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He Caught Us Watching



The apartment smelled like cardboard and dust. Afternoon light slanted through the blinds, making thin gold stripes across the floor where boxes were stacked in uneven towers.

Tessa dropped a bag of clothes beside the couch and pushed her curls off her face. “Okay, so this is either going to be the best semester of our lives or the start of a slow mental breakdown.”

Lena laughed softly from where she was kneeling by the coffee table, slicing open a box labeled Kitchen Stuff. “You say that about everything.”

“Because it’s always true.” Tessa plopped onto the couch, testing the springs. “I’m telling you, Lena, off-campus living is freedom. No RAs, no quiet hours, no cafeteria food that tastes like chalk.”

“Just rent, utilities, and the joy of arguing over who does dishes,” Lena said. She pushed a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear and smiled.

They’d been roommates since freshman year, but this move felt different. Grown-up somehow. The place was tiny but full of promise—an old building with squeaky floors, a narrow balcony, and big front windows that looked straight across a narrow alley to another row of townhouses.

Tessa leaned forward, peering through the glass. “Oh my God, we have neighbors.”

“Of course we do.”

“No, I mean him.”

Lena glanced up, squinting toward the opposite window. Across the alley, maybe fifteen feet away, a man in a gray T-shirt was unloading groceries from his car. He looked older—mid-forties maybe, with strong arms and the kind of posture that made him seem both tired and solid. His hair was dark with streaks of silver at the temples.

“Wow,” Tessa said, smirking. “That’s not a college guy. That’s a man-man.”

Lena rolled her eyes but felt her cheeks warm. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m realistic. Look at him. He’s like the handsome English professor everyone has a crush on.”

“He’s carrying paper towels.”

“And doing it very attractively.”

Lena laughed, shaking her head. “You’re impossible.”

Tessa kept watching, narrating in a whisper. “Strong arms. Clean haircut. Probably owns at least one suit.” She looked at Lena. “If I end up writing a romance novel, he’s the inspiration.”

“You can barely write a grocery list.”

“That’s why you’ll ghostwrite it for me. I’ll handle the visuals.”

They both laughed. The man disappeared inside, shutting his door.

Lena turned back to her box, though her mind wandered. It had been a long time since she’d noticed anyone like that. Since she’d let herself look. There was something grounding about him, like he belonged to a slower, steadier world.

Tessa wandered to the kitchen counter, opening a takeout menu from a nearby Thai place. “So what do we think, dinner to celebrate independence?”

Lena nodded. “Pad see ew for me.”

“Of course. You’re so predictable.”

“And you’re getting the spiciest thing possible just to prove you can handle it.”

“Exactly,” Tessa said, grinning. “We balance each other out.”

By the time the food arrived, the sun had dipped behind the buildings, and the alley outside was painted in soft blue-gray light. They sat cross-legged on the couch with plastic containers spread between them.

“This place feels weirdly cozy already,” Tessa said around a mouthful of noodles.

“It does,” Lena agreed. “Kind of like a movie set.”

“Exactly! Like one of those artsy New York apartments where everyone has deep conversations and flirts with their neighbors.”

Lena smiled. “So who do you plan to flirt with? The guy with the loud motorcycle or the man with the groceries?”

Tessa licked sauce from her thumb. “Both, obviously.” She pointed her chopsticks toward the window. “But mainly him. What do you think his story is?”

Lena shrugged. “Divorced maybe. Or just private. You can usually tell when someone’s used to being alone.”

“That’s deep, Lena. You’re going to fall in love with him.”

“Please.” She reached for a spring roll. “You’ll be the one trying to make him your next project.”

“I don’t do projects,” Tessa said, feigning offense. “I do experiences.”

They were still teasing each other when the light flicked on across the alley. The window framed a bathroom—white tile, fogged mirror, faint steam curling into the air.

Tessa froze mid-bite. “Lena,” she whispered. “Look.”

Lena followed her gaze. Through the half-closed blinds, the man stood at the sink, shirtless. The warm light gilded the lines of his shoulders, the cut of his back. He ran a hand through his hair and leaned closer to the mirror, shaving slowly.

Tessa’s voice was barely audible. “Holy—he’s really—” She laughed under her breath. “He’s gorgeous.”

Lena’s first instinct was to look away, but she didn’t. Something about the scene felt unguarded, almost intimate, as if they’d stumbled into a private rhythm he didn’t know anyone could see.

“He’s going to notice,” Lena said softly.

“Not if we stay hidden.”

“That’s not how windows work.”

Tessa grinned. “You’re overthinking it. It’s just a little voyeurism. Totally harmless.”

Lena’s pulse ticked in her throat. “Still feels wrong.”

“Then don’t look,” Tessa said, though her eyes didn’t move.

For a long moment they sat there, the TV silent, takeout forgotten. The faint sound of a razor scraping, the flick of running water, the way light shifted as he moved. He wasn’t posing, not performing, just existing. And somehow that made it worse, or better, or both.

Lena finally exhaled. “Okay,” she murmured. “You’re right. He’s beautiful.”

“I knew you’d see it.”

“He’s also old enough to have fathered us.”

“Exactly my type.”

Lena laughed quietly, trying to shake the strange current running through her. “Promise me we’ll keep the blinds closed at night.”

“Sure,” Tessa said, smiling into her noodles. “If you want to miss the show.”

Later, when the dishes were rinsed and the boxes pushed aside, Lena curled on the couch scrolling through her phone. But her thoughts kept drifting back to that window, to the way his muscles flexed with everything he did.

She told herself she wasn’t thinking about him—just about curiosity, about how easy it was to look without meaning to. Still, when she stood to turn off the lamp, her eyes went to the window one last time.

Across the alley, the bathroom was dark now. The blinds were drawn. But Lena couldn’t stop picturing his shirtless body, and she knew it would bring trouble.
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The next night, Lena was distracted. The city hummed quietly beyond the alley, a low vibration that made everything feel closer than it was. Inside their apartment, the lights were dim, a single lamp casting a soft golden pool over the couch where Lena sat with her sketchbook open but untouched.

Tessa padded out of her room barefoot, holding a bowl of popcorn. Her dark curls were tied up messily, and her eyes had that mischievous spark Lena had learned to recognize as a warning.

“You’re not still thinking about him, are you?” Tessa asked, setting the bowl between them.

Lena didn’t look up. “Who?”

“You know who. The grocery man. The one who makes you blush every time I mention him.”

Lena smiled faintly, eyes still on her sketchpad. “I don’t blush.”

“You absolutely do.” Tessa leaned over, nudging her shoulder. “Come on. I know you looked last night.”

“I didn’t.”

“Liar.” Tessa grinned, her tone teasing but light. “You were curious. We both were.”

