kind of tension. “What… what are you doing?” Katie whispered, her voice barely audible. “Just a little… afternoon delight, darling,” Riley purred, her eyes gleaming. “Want to join us? Ethan here seems to have an endless supply of… enthusiasm.” Mía chuckled, a low, smoky sound. “Sí. He is very… generous, our landlord.” Katie’s gaze lifted to mine. Her eyes were filled with a confusing, intoxicating mixture of fear, curiosity, and a dawning, reckless desire that mirrored what I’d seen in her own room, during the thunderstorm, just before… Oh, God.
This couldn’t be happening.
But it was. “Katie…” I began, my voice pleading.
But she wasn’t looking at me anymore. Her gaze was fixed back on my cock.
She took another hesitant step forward.
And then, to my utter, absolute, mind-blowing shock, she knelt.
Beside Riley. Beside Mía.
Her eyes, wide and luminous, met mine. “Can I…?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Can I… try?” The world tilted on its axis. Again.
Riley and Mía exchanged a look. A look of pure, unadulterated, triumphant glee. “But of course, little mouse,” Riley purred. “The more the merrier, right, Ethan?” I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t even breathe.
This was beyond anything I could have imagined. Beyond any fantasy. Beyond any semblance of sanity.
Katie’s small, trembling hand reached out. Her fingers, so delicate, so hesitant, brushed against the head of my cock.
A jolt of pure, unadulterated electricity shot through me, so intense it made my vision blur.
Her touch was like fire. Like ice. Like nothing I’d ever felt before.
She looked up at me, her eyes wide, questioning. Seeking permission. Seeking… something.
And in that moment, looking down at the three of them – Riley, the confident, experienced queen; Mía, the sultry, provocative brat; and Katie, the shy, innocent virgin, her eyes filled with a dawning, reckless curiosity – something inside me broke.
Or maybe, something was finally set free.
All the guilt. All the shame. All the fear.
It all just… vanished.
Replaced by a raw, primal, overwhelming wave of pure, unadulterated lust.
And a sense of power so profound, so absolute, it was almost terrifying. “Yes, Katie,” I heard myself say, my voice a low, guttural growl I barely recognized as my own. “Yes, you can try.” A tiny, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips.
And then, she leaned forward.
And her mouth, so soft, so innocent, so unbelievably sweet, closed over the head of my cock.
It was… indescribable.
Her touch was hesitant at first. Unsure. Inexperienced.
But there was an eagerness there. A curiosity. A willingness to learn.
Riley and Mía, sensing a shift in the dynamic, a new level of… depravity, perhaps, seemed to redouble their own efforts.
It was a three-pronged assault. A symphony of mouths. A maelstrom of sensation.
Katie, bless her innocent heart, was clearly out of her depth. But she was trying. Oh, God, was she trying. Her small, tentative licks, her shy, inexperienced suckling, it was an entirely different kind of pleasure. Softer. Sweeter. And in its own way, even more intoxicating.
I was lost. Utterly, completely lost. My hands were tangled in their hair – blonde, dark, and honey-blonde. My hips were bucking, my body a mindless vessel of pure sensation.
I could feel myself building again, faster this time, the pleasure more intense, more overwhelming than before.
This was it. The point of no return. “I’m… I’m going to come,” I gasped, my voice a strangled cry.
Riley and Mía, professionals that they were, seemed to sense it too. They pulled back slightly, their eyes gleaming, their lips swollen and glistening.
But Katie… Katie didn’t stop.
She just looked up at me, her eyes wide, innocent, and filled with a dawning, reckless excitement.
And then, she took all of me.
Her small mouth, her inexperienced throat, working with a desperate, surprising strength.
And as I exploded, as my hot, thick seed flooded her mouth, her innocent, virgin mouth, her eyes never left mine.
They were filled with a mixture of shock, surprise, and a dawning, undeniable, and utterly, completely, devastatingly arousing… triumph.
She swallowed. Every last drop.
And then, she smiled.
A slow, shy, incredibly beautiful smile.
The world shattered.
I collapsed against the rough wooden wall of the garage, my legs trembling, my body spent, my mind a complete and utter blank.
Silence descended again. A different kind of silence this time. Not awkward. Not tense.
But… sated.
And filled with a dawning, terrifying, and exhilarating sense of… possibility.
Riley was the first to speak.
She let out a low, appreciative whistle. “Well, damn, little mouse,” she said, her voice filled with genuine admiration. “You’re a natural.” Katie blushed, a furious, all-consuming blush that made her look even more adorable. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, her eyes still shining.
Mía, too, looked impressed. “Sí, querida,” she purred. “You have… hidden talents.” Katie just giggled, a soft, happy sound that made my heart ache.
And then, the three of them looked at each other.
Riley. Mía. Katie.
The queen. The brat. The virgin.
And in that moment, something shifted. Something… clicked.
A look passed between them. A look of shared experience. Of shared… something.
Riley grinned, a wide, genuine grin. “You know,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I think this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.” Mía nodded, her own smile surprisingly warm. “Sí. Perhaps Walker House isn’t so bad after all.” Katie just beamed, her face alight with a happiness so pure, so radiant, it almost blinded me.
And then, Riley threw her arms around Mía and Katie, pulling them into a spontaneous group hug. “Walker House Sisters!” Riley declared, her voice filled with a boisterous, infectious joy. “Hermanas de Walker!” Mía echoed, laughing.
Katie just giggled again, her face buried in Riley’s blonde hair, her small body trembling with a happiness that was almost palpable.
And I, Ethan Walker, the bewildered, shell-shocked Campus DILF, just watched them.
My three girls.
My Walker House Sisters.
My beautiful, complicated, terrifying, and utterly, completely, irrevocably irresistible… harem.
My life was a goddamn mess.
My future was uncertain.
Ms. Hargrave was probably already sharpening her pitchfork.
But in that moment, watching those three incredible, impossible girls laughing and hugging in the dappled sunlight behind my garage, none of it mattered.
All that mattered was them.
And the terrifying, exhilarating, and undeniably wonderful journey that lay ahead.
Walker House.
My home.
Their home.
And somehow, some way, we were going to make it work.
Together.




Chapter 10: License Showdown

The “Walker House Sisters,” as they’d dubbed themselves after the… eventful barbecue, were a force to be reckoned with.
The dynamic in the house had shifted, subtly but significantly. The rivalry between Mía and Riley hadn’t vanished, but it was now tempered with a grudging respect, a shared sense of camaraderie. They were like two lionesses who’d finally figured out they were hunting the same prey – me – and decided that cooperation might be more effective (and a lot more fun) than outright competition.
And Katie… Katie was a revelation.
The shy, timid girl who’d hidden behind her textbooks was slowly, tentatively, emerging from her shell. The experience behind the garage, as shocking and unexpected as it had been, seemed to have unlocked something within her. A newfound confidence. A dawning awareness of her own desires, her own power.
She still blushed easily. She still had moments of heartbreaking innocence. But there was a new spark in her eyes, a new boldness in her demeanor. She’d meet my gaze now, a shy, secret smile playing on her lips. She’d find excuses to touch my hand, her fingers lingering for a fraction of a second too long, sending shivers down my spine.
