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The Invitation


Nine AM sharp, Psychology Building.

I stood just outside the glass doors, thumb hovering over my screen while I reread the email. The subject line, Blackwood Cohabitation Study: Interview Invitation, looked even more ominous up close. My hands weren’t shaking, not exactly, but they weren’t steady either.

You have been selected for a confidential research opportunity. Please arrive promptly at 9:00 AM to meet with lead graduate researcher Sienna Vale.

There it was again: that feeling I’d been handpicked for something. Not luck, not lottery. Chosen. The weird part was, I hadn’t applied.

I pushed through the doors. The first-floor hallway was empty, cold fluorescent lights bouncing off polished tile. My sneakers made the only sound. Every echo sounded sharper than normal, like I was the only person in a campus building built for a thousand.

Maybe I was walking into an ambush. Maybe it was just a nine AM Tuesday.

Her office was tucked at the far end, past the bulletin boards and the lurid “EXPERIMENTAL PARTICIPANTS WANTED” flyers that looked more like bad Tinder ads than science. All I knew about Sienna Vale, up until now, was what I’d pieced together from lectures and the occasional campus sighting. Behavioral psych prodigy, everyone said. Terrifyingly smart. She probably knew half the student body’s secrets and didn’t care about any of them.

The gold nameplate next to her door gleamed: SIENNA VALE, M.A. CANDIDATE. I hesitated, knuckles poised.

No going back.

I knocked. Once, quick.

Her voice came through, perfectly level. “Come in.”

When I stepped inside, I saw her.

Sienna Vale sat behind a streamlined metal-and-oak desk, just enough clutter to suggest an actual human being, but every stack of paper lined up edge-to-edge. She was dressed in a deep navy blouse, classy, nothing flashy, but it hugged her curves in a way that got my attention even before I let myself look at her face. Dark auburn waves framed her cheeks and fell past her shoulders. She looked up, and everything in the room shifted.

She was even more striking up close: high cheekbones, full lips, warm blue eyes that sharpened as soon as she focused on me. I’d caught glimpses of her at the front of lecture halls, but distance fuzzed out the details. Here, every feature came into focus.

But what hit me hardest was the scent, subtle, layered, not chemical at all. Citrus, wood, maybe a ghost of something floral but not sweet. It landed somewhere between “expensive cologne” and “sunlit library filled with old books.” It didn’t fit any mental image I had of a psychology grad student. I let it ground me, even as my pulse accelerated.

She gestured to the chair opposite the desk. “Tate Sterling?” Her nails tapped a precise rhythm on the edge of a leather planner.

“That’s me.”

I sat, but didn’t fully relax. The atmosphere had that new-car smell: clean, controlled, but with something unpredictable under it.

Sienna scanned a folder, the kind that looked like it held state secrets. “Thank you for coming in on such short notice. I appreciate your punctuality.”

She didn’t smile. Not really. If anything, she looked like she was running a simulation in her head and I was the test subject.

I tried not to stare at her hands, but her fingers were impossible to ignore. She spun a matte black pen between them, then set it down with impossible precision, always returning to that careful tapping. No fidgeting. Just pure calibration.

I tried to match her energy. “Happy to be here. Even if I’m not totally sure why I’m here.”

“That’s completely normal.” She folded her hands, leaning back for a beat. “Blackwood Cohabitation Study is… somewhat unique. Both in its approach and its selection process.”

Her tone was measured. I could tell she’d said this a hundred times. But there was an edge, like she was waiting for me to catch an unstated joke.

“I’ve heard the rumors,” I said. “Some say you guys are building the perfect dating algorithm. Others say it’s a personality cult, minus the matching tracksuits.”

That drew the ghost of a smile from her. “That’s what happens when half the campus is convinced they’re being recruited for the next Stanford Prison Experiment. We’re a little less dramatic.”

“Less dramatic, but with better snacks?” I asked.

She gave up a small laugh, the kind that made her eyes crinkle at the corners. “We do pride ourselves on the coffee selection. But mostly we’re interested in how proximity, boundary crossing, and observation affect interpersonal connection. The actual details are a little more complicated.”

I was pretty sure she knew I’d majored in psychology too. There was a little extra glint when she said “boundary crossing.”

“So it’s more than just pairing up some volunteers and taking notes,” I said. “There’s more… observation?”

She nodded, and just then her hand drifted to her collarbone, absent, casual, but not unconscious. “We look at how constant physical proximity changes things. Not just the big moments, but all the micro-interactions. The stuff people don’t even realize matters.” She leaned in a bit, elbows bracketing a legal pad. “There are cameras throughout the house. Audio, too. All activity is recorded, coded, and mapped over time.”

The word constant hung there. I watched her lips as she said it.

“Two full semesters,” she continued. “No gaps. The house is designed to maximize interaction and… encourage certain types of connection.”

I let that sit. “Certain types?”

“Increased intimacy,” she said, voice lower now. “Emotional and otherwise. We want to see what happens when you can’t hide behind your usual routines.”

She wasn’t just talking about the study. Or maybe I only imagined that.

Someone else might have leaned back, tried to reclaim space. Sienna did the opposite, her chin came up, eyes locked on me, and for a second the distance across the desk felt like nothing.

I found myself cataloging everything: the faint shimmer of light in her hair, the way her blouse curved along her chest without looking even slightly accidental, the line of freckles just visible at the base of her neck. I’d never noticed any of it from the anonymity of a classroom.

She must have caught me staring, because her gaze flicked down to her planner, then back to my face. “You’ll be living with multiple other participants, each selected for a specific reason. But you won’t know those reasons. That’s part of the protocol.”

A little thrill chased up my spine.

I tried to play it cool. “And I just get to sign up for this? No strings attached?”

She hesitated, just enough for me to notice. “Let me talk you through the expectations.”

Sienna outlined the basics: two semesters, a generous stipend (almost suspiciously generous), full tuition paid, and a confidentiality agreement so tight it might have been forged by the Pentagon. In exchange, I lived in Blackwood House, let myself be observed, and didn’t interfere with the behavioral protocols.

Her voice never wavered, but there was a pulse to the way she described things, a slow tightening, like she was daring me to ask what wasn’t on the page.

“And if I say no?” I asked.

She didn’t look away. “Then we thank you for your time, and the offer goes to the next candidate.” Her fingers resumed their tapping, softer now. “But I doubt you’re the type to walk away from something just because it’s uncomfortable.”

That shot landed a little too close to home.

Two could play at that game. “You read my student bio or something?”

She shrugged. “Something like that. Yours stood out.”

My pulse ticked up again. There was a pause, just long enough to register, just short enough to make me wonder if she did it on purpose.

I let the silence linger, just to see what she’d do.

She didn’t break. If anything, she leaned closer, her voice dropping half a register. “I think you’ll find the experience… illuminating. Especially for someone with your background.”

I caught a flash of challenge in her eyes, and something else she wasn’t saying.

The room felt smaller than when I walked in. More focused. I realized my hands were gripping the armrests of the chair, knuckles tight.

She reached for a new-looking folder and slid it toward me.

The contract.

“You don’t have to decide now,” Sienna said, but her tone left no doubt which outcome she expected. “Take your time. Read everything. Some of the clauses are—”

She paused, this time actually searching my face.

“—unusual. For a study like this.”

I flipped it open. The pages were color-coded: white for duties, blue for legal, yellow for the full section on participant interaction. Job titles usually reserved for guinea pigs and government witnesses. I glanced back at her as I skimmed.

“If you’re already watching everyone so closely,” I said, “how do you separate the research from the… personal stuff?”

She permitted herself a tiny smile. “That’s the entire point. Sometimes, you can’t. That’s where the truth lives.”

There was no sarcasm, no smugness. Just honesty.

I wondered if she actually believed all of this, or if she was reading a script. If she was, her delivery was flawless.

I returned my attention to the contract, but I couldn’t shake the sense that when Sienna Vale looked at me, I was on display in ways I’d never been before. Not just a subject, but an object of interest. The distinction was subtle, but it made all the difference.

She let my silence fill the room, her blue eyes steady.

For the first time in a long while, I felt genuinely off-balance.

And I kind of liked it.

***

I thumbed through the pages, blue and yellow tabs sticking up like warning flags.

There was nothing basic about this contract. Blackwood House wasn’t just a dorm upgrade. It was a research fishbowl, the kind that wanted to see what happened when you couldn’t hide from anyone, least of all yourself.

Two semesters of constant observation. Check.

No dating or relationships outside the house, unless pre-approved. Check.

Full tuition and a quarterly stipend big enough to make any undergrad reconsider their morals.

I looked up. “You realize this is kind of intense, right?”

Sienna uncrossed, then re-crossed her legs under the desk, moving so deliberately it drew my attention. “That’s why the compensation is substantial. We’re asking a lot.”

“How much, exactly?”

She rattled off the number. My eyebrows went up.

“You could pay rent on a downtown penthouse with that,” I said.

Her lips curved, faint amusement finally breaking through the professional shell. “You could. Or you could invest it. The study doesn’t make suggestions about participant lifestyle choices.”

I held up the contract. “Except when it comes to every single aspect of our social lives.”

She didn’t blink. “Those restrictions are necessary to maintain research integrity. Outside relationships introduce uncontrollable variables.”

I let my gaze roam her desk, more organized than any workspace I’d ever seen. No personal photos. Just color-coded files, boxes of identical smooth-writing pens, a digital clock with the seconds ticking by in exact rhythm to her finger taps. I was starting to think she hadn’t left anything in her life to chance.

“So how did I end up here?” I asked, watching for a tell. “I never put my name in the applicant pool.”

She braced both elbows on the desk, posture flawless. “The selection process is multi-faceted. We use a combination of academic data, personality assessments, and a proprietary algorithm that evaluates potential group dynamics.”

“And I was just the perfect match?”

A pause. That same nearly-invisible smile. “You were statistically significant. Not just a match, but an outlier. Interpersonal gravity, as our model describes it.”

It was flattering, and a little creepy.

I let the silence stretch, then: “Sounds like you think you already know what I’ll do.”

Her gaze caught mine, unwavering. “We have hypotheses.”

“But not certainties.”

“Not yet.”

She slid the contract closer, then placed a smooth black pen on top. Her hand hovered a split-second longer than necessary. When I reached for the folder, our fingers brushed.

Neither of us flinched. I noticed her nails, short, neat, no polish. The warmth of her skin lingered in the space between contact and withdrawal.

Sienna didn’t mention it. Neither did I.