Lena tried to focus on the rough pencil lines of a half-finished figure study, but her pulse betrayed her. She had looked. Once. Maybe twice. She told herself it was just coincidence, that she’d only glanced up at the right time, but the memory of him shaving, the line of his arm, the way the lamplight touched his skin—those details lingered too clearly to deny.

“He probably keeps the blinds open because he doesn’t care,” Lena said quietly. “Not because he wants to be watched.”

Tessa popped a kernel into her mouth. “Or maybe he knows we’re watching and doesn’t mind.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” Tessa tilted her head, eyes on the dark window across the alley. “You don’t think he’s noticed? He looked right toward us earlier. Remember?”

“That could mean anything.”

Tessa stood, pulling the blinds open just an inch. “Come here.”

“No,” Lena said quickly.

“Yes. Just for a second. It’s not a crime to look.”

“Tessa.”

Tessa turned back, her grin softening. “You don’t have to do anything. Just… take a quick glance with me.”

Something in her tone—half coaxing, half daring—made Lena’s chest tighten. She set the sketchbook aside and stood reluctantly.

The alley glowed faintly under a streetlight, their reflections ghosting in the glass. Across the way, the man—Ethan, according to the name on his mailbox—was in his living room. The blinds were tilted halfway, not enough to block the view.

He wore a faded T-shirt damp with sweat, clinging to his chest. A yoga mat was rolled out on the floor, and a small speaker sat nearby, humming faint instrumental music. He moved through a stretch, his body fluid, as if he were both disciplined and unaware of being seen.

“Oh, wow,” Tessa whispered. “He’s actually doing yoga. That’s so… not what I expected.”

Lena’s breath hitched when he lifted his arms overhead, the hem of his shirt riding up to reveal the hard plane of his abdomen.

Tessa leaned closer to the window. “He has to know we can see him.”

“Don’t,” Lena said softly, but her eyes didn’t leave him.

He knelt, folded forward, then shifted into a slow push-up. His movements were slow and steady. The muscles in his arms flexed and released.

Tessa let out a low whistle. “That’s a man who takes care of himself.”

Lena wanted to look away, but something about the rhythm of his breathing, the quiet control in his body, held her still. She wasn’t just watching; she was learning him—the weight of him, the quiet authority that came from age and ease.

“What do you think he does for work?” Tessa murmured.

“Something physical. Or maybe something that keeps him grounded. A teacher, maybe.”

“Or a secret spy.”

Lena smiled faintly. “Definitely not a spy. Do you think a spy would leave their blinds open like that?”

Tessa turned to her, her face lit by the glow of the opposite window. “You sound like you’ve thought a lot about him.”

“I haven’t.”

“But you want to.”

Lena’s voice came out quieter than she intended. “Maybe.”

Ethan stood then, lifting his shirt to wipe the sweat from his neck. The movement revealed a narrow trail of hair leading down from his chest, disappearing into the waistband of his shorts.

Tessa inhaled sharply. “Oh my God.”

Lena froze, heart pounding. She wanted to step back, to give him privacy but couldn’t. The simple act of him existing in that light felt magnetic.

“Okay,” she whispered, voice trembling with a laugh. “That’s enough.”

“Come on, you’re not even embarrassed,” Tessa said.

“I am. I just hide it better.”

He turned toward the window then, eyes cast down as he reached for a towel. For a moment, Lena thought he was looking directly at them. Her breath caught, and she pulled the blinds closed an inch too fast.

Tessa laughed softly, covering her mouth. “You panicked.”

“He saw us.”

“No way. He wasn’t even facing—”

“He saw us,” Lena repeated, feeling heat flood her face.

They stood in silence, the blinds drawn again. Lena could still feel her pulse racing.

“You’re really worked up,” Tessa said finally, amused. “You liked watching him.”

“That’s not—” Lena started, then sighed. “I don’t know what that was.”

“Curiosity. That’s all.”

“Curiosity doesn’t make your heart do this.”

Tessa’s smile softened. “Maybe not curiosity, then.”

Lena didn’t answer. She gathered their empty bowls, carried them to the sink, and tried to ignore the strange restlessness in her body. She could still see him in her mind—the way his skin gleamed with sweat, the slow flex of muscle beneath it, the faint frown of concentration.

When Tessa disappeared into her room, Lena lingered a while longer by the couch. The blinds were still closed, but the light from across the alley seeped through the cracks. It painted thin lines across the floor, just like the day before.

She went to bed, pulling the blanket to her chin, but sleep wouldn’t come. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the way he moved, the way his abs looked when his shirt was lifted.

She told herself it was only curiosity, just a strange thrill from doing something she shouldn’t. Yet when she felt the faint ache low in her stomach, the quiet flutter of heat that refused to fade, she knew it wasn’t just curiosity.

It was want. Gentle, confusing, and new.

And as the night deepened, she kept seeing his silhouette behind her eyelids, steady and unguarded, as if he were still there waiting for her to look again.
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Rain had fallen earlier in the afternoon, leaving the air cool and heavy with the scent of wet asphalt.

Lena sat at the small dining table, her laptop open, a mug of tea cooling beside it. Across from her, Tessa lay sprawled on the couch with her psychology textbook open across her stomach, one leg draped lazily over the armrest.

“You know what’s funny?” Tessa said, voice soft. “We’ve been here two weeks, and I still haven’t seen him outside again.”

Lena looked up briefly. “Maybe he’s avoiding being ogled by the weird girls across the alley.”

Tessa grinned. “You mean us.”

“Yes, us.”

“Come on. It’s not like we hurt anyone. A little window curiosity never killed anybody.”

Lena smiled but kept her eyes on her notes. “Still feels wrong.”

“Wrong can be fun.”

“That should be on your tombstone.”

Tessa threw a crumpled page at her, laughing. “Admit it. You’ve looked again.”

“I haven’t,” Lena lied.

The truth was, she had looked. Not as often as before, but enough to notice that Ethan’s blinds were always half-open, that he read most evenings on the couch with a lamp burning low beside him. Sometimes he wore glasses. Sometimes he didn’t. There was a steadiness to him she found hypnotic.

Now, with the sky turning a soft lilac, the light through the alley began to change. A golden square appeared against the opposite wall—his living room window.

Tessa noticed first. “Speak of the devil.”

“Don’t.” Lena warned, though her heartbeat quickened.

“He’s just reading again,” Tessa said, sitting up. “Come look.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Lena sighed, standing slowly, pretending annoyance. But when she joined Tessa at the window, she forgot to breathe.

Ethan was sitting on his couch, a book open in one hand, a glass of water on the table beside him. The warm light touched his face and the pale blue of his shirt. He looked calm, at home, completely unaware—or so she thought.

Tessa leaned closer. “He’s so composed. Like he’s in a movie.”

“Stop. He’ll see us.”

“He’s not even looking this way.”

Lena shifted her weight, brushing against the curtain. The fabric rustled, just enough to catch the light.

Across the alley, Ethan’s gaze lifted.