Our nights together in the Peach Palace became even more intense, more exploratory. She was an eager student, and I, a more than willing teacher.
It was a dangerous, intoxicating dance we were all engaged in. A dance on the edge of a volcano.
Because while the Walker House Sisters were bonding and blooming, Ms. Prudence Hargrave was sharpening her knives.
The #FreeWalkerHouse hashtag, while amusing to some, had apparently not amused the university administration. Or Ms. Hargrave.
A few days after the barbecue, a certified letter arrived. Formal. Official. And dripping with bureaucratic menace.
It informed me, in no uncertain terms, that an emergency meeting of the Northridge University Housing Board had been scheduled for the following week. The sole item on the agenda: the immediate and permanent revocation of Walker House’s student lodging license.
My blood ran cold. This was it. The showdown.
Hargrave wasn’t just threatening anymore. She was making her move.
And she wasn’t pulling any punches.
The next morning, a new wave of posters appeared all over campus. Professionally printed. Glossy. And utterly damning.
They featured a grainy, unflattering photo of me, probably taken from Riley’s stream, looking stressed and disheveled. Alongside it were carefully selected, out-of-context quotes from the #FreeWalkerHouse comments section – the lewd ones, the ones that painted me as a predatory DILF running a campus brothel.
The headline, in big, bold letters, screamed: “IS THIS MAN ENDANGERING OUR STUDENTS? PROTECT NORTHRIDGE VALUES! SHUT DOWN WALKER HOUSE!” It was a smear campaign, pure and simple. Vicious. Effective. And undoubtedly orchestrated by Ms. Hargrave.
The mood in Walker House plummeted.
Riley was furious, her usual breezy confidence replaced by a cold, hard anger. “That shriveled old harpy!” she seethed, pacing the kitchen like a caged tigress. “How dare she use my followers’ comments against us! This is slander! Defamation! I’ll sue her ass off!” Mía, for once, wasn’t smirking. Her dark eyes were narrowed, her lips a thin, angry line. “This is not good, papi,” she said, her voice unusually serious. “This woman, she plays dirty.” Katie was devastated. She saw one of the posters near the campus library and came back to the house in tears, convinced that her life was ruined, that her parents would disown her, that she’d be expelled from Northridge before she’d even finished her first semester.
Seeing her so distraught, so broken, ignited a new kind of fire in me.
The guilt, the shame, the fear – it was all still there. But now, it was overlaid with a cold, hard rage.
Hargrave wanted a fight? Fine. She’d get one.
She thought she could destroy me, destroy Walker House, with her lies and her manipulations?
She had no idea who she was dealing with.
I wasn’t just some hapless, DILF landlord anymore. I was Ethan Walker. And I’d spent twenty years in the cutthroat world of cyber-security, dealing with hackers, scammers, and corporate sharks who would eat Ms. Hargrave for breakfast and still have room for dessert.
It was time to unleash the old Ethan. The one who knew how to fight back. The one who knew how to win. “Alright, ladies,” I said, my voice calm, steady, but with an undercurrent of steel that made them all stop and look at me. “Hargrave wants to play dirty? Fine. We can play dirty too. But we’re also going to play smart.” I spent the rest of that day locked in my makeshift office (a corner of the dusty dining room), my laptop open, my fingers flying across the keyboard.
My IT mojo, as the original book outline had called it. It had been dormant for too long. It was time to wake it up.
If Hargrave wanted to talk about safety and compliance, fine. I’d give her safety and compliance. In spades.
First, the house itself. I went through Hargrave’s pre-compliance checklist with a fine-toothed comb, item by painstaking item.
Faulty wiring? I’d already had the electricians in. I had the receipts. The certifications.
Insufficient fire extinguishers? I’d bought a dozen new ones, industrial grade. They were installed, tagged, and up to code.
Inappropriate decor? Subjective. But I could at least show progress.
Lack of clearly posted house rules? That, I could fix. Immediately.
I drafted a comprehensive set of Walker House Rules and Regulations. Clear. Concise. Covering everything from quiet hours and guest policies to fire safety procedures and emergency contact information. I even included a clause about “respectful and appropriate attire in common areas,” a direct jab at Hargrave’s obsession with Katie’s t-shirt.
I printed it out in a large, easy-to-read font and posted it prominently in the front hallway.
Next, the tenants. Hargrave was trying to paint us as a den of iniquity, a hotbed of illicit activity.
Fine. I’d show her a model of responsible student housing.
I created a secure online portal for Walker House. Each tenant would have their own login. They could use it to submit maintenance requests, pay rent, access house documents (like those lovely new rules and regulations), and even communicate with each other via a secure internal messaging system.
Overkill? Absolutely. But it looked professional. It looked organized. It looked… compliant.
And then, the masterstroke. Digital key logs.
I still had some old security hardware from my previous life, a few smart locks and sensors I’d been tinkering with for a home automation project that never got off the ground.
It took me most of the night, fueled by copious amounts of coffee and a burning desire to wipe the smug smirk off Ms. Hargrave’s face, but I got it working.
I replaced the old, clunky locks on the front and back doors with new smart locks, controllable via keypad codes or smartphone app. Each tenant would be issued a unique access code. Every entry and exit would be logged, timestamped, and securely stored.
No more arguments about curfews. No more unsubstantiated accusations about who was coming and going at what hour.
Just cold, hard, irrefutable data.
By the time the sun began to creep over the horizon, painting the sky in shades of bruised purple and reluctant orange, I was exhausted. But I was also… exhilarated.
I had a plan. I had ammunition.
I printed out everything. The compliance checklist, with my detailed notes and receipts for every completed item. The newly drafted house rules. Screenshots of the secure online portal. And a sample of the digital key log report, looking official and impressively technical.
It was a mountain of paperwork. A beautiful, glorious mountain of bureaucratic Kryptonite, designed to stop Ms. Hargrave in her tweed-clad tracks.
I felt like a general preparing for battle. My weapons weren’t swords and shields, but spreadsheets and server logs.
And I was ready.
Let her bring on her housing board. Let her make her accusations.
I had a few surprises of my own in store for Ms. Prudence Hargrave.
Walker House wasn’t going down without a fight.
And neither was its landlord.
The Campus DILF was about to get his geek on.
And it was going to be epic.
The next morning, I emerged from my makeshift office, bleary-eyed but armed with a formidable stack of documents and a renewed sense of purpose. I felt like I’d aged ten years overnight, but also like I’d finally found my footing in this chaotic new life.
The girls were already in the kitchen, an unusual sight for that early hour. Even Mía, who usually didn’t surface before noon, was there, looking surprisingly alert, if a little pale under her usual tan.
They all looked up as I entered, their expressions a mixture of concern and curiosity. “Morning, sunshine,” Riley chirped, though her usual breezy confidence was a little subdued. “You look like you wrestled a bear. And lost.” “Something like that,” I grunted, heading straight for the coffee maker. “Just preparing for war.” I spread my newly printed arsenal across the kitchen table: the annotated compliance checklist, the Walker House Rules and Regulations, the screenshots of the tenant portal, the sample key log report.