I glanced back to the blue section. “This clause, ‘participants will engage in authentic, unmediated relationships with other study members as determined by the progression of their collective experience’, that’s a mouthful. What does that even mean?”

Her tone didn’t shift. “It means you’re encouraged to be yourself. To interact openly, without facade. Our environment is structured to remove pretense.”

“And if someone doesn’t want to play along?”

She shrugged, a graceful, almost clinical movement. “Participation is voluntary. But the house is engineered to make disengagement uncomfortable. That’s where the most valuable data comes from.”

I didn’t love the way she phrased that: engineered discomfort.

“You ever think the person getting studied might be the researcher?” I asked. Half-joke, half-challenge.

Her eyes flared, just barely. “We consider all variables.”

I flipped another page. Each clause got weirder, more prescriptive. There were protocols for everything, sleeping arrangements, mandatory group activities, even rules for how quickly you had to acknowledge “developing interpersonal bonds.” Basically, if you caught feelings, you were supposed to lean in and see what happened. No icebreakers. Just emotional gasoline and a box of matches.

My fingers drummed against the desk. She tracked the movement but didn’t comment.

I set the contract down. “You think putting people under a microscope makes them more themselves, or less?”

She seemed genuinely interested. “That depends what you mean by ‘themselves.’ Most people, when observed, will exaggerate the traits they think matter. But prolonged exposure tends to break down those performances. The goal is to see who’s still standing when the act collapses.”

“And you want to watch the collapse.”

“Not just watch,” she said. “Understand it.”

I could feel my skepticism sharpening at the edges. “So you engineered a pressure cooker, then sat back to see who would crack first.”

She smiled, finally, a real one, small but unmistakable. “That’s one way to put it.”

“If you already know how people work, what’s left to study?”

She leaned forward just a little, and the citrus-wood scent intensified. “Theory isn’t the same as observation. You know that. And you’re not as predictable as most.”

The compliment was a challenge and I felt myself responding, posture tightening, every sense dialed up.

“You’re not worried I’ll game the system?” I asked.

“If you do,” Sienna said, “that’s valuable data too. Nothing is off-script.”

I shifted in my chair, trying to get comfortable. The contract was heavy in my hands, thick cardstock, like they needed you to feel the weight of commitment.

Halfway down the next page, I stopped. “This part about ‘no unsanctioned romantic or sexual relationships’, that’s not just research ethics. That’s something else.”

She watched me closely. “We need to isolate the variables. When feelings or attractions cross the line, it’s important to know what caused it: the environment, the selection process, or the individuals involved. External relationships are confounds.”

The way she said “attractions” made me want to ask if she was including herself in the category.

Maybe she was.

I returned to the summary. “You’re basically asking us to sign away our normal lives. For science.”

Her gaze never wavered. “You’ll find the compensation more than reflects that.”

I was starting to sweat, and not just because of the money.

I circled back to the beginning. “And I can walk away whenever?”

“Yes,” she said, “but if you withdraw early, you forfeit the tuition and stipend. The compensation is structured to reward completion.”

I studied her, letting quiet fill the space for a long beat. She didn’t fidget or blink. She just watched, measuring the effect of every word.

Everything about her was calculated. Even the moments that felt spontaneous were probably mapped out in advance.

But when our hands touched again, as I nudged the contract back, just to make a point, there was a tiny, involuntary pause. Her fingers stayed in contact with mine, heat sinking in, before she pulled her hand away, giving nothing up on her face.

“I get the sense you’re not telling me something.”

“If you have questions,” she said, “ask them directly.”

“Why me?” I pressed.

Her expression didn’t shift. “The selection process is proprietary. But I can say you weren’t chosen at random. We’re interested in seeing what happens when someone with your particular skillset enters a fixed environment with less emotionally self-aware individuals.”

So I was the wild card. Or maybe the ringer.

“Sounds like you’re stacking the deck.”

“We prefer the term ‘optimizing the data set,’” she said, almost smiling again.

I closed the contract, running my thumb along the edge. My eyes narrowed as I replayed the conversation in my head, looking for gaps or cues.

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll play.”

For the first time, her mask slipped just a hair. There was a flicker, relief? excitement?, but it vanished almost before it started.

She nodded, reaching for the black pen again. Our hands met for a moment, touch lingering longer this time. Her blue gaze was locked on mine. The unspoken current between us zapped every thought into high definition.

I wondered, not for the first time in my life, who was really running the experiment.

In the end, neither of us had fully relinquished control. But I could tell: this was only round one.

I took a breath and signed. The pen felt heavier than it should have.

***

The pen left a trail of ink across the signature line, my name, permanent, binding. I didn’t usually hesitate when it came to paperwork. But this time, I felt the line close behind me, like stepping through a door that locked itself the second you passed.

I looked up. Sienna’s expression went softer, less clinical, almost curious. She leaned in as she gathered the contract, her blouse tightening across her chest and the scent of her perfume spiking. Up close, it was sharper: citrus peel, cedar, a sly thread of vanilla. I resisted the temptation to inhale deep and lose myself in it.

She scanned the paperwork instantly. Either she’d memorized the whole thing, or the ritual mattered more than the content. When she spoke, her voice dropped half an octave.

“The selection process was more deliberate than random,” she said, gaze squarely on mine. “I wanted you in this study.”

The admission knocked me off-balance, which I suspected was the point.

All the analysis, the measured instructions, the way she’d let me think I was steering, just a setup for this moment.

I tried to keep my own reaction neutral, but I wasn’t sure I succeeded. “That makes you a more hands-on researcher than most.”

“You could say that,” Sienna replied, lips barely parting. “Some patterns are best observed up close.”

She passed the folder back to her side of the desk, but our fingers found each other again. Not accidental. It stretched, a second, maybe two. The warmth of her hand against mine, the brush of skin. The contact felt intimate for an academic handoff.

Neither of us looked away.

Even when she finally withdrew, her eyes lingered on my face like she was memorizing something crucial.

“I’ll be in touch with the move-in schedule. You won’t have much prep time.”

“I figured.”

She hesitated, another unscripted pause, then added, “If you have second thoughts later, you can always come to me directly.” The way she said it didn’t sound like standard protocol.

There was a red LED blinking on her desk now, sly and silent. I couldn’t tell when it had started recording, but I knew for a fact she’d flipped it while we were talking.

Maybe as a warning. Maybe as a promise.

I rose, gathering my stuff. The room felt smaller again, air thick with things unsaid.

At the door, I glanced back. Sienna looked the same as always, jaw set, hair perfectly tousled, blue eyes shining. But I couldn’t shake the sense I’d glimpsed something more, curiosity, anticipation, maybe even the same nerves I felt in my gut.

Her gaze tracked me to the threshold. “Thank you for your time, Tate.”

“Anytime,” I said. “Apparently, I just signed up for a lot of it.”

She smiled then. Not the small, cautious type, this one hit her whole face, and for a split second I wondered what she looked like when she let all the masks drop.

I stepped into the hall.

It was still empty. The only sound was my own heartbeat and the faint click of the door as it shut behind me. I checked the contract again, as if I’d missed a hidden clause, then shoved it into my backpack.

At the end of the corridor, weak sunlight bled through the old windows. I paused, replaying her words and the electric chill in her voice: Not random. I wanted you in this study.

Whatever I’d signed up for, it was already underway. And for the first time in months, I wasn’t sure if I was the one doing the observing, or if I was the experiment.

By the time I hit the quad, I could still smell her perfume on my hands.

The game was on.


Familiar Faces


Icould’ve driven past it twice and still not believed it. Blackwood House sat at the end of a winding private drive, half-hidden behind ancient oaks and a security gate that screamed old money. The place looked like the kind of mansion where you’d expect to find politicians or oil barons, not seven college kids on a behavioral bender. Three stories of red brick and white columns rose against the morning sky, with black shutters and high windows glinting like they were watching me back.

I parked at the edge of the circular drive, cut the engine, and just sat for a second, letting it all sink in. Somebody had power-washed the entire front walk and polished the brass door handles until they shone like gold. A breeze carried the tang of fresh-cut grass and distant lake water, underpinned by the hush of the woods. For a second, I wondered if I was walking into a dream or an open-air psych experiment. Both, probably.

Inside, the marble foyer set the tone immediately. My sneakers squeaked on the polished floor. Sunlight poured through upper windows, bouncing off a chandelier so massive it might’ve required its own insurance plan. The space felt both important and intimate, like you were meant to be impressed, but also to drop your guard. The air had a subtle, expensive scent: citrus, wood, clean linen, hints of something sweet that didn’t come from a bottle.

I trailed a hand along the banister, appreciating the detail, hardwood, centuries-old, cool and smooth under my fingertips. Someone had spent real money making this house perfect. If I was the lab rat, at least my maze was top shelf.

The kitchen was down the hall and around the corner. I followed the muffled clatter of groceries spilling onto what sounded like marble countertops. Then I heard a laugh, bright, unmistakable, that stopped me dead in my tracks. No way. It couldn’t be.

I rounded the corner and froze. Hallie. Standing on tiptoe, tugging a bag of oranges from a brown sack. Her hair caught the light, golden, wild, and she wore an oversized Blackwood University sweatshirt with leggings. My brain short-circuited, trying to process what I was seeing.

“Hal?” My voice came out strangled, barely above a whisper.

She whipped around, eyes wide, then immediately beamed in that Hallie way, like you’d just made her entire morning by showing up alive. “Tate!”

She crossed the kitchen and was in my arms before I could say a word. I held her, and suddenly the last few years, late-night study sessions, post-party walks home, movie marathons that turned into accidental sleepovers, were right there under my skin. The scent of her shampoo, fresh and a little beachy, rolled over me, tangled up with cinnamon and coffee from the open bag on the counter.

“Fancy meeting you here,” I managed, squeezing her back just hard enough for her to notice.

She laughed, and the sound vibrated in my bones. “As if I’d let you do a reality show without me.” She pulled back, hands still curled around my forearms. “Seriously, how wild is this?”

I pretended to check her out head to toe, which, let’s be honest, wasn’t exactly a hardship. “Pretty wild. They must’ve known you’d run this place inside a week.”

Her fingers drummed my bicep, and her grin softened. “You nervous?”

“Nope,” I lied. “But you are.”

She rolled her eyes, clearly pleased. She always liked when I called her out. Hallie had a thing for honesty, especially when it was hers.

“Maybe a little,” she admitted, brushing a stray lock behind her ear. There were more freckles than I remembered across her nose, a constellation that only showed up after a summer on the coast. “But you’re here. Thank god. That means it’s safe, right?”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just shrugged. Her hand was still on my arm, and the contact made my pulse jackhammer in my throat.