It was only a moment. Barely a heartbeat. But he looked directly at them.

Lena froze.

Tessa’s breath caught, and then she ducked, pulling Lena down with her. They dropped behind the couch, collapsing into breathless laughter.

“Oh my God,” Tessa whispered. “He saw us.”

Lena covered her face with her hands. “This is mortifying.”

“Mortifying? It’s hilarious. Did you see his face?”

“I didn’t exactly take a good look!”

“He wasn’t mad. Just… aware.”

Lena groaned softly. “We have to stop.”

“Sure,” Tessa said, grinning. “After dinner.”

Lena shook her head, trying to calm her pulse. Her body still hummed from the jolt of contact, that single, electric instant when their eyes met. It wasn’t anger in his expression—she was sure of that. It was something else. A quiet curiosity, maybe. The faintest edge of amusement.

They forced themselves back to work. Tessa flipped through her textbook, pretending to study, though she was clearly restless. Lena typed notes she didn’t read. Every sound seemed too loud—the rain, the ticking of the wall clock, the faint creak of pipes in the ceiling.

By the time night fell, the tension had turned into silence.

“I’m starving,” Tessa said finally, closing her book. “You want pasta or leftover Thai?”

“Pasta,” Lena said automatically.

Tessa moved into the kitchen, humming under her breath, the sound grounding in the stillness. Lena looked up from her laptop and found herself staring again at the blinds. They were closed now. The light across the alley had vanished.

She told herself not to care. He’d seen them, that was enough. The unspoken game was over.

Except… she couldn’t stop wondering what he was thinking.

After dinner, Tessa disappeared into her room to call her sister. Lena stayed in the living room, scrolling through her phone, pretending to read messages she wasn’t replying to. The blinds were drawn but thin enough that a sliver of light from the opposite building cut through.

She stood, hesitated, then walked closer.

Her reflection hovered faintly in the glass. Behind it, through the narrow opening in the blinds, she saw him again.

Ethan was standing by his window. The lamp behind him painted his silhouette in gold. His arms were crossed loosely, his posture relaxed, but his eyes—she was sure—were on her.

Her breath hitched. She didn’t move.

For a moment, neither of them did.

It was impossible to tell who was the watcher and who was being watched. The space between them seemed to pulse with quiet energy, that invisible current that existed only between two people who shouldn’t be looking but couldn’t stop.

Then, as if acknowledging the balance, he tilted his head slightly. Not a nod exactly—something subtler. Recognition.

Lena’s pulse fluttered. She almost stepped back, but her feet stayed planted.

The seconds stretched. She imagined he could see her the same way she saw him: the faint glow of her skin under lamplight, the curve of her jaw, the nervous way her fingers pressed into the window frame.

Tessa’s voice broke the spell. “Lena? You want tea?”

Lena startled, turning away. “Yeah. Sure.”

When she glanced back, he was gone. The window glowed empty, the blinds now closed.

She let out a shaky breath and joined Tessa in the kitchen.

“See? He’s probably forgotten about us already,” Tessa said lightly, handing her a mug.

Lena smiled faintly. “Probably.”

But later, lying in bed, she knew that wasn’t true.

She couldn’t stop replaying it—the look in his eyes, calm and steady, the almost imperceptible way he’d acknowledged her. It hadn’t felt like judgment or anger. It felt like understanding.

And when she finally drifted toward sleep, she dreamed of that golden square of light, the shape of him standing there, and the quiet invitation she thought she saw before he disappeared behind the blinds.
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By the end of the week, the quiet game between the windows had become part of their routine, though neither of them said it out loud.

It was Friday night, and it was raining again. Tessa sat cross-legged on the couch in a cropped tank and soft shorts, scrolling through her phone with one hand and sipping tea with the other. Lena was on the floor, organizing her art supplies.

“Do you think he’s home?” Tessa asked casually, her tone light but her eyes on the window.

Lena looked up. “You’ve been waiting for him.”

“I’ve been noticing that he’s usually around this time,” Tessa said, pretending to stretch. “It’s no big deal.”

“Right.”

Tessa set her mug down and went to the window. She tilted the blinds open just enough to peek through. “Oh. He’s there.”

Lena hesitated before joining her. Across the alley, Ethan’s living room glowed again, that warm amber light outlining him. He stood near the window, barefoot, wearing loose gray sweatpants and a black T-shirt. He wasn’t looking their way yet, but something about the way he moved felt aware.

Tessa smiled, her breath fogging the glass slightly. “He knows.”

“He can’t,” Lena said quietly. “He wouldn’t—”

“Lena. Look at him.”

He was rolling his shoulders, stretching, slow and deliberate. It was different from last time. He pulled the shirt over his head, exposing his chest, then tossed it onto the couch behind him. His body was lean but strong, a man who took care of himself without vanity.

Tessa whispered, “He’s showing off.”

Lena’s pulse quickened. “You don’t know that.”

“He’s not doing yoga this time. He’s putting on a show.”

They stood side by side, neither breathing much. Ethan stretched again, turning slightly toward their window. His eyes flicked up—not directly, but close enough that it felt intentional. Then he reached for a towel, wiping the back of his neck with a slow, teasing motion.

Lena stepped back, heat rising to her face. “We shouldn’t be watching this.”

“Then don’t,” Tessa said softly, her eyes still fixed forward.

Lena hesitated, torn between retreat and curiosity. The moment felt fragile, like stepping onto ice that could crack underfoot. She took a small step closer again, the glow of his light catching in her hair.

“He’s looking this way,” Tessa whispered.

“Stop talking.”

“You love it.”

Lena gave her a look, but Tessa only grinned, resting her chin on her hand as if they were watching a movie.

When Ethan finally turned away, the spell broke. He disappeared into the hallway, leaving the room empty.

Tessa sighed dramatically. “He’s teasing us.”

“He probably doesn’t even know,” Lena said, though she didn’t believe it anymore.

Tessa smirked. “You want to know what I think?”

“No.”

“He’s watching us too.”

Lena frowned, confused. “What?”

“Maybe not right now. But he knows we’re here. You ever think about what he sees when he looks back?”

Lena swallowed. “That’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking.” Tessa tilted her head toward the window. “We’ve been acting like we’re the ones with all the power, but what if he’s the one choosing when to let us see?”

Lena shivered. “You’re making it sound like a game.”

“It is a game. You just don’t want to admit you’re playing.”

Lena turned away, pretending to tidy her pencils, but her hands shook.

A moment later, Tessa reached over and flicked on the lamp near the window. Its glow filled the room, warm and revealing.

“Tessa!”

“What? If he’s watching, he might as well see who we are.”

Lena stared at her. “You can’t just—”

“He’s not a stranger anymore. He’s Ethan. The guy across the alley who reads and works out and drinks coffee in the same mug every morning. He’s… familiar.”

“That doesn’t make this normal.”