The girls gathered around, their eyes widening as they took in the sheer volume of paperwork. “Madre de Dios, Ethan,” Mía breathed, picking up the key log report with a red-tipped finger. “What is all this?” “This,” I announced, taking a long, fortifying gulp of coffee, “is how we fight back. This is how we show Ms. Hargrave, and the housing board, that Walker House is not some den of iniquity, but a safe, secure, and professionally managed student lodging.” I walked them through it, page by page. Explained the smart locks, the tenant portal, the documented compliance with every single item on Hargrave’s ridiculous checklist.
As I spoke, I saw a change come over them. The fear and uncertainty in their eyes began to be replaced by something else. Respect. Admiration. And a dawning, fierce determination. “Wow, Ethan,” Katie said, her voice soft with awe. She was tracing the Walker House logo I’d designed for the top of the Rules and Regulations page. “You did all this… overnight?” “Cyber-security skills come in handy sometimes,” I said with a shrug, though a warmth spread through my chest at her obvious admiration. The praise kink was still very much active, it seemed. And damn if it didn’t feel good. “So, what’s the plan, boss?” Riley asked, her blue eyes sparkling with a new, focused energy. The influencer queen was gone, replaced by a surprisingly shrewd strategist. “How do we use this to crush Hargrave into a fine, tweed-flavored powder?” “The board meeting is in three days,” I said. “I’ll present all of this. Show them that we’re not just meeting their standards, we’re exceeding them. That Walker House is a model of modern, secure student housing.” “But will it be enough?” Mía asked, her usual smirk replaced by a thoughtful frown. “This Hargrave woman, she seems to have a personal vendetta against you, papi. Against us.” “It might not be,” I admitted. “She’s playing dirty. Those posters… they’re designed to sway public opinion, to prejudice the board before I even get a chance to speak.” “So, we fight fire with fire,” Riley declared, her eyes gleaming. “We launch our own PR campaign. #SupportWalkerHouse. #EthanForPresident. We can do testimonials! Get some of the barbecue guests to say what a lovely time they had!” “And we make the house look… perfect,” Katie added, her voice surprisingly firm. “If she’s going to inspect again, we make sure there’s not a single speck of dust for her to complain about.” “We can repaint the common areas!” Riley jumped in. “Something bright and cheerful. Not that depressing beige you were considering, Ethan. No offense.” “None taken.” I was actually starting to feel a glimmer of hope. These girls… they were incredible. “And I will bake cookies!” Mía announced, a mischievous glint returning to her eyes. “My abuela’s secret recipe. So good, they will make the old bruja forget all her evil plans.” Cookies. Repainting. A counter-PR campaign.
It was a long shot. But it was something.
And for the first time in days, I didn’t feel quite so alone in this fight.
The next three days were a whirlwind of activity, a blur of paint fumes, cookie dough, and surprisingly effective teamwork.
The Walker House Sisters, as they now officially called themselves, threw themselves into the effort with a passion and energy that astounded me.
Riley, armed with her phone and an inexhaustible supply of charm, became our de facto PR manager. She organized a #SupportWalkerHouse social media blitz, complete with artfully edited video testimonials from satisfied (and slightly bewildered) barbecue guests. She even designed a new Walker House logo – a cool, stylized Victorian house with a friendly, winking ghost in the window – which she immediately slapped onto a new line of merchandise.
Mía, true to her word, took over the kitchen. The scent of cinnamon, chocolate, and something vaguely exotic and delicious filled the house, a welcome change from the usual aroma of dust and despair. Her cookies, when they emerged from the ancient oven, were indeed magical. Even I, not usually a sweets guy, found myself sneaking seconds. And thirds.
And Katie… Katie was a revelation.
The shy, quiet girl transformed into a focused, determined whirlwind of cleaning and organizing. She scrubbed floors, polished furniture, and waged war on cobwebs with a ferocity that would have made a drill sergeant proud. She even tackled the overgrown front garden, unearthing a surprisingly charming rose bush from beneath a tangle of weeds.
The three of them decided to repaint the main hallway and the downstairs parlor, the areas Ms. Hargrave was most likely to scrutinize. Riley, of course, chose the color – a vibrant, cheerful yellow that she swore would “radiate positive energy and repel bad vibes.” I wasn’t entirely convinced about the color – it was a little… loud – but I was in no position to argue.
The painting itself was an exercise in chaotic, flirty, and surprisingly effective teamwork.
They donned old t-shirts (mine, mostly, which led to a whole new level of distracting awareness on my part) and paint-splattered shorts, their laughter echoing through the old house.
There were paint fights, obviously. Riley, predictably, started it, flicking a loaded brush at Mía. Mía, just as predictably, retaliated with a well-aimed smear of yellow across Riley’s cheek.
Soon, all three of them were covered in paint, their hair streaked with yellow, their faces smudged, their laughter infectious.
Even Katie got in on the act, a rare, genuine smile lighting up her face as she dabbed a playful spot of paint on Mía’s nose.
I tried to stay out of it, focusing on more “manly” tasks like patching drywall and fixing a loose banister. But it was hard to ignore the sheer, unadulterated joy radiating from that paint-splattered trio.
And, inevitably, I got dragged in. “Ethan! Papi! Come help us with this high bit!” Mía called, gesturing towards a section of wall near the ceiling that none of them could quite reach.
I climbed the ladder, paintbrush in hand, acutely aware of three pairs of eyes watching my every move.
And, of course, Riley’s phone, live-streaming the whole thing. “Look at him, guys!” Riley narrated. “Campus DILF to the rescue! Those shoulders! That concentration! Is it hot in here, or is it just our landlord?” I gritted my teeth and tried to focus on the painting. But it was hard, with Mía “helpfully” steadying the ladder by gripping my thigh, her fingers tracing a little too close to my groin for comfort. And Riley offering a running commentary on my painting technique, interspersed with not-so-subtle remarks about my ass in these jeans.
And Katie… Katie just watched, a small, secret smile playing on her lips, her eyes filled with an expression that made my stomach do a series of complicated gymnastic routines.
At one point, as I was reaching for a particularly high spot, I felt a wet, cool sensation on my back.
I turned to see Riley, a paintbrush in her hand, an innocent, “who, me?” expression on her face. “Oops,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “My hand slipped.” “Oh, did it now?” I growled, a mock-ferocious expression on my face.
And before I knew what I was doing, I’d dipped my own brush in the paint can and lunged.
The next few minutes were a blur of yellow paint, shrieks of laughter, and surprisingly agile dodging maneuvers.
I ended up with paint in my hair, on my face, down my shirt. So did they.
We were all a mess. A laughing, breathless, paint-splattered mess.
And for the first time in what felt like an eternity, I felt… happy.
Genuinely, uncomplicatedly happy.
Standing there in my disaster of a house, surrounded by these three incredible, impossible girls, covered in canary-yellow paint, I felt a sense of belonging, of camaraderie, that I hadn’t felt in years.
Maybe, just maybe, we could actually pull this off.
Maybe Walker House wasn’t doomed after all.
As the day of the housing board meeting approached, the atmosphere in the house grew more tense, more focused.
The painting was finished. The common areas, while still a bit chaotic, looked brighter, cleaner, more welcoming.