Hallie seemed to sense it, too; she hesitated, then gave my arm one last squeeze before letting go. “Come on, you gotta check out the fridge. They literally have gourmet ice cream for breakfast.”

“That part wasn’t in the contract,” I said, leaning in close so she could hear the joke. Her smile broke even wider, and for a second I thought maybe we were both pretending not to notice the tension humming just under the surface.

She nudged me toward the open fridge and pointed out the shelves: fresh fruit, organic yogurt, two kinds of cold brew, and enough snacks to fuel an army of emotionally unstable undergrads. Her voice was all excitement, but when I caught her watching me out of the corner of her eye, I realized she was scanning for any tells, nerves, regret, second thoughts.

If she was looking for reassurance, I had it covered. I let my hand linger on her back just a little too long as I reached past for the carton of eggs. She didn’t flinch.

“Welcome to Blackwood House,” she said, voice going mock-formal as she bowed. “May all your psychological triggers come true.”

I snorted. “You’re a menace, Hal.”

She batted her lashes. “You love it.”

And god help me, friend-zoned or not, I did.

I grabbed a coffee from the machine, shot her a look that said more than I’d ever let out loud, and headed for the living room. If I stayed in that kitchen, I’d end up unpacking more than groceries.

The living room was another statement piece. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the infinity pool outside, and a massive charcoal velvet sectional dominated the space. The décor was all sleek-and-chic clean lines, expensive art, shelves lined with hardcovers and designer lamps. The whole setup felt like staying in a five-star hotel, minus the buttoned-up staff.

I froze in the doorway. Kaia Bennett, the Kaia Bennett, stood at one of the built-in bookshelves, fingers drifting over the spines. What the hell was she doing here? My brain struggled to process this second impossible coincidence. Her honey-blonde hair spilled loose over her shoulders, catching the morning light. She wore a ribbed tank top tucked into tailored shorts that, Jesus, I forced my eyes back up. This was the girl who’d once looked straight through me at a party like I was made of glass, too busy scanning the room for someone higher on the social ladder.

She must have sensed me staring. She turned, hazel eyes locking with mine, and the shock of recognition hit her face for just a split second before her expression smoothed into something unreadable. The air between us seemed to compress, like someone had sucked all the oxygen from the room.

“Well,” she said, voice cool and even. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

There was no smirk, no sign of friendliness. Just the two of us, standing on neutral ground that suddenly felt anything but.

I played it casual. “Yeah, same.”

Her gaze flicked down, then up, a split-second scan that would’ve made lesser egos wilt. “You’re taller than I remembered.”

“Maybe you weren’t paying attention,” I said, keeping my tone neutral but letting the edge in.

Her lips curled. “Maybe not. That’s not a mistake I plan to repeat.”

She drifted closer, stopping just shy of my personal space. For a second, I had a flashback to sophomore year, when she’d barely given me the time of day. This Kaia was different, calculating, deliberate, the sort who didn’t just wait to be noticed but made damn sure you knew it was a privilege.

“You move in already?” I asked, just to have something to say.

She reached for a volume on the shelf, something with a sleek black cover, and flipped it open, not bothering to break eye contact. “Early bird gets the best closet. You should see the bedrooms upstairs.”

“Maybe you’ll give me a tour.”

She closed the book and set it down, the motion slow, measured. “Maybe. If you ask nicely.”

My collar felt a little too tight. I wondered if she knew the effect she had, or if it just came standard at birth.

Kaia lingered a second longer, then turned back to the shelf, dismissing me with an ease that bordered on brutal. “See you around, Tate.”

The way she said my name promised trouble. Good kind? Bad? Didn’t matter, she’d already decided.

I cut through the hall, suddenly needing some air that wasn’t laced with competitive energy and high-end perfume.

Halfway to the stairs, I collided with a familiar figure and froze mid-step. Rowan. Gray’s Rowan.

She stumbled back, hand flying to the wall for balance, eyes widening to perfect circles. The blood drained from her face so quickly I thought she might faint.

“What the—“ Her voice cracked. “Tate? What are you doing here?”

My mouth opened but nothing came out. Gray’s girlfriend. In this house. With me. For months.

“Does Gray know?” she whispered, the question sharp with panic.

I shook my head mutely, mind racing through every text I’d sent my best friend about this “psychology thing” I’d signed up for, never once mentioning the house, the living situation, the women. In my defense, I had no idea what to expect or who would end up as my potential roommates.

If Kaia’s confidence was weaponized, Rowan’s was armor. She wore a black crop top and skin-tight yoga pants, every curve dialed to eleven. But her body language was careful, the way you move when you’re not sure if the next step is safe.

We stood there, trapped in a five-second silence.

“Nice place,” I finally offered.

She nodded, but her gaze slid over my shoulder, not quite meeting mine. “Yeah. Someone must really want us to feel at home.”

I caught the subtext: this wasn’t home. Not for either of us. If anything, we were trespassers in a high-stakes waiting room.

Another beat passed, and her fingers tensed on the railing. “Guess I’ll see you at the thing later?” she asked, voice brittle.

“The thing?”

She smirked, just a little. “Dinner. Group bonding. First-night trauma.”

I almost laughed. “Looking forward to it.”

Rowan hesitated, then sidestepped, giving me room to pass. I could feel the energy snap tight as we brushed shoulders.

As she moved off, I noted the way her yoga pants hugged her ass, the confidence in her walk. But what stuck with me was the averted gaze, the way she couldn’t quite look dead-on, but didn’t want to look away either.

Whatever history we shared, it was written in invisible ink for now. But sooner or later, these walls would bring all of it to the surface.

I exhaled slow, trying to steady my nerves.

So far, Blackwood House had delivered exactly what Sienna promised: no buffer, no time to settle, just pure, raw interaction. Every room, every roommate, every word loaded with double meaning. One thing was obvious. This was a set-up with me as the bait.

I hooked a left, ready to see who, or what, was waiting on the other side.

***

The far side of the living room opened up into a sunken lounge, sectional sofas in deep navy, coffee tables stacked with art books, glossy magazines fanned out with surgical precision. The rugs were so soft underfoot I half-expected to leave footprints. But real gravity came from the woman sprawled there, barefoot and curled into a corner with an iced tea and a paperback.

Elara.

My brother’s ex. The girl who’d shattered Harris’s heart and starred in my forbidden dreams for years. My mouth went desert-dry as she looked up, hair swept to one side, golden in the slanting morning light. Her eyes widened for a split second—genuine shock—before narrowing with something like amusement. Blood hammered in my temples so loudly I was sure she could hear it.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, voice low and a little husky.

“El,” was all I managed, the old nickname escaping before I could stop it.

I slid onto the sofa opposite, stretching out and letting the cushions eat half my tension. For a second, neither of us spoke. She sipped her drink, the condensation tracing patterns over her fingers. I tracked the movement, remembering years of family holidays, the way she’d ended up in all the in-between spaces: beside the coffee machine, at the kitchen table before sunrise, sitting shotgun in cars that weren’t hers.

She didn’t rush the conversation. Elara never did. Instead, she tilted her head, studying me with that patient, analytical gaze.

“They really put you in the hot seat, huh?” she murmured, teasing.

“Apparently I’m a variable,” I said, sipping my coffee. “Supposed to see what happens when you drop me into a closed system with…” I gestured around, “highly qualified company.”

Her laugh wasn’t loud, but it was genuine, the kind that simplified everything. “Could have warned you about that part.”

“I assumed they mailed you a care package when you dumped Harris.”

She gave a soft, rueful snort. “If only. Did he warn you off yet?”

“Not in so many words.” I studied her, the way her sweater slipped off one bare shoulder, the casual curve of her legs tucked beneath her. “You good with this?”

Her gaze held mine, steady. “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be here.” A pause, long enough for meaning to settle. “You?”

It would have been easy to dodge, but she’d have called it. “Not sure. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Elara smiled again, this time softer. “Maybe you’re just used to rocks being thrown instead of shoes.”

We sat in comfortable silence, old patterns sliding into place despite the new, rules-heavy context. She didn’t need to chase conversation; just being in the room together felt like a decision. Outside, a bird called from somewhere above the pool, breaking the spell only for a moment.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “They pick us for a reason, right?”

She shrugged, that easy, honest move that always made her seem more open than everyone else. “Guessing there’s at least three levels you and I don’t even know about.”

“Probably.” The word barely left my mouth before I hesitated, teetering on the edge of confession, the contract meeting, Sienna’s sly nudges, the subtle ways every moment in that house seemed shaped by an invisible hand, coaxing and corralling me without quite crossing the line into outright manipulation. Especially now, with the parade of all the women I’d ever craved but never dared touch, each one suddenly appearing under this roof: the setup was glaringly obvious. But then Elara looked at me, and in those unwavering eyes I saw the truth hit home—a glimmer that told me she’d already mapped out the entire design, a step ahead, waiting for me to catch up.

She rolled her glass between her palms. “So, you nervous or just pretending not to be?”

“Little of both,” I admitted. “But it helps knowing you’re not going to throw me under the bus first round.”

That got a real laugh, bright and free. “We’ll see how tonight goes, Tater. Maybe I’ll trade you for some of Hallie’s blueberry muffins.”

The mention of Hallie hit like a pebble in a pond, sending tiny ripples outward. Elara clocked it, but let me off the hook.

“Go get settled,” she said, voice warm. “I’ll be here if you need a breather.”

I stood, hesitated. “You always are.”

Our eyes met, and for a second, physical memory threatened to override context: the brush of her hand on my arm at a barbecue, the way her laugh rolled through a crowded room, the time I’d caught her looking at me and wondered if it was all in my head.

But nothing got said. Not yet.

I left Elara there, perfectly relaxed in her navy cocoon, and headed for the stairs.

Near the first turn, I almost ran straight into Briar.

Of course she was here too. The last piece of the puzzle clicking into place. I’d already mentally checked off Hallie, Kaia, Rowan, and Elara, why not complete the set with the one woman who’d made me feel intellectually inferior and impossibly turned on in equal measure? She stood in the hallway junction, notebook poised, pen hovering, jaw set in that familiar way that had haunted my thoughts since that late-night study session last semester.

She looked up and met my eyes, her clinical once-over faltering for just a second before recovering. No “Hey” or “Welcome,” just the slightest widening of those calculating eyes before they narrowed again, pen tip flicking open as if to say: Subject has arrived. Let the experiment begin.