Tessa shrugged. “It doesn’t make it wrong either.”

Lena turned toward the window, caught between protest and intrigue. Their reflection shimmered faintly in the glass—two women in soft light, one confident, one uncertain.

“You look beautiful right now,” Tessa said suddenly.

Lena blinked. “What?”

“You do. Look at you.”

She didn’t want to, but she did. The reflection startled her—a version of herself she didn’t recognize. Her hair was down, a loose fall of chestnut around her shoulders, her skin glowing under the lamp. She looked softer somehow. A little vulnerable. A little bold.

For the first time, she wondered if Ethan might be looking at her as much as Tessa.

“He’s not watching me,” Lena said quietly.

“How do you know?”

Lena turned away from the glass. “Because I’m not the type people look at.”

“That’s not true.” Tessa’s tone softened. “You just don’t notice them.”

Something in Lena’s chest fluttered. She wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or something closer to desire.

Across the alley, movement caught her eye again. Ethan was back. He stepped into view, now shirtless, a towel draped over one shoulder. The way he moved was slower this time, measured, aware. He glanced toward their light and paused.

Lena felt her breath catch.

“He sees us,” Tessa murmured.

Neither moved. The air between them seemed to hum.

Ethan didn’t smile, didn’t look away. He simply met their gaze for a moment that lasted longer than it should have. Then, with quiet finality, he turned off his lamp.

Darkness flooded his window.

Tessa exhaled. “Did that just happen?”

Lena nodded faintly, her pulse still racing. “Yes.”

“That was—”

“I know.”

Tessa laughed softly, her voice trembling with excitement. “He’s playing too.”

Lena turned off their lamp, plunging the room into soft shadow. Only the silver outline of their reflections remained.

For a long time, neither spoke. The quiet stretched, comfortable and strange.

Lena finally whispered, “We really should stop.”

Tessa smiled, her silhouette faint in the dark. “You don’t want to.”

Lena looked back at the window, at the empty square across the alley. The glass reflected only her own faint outline—wide eyes, parted lips, the flush of something she couldn’t quite name.

Maybe Tessa was right. Maybe part of her wanted to be seen too.
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Morning sunlight spilled through the blinds, pale and cool. Lena yawned, padding barefoot into the living room, her robe tied loosely at her waist. She was halfway to the coffee maker when she stopped short.

Something white was taped to the outside of the window.

She blinked, thinking maybe it was a flyer or a stray receipt caught by the wind, but when she stepped closer, she saw it was neatly folded, secured with a strip of clear tape. The handwriting was deliberate, dark ink pressed into the paper in even strokes.

If you want to watch, come closer.

Her stomach tightened. For a long moment she didn’t move, her pulse beating in her throat. The alley outside was empty. The opposite window—Ethan’s—was still and quiet, curtains half drawn.

“Tessa!”

A muffled sound came from the bedroom. “What?”

“Just come here.”

Tessa emerged, hair tousled, wearing one of Lena’s oversized shirts. “You’re way too awake for—” Her voice cut off when she saw the note. “Oh my God. You’re kidding.”

Lena shook her head. “It was just here. When I got up.”

Tessa stepped closer, squinting at the handwriting. “That’s him. It has to be.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Who else could it be? Nobody else can even see this window.”

Lena’s mind spun. Their apartment sat on the second floor, facing directly across from Ethan’s townhouse. Between them was the narrow gap of the alley—barely ten feet wide—with old iron fire escapes clinging to the brick. She glanced out, imagining him stepping onto his landing, leaning just far enough to press the paper to their glass.

Her voice came out low. “That’s insane. He could’ve fallen.”

“Or he knew exactly what he was doing.”

Lena turned away, trying to calm the thrum of her pulse. “We should take it down before anyone sees.”

“Who’s going to see? It’s not like people stroll through alleys at eight in the morning.” Tessa reached for the window latch. “I want to see what kind of paper he used.”

“Tessa—don’t—”

But she’d already opened it just enough to tug the note free. The tape gave a faint peel, then it was in her hand. She turned it over carefully, smiling in disbelief. “Printer paper. Classic. No signature. No phone number.”

Lena folded her arms. “Because it’s not supposed to be romantic. It’s a message.”

“Yeah, and a sexy one.”

“Tessa!”

“What? It is.” She grinned, eyes bright. “Come on, admit it. This is bold. He’s not angry, he’s inviting us.”

Lena tried to sound calm. “Or he’s testing us.”

“That too. Tests can be fun.”

Lena sighed, though the word fun caught somewhere in her chest. She was trembling slightly, though she couldn’t tell if it was from fear or the thrill of being noticed.

They taped the note to the fridge, where it stared at them all day like an unspoken dare.

By the time night fell, the world outside was slick with drizzle again. The hum of the city had quieted into distant traffic and the soft hiss of water in the gutters. Tessa was on the couch with her laptop open, pretending to read.

Lena came out of her room, brushing her hair back. The blinds were already tilted open.

“He’s home,” Tessa said without looking up.

Lena’s breath caught. “You checked?”

“Of course I checked.”

Across the alley, Ethan’s lamp glowed amber, painting warm light across the rain-streaked glass. He stood near the window, wearing a fitted dark T-shirt and jeans, barefoot. His posture was relaxed, one hand resting against the frame.

“He knows we saw the note,” Tessa said quietly.

Lena whispered, “He shouldn’t.”

“He does.”

They stood side by side, the reflection of their faces faint in the glass. Tessa leaned closer to whisper, her breath brushing Lena’s cheek. “He’s looking right at us.”

Lena shook her head but didn’t move away. “He’s not.”

“Then why do you look like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you want him to be.”

The words made something spark low in Lena’s chest. She could feel the heat of Tessa beside her, the slight brush of her arm.

Across the alley, Ethan shifted his weight and leaned one shoulder against the wall. His gaze stayed steady, unreadable. He didn’t smile. He didn’t hide.

Rain tapped gently against the glass. The lamplight blurred, haloed by mist. Lena’s reflection merged with his for a moment—her soft outline against his stillness—and she felt her heart stutter.

Tessa’s hand brushed hers, a quiet touch that lingered. “If we’re going to play, we should at least admit it.”

“This isn’t a game,” Lena whispered, though her voice had lost conviction.

Tessa smiled faintly. “It feels like one.”

They didn’t move for a long time. The silence filled with pulse and breath, the hum of the city fading away.

When Ethan finally turned off his light, Lena felt something inside her drop—a sudden, aching emptiness.

Tessa’s voice came low in the dark. “You know what I think?”

“What?”

“He left that note for both of us. But you’re the one he’s really watching.”

Lena wanted to argue, but the words tangled on her tongue.

She turned off their lamp, plunging the room into shadow. The only light came from the street below, glinting faintly off the rain. In the glass, their reflections hovered close—two figures breathing the same air, faces inches apart.