Mía’s cookies were baked, a mountain of them, ready to be deployed as a weapon of mass deliciousness.
My presentation was polished, my documents organized, my arguments rehearsed.
We’d done everything we could.
Now, all that was left was to face the music.
Or, in this case, Ms. Prudence Hargrave and the assembled might of the Northridge University Housing Board.
The night before the meeting, none of us slept much.
Riley paced the attic, live-streaming her anxieties to her followers, who offered a flood of supportive comments and #FreeWalkerHouse emojis.
Mía chain-smoked clove cigarettes on the back porch, her usual bravado replaced by a quiet, nervous energy.
Katie and I found ourselves in the kitchen, sharing a pot of chamomile tea, the silence between us comfortable now, filled with a shared anticipation, a shared fear. “Are you scared, Ethan?” she asked, her voice a soft whisper in the pre-dawn stillness.
I looked at her, at her wide, trusting eyes, at the way the faint morning light caught the gold flecks in her hair.
And I told her the truth. “Terrified,” I admitted. “But… also, a little bit excited.” She smiled, a small, brave smile. “Me too.” She reached across the table, her small hand covering mine. Her touch was warm, reassuring. “We’re going to be okay, Ethan,” she said, her voice filled with a quiet confidence that surprised me. “No matter what happens tomorrow, we’re going to be okay.” And looking into her eyes, feeling the warmth of her hand on mine, I almost believed her.
Almost.
The fate of Walker House, of my future, of our strange, unconventional little family, hung in the balance.
And all we could do now was wait.
And hope that cookies, paint, and a very impressive PowerPoint presentation would be enough to save us.
It felt like a very long shot.
But then again, my entire life these days felt like a long shot.
And sometimes, just sometimes, long shots paid off.
I squeezed her hand. “Yeah, Katie. We’re going to be okay.” And for the first time in a long time, I actually meant it.




Chapter 11: Victory & Zoning Revelation

The day of the housing board meeting dawned gray and ominous, a perfect reflection of the mood in my stomach.
We all dressed for battle.
I wore my only suit, a slightly-too-tight charcoal number that I hadn’t put on since my divorce proceedings. It felt like a straitjacket, but I hoped it projected an air of sober professionalism.
Riley, surprisingly, had opted for a conservative navy blue dress, her platinum hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail. She looked like a high-powered corporate lawyer, albeit one with an OnlyFans account and a penchant for DILF-related hashtags.
Mía wore a black pencil skirt and a crisp white blouse, her dark hair styled in soft waves. She looked… almost respectable. If you ignored the six-inch stilettos and the predatory glint in her eyes.
Katie was the picture of demure innocence in a pale yellow sundress – a deliberate nod to the new hallway color, Riley had insisted – her blonde hair neatly braided, her expression a mixture of terror and fragile hope.
The Walker House Sisters. My unlikely, unconventional, and utterly indispensable army.
We arrived at the university administration building looking like the world’s most dysfunctional Brady Bunch. Heads turned as we walked through the hallowed halls, whispers and curious glances following in our wake. The #FreeWalkerHouse campaign had definitely made an impact. Whether it was a positive one remained to be seen.
The boardroom was intimidating. Long mahogany table. Stern-faced board members. And at the head of it all, Ms. Prudence Hargrave, looking like a vulture about to feast on a particularly juicy carcass. My carcass, specifically.
She gave us a thin, triumphant smile as we entered, a smile that promised pain and humiliation.
The girls sat in the front row, a united front of nervous support. I took my place at the defendant’s table, my stack of documents a reassuring weight beside me.
The meeting began. Formalities were observed. Minutes were read.
And then, Ms. Hargrave launched her attack.
She painted a picture of Walker House as a den of moral decay, a hotbed of illicit activity, a clear and present danger to the innocent students of Northridge University. She presented her inspection reports, her photos of dusty corners and peeling paint. She even, to my horror, played a heavily edited, out-of-context clip from Riley’s stream, featuring me looking particularly disheveled and Mía making a suggestive comment in Spanish.
The board members, a collection of aging academics and stern-faced administrators, looked increasingly concerned. A few of them shot disapproving glances in my direction.
This was not going well.
Hargrave concluded her presentation with a flourish, her voice ringing with righteous indignation. “Therefore, esteemed members of the board, in the interest of protecting our students and upholding the moral standards of this fine institution, I formally recommend the immediate and permanent revocation of Walker House’s student lodging license.” A heavy silence filled the room.
This was it. My moment.
My heart hammered against my ribs. My palms were sweating. But as I stood up, as I looked at the expectant faces of the board members, at the smug, triumphant expression on Ms. Hargrave’s face, a strange sense of calm settled over me.
I had this. “Esteemed members of the board,” I began, my voice surprisingly steady. “Ms. Hargrave has painted a… colorful picture of Walker House. A picture that, I respectfully submit, is not entirely accurate.” And then, I laid out my case.
I presented my annotated compliance checklist, detailing every repair made, every safety upgrade installed. I showed them the receipts, the certifications.
I presented the Walker House Rules and Regulations, emphasizing the clear guidelines for tenant conduct, for safety, for respectful cohabitation.
I demonstrated the secure online tenant portal, showcasing its features for communication, maintenance requests, and document access.
And then, the pièce de résistance. The digital key logs.
I explained the smart lock system, the unique access codes, the timestamped records of every entry and exit. I showed them sample reports, demonstrating a level of security and accountability that, I dared to suggest, probably exceeded that of the university’s own dormitories.
As I spoke, as I presented my evidence, I saw the expressions on the board members’ faces begin to change. The concern, the disapproval, began to be replaced by surprise. By interest. By a dawning, grudging respect.
Even Ms. Hargrave’s smug smile began to falter, her eye starting to twitch again.
I concluded my presentation with a simple, heartfelt plea. “Walker House is not just a building, esteemed members. It’s a home. A home I am committed to making safe, secure, and welcoming for all its residents. All I ask is a chance to prove it.” Silence again. But this time, it was a different kind of silence. Thoughtful. Appraising.
The chairman of the board, a portly, balding man with kind eyes, cleared his throat. “Mr. Walker, this is… quite an impressive presentation. Your commitment to addressing the compliance issues is… commendable.” Ms. Hargrave sputtered. “But… but the moral character! The inappropriate conduct! The… the t-shirts!” “Indeed, Ms. Hargrave,” the chairman said, his gaze turning to her, a hint of steel in his voice now. “We will certainly take your concerns under advisement. However, Mr. Walker has presented compelling evidence of significant improvements and a proactive approach to property management.” He turned back to me. “Mr. Walker, the board will need some time to deliberate. We will reconvene in one hour with our decision.” One hour. The longest hour of my life.
We waited in the hallway outside the boardroom, the four of us. Riley live-streamed updates to her anxious followers. Mía chain-smoked on the nearby balcony. Katie paced, nibbling her fingernails.
I just stared out the window, my mind a blank, my fate in the hands of a group of strangers.
Finally, the door opened. The chairman beckoned us back inside.
My heart was in my throat. This was it.