“Taking notes already?” I asked. Couldn’t help myself.

She didn’t blink. “Observation window started the moment I walked in.”

Briar had a habit of making you feel slightly out of step; the rhythm of her thought process was always a beat ahead. Today, she wore a fitted blouse and pencil skirt, not standard dorm gear, but it worked. She radiated power and a level of composure that made my pulse thump. Every move, measured.

I leaned in, just enough to test the waters. “You planning to document everyone, or just me?”

Her lips twitched. “Only the ones that matter.”

There was a flash in her eyes, satisfaction, maybe, at seeing me off-balance. She clicked her pen, jotting something in her notebook without breaking eye contact.

“I remember this move,” I said, referencing our lost semester. “Except last time, you shut me down before I had a chance to change the script.”

She smiled, crisp and precise. “Maybe you should’ve tried harder. Or maybe I just wasn’t buying what you were selling.” She slashed a note onto the page, then closed the notebook with a snap, like she was sealing away any chance of vulnerability.

We hovered in the hall, neither willing to break the stand-off.

Finally, she uncapped the pen again, her voice lower this time. “Don’t take it personally. I treat all data sources the same at first.”

I shrugged, trying for nonchalance. “I know my place in the chart.”

She arched an eyebrow, letting the silence stretch. “You might surprise yourself.”

Before I could respond, she pivoted, her stride slicing through the tension like a knife through silk. I watched her go, admiring the line of her legs and the way she didn’t bother to look back. She always had the upper hand, and she knew it.

I reached my new room at the end of the hall, heavy door, modern keypad lock, more hotel than student housing. But I barely stepped inside before I heard voices drifting from the kitchen again, the timbre unmistakable.

I circled back, curiosity outweighing my need to unpack.

And there she was.

Sienna Vale, in the flesh, standing in the kitchen doorway like she belonged. Gone was the strict grad-school blouse from yesterday; today’s version was looser, softer, her hair down and tumbling in waves over her shoulders. She wore jeans and a fitted tee that accentuated her curves, and for a split second, I lost the thread of why this bothered me so much.

She saw me approach, and I watched as her posture shifted, shoulders tight, jaw clenched for half a beat before she masked it with her usual calm.

“Sienna,” I said, voice controlled.

“Tate,” she returned, cool as ever, but I caught the micro-expression: surprise, followed by wariness.

I closed the gap but kept my tone casual, just in case any of the others were within earshot. “Didn’t think I’d see you on this side of the glass.”

Her arms folded, a classic defensive move. “Sometimes observation requires proximity.” She said it with all the authority of an academic panel, but she was rattled, if only a little.

I pressed in, wanting the real answer. “Is that what this is? Or did you just want to see how fast you could throw a wrench in my adjustment period?”

She met my gaze head-on, her blue-hot intensity dialed up to eleven. “The experiment is best served by full immersion.” She stepped closer, voice dropping to a register that made my collar suddenly feel too tight. “That means all participants, including myself, have to commit to the environment.” My mouth went dry as her words hung between us, the implication hitting me like a physical force. I shifted my weight, grateful for the kitchen island between us.

I gestured to the space around us, all marble, stainless steel, and curated chaos. “You orchestrated the roster. Don’t tell me you’re here by random assignment.”

There. A hitch in her breath. She looked away, gathering herself before answering.

“Interpersonal history was a key selection factor,” Sienna said finally. “Most of the participants were… chosen, not just eligible.”

I stepped a little closer, dropping my voice so it was just for her. “So we’re all in this because they want to see if we combust or sync up.”

A faint smile flickered at her lips. “Something like that.”

“And what about you?”

Her eyes narrowed, voice almost a whisper. “I’m here for the same reason as you are. To see what happens when the filter’s removed.”

I nodded, digesting it all.

At that precise moment, a tiny red LED glowed near the kitchen ceiling, hidden in a recessed light fixture. Watching. Recording.

We both saw it, the way it blinked, silent and steady.

“Don’t suppose you can turn that off?” I asked, gesturing with my chin.

She shook her head. “That’s against protocol.”

I let the conversation ebb, letting the silence work for me. Sienna shifted her weight, fingers curling at her sides, like she wanted to say more but wouldn’t risk it on a hot mic.

I decided to let her off the hook. For now.

“Guess I’ll see you at dinner, Dr. Vale.”

She exhaled, relief chasing across her face before she caught it. “Looking forward to it.”

I turned away, but not before her gaze snagged mine again. There was something there I hadn’t seen in her office, a flash of curiosity, a question she wasn’t ready to ask.

The red LED pulsed overhead, a quiet reminder that nothing in this house was private.

As I walked back to my room, I felt the weight of a hundred invisible eyes, cataloging every look, every breath, every unsaid word. Blackwood House was more than a stage.

It was a crucible.

And I was already starting to feel the heat.

***

By six, the kitchen was a blur of activity and scent. Someone had gone all-out: butcher block stacked with fresh baguettes, cheese, and olive tapenade; pasta bubbling on the stove; a green salad tossed with so much citrus you could smell it from the hall. The kind of spread that dared anyone to start the year on a bad note.

I found Hallie in the thick of it, barefoot and wielding a chef’s knife like a pro. She caught me watching and made a face, half “save me,” half “see what you’re missing?”, and before I knew it, I was chopping tomatoes while she kept up a steady stream of banter.

The dining room felt like a set piece from a different century, massive walnut table, velvet chairs, candelabra overhead. The crystal was real, the flatware weighty and cold against my knuckles. Every detail screamed “special occasion,” but the undertone was all high-stakes psych test.

Hallie dragged me to the first chair on the left, then dropped herself into the seat right beside mine, close enough that our knees knocked together under the table. She waited until nobody was looking, then rested her hand on my thigh, casual as anything, thumb tracing lazy circles just above the knee.

“You have to try the bread,” she said, eyes locked on mine.

I smiled, already feeling the heat from her bare skin against my jeans. “Only if you butter it for me.”

She grinned, then did exactly that, pushing the slice up to my lips with a glint of mischief. I bit down, and she laughed, genuine, warm, a sound that filled the entire room. The effect wasn’t lost on anyone.

Kaia planted herself directly across from us. She wore a black silk cami and tailored pants, and her hair tumbled in deliberate waves. I felt her gaze the moment she sat, sharp, unwavering, the sort of look that made you hyperaware of your own heartbeat. Every time Hallie leaned into my space, Kaia’s eyes darkened, narrowed, like she was reading a transcript of the whole encounter for future reference.

I kept waiting for Kaia to blink first. She never did.

Briar arrived next, notebook and pen ready, and she didn’t even pretend to mask what she was doing. She jotted notes, eyes darting from body to body, capturing micro-expressions and gestures like she was running her own private study. The sight made me want to laugh, but instead I just watched her, curious which of my tells she’d snag first.

Elara sat near the far end. She kept her vibe mellow, drifting between conversation and silent observation. But every five minutes or so, our eyes met, and she’d arch an eyebrow like we were sharing a joke nobody else could see.

Rowan arrived late, slipping into a seat two places down from me, flanked by Elara and Kaia. She hitched her chair in, never once making eye contact, and spent the meal dissecting her salad like it held the answers to the universe. Occasionally, her fork would clatter, her posture tensing whenever banter got too loud or too pointed.

At first, everyone played nice, trading names, backstories, faux modesty and “so how do you know so-and-so” convos. But within a few minutes, the alliances were obvious.

Hallie kept up a running commentary: stories about first-year parties, embarrassing campus moments, a few inside jokes aimed squarely at me. When she touched my arm, laughing at something I said, Kaia’s attention zeroed in like a predator clocking the competition.

Kaia, for her part, lobbed her own test shots, a few dry comments about “not expecting such a tight-knit group,” then a barely-veiled jab about Hallie’s overfamiliarity. “You’ve known Tate a while, then?” she asked, eyelids low.

Hallie didn’t lose a beat. “He’s my favorite person to bother. Isn’t that right, Tate?”

I could feel six pairs of eyes on me, each with its own agenda.

“Somebody’s got to keep you out of trouble,” I replied, voice perfectly neutral. Hallie’s fingers squeezed my thigh for emphasis.

Briar wrote that down, I was sure of it.

Rowan stayed mostly silent, eyes down. Only once did she chime in, a dry, perfectly timed observation about the cameras mounted in the corners. “Feels like a reality show. Anyone else waiting for the rose ceremony?”

That drew a ripple of laughter and cut the tension for half a minute, but the dynamics reasserted themselves almost instantly.

Hallie’s hand kept drifting higher on my leg. Every time she leaned into my orbit, Kaia’s attention sharpened, and I caught the start of a competitive spark between them, subtle for now, but undeniable. Briar documented every move, her head bowed and pen flicking from left to right as if she were grading us all in real time.

Elara largely watched and listened, only occasionally inserting a thoughtful comment, but her glances my way grew more frequent, a silent warning, or maybe a challenge to see how long I’d ignore what was happening around me.

As the meal ended, chairs scraped back and conversation devolved to awkward laughter and a few “should we clear the table” noises. Nobody offered to linger. The girls split off, one by one, disappearing down the hallways to their private sanctuaries.

I lingered until the dining room lights dimmed, then padded up the stairs to my new room and shut the heavy door behind me.

The space was insane: king-sized bed, walk-in closet, a bay window that looked out over the infinity pool and the dark woods beyond. The room smelled like cedar and clean sheets, the hum of central air just audible over the muffled sounds of the rest of the house.

I dropped onto the bed for a second, feeling the day roll through me, not just the logistics, but the subtext, the invisible wires tying each of us together.

Curiosity dragged me to the window. The grounds shimmered faint blue in the pool lights, silhouettes of oaks black against a deepening sky. Somewhere out there, a fox screamed, the sound sharp and wild.

But just over my left shoulder, in the upper corner near the ceiling, the red light of a camera blinked, steady as a heartbeat.

Everything I felt, every impulse, every glance, was now up for review.

I wondered how long it would take before my secrets made it off the cutting room floor.

For now, I just watched the night settle over Blackwood House, already knowing:

The experiment was never about the house. It was about us.

And I didn’t plan to blink first.


Rules of Engagement


Iwoke hard.

Not the poetic way, either, my body caught between a half-remembered dream and sunlight knifing through the blackout curtains that had promised privacy but not a single second of peace. The sheets clung to my hips, twisted and hot, my cock stubbornly at attention like it had somewhere to be.

For a minute, I just lay there, sucking in the clean, filtered air, oak, detergent, a hint of something sweet and feminine that couldn’t possibly have traveled this far unless it was all in my head. Maybe it was, after the dinner show last night. Six of them. Not a random pick in the bunch.