For a second, Lena thought Tessa might kiss her. The thought startled her, but she didn’t step away.

Instead, they stood together, eyes fixed on the empty window across the alley, waiting for the glow to return.

When it didn’t, Lena whispered, almost to herself, “Maybe he’s waiting for us to come closer.”

Tessa smiled in the dark. “Then maybe we should.”
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The knock came just after noon. Lena was painting at the table, the windows open to let in the late-summer air, when a courier’s voice called from the hall.

“Delivery for apartment 2B!”

Tessa got to the door first, still in shorts and an oversized tee. She signed the tablet and accepted the small brown box before the courier disappeared down the stairs.

When she turned the label toward the light, her grin widened. “Oh, this isn’t for us.”

Lena looked up from her canvas. “Who is it for?”

Tessa’s voice softened into something wicked. “Ethan Caldwell.”

Lena’s stomach dipped. “Maybe they mixed up the address.”

“Or maybe the universe is giving you an excuse to go talk to him.”

Lena frowned. “You could go.”

“I could,” Tessa said, already setting the box on the counter. “But you should.”

“Why?”

“Because he likes you.”

Lena tried to sound casual. “You don’t know that.”

“Sure I do. He looks at you like he wants to lick your lollipop.”

Lena snorted. “That’s ridiculous.”

Tessa shrugged. “Then prove me wrong. Take it to him.”

Lena hesitated, staring at the label again. “What if he thinks we’re weird?”

Tessa’s lips curved. “Oh, he already knows we’re weird. That’s part of our charm.”

Lena rolled her eyes but felt the quickening in her chest all the same. “Fine. But if he says anything awkward, I’m blaming you.”

“I’ll take the blame.”

She tied her hair back, slipped on sandals, and picked up the box. It wasn’t heavy, but her hands felt clumsy against the smooth cardboard. Crossing the alley meant stepping out through the side door, down the iron stairs, and up the short path to the townhouse across from theirs. She knocked softly.

For a moment, nothing. Then footsteps approached, measured and steady.

The door opened.

Ethan stood there, barefoot, wearing a dark henley rolled to the elbows and faded jeans. He looked freshly showered, his hair damp at the temples. The faint scent of soap and cedar hung in the air between them.

“Hi,” Lena said, her voice catching. “I’m Lena. I think this got delivered to us by mistake.”

He looked down at the box, then back at her, a slow smile curving his mouth. “Ah. My big package.”

She froze, then blushed so hard she could feel it in her ears. “I—I didn’t mean—”

His eyes gleamed with quiet amusement. “Thank you for bringing it over. I appreciate you handling it for me.”

The words came out smooth, playful, but not cruel. Still, her pulse tripped. “You’re welcome,” she managed.

He leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, still holding her gaze. “You live across the alley, right?”

She nodded. “With Tessa. We moved in a few weeks ago.”

“I know.”

There was no arrogance in the way he said it, just calm acknowledgment, the kind that made her feel both seen and unsteady.

He set the package on a small table by the entryway and turned back to her. “You’re an artist, aren’t you? I’ve noticed the canvases.”

She blinked. “You can see those?”

He smiled faintly. “Sometimes your curtains are open.”

Her throat went dry and she tried to hide it with a short laugh. “Duh. Right.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable exactly, but charged. She became acutely aware of everything—the creak of the floor, the soft hum of his voice, the warmth coming from his doorway.

“Well,” she said, taking a step back. “I should let you get back to your… package.”

“Lena,” he said gently.

She paused. Hearing her name from him startled her more than it should have.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being brave enough to knock.”

Her breath caught. She wanted to say something witty, but all she could do was nod. “You’re welcome.”

He watched her as she turned to leave. She felt his gaze on her back, steady and warm, following her down the short steps. Her pulse fluttered like something trapped.

When she reached the door of her own building, she glanced once over her shoulder. He was still there, standing in the doorway, one hand on the frame. Their eyes met again for the briefest instant before he stepped back inside.

She closed the door behind her, leaning against it, trying to slow her breathing.

From the kitchen, Tessa called, “So? Was he home?”

Lena tried to sound calm. “Yes.”

“And?”

“He said thank you.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes.”

Tessa’s laughter floated down the hall. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“I’m not lying.”

“You’re flushed.”

“I walked fast.”

“Uh-huh.”

Lena busied herself at the counter, pretending to tidy the already clean surface. Her heart was still racing. The image of his smile lingered in her mind, that low, measured tone when he said her name.

Tessa appeared in the doorway, arms crossed, a grin spreading. “You’re glowing.”

“I am not.”

“You are. And you’re thinking about him.”

Lena met her eyes and tried to find her usual composure, but it slipped away too easily.

“I just delivered a package,” she said softly.

Tessa tilted her head, stepping closer. “Sure. That’s all you did.”

The teasing in her voice was playful, but her gaze lingered a second too long, catching on Lena’s parted lips. For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Tessa smiled, light again. “I hope he remembers to thank me next time.”

Lena looked down at her hands. “For what?”

“For sending you.”
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The sound came softly, almost like the brushing of fabric, a faint slide against the wood. Lena glanced up from her book, frowning.

Tessa muted the TV. “What was that?”

Something white poked out from beneath the front door. Lena rose, her heartbeat already quickening, and crossed the room. She bent to pick it up, the paper smooth and freshly folded. Her name wasn’t written anywhere, but she didn’t need to see one.

If you’re curious, come by.

Her breath caught. She didn’t have to ask who it was from.

Tessa came to her side, eyes lighting up the moment she saw the words. “He didn’t.”

“He did.”

Tessa pressed her fingers to her lips, grinning. “Oh my God. This is wild.”

Lena’s voice came out quiet. “He must’ve slipped it under when we were watching a movie.”

“Or he knows our schedule.”

“That’s not funny.”

“It’s a little funny,” Tessa said, still staring at the note. “He actually invited us over.”

Lena shook her head, trying to slow her pulse. “We can’t go.”

“Why not?”

“Because that would make this real.”

Tessa’s eyes gleamed. “Maybe that’s the point.”

Lena’s chest tightened. “Tessa—”

“You’re scared,” she said softly, not mocking, just knowing.

Lena hesitated. “Yes.”

“Then I’ll go with you.”

Lena looked up sharply. “You can’t mean that.”

“Sure I can. We’ll go together, just to see what he wants. We don’t have to stay.”

The silence stretched between them. The city outside murmured faintly through the open window.

Lena wanted to say no. She wanted to be sensible, the calm one, the anchor between them. But the memory of Ethan’s voice, low and smooth at the doorway earlier that day, replayed in her mind. The way he’d said her name. The way he’d looked at her like he was already imagining this moment.

“Just five minutes,” Tessa said.

Lena exhaled. “Five.”

They changed clothes without speaking much. Nothing revealing, just soft jeans and thin T-shirts. Casual, but still sexy. When they crossed the alley, the world felt quieter than usual, as if everything had paused to watch them.