We took our seats. The board members looked solemn. Ms. Hargrave looked… smugger than ever. She clearly thought she had this in the bag. “Mr. Walker,” the chairman began, his voice grave. “The board has carefully considered all the evidence presented, both by yourself and by Ms. Hargrave.” He paused, and my stomach did a series of complicated flips. “While we acknowledge Ms. Hargrave’s concerns regarding the… optics… of certain situations at Walker House,” a pointed look in my direction, “we are also impressed by your proactive and technologically advanced approach to addressing the property’s deficiencies and ensuring tenant security.” He paused again. The suspense was killing me. “Therefore,” he continued, “the board has voted… to table the motion for immediate license revocation at this time.” Table the motion? Not revoke?
A wave of relief so profound it almost buckled my knees washed over me.
We’d done it. We’d actually done it.
Riley let out a whoop of joy, quickly stifled. Mía grinned, a genuine, unrestrained grin. Katie gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, her eyes shining with tears.
But Ms. Hargrave was not defeated. Not yet. “Table the motion?” she sputtered, her face turning an alarming shade of purple again. “But… but the irregularities! The mixed lodging! The clear potential for… for impropriety!” “Indeed, Ms. Hargrave,” the chairman said, his voice firm. “And those are concerns we share. Which is why our decision is conditional.” Conditional. My heart sank again. “Mr. Walker,” the chairman continued, his gaze fixing on me. “While your security measures are impressive, the issue of appropriate supervision in a mixed-gender lodging of this nature remains. The university’s preference is for single-gender housing, or at the very least, for clearly delineated and supervised male and female wings.” This was it. The catch. “Walker House, as it stands, does not meet those preferred criteria,” he said. “And while your great-aunt Mildred operated under a certain… grandfathered understanding, times have changed. Standards have evolved.” He sighed. “Therefore, while we are not revoking your license today, we are imposing a strict condition. You must either convert Walker House to a single-gender lodging, or you must implement a clear, verifiable system of gender-segregated living areas, complete with separate entrances and facilities, within the next ninety days. Failure to do so will result in the immediate and non-negotiable revocation of your license.” Ninety days. To completely reconfigure a thirteen-bedroom Victorian house. It was impossible.
Hargrave was practically vibrating with triumph. This was a victory for her, just a slightly delayed one. She knew I couldn’t meet those conditions.
Despair, cold and bleak, began to settle over me. We’d fought so hard. We’d come so close.
And then, a voice spoke up from the back of the room.
A small, hesitant voice.
Katie. “Excuse me, Mr. Chairman?” she said, her voice trembling slightly, but clear and surprisingly firm.
All eyes turned to her. “May I… may I say something?” The chairman looked surprised, but he nodded. “Of course, Miss Brooks.” Katie stood up, clutching a faded, leather-bound ledger in her hands. A ledger I’d seen in her room, one she’d said belonged to her Great-Aunt Mildred. “My Great-Aunt Mildred… she kept very detailed records of Walker House,” Katie began, her voice gaining strength. “She was a very organized woman.” She opened the ledger. “I was looking through her old papers last night… and I found this.” She held up a yellowed, official-looking document. “It’s the original lodging permit for Walker House,” she said. “Issued by the city and the university. From 1958.” Ms. Hargrave scoffed. “Irrelevant. As the chairman said, times have changed.” “But the permit hasn’t,” Katie said, her voice ringing with a newfound confidence. “It’s a grandfathered permit, Mr. Chairman. And it specifically states…” She paused, her eyes scanning the document.
Then, she looked up, her gaze clear and direct. “It specifically states that Walker House is licensed to provide lodging for ‘up to twelve (12) university students, irrespective of gender, in a communal living environment.’” A stunned silence filled the boardroom.
Twelve lodgers. Irrespective of gender. Communal living.
Ms. Hargrave’s jaw dropped. Her face went from purple to a sickly, mottled gray.
The chairman stared at Katie, then at the document she held. “May I see that, Miss Brooks?” Katie walked to the head of the table and handed him the permit.
He examined it closely, his brow furrowed. The other board members leaned in, murmuring amongst themselves.
Finally, the chairman looked up. His expression was unreadable. “This… this appears to be a legally binding, grandfathered permit, Ms. Hargrave,” he said, his voice carefully neutral. “One that predates the university’s current housing policies.” He looked at the permit again, then at me. A small, almost imperceptible smile touched his lips. “And it clearly states… twelve lodgers. Irrespective of gender.” He cleared his throat. “In light of this new evidence, the board finds that Walker House is, in fact, operating within the terms of its original, and still valid, licensing agreement.” He turned to Ms. Hargrave, his voice now firm, decisive. “Therefore, Ms. Hargrave, your recommendation for license revocation is denied. And your conditions regarding gender segregation are… moot.” He banged his gavel. “Meeting adjourned.” For a moment, no one moved. No one spoke.
And then, the dam broke.
Riley let out a shriek of pure, unadulterated joy, jumping up and down, her sleek ponytail flying.
Mía whooped, a wild, exuberant sound, grabbing Riley in an impromptu salsa dip.
And Katie… Katie just stood there, a slow, beautiful smile spreading across her face, tears of relief streaming down her cheeks.
We’d done it.
We’d actually, unbelievably, miraculously done it.
Walker House was safe.
And it was all thanks to a shy, quiet girl and a fifty-year-old piece of paper.
Ms. Hargrave looked like she was about to spontaneously combust. Her face was a mask of fury and disbelief. She opened her mouth, then closed it again, apparently speechless for the first time in her life.
Then, with a strangled cry of rage, she grabbed her clipboard and stormed out of the boardroom, her tweed suit practically smoking.
Good riddance.
The remaining board members were smiling, some even chuckling. The chairman winked at me. “Congratulations, Mr. Walker,” he said. “It seems Walker House will be with us for some time to come. And may I say… I look forward to sampling Miss Sánchez’s cookies at your next barbecue.” I just grinned, a wide, stupid, incredulous grin.
We were free.
The Walker House Sisters converged on me, a whirlwind of hugs and laughter and happy tears. “We did it, Ethan! We actually did it!” Riley shrieked, squeezing me so tight I could barely breathe. “¡Lo hicimos, papi!” Mía crowed, planting a smacking, lipstick-stained kiss on my cheek.
And Katie… Katie just looked at me, her eyes shining, her smile so radiant it could have lit up the entire damn city. “Twelve rooms,” she whispered, her voice filled with a quiet, joyful triumph. “Twelve rooms, Ethan.” Riley overheard her. Her eyes lit up. “Twelve rooms!” she yelled, grabbing Mía and Katie by the hands. “Twelve rooms, twelve queens!” And the three of them started chanting, right there in the hallowed halls of the university administration building, their voices ringing with laughter and a wild, infectious joy. “Twelve rooms, twelve queens! Twelve rooms, twelve queens!” I just watched them, my heart swelling with a mixture of pride, relief, and a profound, overwhelming affection for these three incredible, impossible girls.
My Walker House Sisters.
My queens.
And this, I knew, was only the beginning.
The very, very interesting beginning.
The celebration back at Walker House was… epic.
The moment we walked through the front door, Riley cranked up a triumphant playlist – something loud and vaguely disco-themed – and Mía produced a bottle of surprisingly good tequila that she’d apparently been saving for a special occasion.