I rubbed both hands hard over my face, as if I could scrub out the memory of Kaia’s stare, Hallie’s hand on my thigh, the way Rowan’s voice dropped on the word “rose ceremony.” Even now, half-awake, the images lined up for inspection: bare legs, sleep-tousled hair, secrets simmering behind too-bright eyes.

I couldn’t let any of it shake me. At least, that’s what I told myself.

The room was ridiculous. Bigger than my last whole apartment. Polished wood floors, king bed, thick carpet under my feet. When I finally rolled out of bed, my toes sank in and I caught my reflection in the window, outlined against the woods and the still-blue infinity pool. The morning after was supposed to reset everything, wipe the slate, right?

No such luck.

I shuffled to the bathroom, and the first blast of cold tile across my soles jolted something awake in my chest. In the mirror, my stubble looked darker, jaw sharper, the eyes staring back just a little more bloodshot than usual. No surprise, considering how little sleep I’d gotten.

Flashes of the night flickered through my head. Hallie laughing, her smile wide enough to swallow the room. Kaia across the table, never once breaking eye contact, her lips pursed like she was about to score a debate point or something else, if I caved. Rowan, hands tucked under the table, hiding the way her leg jittered when conversation got tense.

And Elara. Fuck. A single look from her and I was seventeen again, throat locked, stomach in knots, wondering if she ever thought of my hands instead of my brother’s.

I squeezed toothpaste onto the brush, my grip a little too tight. The bristles scraped my gum but I didn’t slow down. Every stroke was pure muscle memory, up, down, spit, rinse, stare back at the mirror.

That made five of them. Six, if you counted Sienna, the orchestrator, the scientist who watched me like a specimen she couldn’t quite pin down. The one woman who’d openly admitted she wanted me in this study, “random assignment” be damned.

I leaned over the sink and braced both hands on the marble. Tried to make sense of the game board.

What were the odds? Five women, each one tied to me by old wounds, missed connections, or flat-out rejection. Not a single one selected by chance. You didn’t need a psych degree to know there was something bigger in play, a hidden thumb pressing down on all of us.

I ran a palm down my chest, feeling the bristle of hair, the familiar tension wound tight under my skin. I forced myself to breathe, tried to imagine a day where every waking minute wouldn’t feel like a pop quiz no one had studied for.

Jeans over hips, shirt over head, hoodie to make it look like I wasn’t strung out and vibrating at a hundred beats an hour. I scraped a hand through my hair, messed up the “just rolled out of bed” look a little more, and caught my phone off the nightstand.

Of course, no messages. Not even a check-in from home. Isolation was part of the protocol.

Suspicions circled like sharks: Were they hoping I’d slip up? That my boundaries were a theory, not a law? The old guilt flickered. Everyone here was someone I’d wanted but never reached for either because it was taboo or I flat out didn’t stand a chance. Every step in this house felt like stepping up to a line and daring them, or myself, to see what happened if I stopped holding back.

Was the purpose to break my restraint? Or to see what happened when everyone else’s crashed headlong into mine?

I hesitated at the door, thumb tracing the cold metal handle.

The old plan, keep my head down, don’t get attached, don’t cross any lines, already felt like a relic. In one dinner, the setup had gotten under my skin in ways nothing at Blackwood ever had. Maybe Sienna knew that; maybe she was betting on it.

I snorted, low and dry, amused at my own shitty odds.

Down the hall, faint voices floated up: laughter, clinking mugs, the velvety thump of bare feet on hardwood. A symphony, if your idea of music was temptation on repeat.

One last look in the mirror.

No going back.

I stepped out and let the door close, solid and final behind me.

If the game was on, I’d play it. But I’d be damned if I was going to be the first to break.

I padded down the hall, the promise of caffeine and trouble luring me toward the kitchen, heart thumping, boundaries already fraying in the best, and worst, possible way.

***

The kitchen was already alive, and I walked straight into the most dangerous breakfast gauntlet of my life.

First up was Hallie, perched on tiptoe in front of the coffee machine, wearing a tank top so thin it was a miracle the fabric held together at all. Her nipples, perfectly outlined, pressed against the cotton every time she stretched up for a mug. The sight hit me dead in the chest and lower; if she noticed, she pretended not to. Her hair was down, wild and beachy, skin golden even in the morning gloom.

Kaia claimed the center stool, all honey-blonde and sleep-rough gorgeousness, wrapped in a pale silk robe. The belt had slipped just enough to flash smooth skin from collarbone to upper thigh whenever she leaned forward to snatch a berry. I caught a flash of her hip, then the gentle swell of one breast as the robe parted at the chest. No way that was an accident.

Rowan slouched opposite, dark hair messy, eyes fixed on her phone. She wore a cropped tee with zero fucks given and sleep shorts so tiny the hem had vanished halfway up her thighs the second she settled onto the barstool. Her legs, long and tanned, flexed with every shift of her weight. The angle left nothing to the imagination if you bothered to look. I looked, then forced myself to look away.

Elara leaned against the island, sipping orange juice. The top she’d chosen was silk, loose, with open sides that exposed a scandalous wedge of her bare breasts anytime she moved. No bra. Just smooth, sun-kissed skin, and the memory of all the family holidays where I’d been desperate for even a tiny forbidden glance. Now the view was front-and-center, and she held my gaze when she caught me staring, a knowing smile curving her lips.

Briar sat at the end of the island, legs elegantly crossed, pen poised over a leather-bound notebook. She wore a plain white T-shirt, except the fabric was so thin it was sheer, and the way her D-cups jiggled as she jotted down notes erased any doubt about her braless state. Her nipples stood hard and proud, pushing against the front, and every time she shifted, the weight of her breasts made the whole scene jiggle in hypnotic slow motion. I could almost see the curve and slope of her areolae beneath the fabric. She didn’t seem the least bit bothered.

For a few seconds, I just stood there, pretending to study the bread basket. Really, it was about not humiliating myself by walking in with a tent in my jeans.

Hallie broke the spell first, swinging toward me, smile blazing. “Morning, Tater.”

Her voice was normal. But the look in her eyes was not.

“Hey, Hal. You’re up early.”

She shrugged, nipples brushing the edge of the marble as she reached for the French press. “Couldn’t sleep. Coffee?”

“God, yes.” I slid next to her, doing my absolute best to keep my stare above her neckline. Not easy. Her skin was flushed, freckles standing out across her nose, and I was close enough to feel the heat coming off her body, the faint scent of sugar and shampoo.

She handed me a mug. “Sugar?” Her arm brushed mine, skin warm and tempting, and if I hadn’t been half-awake, the contact alone might’ve fried my nervous system.

“Yeah. You always know how I take it.”

She pretended to pour, missed the mug, and giggled. “Oops. Early morning fails. Be a gentleman and pass the cream?”

Her eyes lingered on mine, and for a second, the kitchen faded. It was just her, the softest touch at my wrist, the press of her chest against my arm as she reached. The thin tank top gaped, giving me a nearly perfect view down her front, soft skin, the gentle swell of her breasts, and the tight buds of her nipples grazing the fabric as she moved.

Across the island, Kaia never took her eyes off the two of us. She rested her chin on her palm, gaze laser-focused. Every time Hallie shifted closer, Kaia’s eyelids lowered just a bit, mouth tightening at the corners like she was logging mental notes on our chemistry.

Rowan’s attention was locked on her phone, fingers flying, but her ears were on high alert. At one point, Hallie’s laugh spiked the air, and Rowan’s leg jerked under the stool, drawing my gaze to the bare skin exposed by her shorts. She’d cross and uncross her thighs every few minutes, feigning indifference, but the flush creeping up her cheeks told another story.

Elara poured herself more juice, the motion slow, deliberate. The silk tank gaped as she reached, flashing a sideways reveal of her breast, smooth curve, faint tan line, the barest shadow where nipple met skin. If she noticed me looking, she didn’t look away. If anything, she angled just a fraction to make the view more obvious, lips curving in a sly, intimate smile that knocked me right back to every secret fantasy I’d ever filed under “untouchable.”

Briar made a point of not looking at anyone. But her pen flicked across the page with almost surgical precision, and every few notes, she’d pause. I could feel her clocking every gesture, cataloging power shifts, the way Hallie and Kaia circled each other without ever breaking the rhythm of girl talk. Her composure was a show in itself, shoulders squared, legs stretched out, the thin cotton tee doing zero favors for anyone trying to focus on the conversation instead of the shape of her tits.

By the time I’d poured my coffee, my hands weren’t shaking, but they weren’t steady either.

Hallie leaned in, lips nearly grazing my ear. “You okay?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice yet. “Just… trying to keep up.”

She grinned, delighted. “I like you better when you’re outnumbered.”

Kaia finally spoke up, voice low and honey-rich. “If you wait too long, the strawberries are gone. House rule.” She punctuated it by sliding forward, one leg flashing out from beneath the robe, bare all the way up, thigh muscle flexing as she reached. “But I guess you’re used to finishing second.”

It was a challenge. I could feel the air tighten, Hallie bristling at the dig.

I kept it neutral, meeting Kaia’s stare. “Maybe I just know how to make it last.”

She offered a slow, appreciative smile, but the heat in her eyes never faded.

I took the seat between Hallie and Rowan, careful to skirt the minefield of bare knees and gaping collars. Rowan didn’t look up, just scooted so her thigh pressed against mine. There was nothing casual about how high her shorts rode up, the thin strip of white cotton barely covering anything. She scrolled aimlessly, but her breathing was shallow, almost shaky.

“Sleep okay?” I asked, pitching my voice so only she would hear.

Rowan gave a half-smirk, eyes never leaving her phone. “Define ‘okay’.”

My eyes drifted to the small red light blinking from the corner of the ceiling. “Do the cameras freak you out?”

She finally looked up, just a flicker, but the flash in her eyes was pure challenge. “At least they’re only in the common areas. But even without them watching...” Her voice dropped to barely a whisper. “These walls are paper thin.”

I got the message: She wasn’t talking about surveillance.

Hallie interrupted, shoving a blueberry toward my mouth. “Try this. Best thing you’ll taste all week.”

I opened, the berry popping between my teeth, sweet and tart. Hallie watched every bite, her own lips curving in satisfaction. For a second, nothing mattered but the brush of her bare thigh under the table, the way her tank top gaped as she twisted to grab another piece of fruit.

Kaia’s attention stayed locked, unblinking.