The townhouse door was dark blue, paint chipped slightly at the corners. Tessa lifted her hand to knock, then glanced at Lena. “You sure?”

“No,” Lena said.

Tessa smiled faintly. “Good.”

She knocked.

It took only a moment for the door to open. Ethan stood framed in the warm light of his entryway, barefoot again, wearing a plain T-shirt and jeans.

His gaze moved from one to the other, his expression unreadable. “I was wondering when you two would stop by.”

Tessa tilted her head, trying to keep her tone light. “Oh yeah?”

“I hoped,” he said simply. Then, with a small, knowing smile: “I figured if we’re going to look at each other, we may as well do it up close.”

Lena’s heart stumbled. The words weren’t crude, not even overtly suggestive, yet they carried weight, like a truth spoken out loud after weeks of pretending not it wasn’t there.

Tessa let out a quiet breath, half a laugh. “That’s bold.”

Ethan’s smile deepened slightly. “You don’t seem offended.”

“I’m not easily offended.”

His gaze shifted to Lena. “And you?”

Lena hesitated. “I’m not sure what I am.”

“That’s fair.”

He stepped back, opening the door wider. “Come in. You can leave whenever you like.”

Tessa walked past him first, her chin high, curiosity bright in her eyes. Lena followed, careful not to brush against him as she entered. His house smelled like cedar and rain. The air was warm, the light low but soft. Bookshelves lined the walls, and a single candle flickered on the table near the window.

Lena stayed near the door, arms folded loosely. She felt out of place, like she was trespassing on something private. Yet when he turned his attention to her, she didn’t move.

He nodded toward the couch. “You can sit, if you want.”

Tessa sat immediately, crossing one leg over the other, confident as ever. Lena sat slowly beside her.

“I’m guessing you saw the note,” Ethan said.

Tessa smirked. “You mean the one you risked your life taping to our window? Or the one you slipped under our door?”

“Not much of a risk,” he said. “The fire escape reaches close enough.”

Lena found her voice again. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

“Probably not,” he agreed, his tone steady. “But you shouldn’t have been watching me either.”

Her cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

There was no accusation in his voice. If anything, there was amusement—gentle, controlled, and surprisingly kind.

Tessa leaned back. “So you watched back.”

“I did,” he said. “Curiosity goes both ways.”

Lena felt a strange calm settle over her then, mingled with tension. “What were you curious about?”

He met her gaze. “What you’d do if we were in the same room.”

The words sent a slow, hot wave through her chest.

“And now that we are?” she asked.

The silence that followed was thick but not heavy. The candlelight flickered, painting their faces in gold.

“Whatever you want,” he said. “You came to me.”

Lena’s pulse fluttered. “We shouldn’t stay long.”

“You don’t have to,” he said. “Like I said, you can leave any time.”

But neither of them made a move.

Tessa glanced toward the window—the same one they’d been watching from all this time. Across the alley, their apartment glowed faintly, its light spilling into the night.

Ethan followed her gaze. “It’s strange, isn’t it? The space between us was only a few feet, but it felt like something else entirely.”

Lena nodded, her voice barely above a whisper. “It still does.”

He smiled softly. “Then stay a little longer.”

The invitation hung there, quiet and unforced.

The living room felt much too warm, though the air hadn’t changed. Maybe it was the way Ethan stood before them, so steady it made the space around him feel still.

Neither woman spoke. The quiet was thick with anticipation. Lena’s heart raced. She wasn’t sure if she should leave or stay, but her feet wouldn’t move.

Ethan took a slow step toward Lena. “Hold still,” he said gently.

His hand found her waist, warm through her shirt, fingers firm but careful. The simple contact made her knees weaken. He drew her closer and kissed her. It started soft, almost questioning, but then deepened. His mouth moved with quiet hunger, his other hand sliding up her back until she trembled.

His tongue brushed her lips, parting them gently, before meeting with her own. A moan escaped Lena as their tongues danced, sending a pleasurable chill through her.

Lena gasped against his lips, clutching his arm for balance. The kiss left her dizzy—an entire world folding into that single, endless moment.

When he finally pulled back, her breath came fast.

Tessa shifted on the couch, her voice unsteady. “You’ve been wanting to do that for a while, haven’t you?”

Ethan turned his gaze toward her. “Come here.”

Tessa hesitated only long enough to smile at Lena before standing. He reached for her in the same slow way, his hand curving around her hips as he drew her in. His kiss with her was different—playful at first, then more demanding, his fingers pressing lightly at the small of her back.

Lena couldn’t look away. Watching them made her chest ache. The jealousy was sharp and surprising, but threaded through it was something else, something darker and more consuming. Desire.

Tessa’s soft sounds filled the space. She melted against him, her hands curling in his shirt. When he released her, her lips were parted, her eyes hazy.

“Your turn,” Ethan said quietly, his gaze flicking between them. “Kiss each other.”

Lena’s breath caught. “What?”

“You want to,” he said. “Even if you haven’t admitted it.”

Tessa turned to her friend, eyes glinting. “He’s right.”

Lena shook her head, but not in refusal. Her pulse pounded too loudly for words.

Tessa closed the space between them, her fingers brushing Lena’s cheek. The first kiss was hesitant—warm, trembling, their lips barely meeting. The second was bolder. Tessa deepened it, tilting her head, her tongue tracing gently against Lena’s lower lip until Lena gave in completely.

The room seemed to vanish around them.

Tessa’s hand slid up, skimming over Lena’s ribs, then beneath the edge of her shirt. When she pulled back for air, she whispered, “You’re shaking.”

“I know,” Lena said softly. “Don’t stop.”

Tessa smiled against her mouth, then lifted the hem of her shirt, removing it until Lena’s bra was exposed. Her lips trailed down her throat, across the curve of her collarbone, then lower, pressing kisses through the thin fabric that hid her breasts. Lena arched slightly, the touch both tender and electric.

Ethan stood nearby, watching in silence. His expression wasn’t lewd—it was fascinated, reverent almost.

When Tessa’s mouth lingered over one nipple, tracing lazy circles through the fabric, a quiet sound escaped Lena’s throat. Ethan stepped forward, sliding a hand gently through Tessa’s hair.

“Now you,” he murmured.

He drew Tessa up and kissed her deeply, his other hand finding her waist. When he pulled back, he lifted her shirt just as she’d done to Lena, revealing smooth skin and a lacy black bra. He pressed his lips along the swell of her chest, his breath catching against her skin before his tongue followed, slow and deliberate.

Lena’s whole body felt alive watching them. Every movement, every sound, drew her deeper in.

Then Tessa looked at Ethan, then down at Lena, and sank gracefully to her knees. The gesture was almost ritualistic, a shift in energy that made Lena’s pulse skip.