This, clearly, qualified.
We were giddy with relief, with triumph, with the sheer, unadulterated joy of having snatched victory from the jaws of Ms. Hargrave’s tweed-lined doom. “To Walker House!” Riley declared, raising her tequila shot glass. “And to its twelve future queens!” “¡Salud!” Mía echoed, downing her shot with practiced ease.
Katie, blushing but beaming, took a tentative sip of her own (much smaller) shot, her eyes sparkling.
Even I, usually more of a beer guy, threw back a shot of tequila, the fiery liquid burning a welcome path down my throat.
We’d done it. We were safe. For now.
The relief was so profound, it was almost dizzying.
The girls danced. Riley, a whirlwind of blonde hair and infectious energy, pulled Mía into an impromptu salsa routine in the newly painted (and still slightly paint-fume-scented) hallway. Even Katie joined in, her usual shyness momentarily forgotten in the wave of euphoria, her movements a little awkward but filled with a pure, uninhibited joy that made my heart ache.
I just watched them, a stupid grin plastered on my face, feeling a warmth spread through my chest that had nothing to do with the tequila.
These girls. My girls.
They were incredible.
As the afternoon wore on, as more tequila was consumed (by Mía and Riley, mostly; Katie and I stuck to a more sedate celebratory beer), the atmosphere grew… charged.
The relief, the triumph, the shared experience of battling Ms. Hargrave and winning – it all combined into a potent, intoxicating brew.
And then, there was the undercurrent. The unspoken, undeniable sexual tension that always simmered just beneath the surface in Walker House.
Tonight, it wasn’t just simmering. It was boiling over.
Riley was the instigator, as usual.
She’d been particularly flirty all afternoon, her eyes lingering on me, her touches a little too bold, her comments filled with a suggestive, playful heat. “You know, Ethan,” she purred, sidling up to me on the living room couch, where I’d retreated to watch the impromptu dance party. She was wearing a ridiculously short denim skirt and a tight white tank top that left very little to the imagination. “You were pretty amazing today. All that… techy talk. And that suit. Very… commanding.” Her hand landed on my thigh, her fingers tracing a slow, deliberate path upwards. “You saved us, landlord,” she murmured, her voice a low, husky invitation. “Don’t you think you deserve… a reward?” My breath caught. Her eyes, blue and blazing, were locked on mine. Her lips, glossy and full, were just inches away.
And then, Mía appeared, a silent, smirking shadow. She draped herself over the back of the couch, her breasts pressing against my shoulder, her dark eyes gleaming with a familiar, predatory light. “Sí, papi,” she purred, her warm breath caressing my ear. “A very big reward. For a very big… hero.” Her hand snaked around my other side, her fingers finding the waistband of my jeans, tugging gently.
And Katie… Katie was watching us from across the room, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushed, her lips slightly parted. There was no fear in her gaze this time. No confusion.
Just… anticipation. A dawning, reckless excitement that mirrored the hunger I saw in Riley’s and Mía’s eyes.
And in my own.
This was it. The culmination of everything that had been building between us. The unspoken desires. The forbidden fantasies.
The air in the room crackled with a raw, electric energy. “What do you say, Ethan?” Riley whispered, her lips brushing mine. “Ready for your… victory celebration?” I didn’t answer with words.
I couldn’t.
I just pulled her to me, my mouth crashing down on hers in a kiss that was all fire and hunger and a desperate, possessive need.
She moaned into my mouth, her body arching against mine, her fingers tangling in my hair.
Mía chuckled, a low, smoky sound, and her lips found the sensitive skin of my neck, her tongue tracing a hot, wet path that sent shivers down my spine.
And Katie… Katie just watched, her eyes dark, luminous, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps.
The world narrowed to this. To the three of them. To the searing heat of their bodies, the intoxicating scent of their perfume, the raw, undeniable power of their desire.
Riley straddled my lap, her denim skirt riding up high on her tanned thighs, her movements urgent, demanding. She ground her hips against mine, her wet heat a palpable presence even through the layers of our clothes.
Mía’s hands were busy, unbuttoning my shirt, her fingers tracing a fiery path across my chest, down my stomach, towards the aching hardness in my jeans. “You want this, papi?” she murmured, her voice a husky promise. “You want us?” “Yes,” I gasped, my voice raw, my control completely gone. “God, yes.” Riley pulled back from our kiss, her eyes blazing. “Then take us, Ethan. Take your queens.” And so, I did.
Right there, on the living room couch, with the afternoon sun streaming through the dusty windows and the faint scent of Mía’s victory cookies still lingering in the air.
My jeans were somehow unzipped, my cock springing free, hot and hard and aching.
Riley, with a triumphant cry, guided me into her.
She was so wet. So tight. So incredibly, unbelievably ready.
She rode me with a wild, abandoned passion, her blonde hair flying, her blue eyes locked on mine, her moans a symphony of pure, unadulterated pleasure.
Mía, not to be outdone, was everywhere. Her mouth, her hands, her body. She kissed my neck, my chest, my stomach. Her fingers danced over my skin, teasing, tormenting, driving me to the brink of madness.
And Katie… Katie watched.
She sat on the edge of the armchair opposite the couch, her eyes wide, her cheeks flushed, her lips slightly parted. She didn’t move. Didn’t speak.
She just watched.
And there was something in her gaze – a fascination, a hunger, a dawning, reckless curiosity – that was almost as intoxicating as the feel of Riley’s body moving on mine, as the touch of Mía’s lips on my skin.
Mía, sensing Katie’s gaze, seemed to take a perverse pleasure in the performance. She’d look over at Katie, a slow, wicked smile on her lips, as her hand slid down my chest, over my stomach, to cup my balls. She’d moan, a low, theatrical sound, as Riley rode me harder, faster.
It was a seduction. A corruption.
And Katie was a willing, if silent, participant.
I saw her hand creep down, under the hem of her pale yellow sundress. Saw her fingers disappear between her thighs. Saw the way her breath hitched, the way her eyes glazed over, as she began to touch herself, her gaze still fixed on us, on the raw, explicit display of lust unfolding before her.
The sight of it – Katie, so innocent, so shy, now so obviously, wantonly aroused by our public display – sent another jolt of pure, possessive fire through me.
This was… beyond anything.
Riley cried out, her body arching, her inner muscles clenching around my cock in a series of violent, exquisite spasms. Her orgasm was a wild, abandoned thing, a force of nature.
And as she collapsed against me, panting, sated, her blonde hair a tangled mess, her blue eyes dazed with pleasure, I knew I was close.
So close.
But Mía wasn’t finished with me yet. “My turn, rubia,” she purred, gently disengaging Riley from my lap. Riley, still lost in the afterglow of her orgasm, offered no resistance.
Mía straddled me then, her dark eyes blazing, her body hot and slick and ready.
She took me inside her with a low, guttural moan, her hips grinding against mine in a slow, deliberate rhythm that was pure, unadulterated torture. “You like this, papi?” she whispered, her voice a husky promise. “You like your bad girl?” “Yes,” I gasped, my hands gripping her hips, pulling her closer, deeper. “God, yes.” She rode me with a fierce, possessive energy, her moans a mixture of Spanish and English, her body a symphony of pleasure.