At the far end, Elara drifted closer, balancing her glass in both hands. She settled on a stool and stretched, arms overhead, the movement pulling the tank open even wider. The side view was enough to make my heart skip, full, perfect curve, hint of nipple, smooth plane of her stomach. She caught my stare and grinned, biting her lip.

“Morning’s the best time in this house,” she said, voice soft and intimate. “Everything’s… honest.”

Briar finally spoke, without looking up: “That’s because the real games haven’t started yet.”

I eyed her, how the skin just beneath her collarbone looked silky, how her shirt shifted with every breath. I could see the outline of her nipples, hard and unapologetic, every bounce telegraphing her confidence. She wrote something, stopped, and tapped the pen, lips pursing.

“You’re quieter than usual, Briar,” I said.

She shrugged, never missing a beat. “I document. I don’t perform. Not until it matters.”

Elara arched a brow. “Everything matters. Didn’t you get the memo?”

The silence hung, thick and electric.

I drank my coffee, forcing my focus onto the mug and not the parade of skin on all sides.

Kaia’s robe parted just enough for another slow reveal, this time, the inside of her thigh, pale and flawless, disappearing beneath the fabric. I stole a glance, and she caught me, eyes narrowing in clear invitation.

On my left, Hallie pressed closer, her breath warm on my cheek. “You’re welcome for the view,” she murmured, voice playful. “I know what you like.”

She wasn’t wrong. But I wasn’t going to admit it in front of the others.

Rowan shifted beside me, body tense. I watched the goosebumps rise along her arm even though she pretended total disinterest.

In that moment, I realized there wasn’t a safe direction to look. Every angle was a test. Every word, a challenge. Even the food, the coffee, the air in the room, nothing was neutral.

If this was just breakfast, I was in trouble.

Hallie started clearing plates, her hips bumping mine as we moved around the island. Kaia rose, stretching with a feline ease and flashing even more thigh than before. Elara poured another round of juice, careful not to spill, her tank sliding against her sides to flash even more bare skin.

Briar snapped her notebook shut and squared her shoulders, as if she’d already determined the next hundred moves in this chess match.

Rowan, last to push away from the table, flipped her hair and padded off, bare legs on display.

I let out a slow, controlled breath. My cock had been at half-mast for most of the meal.

This house was a crucible. And they were going to watch every inch of me sweat.

I rinsed my mug, steadied my hands, and braced for whatever came next.

In this kitchen, boundaries weren’t just blurred, they were basically see-through.

***

By ten sharp, the living room was ground zero.

We all filed in, fresh from breakfast and the emotional bruises that came with it. The velvet sectional was L-shaped, massive enough to swallow three professional football teams, but somehow the seven of us managed to crowd together with elbows touching, knees knocking, and every subtle dig from breakfast hanging in the charged air.

Sienna stood at the front, clipboard in hand, dressed like she’d been carved from the ivory tower itself: fitted blazer, navy skirt, hair swept back to showcase cheekbones that could have cut glass or egos, depending on her mood. No-nonsense heels, no jewelry, not an inch of skin out of place. But the line of her blouse still traced the curve of her breasts, and her eyes had that blue-hot buzz I’d clocked on day one.

She tapped the tablet, and the house fell silent.

“Welcome to the formal orientation of Cohabitation Study Group Three,” she began. Her voice had zero tremor, zero warmth, but the undercurrent, maybe even excitement, was there if you knew how to listen.

The women each did their own version of “straighten up.” Briar set her notebook neatly on her thigh, pen at the ready, posture perfect. Kaia uncrossed, then re-crossed her long legs, robe parting further to flash golden skin. Hallie tucked her bare feet under her, drawing her tank even tighter over her chest. Rowan slung an arm over the back of the sofa, all faux-relaxed, but there was tension in her jaw. Elara pulled a cardigan on over her silk tank, but left it loose and open; the move did nothing to hide the way her nipples pressed against the fabric.

“If everyone’s comfortable,” Sienna said, “I’ll begin with the three primary protocols.”

She let that hang just long enough to twitch the nerves.

“One: For the duration of the study, outside romantic or sexual relationships are prohibited. This is non-negotiable. You may not date, hook up, or otherwise pursue anyone outside the house, unless approved through formal channels. Questions about what constitutes a ‘relationship’ can be brought to me directly.”

That was the bomb. All six women clocked it in real time.

Hallie’s head whipped toward me, eyes wide. From across the room, Kaia’s gaze sharpened, a challenge in every line of her face. Rowan’s mouth dropped open, color rushing from her collar to her cheeks. Elara’s eyebrow arched, lips quirking in a private joke. Briar’s pen hovered, tip frozen over the page.

Sienna pressed on, clinical as a post-mortem.

“Two: All electronic communications, texts, calls, social media, will be monitored by the research team for the duration. You’ll have access to your devices, but interactions are recorded and reviewed for data integrity.”

Kaia’s lips tightened, arms folding under her breasts. Hallie’s mouth worked silently like she was rehearsing a speech. Rowan shifted, using her phone as a shield. Elara just nodded, like she’d expected nothing less.

Briar was the first to speak. “Does that violate research ethics? Full monitoring?”

Sienna didn’t flinch. “We have special approval from the university ethics board and a panel outside the department. All monitoring is strictly confidential; raw data never leaves our team, and only aggregate reporting is used in any publications. The conditions are in the participation agreement you all signed.”

Briar wrote it down, face unreadable.

Sienna’s gaze swept us. “Three: All romantic or sexual interactions within Blackwood House will be documented for behavioral analysis. This is a core variable. However, these interactions will not be shared outside the research team, nor are such connections discouraged. The environment is designed to foster authentic bonds. That means exploring attraction is not just permitted, it’s expected.”

If the air had been electric before, now it was stone cold nuclear.

Hallie’s cheeks flamed. She looked from me to Sienna, then back at her own lap, twisting her hands together. Kaia’s stare went molten, mouth parted in open provocation. Rowan ducked her head, face flushed, but I saw the way her thighs tensed under the hem of her shorts.

Elara’s brow shot up, not even bothering to play coy. She caught my stare and held it, equal parts challenge and promise.

Briar didn’t write at all; her fingers drummed the closed notebook.

Rowan was the one who broke the silence. “So… you’re saying… the only romantic options in this house are—” She shot a look at me, then at the women. “—each other.”

Sienna nodded, voice smooth as glass. “Correct. The design is deliberate. Participants with the highest potential for interpersonal complexity were placed together. The structure is meant to isolate variables, not people. You’re free to have friends, invite guests, visit campus. What happens inside the house, however, is the focus of the study, and, by extension, your relationships with each other.”

Kaia laughed under her breath, low and throaty. “A year-long harem. Progressive.”

Hallie giggled, too, nervous but not denying it.

Sienna didn’t even blink. “This is a controlled observation of boundary dissolution and intimacy under pressure. We are not interested in shaming, policing, or otherwise interfering in whatever bonds form here. If you choose to engage, the only guideline is honesty about your intentions. There is no scoring system. No secret rankings. Every dynamic is valid.”

I watched Hallie’s mouth fall open. She never broke eye contact, not with me, not even when her knee started bouncing under the table. Kaia’s gaze mapped me from head to toe, like she could already imagine the logistics. Rowan shifted away, but not far enough to actually break contact. Elara’s smile faded into something raw and hungry. Briar’s composure shattered, just for a second, before she caught it and masked up.

Sienna continued. “The only private spaces are your bedrooms and bathrooms. Cameras and audio are only present in common areas. If you wish to have a private discussion or interaction not documented, simply move to your room and close the door.”

Kaia’s eyes lifted, something predatory in the set of her jaw. Hallie bobbed her head, flushed and awkward but clearly paying attention. Rowan’s breathing hitched. Elara’s tongue flicked over her lower lip, slow and almost unbearably suggestive.

Briar’s pen tapped the wood with a soft, insistent click, the only sound in the room.

“Any further questions?” Sienna asked, gaze sweeping the group.

For a heartbeat, no one spoke.

Briar finally cleared her throat. “If a participant wants to withdraw, what happens to the data? And to the rest of us?”

Sienna smiled, the first real crack in her professional shell. “You are all voluntary. You may withdraw at any time. If you do, your data is archived but not included in the final analysis without explicit re-consent. The remaining participants continue under the same terms. Compensation is pro-rated based on time completed.”

“Visitors?” Elara asked, tone light but edged with challenge.

“Allowed. Friends, family, outside guests are permitted provided they respect the house’s confidentiality,” Sienna replied. “You’re not prisoners. This is an experiment in connection, not isolation.”

I felt six pairs of eyes burning through me.

Kaia rolled her neck, eyes unblinking. “So… one man, six women, full year, no outsiders. That’s your model for ‘connection’?”

“That is where the data is most robust,” Sienna said, her gaze finally locking on mine.

It was official. Every sexual frustration, every forbidden thought, every half-fantasy about these women was now protocol.

Hallie’s hand found my thigh under the table, squeezing just above the knee.

Kaia just smiled, slow and dangerous.

Rowan didn’t look at me, but her flush deepened and she shifted closer until our arms brushed.

Elara never broke our connection. Her stare dared me to say what I was thinking.

Briar’s eyes went flat. Analytical. Like she was already running the math on how this would play out.

Sienna closed her tablet. “That concludes the briefing. You’re free to resume your day.”

She lingered for a half-second, then turned and strode out, heels clicking.

For a moment, none of us moved.

I finally exhaled, not sure whether to laugh or reach for another cup of coffee.

The experiment wasn’t just underway.

It was already out of control.

***

I got the hell out.

Found my way through the French doors, past the empty pool deck, and down the stone path that cut through the dew-wet grass behind Blackwood House. The dock reached out over the lake, a skeletal finger of weathered boards, cold and slick under my bare feet. Mist rose off the surface in silvery tendrils, blurring the line where water met sky. The only sound was the low slap of ripples against the pilings and the distant slap of a bird’s wings.

Every muscle in my body went loose, nerves unraveling at last. I sucked in a lungful of clean air and tried to clear out the overload: Hallie’s laughter, Kaia’s challenge, the impossibly tight rules that made every attraction “encouraged,” not forbidden. The memory of Sienna’s blue eyes, sharp and knowing, followed me right out to the edge of the platform.

It was so quiet, the world could’ve ended and nobody would’ve known.

I braced both hands on the railing and stared at the water. The lake’s surface mirrored the sky in bruised gray-blue streaks, and the woods on the far bank looked like a painting, old trees, wild, untouched. Through a gap in the branches, I caught a sliver of campus spires and the stone walls of Blackwood University proper, just far enough away to make this place feel like another planet.