Ethan rested his hand on Tessa’s shoulder, steadying her.

Tessa hands were warm on Ethan’s thighs. The teasing spark in her eyes had faded to something reverent, almost worshipful. She reached for his belt and unfastened the buckle with a click. Her fingers eased the leather free, opening his jeans with a steady pull of the zipper.

The space between them felt wrong now, too far to breathe in the heat rolling off their bodies, and yet not far enough to keep her safe from the need pooling low in her belly.

Tessa slipped his jeans down and gasped at the sight of him. Lena looked on, too, wondering how his cock could be so large and thick.

Tessa glanced up. Ethan’s gaze stayed on her, calm and unreadable. She leaned in and took him into her mouth. Lena heard the soft catch in Tessa’s breath, the faint wet sound that followed, the deep inhale Ethan couldn’t quite hide.

Lena’s breath snagged. She should have looked away. She didn’t. She couldn’t. Tessa’s head moved in a slow rhythm, mouth and hand working together, wrist turning as her lips sealed around his thick girth. The line of her spine curved, her shoulders rolling with each motion, while Ethan’s hand settled lightly on her shoulder. His jaw tightened, a flicker of strain crossing features that usually gave nothing away.

Lena stood just a few feet away, rooted to the floor, arms at her sides, unsure what to do with her hands. Her breath came in shallow pulls, her thighs pressed together beneath her jeans. Then Ethan’s gaze found hers.

Something in his expression shifted and with one slow lift of his hand, he beckoned her closer.

Lena’s feet moved before her thoughts did. It felt like crossing some invisible line, the air between them thick and charged. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears as she stepped forward, drawn in by the quiet gravity of his presence, by the way he looked at her like he already knew what she needed.

Tessa didn’t pause. Her mouth worked his cock with more urgency now, her soft moans humming against his skin. Wet, rhythmic sounds filled the space, undercut only by Ethan’s quiet breath and Lena’s racing pulse.

As Lena reached them, Ethan’s hand slid behind her back, drawing her in. He kissed her without hesitation—deep, claiming, his mouth warm and open as his tongue slipped past her lips. Lena moaned softly into the kiss, caught off guard by how good it felt, how natural it was to fall into him.

He didn’t break the kiss as he reached behind her and unclasped her bra. The straps slipped from her shoulders, the cups falling away between them. His fingers moved lower, unfastening her jeans, tugging the zipper open with ease. His hand slid beneath the band of her panties without pause, finding the soft heat between her legs.

Lena gasped into his mouth, her hips stuttering forward. His fingers teased her clit in slow, deliberate circles, knowing exactly how to touch her without rushing, like he’d already mapped her reactions.

Tessa moaned again, her mouth moving faster now, her hands firm on Ethan’s thighs as she took him deeper. The sight, the sounds, the pressure of Ethan’s fingers, it all crashed together inside Lena like a storm.

She clung to his shoulders, her knees already shaky.

Then Ethan broke the kiss and looked down at Tessa. His voice came low, steady. “Take off your clothes, Tessa.”

Tessa pulled back slowly, mouth flushed and glistening, her chest rising with shallow breaths. She wiped the back of her hand across her lips and tilted her head up to him in silent acknowledgment.

Without a word, she sank back onto her heels and began undressing. One slow motion at a time—bra first, then she stood briefly to slide her jeans and panties down her hips before sitting back again, completely bare. Her skin glowed in the soft light, but her eyes never left them.

Ethan turned back to Lena.

His voice was calm, commanding. “Take off your panties.”

Lena didn’t hesitate. She hooked her thumbs beneath the waistband and pushed them down over her hips, letting them fall to the floor. The cool air kissed her skin as she stepped out of them, bare now in front of both of them, heart hammering wildly.

Ethan reached for her hand and guided her back, one careful step at a time, until her shoulders met the wall. The cool surface against her spine made her gasp.

He bent slightly, lifted her leg at the knee, and cradled it at his hip. Then he aligned his cock with her slick pussy and pushed inside her with one deep, smooth thrust.

Lena cried out, her head falling back against the wall. He filled her completely, the stretch and pressure overwhelming in the best way. Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, clinging to him as he began to move.

He fucked her slowly at first—long, even strokes that made her toes curl and her breath catch. His hand held her thigh firmly in place while the other braced against the wall beside her head, anchoring them both.

Their bodies met again and again, the rhythm building with each breath. The sound of their skin, the soft slap of hips, her quiet gasps—it filled the room.

Lena’s eyes fluttered open just long enough to see Tessa.

Her eyes were dark, intense, locked on Lena.

Ethan groaned softly and drove deeper, grinding with each thrust. Lena whimpered, her back scraping lightly against the wall, her nails digging into his back as he fucked her harder.

“God,” she breathed, her voice breaking. “I’m so close—”

“Yes,” he said, his voice tight, his breath ragged. “Come for me.”

The heat inside her shattered.

Lena cried out, her body writhing against the wall as the orgasm tore through her—hot, clenching, endless. Her thighs shook. Her mouth fell open. Her whole body pulsed around him, and he didn’t stop.

With a final deep thrust, Ethan groaned low in her ear, spilling into her as his body tensed and trembled. He pressed his forehead against hers, their breath mingling, his grip still steady at her hip.

They stayed there. Locked together, panting, sweaty, undone. Her leg still curled around his waist. Her arms around his neck. His heart thudding fast against her chest.

Ethan finally eased out of her with a slow, careful motion, his hand lingering on her thigh as he set her gently back on her feet. Lena wobbled slightly, still catching her breath, and he steadied her with a quiet touch and a look that said everything.

Tessa stepped closer, her gaze soft as it swept over Lena. No jealousy. No hesitation. Just want.

Without saying a word, she reached for her.

Tessa guided Lena gently down onto the soft rug, her fingers laced tightly through hers, their palms warm with shared tension. Lena’s back met the plush fibers of the rug, and her body settled into it with a slow, trembling exhale.

Tessa leaned over her, a tangle of dark curls spilling forward, her eyes bright with something between tenderness and hunger. She kissed Lena slowly, deep and languid, her lips parting with quiet reverence as her hand skimmed the side of Lena’s throat, then over the curve of her breast.

Lena whimpered softly into the kiss, her hands gripping Tessa’s waist. She didn’t know what surprised her more: how good it felt, or how natural it seemed to give in to it.

Tessa’s mouth began a slow descent, trailing warm, open-mouthed kisses along Lena’s collarbone, down the center of her chest, over her ribs. Her tongue flicked teasingly against the dip of Lena’s navel before she moved lower still, pushing Lena’s thighs gently apart with the steady insistence of someone who already knew she’d be welcomed there.

Lena gasped when Tessa’s lips found the tender skin of her inner thigh. She’d never done this with her best friend before. But Ethan pulled something out of them both.