And all the while, Katie watched.
Her hand was moving faster now, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Her eyes were glazed, her lips swollen. She was lost in her own private world of voyeuristic pleasure.
The sight of her, so innocent, so debauched, so utterly, completely enthralled, was the final straw.
With a roar that was more animal than human, I exploded inside Mía, my seed pumping hot and fast into her tight, clenching heat.
Wave after wave of release, so intense it left me blind, deaf, and utterly, completely spent.
I collapsed back against the couch, my body trembling, my mind a blissful, sated blank.
Mía, too, was lost in her own release, her body shuddering against mine, her cries echoing in the silent room.
Silence descended again. A different kind of silence this time. Not awkward. Not tense.
But… sated. And filled with a dawning, terrifying, and exhilarating sense of… completion.
Riley, recovered from her own orgasm, was watching us with a lazy, satisfied smile.
Mía, still trembling, slowly disengaged herself from my lap, her dark eyes dazed, her lips swollen.
And Katie… Katie was still in the armchair, her hand still moving between her thighs, her eyes glazed, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. She was close. So close.
But she couldn’t quite get there.
Her eyes met mine, a silent, desperate plea.
I understood.
Slowly, I rose from the couch, my legs a little unsteady. I walked over to her, knelt before her.
Her eyes were wide, luminous, filled with a mixture of shame and a desperate, aching need. “Ethan…” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Shhh,” I murmured, gently taking her hand, the one not currently occupied. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Let me.” Her other hand stilled. Her eyes fluttered shut. A soft sigh escaped her lips.
My fingers, slick with Mía’s wetness, with my own release, found her.
Her clit, that tiny, hidden pearl, already swollen, already exquisitely sensitive.
Gently, so gently, I began to touch her. To circle. To tease.
She gasped, her whole body arching. Her hips lifted off the chair, pressing against my hand. “Oh, God… Ethan… yes…” Her moans were soft, breathy, filled with a desperate, aching need.
Riley and Mía watched, silent, their expressions a mixture of amusement, fascination, and a strange, unexpected tenderness.
This wasn’t for them. This was for Katie.
This was for me. “Good girl,” I whispered, my lips against her ear. “You’re so wet, Katie. So ready. Just let go for me. Come for me.” And she did.
Her orgasm was a silent, shuddering explosion. Her body convulsed, her inner muscles clenching, her breath catching in her throat.
Tears streamed down her face, tears of release, of gratitude, of a pleasure so intense it was almost unbearable.
I held her, my fingers still buried in her wet heat, until the last shudder had passed, until her breathing had slowly returned to normal.
She looked at me then, her eyes dazed, luminous, filled with a wonder, a love, a devotion that stole my breath away. “Oh, Ethan,” she whispered, her voice thick with unshed tears and spent passion. “Thank you.” I just smiled, leaning in to kiss her softly, tenderly. “Anytime, sweetheart,” I murmured against her lips. “Anytime.” The three of them. My Walker House Sisters. My queens.
Battered, bruised, but ultimately triumphant.
And as the afternoon sun streamed through the dusty windows of Walker House, casting a golden glow over the tangled limbs and sated bodies, I knew one thing with absolute certainty.
This was just the beginning.
The very, very interesting, and very, very complicated, beginning.
And I wouldn’t have it any other way.




Chapter 12: Midnight Vow

The living room was a disaster.
Empty tequila glasses, discarded clothing, a lingering scent of sex and victory cookies. The afternoon sun, now slanting low through the dusty windows, cast long shadows over the scene of our… celebration.
We were a tangled, sated heap on the oversized couch and the surrounding floor. Riley was sprawled across my lap, her blonde head resting on my chest, her breathing soft and even. Mía was curled at my feet, her dark hair fanned out over the worn rug, one hand still resting possessively on my ankle.
And Katie… Katie was nestled beside me, her head tucked into the curve of my shoulder, her small hand clutching mine. Her pale yellow sundress was rumpled, her hair a soft blonde tangle, her face serene, almost angelic in the fading light.
She looked so young. So innocent. So utterly, completely mine.
The thought sent a fresh wave of possessive tenderness through me, so potent it almost made me ache.
My three girls. My Walker House Sisters. My queens.
We’d been through a war together. Battled the dragon – Ms. Hargrave – and emerged, improbably, miraculously, victorious.
And then, we’d celebrated that victory in the most primal, most intimate way possible.
The memory of it – Riley’s wild abandon, Mía’s fierce passion, Katie’s shy, breathtaking awakening – was still a vivid, searing heat in my blood.
I felt… drained. Sated. And more alive than I had in years.
But beneath the euphoria, beneath the lingering haze of lust and tequila, a deeper emotion was stirring.
Responsibility.
Not the grudging, anxious responsibility I’d felt towards the house, towards the license, towards Ms. Hargrave’s endless demands.
This was different. This was a responsibility towards them. Towards these three incredible, impossible girls who had, in the space of a few short weeks, turned my life completely upside down and, somehow, made it… better.
More real. More meaningful.
More… everything.
I looked down at Katie’s sleeping face, at the way her lashes feathered against her cheek, at the soft, trusting curve of her lips. I thought of her courage in the boardroom, her quiet strength, the way she’d saved us all with that fifty-year-old piece of paper.
I thought of Riley, her brash confidence, her infectious enthusiasm, the way she’d rallied an army of online supporters to our cause.
I thought of Mía, her fiery spirit, her unapologetic sexuality, the way she’d faced down Ms. Hargrave with a smirk and a string of perfectly timed Spanish insults.
They were so different, these three. A virgin, a queen, a brat.
But they were all mine.
And I, somehow, was theirs.
A gentle breeze drifted through the open window, carrying the scent of cut grass and distant woodsmoke. The sounds of the campus – the murmur of voices, the distant thrum of music – were a soft counterpoint to the quiet breathing of the girls around me.
Walker House. My house. Our house.
It was still a disaster. Still a money pit. Still a never-ending renovation project.
But it was also… a home.
Our home.
And I would protect it. I would protect them. No matter what.
The setting sun painted the sky in fiery shades of orange and purple. The lights of the campus began to twinkle across the street, like a field of fallen stars.
Riley stirred in my lap, her eyes fluttering open. She smiled, a slow, lazy, cat-who-got-the-cream smile. “Hey there, landlord,” she murmured, her voice husky with sleep and spent passion. “Best. Victory. Party. Ever.” She stretched, her body arching against mine, a movement that sent a fresh jolt of awareness through my already overstimulated system. “You okay?” I asked, my voice a little rough. “More than okay,” she purred, nuzzling her face against my chest. “I think I finally understand the appeal of this whole… DILF thing.” I chuckled, the sound a little shaky. “Glad I could be of service.” Mía, too, began to stir, her dark eyes blinking open, focusing on me with a sleepy, sated intensity. “Papi,” she murmured, her hand tightening on my ankle. “I am… muy contenta.” Very content.
I smiled. “Me too, Mía. Me too.” Katie snuggled closer, her breath warm against my neck. She didn’t wake, but a soft, contented sigh escaped her lips.