I was alone, for maybe a whole sixty seconds. Then I heard the soft tap of sneakers on the dock behind me, and the air changed.

Sienna.

She wasn’t in scientist mode anymore. This time, she wore a faded university hoodie, jeans rolled above her ankles, hair down and slightly wild. No makeup. No armor. Just Sienna, stripped to the core, laptop tucked under her arm but moving slower, more cautious than I’d seen before.

She pulled up beside me, warm scent cutting through the lake chill, citrus, cedar, and a new thread of something musky, intimate, raw.

We stood there in silence, side by side, watching the mist curl over the water.

“I thought you hated mornings,” I said quietly.

She smiled, just a crack in the cool. “I hate noise. This is different.”

The dock creaked as she shifted her weight. Her foot nudged mine, not quite accidental.

“You always do your check-ins out here?” I asked.

“Only with participants who look like they’re planning an escape,” she said. There was a joke in it, but also a warning.

Silence again. The fog thickened, swallowing the end of the walkway. My pulse steadied, but the rest of me was pure tension.

“Why us?” I finally asked, the words scraping out. “Why this exact group?”

She didn’t look at me. “Pre-existing emotional potential.”

I laughed, low and bitter. “That’s a hell of a euphemism.”

Sienna sighed, a long, careful exhale. She gripped the railing, knuckles whitening. “We didn’t select at random. Too much at stake. Every person in that house is here because the predictive model flagged a critical connection, history, chemistry, or unresolved tension. You… were the only candidate flagged for all six. That includes me.”

That landed hard. I let the silence hang, counting every heartbeat.

“So it’s all just a game board? Like you’re stacking the deck to see who cracks first?”

She shot me a look, this one bare and honest, no shield in place. “We build the environment. The emotions are yours. I can’t manufacture the way you look at them. Or how they look at you.”

I swallowed. “You ever worry you’re pushing too far? Crossing a line?”

Sienna’s voice went almost gentle. “All progress happens at the boundary.”

For a moment, she let herself lean in, her arm brushing mine. No clipboard between us. Just heat, naked, unfiltered, and impossible to ignore.

She turned, and our eyes locked, blue on brown. “The environment is controlled,” she said, each word hung with intention. “The emotions are not.”

Nothing in her face suggested a bluff. If anything, it read as a dare.

She lingered there, tension sparkling, unbroken. The mist wrapped around us, casting the world in half-light, like even the lake wanted to bend the rules.

She finally straightened, exhaled slow, and headed back up the dock. I watched her go, shoulders tight and hair bouncing in the breeze. She never looked back.

I stayed, every cell buzzing, the taste of her scent and her warning stuck in my mouth.

I’d come out here to get clarity, but all I’d found was confirmation: the manipulation was real but so was everything it exposed.

And whatever lines I thought I could hold, outnumbered and outgunned in this house, were already halfway gone.

I stared at the water until my nerves settled, then turned for the door, ready to see what the next round would bring.

Controlled or not, the experiment had already begun.


Midnight Confidences


Itossed and turned, the sheets twisted around my legs like they were out to suffocate me. Every time I closed my eyes, the same parade of images played on loop, Kaia’s silk robe sliding over bare skin, Hallie’s laugh curling through the dark, the memory of Elara’s gaze daring me not to look away. My body refused to let go of the tension, every nerve jangling with pent-up need. The king-sized bed felt too big, the air too thick, like the whole room pulsed with the unresolved energy of six women orbiting the same secret sun.

It wasn’t just arousal, though my cock had been semi-hard so long I was starting to worry it would become a medical issue. It was the anticipation, the sense that every interaction in this house landed just on the safe side of something dangerous. No signal was ever innocent. Even now, I could remember the exact pressure of Hallie’s palm on my thigh at dinner, the scent of her hair on my hoodie, and the way she looked at me when she thought no one else was watching.

I tried rolling to my side, then my stomach, but it was no use. Sleep wasn’t in the cards. Not with my mind spinning like a casino wheel, always coming up on forbidden thoughts.

Finally, I gave up.

I slid out of bed, feet whispering across thick carpet, and pulled on gym shorts and a T-shirt. My heart thrummed heavy in my chest, every muscle wired and waiting for something to snap. Maybe a glass of cold water would help. Maybe a walk. Maybe just the sense of space outside that bedroom, away from the four walls that now felt too intimate for even my own thoughts.

The house was quiet as a library at three a.m. I padded down the hall, past closed doors that promised their own secrets. The only light came from recessed fixtures lining the way to the kitchen. I’d expected silent darkness. Instead, I found low, golden warmth spilling out around the corner. Somebody else was up.

I slowed, purely out of curiosity, but the sound that greeted me was unmistakable. A soft hum, then the pop of the fridge door, followed by the musical chime of a glass being set on marble. Whoever was up, they weren’t trying to hide it. I drifted closer, letting the voices in my head fall away.

Then I saw her.

Hallie stood with her back to me, one hip cocked against the kitchen island, reaching up for something from the cabinet. She wore a gauzy white camisole, the fabric so thin it was basically a dare. Her breasts pressed softly against the front, nipples shadowed and perfect even in the gentle light. Below, loose shorts hugged her ass and barely covered anything when she shifted her weight, skin gold and smooth all the way down to bare feet. The glow from the under-cabinet lights bathed her in honey, turning her into some kind of late-night mirage.

The ache in my pants went from bad to nuclear.

She caught me staring the second I hit the threshold. “Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, voice just above a whisper.

For a heartbeat, I couldn’t speak. The sight of her, unfiltered, unguarded, hit me harder than any shot of caffeine ever could.

“Yeah. I…” I cleared my throat, suddenly aware of the heat surging through me. “Guess I’m not the only insomniac.”

She smiled, that easy, freckled mischief lighting up her face. “I never sleep before midnight in new places. And this counts, right?”

I nodded, stepping into the kitchen. The floor was cool under my feet, a jolt of reality I needed.

“You want water?” she offered, already grabbing a second glass from the shelf before I could answer.

“Sure.” My voice sounded rough, like I’d been doing shots of gravel.

She poured, then slid the glass across the island. “You know, I always thought these kitchens were just for show. Like, nobody actually cooks in a house this fancy. But look at us. Two rebels, up past curfew.”

“We’re basically criminals.” I grinned, relaxing a little as I circled to the other side of the island. She tracked my movements, lips quirking.

“Repeat offenders,” she said, leaning in so the straps of her camisole slipped lower on her shoulders, creating a well-spring of jaw-dropping cleavage. “Remember freshman year, how we’d both show up to the late-night study lounge completely wired on energy drinks?”

“Yeah.” The memory came back sharp, her hair shorter then, wild and messy, the two of us pressed shoulder-to-shoulder in some tiny fluorescent-lit cubicle, talking about attachment theories and why people always screwed up their relationships.

“Those were the best nights,” she said, voice softening. “You always got me through those Psych 201 marathons. I pretty much owe you my GPA.”

I shrugged, but the compliment landed. “I think you got me through more than you realize.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile lingered. “Yeah, right. You were always the adult in the room.”

“I was just better at faking it.” I took a sip of water, letting the cold shock me into focus. “You ever think about how it all started?”

“Us?” she asked, genuine curiosity shading her words.

“Yeah. The project. The first time we got paired up.” I held her gaze, watching the way her pupils widened in the low light.

She laughed, a little breathless. “I was scared shitless. Everybody said you were this uncrackable tough guy. I thought you’d hate me.”

“I did not give off ‘tough guy,’ Hal.”

She stepped a little closer, resting her forearms on the marble. Her cleavage deepened, and my cock throbbed in sympathy. She was close enough now that I could see the faint spray of freckles across her collarbone.

“You totally did. But also like… mystery man. I liked it.” She hesitated, searching my face. “You want to know what I remember most?”

I nodded.

“The first night we actually talked. I was a wreck over that breakup with Tony. I showed up to the library basically crying, and you didn’t even blink. You just—” She stopped, biting her lip, searching for words. “You just sat with me. No questions, no ‘cheer up.’ You made it okay to just feel shitty for a while.”

I remembered that night. I remembered every night she needed me and every time I talked myself out of holding her a little longer, brushing her hair back, crossing that line.

“You let me,” I said. “Most people don’t.”

“Maybe you just made it easy.” She swallowed, and for the first time, her hands fidgeted on the countertop. “Or maybe… I don’t know. Maybe I wanted it.”

She looked up, eyes shining in the lamplight. The kitchen was all marble and glass and steel, but for a second, it felt like a memory instead of a place, like we’d stepped outside of time.

I leaned in, elbows braced, not trusting my feet to move.

“Remember all the movie nights?” she asked, voice drifting lower. “We’d start on opposite ends of the couch, but always end up tangled together by the end.”

“Hard to forget.” The images came back, sharper than ever, Hallie curled into my chest, her head warm against my shoulder, her leg thrown over mine like it belonged there.

She smiled, but something vulnerable flickered across her face. “I used to wonder if you even noticed. The way I always ended up in your lap. Or how I’d fake-fall asleep with your hand in mine.”

I stared at her, pulse quickening. “I noticed.”

“Why didn’t you ever…” She trailed off, blush rising high on her cheeks. “You know.”

“Why didn’t you?”

We both let out a shaky, nervous laugh. The sound echoed softly in the cavernous room.

Hallie drummed her fingers on the marble. “I didn’t want to lose you. Not over something stupid. You were my best friend, Tate. Still are, even with the house and everything it’s trying to make us.”

My throat tightened. For all the heat in the room, the words hit me like a cold breeze.

“That’s why I never pushed,” I admitted. “You mattered too much. Still do. You’re everything to me, Hal.”

She exhaled, lips parting in relief. It impacted me more than if she’d just climbed across the island and kissed me.

“Funny,” she said. “In all those late-night talks, we never talked about this.”

“I didn’t want to make it weird.”

“It’s already weird.” Her voice cracked, fragile and raw.

We stood there, kitchen island between us, breaths syncing. The marble might as well have been the last wall in the house.

Hallie toyed with the waistband of her shorts, drawing my eyes back to the curve of her body. For a second, neither of us moved.

Then she made the first move.

Slowly, carefully, she edged around the island, glass forgotten. Her hips swayed, the satin shorts riding up so high I could practically see the gentle slope of her ass. She paused near the corner, eyes never leaving mine.

“I always hoped you’d come to me,” she said, voice a velvet whisper. “But maybe I was too good at pretending I didn’t care.”

“You were never good at that,” I said, watching her every step.