Her legs trembled as they spread wider, the last threads of resistance unraveling beneath the heat of Tessa’s breath. Every nerve buzzed just beneath the surface. Her friend. Her roommate. Her hands were now pressing Lena’s hips down with firm, confident pressure, grounding her as she kissed closer.

Then her tongue found Lena’s clit.

Lena’s entire body jolted. Her fingers clawed at the rug, her hips lifting involuntarily as a strangled moan escaped her lips.

“Oh—God,” she whispered, eyes fluttering shut.

Tessa hummed in response, the vibration traveling straight through Lena’s core. She moved slowly at first, tasting her for the first time. Her tongue traced slow circles, then firmer strokes, adjusting with each twitch of Lena’s hips, each breathless sound.

Lena dared to look down and nearly lost it.

Tessa’s dark hair fell in soft waves between her legs, her back bare and arched, her mouth working with rhythmic intensity. The sight of her—so beautiful, so utterly focused—sent a pulse of desire through Lena that left her dizzy.

Behind her, Ethan stepped forward. His eyes were fixed on the two of them, dark with restrained hunger. He knelt behind Tessa, hands gliding over the slope of her hips. She moaned into Lena at the first touch, but didn’t stop.

He guided her gently back, positioning his cock with ease, and then slowly slid inside her.

Tessa cried out, the sound muffled as her mouth stayed pressed against Lena’s body. Her moan reverberated against Lena’s clit, and Lena’s whole body twitched in response, thighs trembling on either side of her best friend’s face.

Ethan began to move faster, gripping Tessa’s hips firmly as he drove into her from behind. The motion rocked her forward with every thrust, and Lena felt every ripple of it through Tessa’s tongue.

Tessa whimpered again, licking harder now, her mouth moving in hungry rhythm as Ethan fucked her deeper. Her own pleasure seemed to fuel her, her moans getting louder, more frantic, and the sound vibrated against Lena’s most sensitive spot.

Lena’s chest heaved. She gripped the rug until her knuckles ached, her head tipped back as her hips rolled instinctively to meet every flick of Tessa’s tongue.

She looked down again. Ethan’s muscles rippled with each thrust, his breath heavy, his hands commanding. Tessa’s free hand had slid down between her own thighs, fingers working frantically as she trembled between them—taken from both sides, consumed by sensation.

The pressure inside Lena built fast, climbing higher with every stroke, every moan, every glance. Her whole body tensed, her thighs clenching, her hips beginning to lose rhythm as the edge came into view.

“Tessa—” she gasped, voice breaking. “Oh God—I’m—”

Tessa didn’t stop. Her hands gripped Lena’s thighs tighter, holding her in place as her tongue moved faster now. Sharp, relentless, purposeful.

Lena’s orgasm hit with devastating force.

She cried out, her body arcing off the rug, hips bucking uncontrollably as waves of heat and pleasure tore through her. Her vision blurred. Her limbs shook. Tessa kept licking, drawing it out, keeping her pinned while the aftershocks pulsed through her thighs and belly and chest.

Only when Lena collapsed, boneless and breathless, did Tessa lift her head, her lips and cheeks slick with arousal, eyes hazy with need.

A second later, her own orgasm overtook her.

Tessa’s back arched beneath Ethan’s hands as she cried out, voice raw and open. Her body clenched around him as she came, shaking, panting, her hand frozen between her legs. Ethan groaned in response, his thrusts rough and final now as he buried himself to the hilt.

His release came in a low, guttural sound, his grip tightening on Tessa’s hips as his rhythm stuttered, then stopped. He stayed pressed against her, both of them trembling in the thick, humid quiet.

For a while, no one said anything.

Ethan still knelt beside them, chest rising slowly. Tessa lay draped across Lena’s legs, her breathing steady now, cheek resting on warm skin. Lena stroked absentmindedly through her curls, her other hand trailing across the rug.

Eventually, Tessa murmured, “I feel like we just flipped to the last page of a book and now we have to go back and read the rest.”

Lena gave a breath of a laugh. “We skipped the whole plot.”

“You mean the part where we talk about feelings and boundaries and how we’re definitely not supposed to be doing this with our neighbor?” Tessa asked, not moving.

Ethan smiled faintly, his voice low. “You two weren’t exactly subtle.”

Lena’s fingers paused in Tessa’s hair. “How long did you know we were watching you?”

He looked at her then, something soft in his expression. “Long enough.”

Tessa shifted, propping herself up just slightly. “So… you weren’t creeped out?”

“No,” Ethan said. “Just curious how long it would take you to knock on the door.”

Lena rolled her eyes but smiled, brushing hair from her damp forehead. “This wasn’t exactly the plan.”

“Did you have one?” Ethan asked.

“No,” she admitted, her voice quieter now. “But I kept painting you.”

Ethan’s gaze lingered on her. “I know.”

That made her blush, unexpectedly. She looked away, suddenly fascinated by the pattern in the rug.

Tessa reached up and traced a slow circle on Lena’s hip. “You’re cute when you’re flustered.”

Lena caught her hand. “I’m naked in front of my best friend and our neighbor. I think I’m officially more than flustered.”

Ethan chuckled low. “I should get you both some water.”

“No,” Tessa said, stretching out again, one leg tangled with Lena’s. “You’ll just come back and we’ll start all over again.”

Lena smiled, her voice soft but sly. “Was that a warning or an invitation?”

Tessa raised a brow. “What do you think?”

Ethan glanced between them, breath just starting to steady. “Depends if you're thirsty or insatiable.”

Lena laughed under her breath. “Little bit of both.”

They looked at each other—three very different people who had just done something impossible to take back.

And before long, hands wandered again.

They didn’t stop at once. Or twice.

They kept going for hours, taking turns, trying everything they wanted, until all three of them were exhausted and finally passed out together sometime near dawn.
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Morning crept in slow and soft.

Lena stirred first, blinking against the pale light filtering through unfamiliar curtains. Her head was on Tessa’s shoulder; Tessa’s leg was draped over Ethan’s. All three of them were tangled in the sheets, bare and warm and sore in the best way.

Ethan let out a low hum, eyes still closed. “Either of you remember who pulled us into bed?”

“Gravity,” Tessa mumbled, her voice scratchy with sleep. “Or exhaustion. Hard to say.”

Lena stretched, winced, and then laughed. “I don’t think I can walk.”

“Well,” Tessa said, sitting up slowly, “we do have class.”

“Unfortunately.” Lena rubbed her face. “Adler’s is in fifteen minutes.”

Ethan finally opened his eyes, his voice still rough with sleep. “I was kind of hoping to see you two again.”

Tessa smirked, tossing back the covers. “Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said, leaning against the headboard. “But maybe not just through the window this time.”

Lena’s laugh caught in her throat. She leaned over, kissed him once, then glanced at Tessa.

“We’ll see what we can do.” They got dressed slowly, stealing glances and quiet touches, reluctant to let it end just yet.
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