The three of them. Curled around me. Trusting me. Depending on me.
It was a heavy weight, this new responsibility. But it was also… a privilege. An honor.
Something I wouldn’t trade for anything. “We should probably… clean up this mess,” Riley said, gesturing vaguely at the scattered clothes and empty glasses. “Before Ms. Hargrave sends in a SWAT team for violating a cleanliness ordinance we didn’t know existed.” “Later,” I said, my voice firm. “Later, we clean. Now… now we just… be.” And so, we were.
The four of us, tangled together on the old couch in the fading light, the silence filled only with our quiet breathing and the distant sounds of the world outside.
A strange, unconventional, and utterly perfect little family.
As darkness fell, as the first stars began to prick the velvety sky, I found myself gazing out the window at the lights of Walker House. My house.
Each illuminated window represented a room. A space. A potential.
Twelve rooms, Riley had chanted. Twelve queens.
The thought, which had once seemed like a ridiculous, impossible fantasy, now felt… inevitable.
This was just the beginning. There would be more girls. More challenges. More… complications.
But also, more joy. More laughter. More love.
And I, Ethan Walker, the accidental landlord, the reluctant DILF, the unlikely patriarch of this burgeoning harem, would be ready.
I would fill every one of those twelve rooms.
And I would keep them safe. All of them.
It was a vow. A silent, solemn promise made to myself, to the house, to the three incredible girls currently asleep in my arms.
My Walker House Sisters.
My queens.
My everything.
The tequila haze eventually wore off, replaced by a comfortable, companionable languor. We migrated from the couch to the newly-cleared back patio as true darkness fell, dragging a couple of old blankets and the remaining cookies with us.
The old stone patio, rough and uneven beneath our bare feet, was surprisingly pleasant in the cool night air. The moon, a perfect silver disc, hung high in the inky sky, casting a soft, ethereal glow over the overgrown backyard. The cacophony of the campus seemed distant now, muted, replaced by the gentle chirp of crickets and the rustle of leaves in the ancient maple trees.
We sat huddled together on one of the blankets, a tangle of limbs and shared warmth. Riley, ever the performer, had her phone out, but she wasn’t live-streaming. She was scrolling through photos, showing Mía and Katie pictures from her “infamous” Cancun trip, her laughter echoing softly in the stillness.
Mía, surprisingly, seemed genuinely amused, occasionally interjecting a witty comment in Spanish that made Riley shriek with laughter, even if she didn’t fully understand it.
And Katie… Katie was nestled between me and Riley, her head resting on my shoulder, her hand tucked trustingly into mine. She was quiet, but it wasn’t the withdrawn, anxious quiet of before. This was a comfortable, contented silence. Her eyes, luminous in the moonlight, would occasionally meet mine, a soft, secret smile playing on her lips.
It was… peaceful. Almost idyllic.
A far cry from the chaos and drama that had consumed Walker House for the past few weeks. “You know,” Riley said, her voice a little dreamy, her gaze fixed on the moon. “This place… it’s actually kind of magical, isn’t it?” Mía nodded, her dark hair glinting in the moonlight. “Sí. It has… a certain encanto.” Charm.
Magical. Charming.
Not words I would have associated with Walker House when I first got the keys. Dilapidated, daunting, financially ruinous – those had seemed more appropriate.
But now… Now, sitting here, under the stars, surrounded by these three incredible, impossible girls, I was starting to see it.
The magic. The charm. The potential.
Not just in the house. But in us. In this strange, unconventional family we were building. “It’s home,” Katie whispered, her voice so soft I almost didn’t hear her. She squeezed my hand.
Home.
The word resonated deep within me, stirring emotions I hadn’t realized I was capable of feeling.
I’d spent so much of my life feeling… adrift. Disconnected. Searching for something I couldn’t quite name.
My marriage to Sarah had been a desert, a barren landscape of unmet expectations and unspoken resentments. My career, once a source of pride and intellectual stimulation, had become a soul-crushing grind.
I’d been going through the motions, existing rather than living.
And then, Walker House.
And then, them.
Katie, with her shy innocence and her surprising, breathtaking courage.
Mía, with her fiery spirit and her unapologetic, provocative sensuality.
Riley, with her dazzling confidence and her infectious, irrepressible joy.
They had crashed into my life like a technicolor hurricane, demolishing my carefully constructed walls, upending my preconceived notions, and, somehow, in the midst of all the chaos and drama, showing me what it meant to truly feel alive again.
To feel… needed. Wanted.
Loved?
The thought was terrifying. And exhilarating.
I looked at their faces, bathed in the soft moonlight. Riley, her usual bravado softened by a rare moment of quiet contemplation. Mía, her dark eyes surprisingly gentle, a wistful smile playing on her lips. Katie, her expression serene, her eyes shining with a love and trust that made my heart ache.
My girls. My queens.
My responsibility.
And my greatest, most unexpected joy.
The vow I’d made earlier, gazing at the lights of Walker House, echoed in my mind. I’ll fill every one of those twelve rooms. And I’ll keep them safe. All of them. It wasn’t just a promise to myself anymore. It was a promise to them.
A promise I intended to keep. No matter what. “You know,” Riley said, breaking the comfortable silence, her voice a low, conspiratorial purr. She leaned closer, her blonde hair brushing my cheek, her blue eyes sparkling with a familiar, mischievous glint. “Midterms are next month.” I blinked. “Yeah? So?” Midterms. Exams. Stress. Not exactly my idea of a thrilling topic of conversation.
Riley’s smile widened. “So… midterms bring transfer students, landlord.” Transfer students. New students. Looking for housing.
My eyes met hers. And I understood.
Twelve rooms. Twelve queens.
The thought, which had once seemed like a distant, impossible fantasy, now felt… tantalizingly close.
A slow grin spread across my face. “Is that so, Miss Carter?” “That is so, Mr. Walker.” She winked. “And I happen to know a few… very interesting, very unattached young ladies who might just be looking for a change of scenery. And a landlord with… certain, shall we say, unique qualifications.” Mía chuckled, a low, smoky sound. “Ay, rubia. You never stop, do you?” “Never,” Riley agreed, her eyes still locked on mine. “Life’s too short for boring, darling. And Walker House… Walker House is anything but boring.” No. No, it certainly wasn’t.
Katie snuggled closer, her head fitting perfectly into the curve of my shoulder. She didn’t say anything, but I could feel the soft smile against my skin.
The three of them. My Walker House Sisters.
And the promise of more to come.
The future of Walker House, once so bleak, so uncertain, now stretched before me, filled with a terrifying, exhilarating, and undeniably wonderful sense of possibility.
It wouldn’t be easy. There would be more challenges. More drama. More Ms. Hargraves, probably, in one form or another.
But we’d face it. Together.
As a family.
A very strange, very unconventional, and very, very happy family.
I looked up at the moon, at the stars, at the vast, unknowable expanse of the night sky.
And for the first time in a very long time, I felt… at peace.
Truly, deeply, and profoundly at peace.
Walker House.
My home.
Our home.
And the adventure was only just beginning.
TO BE CONTINUED IN BOOK 2…
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