She smiled, then closed the distance, fingertips trailing along the cool stone. “Maybe it was just safer to be adored by you than to risk actually losing you.”

“Is that what you really wanted?” I asked, daring her to say it first.

She nodded, hair falling loose around her face. “Yeah. I think so. I mean… you know every embarrassing thing about me, every weird mood, every mistake. And you still want to be around. Who else would put up with me?”

I resisted the urge to close the gap and just take her in my arms, but the gravity between us pulled tight.

“You make it sound like a chore,” I said, softer than I meant.

She shook her head, fierce and sweet at the same time. “It’s not. It’s the best thing. But I was scared if we ever… you know, went there… it would wreck everything.”

The air shimmered, gold and electric. Her bare feet made no sound as she took the final step, until we were separated by nothing but our own hesitation.

I shifted, steadying myself on the cool edge of the counter. “What if it doesn’t wreck it?”

She shrugged, looking down at her own hands. “Then I guess I’d finally get to have what I wanted.”

She glanced up, blue-green eyes wide, letting me see all of her.

My chest ached. I reached out, brushing her wrist with my thumb, testing the line we’d never crossed.

She sucked in a breath, her skin hot beneath my fingers.

“Tell me the truth,” I said, holding her gaze longer than I ever had.

Hallie closed her eyes, shaking, desperate to find the right words. “I’m so tired of pretending I don’t want you.”

The world tilted. The distant hum of the fridge, the faint click of the house cooling system, even the secret, watchful eye of the camera in the hall, it all faded into irrelevance.

I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to pull her close and show her exactly how much she’d mattered all this time.

But I didn’t. Not yet.

Instead, I just held her wrist, feeling the pulse hammering under her skin, the same wild longing burning through me.

Hallie shifted closer, until her hip pressed against mine. “So now what?” she whispered.

I traced lazy circles on her wrist, letting my silence answer.

For a moment, we just breathed together.

Her camisole gaped, exposing the side-curve of her breast and enough bare skin to set my blood on fire. Every inch of her called to me, a body I knew by memory but never by touch. Her scent, sun and sugar and the faintest hint of vanilla, wrapped around me, better than any drug.

She leaned in, lips nearly brushing my jaw. “I don’t want to ruin us.”

“You’re not,” I said, voice barely audible.

She hesitated, then pressed her forehead to mine. My hands slid up her arms, settling at her shoulders. The fabric was so soft, barely there.

We lingered like that, two halves of the same secret, each daring the other to go just a breath further.

Her hand rested on my chest, light and trembling. “If we cross that line, there’s no going back.”

“I know.” I cupped her elbow, anchoring us both.

She let out a shaky laugh. “God, you make me so nervous.”

“Not as nervous as you make me.”

She grinned, relieved, then sobered. “Every time I broke up with someone, you were the first person I called. Everyone else faded, but you…” She let the words trail.

I finished them. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She hugged herself, shivering despite the heat. “I can’t believe we’re actually talking about this. Three years and we never even admitted it.”

I smiled, softer. “Maybe we were waiting for the perfect moment.”

She cocked her head, giving me a look. “You really think this is it?”

I glanced around, gourmet kitchen, soft lights, the memory of her touching my leg at dinner.

“Feels like it.”

She leaned back, glassy-eyed, and for once, didn’t try to fill the silence.

I took her hand, threading my fingers through hers. “Remember that night we fell asleep watching reruns and woke up holding hands?”

She laughed, warmth chasing away her nerves. “You mean the night you drooled on my shoulder?”

“Not my proudest moment.”

She squeezed my hand, her own trembling. “It was mine.”

We stood there, tangled in old memories and unspoken promise.

She reached up, fingers grazing my jaw. “You’re the best thing I ever found at Blackwood. Even if you’re kind of a nerd.”

That broke the tension, and we both laughed, quiet and real.

“You’re not so bad yourself, Hal.”

Her eyes softened, the color deepening almost to green. She tugged me gently toward the back door. “Come outside with me?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

She led us out, leaving the kitchen behind, but not the truth we’d just uncovered.

The line between friendship and whatever came next wasn’t just blurred anymore.

It had basically dissolved.

***

The porch was bathed in moonlight, the kind that made everything look softer, shinier, a little unreal. Out here, the world blurred at the edges, the infinity pool catching the silver glow, the lake beyond reflecting sky like a mirror. A low mist hovered across the grass, turning the lawn into something out of a dream. The air was cool but gentle, the kind of night that begged for confessions.

Hallie’s hand fit perfectly in mine. I let her lead, both of us barefoot and a little giddy, every step a dare neither wanted to take back. She stopped at the railing, close enough that her shoulder brushed my bicep, her body so warm it made the night seem colder by comparison.

We stood for a while in silence, breath syncing up, eyes on the lake. Inside, a piece of me catalogued every detail, the way her hair glowed in the moonlight, the shape of her thighs under the fabric, the raw hope in her posture. Every sense was dialed up.

“Do you remember,” Hallie said, voice feather-light, “the first time we talked about relationships? Not ours. Other people’s. You said something about how crossing a line could ruin everything.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to talk yet.

She laughed, nervous and beautiful. “I thought it sounded dramatic at the time, but now it makes sense. I used to wonder, all the time, what would happen if we... you know. Crossed that line.”

Her words landed with a quiet violence. Something inside me snapped to attention.

Hallie bit her lip. “There were nights I’d sit in my room thinking about you, like, actually thinking about you, and I’d wonder if you even noticed when I dressed up for movie night. Or how I’d sometimes bend over in front of you on purpose, just to see if you’d look. I was so obvious. I hoped you’d make the first move.”

The confession hung between us, bright and unbearable.

For a second, I couldn’t breathe. Years of careful restraint, all those good intentions, just went up in smoke. My cock throbbed so hard it hurt. I wanted to haul her against me, taste the sweet skin where her neck met her shoulder, fuck the history right out of us.

But I didn’t. I just let her keep talking.

She looked away, cheeks blazing, but her voice stayed low. “You always held back. It drove me crazy.”

I reached out and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, fingers trailing along her jaw. “Didn’t think you wanted me like that.”

Silence, heavy and loaded.

She let out a shaky breath. “Always. I just thought you’d be too polite to risk it.”

I smiled, slow and rueful. “I was.”

She let her hand drift up, fingers lightly skimming my bare forearm, her nails raking ever-so-softly over my skin. “You’re kind of killing me right now, you know.”

My whole body thudded with want. I fought not to drag her straight onto my lap, not to bite down on that perfect curve of her shoulder, not to lose myself in the taste and heat of her.

Instead, I drew her closer. Our knees knocked. Her nipples brushed my chest, hot and aching through the thin cotton, every breath making them stand out more.

Hallie reached up, fingertip grazing my cheek. “You have an eyelash,” she whispered, voice trembling.

If she was lying, I didn’t care. I caught her wrist midair, not to stop her, but so I could hold the delicate bones, thumb pressed right to her pulse.

Her skin burned under my touch. Her whole body shivered. My hand stayed there, holding her, not letting go, and I watched her lips part, watched the awareness bloom across her face.

Time froze. I wanted to ruin her for anyone else. I wanted to make her mine right there, with the whole world for an audience.

Her next words were liquid sugar. “Why does it feel like we’re about to do something crazy?”

I stroked the inside of her wrist, savoring the pounding beneath the skin. “Maybe because we are.”

Our faces were so close, breath mingling, every inch loaded with the kind of tension you only feel right before the world changes.

She rose onto her toes, lips nearly brushing mine. I could feel the heat radiate off her. My fingers slid up her arm to her shoulder. Her eyes went unfocused, mouth just parted, begging for a kiss.

I almost gave in.

But then the door creaked behind us.

Kaia stepped out, the sound sharp as a gunshot, breaking the spell. She wore a midnight blue robe, silk cinched tight at her waist, legs bare to the moonlight. Even half-awake, she looked like she’d been styled for the moment.

She paused on the threshold, gaze flicking from Hallie’s flushed face to my hands, still locked around Hallie’s wrist.

Kaia smirked, slow and deliberate, then moved across the porch with easy confidence. She didn’t bother tying her robe any tighter; the deep V plunged between her breasts, and every step made the fabric part just that much more.

She headed straight for the outdoor kitchenette tucked into the corner of the deck. Hallie, breathless, tried to recover by pulling her hand free, but I didn’t let her go. Not completely.

Kaia set an electric kettle on the counter, never breaking eye contact with me.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” I asked, voice tight.

She studied me, then Hallie, then back to me. “House is full of restless energy tonight.”

Her words held more bite than explanation. She watched as Hallie edged closer to me, as if calculating the exact psychic distance between us.

Kaia measured out her tea leaves with surgical precision, fingers elegant, nails barely glinting in the porch light. Every move was a flex, a reminder that restraint and challenge didn’t just happen in the bedroom.

She poured water, then leaned against the counter, mug cradled in both hands, eyes still locked on mine.

“You two look cozy,” she said. Her tone was neutral, but the undercurrent was pure weaponized curiosity. “Hope you’re not forgetting about the cameras.”

Hallie tensed, glancing up at the red LED embedded in the porch light. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now it glowed like a devil’s eye.

Kaia smiled, slow and sly. “They never sleep, you know.”

The words hit their mark.

She finally sipped her tea, then stalked back inside, silk robe swaying with each step. On her way out, she reached back to tighten the belt, drawing the fabric taut over her ass and flashing me a look over her shoulder that said she wasn’t backing down.

Hallie let out a long, shaky breath. Neither of us moved.

The moment wasn’t ruined, exactly. But the edge was sharper, more dangerous.

We stood in the aftershocks, trembling just shy of disaster.

I didn’t let go of her hand.

***

Hallie’s hand found mine and squeezed, warm and trembling. Her lips hovered a breath from my jaw, then she grinned, all wild energy and blue-green eyes, and whispered, “To be continued.”

She slipped inside, bare feet silent on the planks, leaving me alone with the moon and my own wrecked self-control.

The porch was empty now, but the air pulsed with everything we hadn’t done. I tried to steady my breathing, desperate for a hit of clean air that wasn’t laced with her perfume and need. My cock pressed hard against my shorts, unsatisfied and insistent, every heartbeat echoing the memory of Hallie’s skin against my palm.

I leaned into the porch railing, letting the chill of the wood sink into my arms, but it didn’t help. My skin was still on fire.

I replayed the scene on a loop, her confession, the brush of her nipple against my chest, the sound she made when I caught her wrist. I tasted her on my tongue, sweet and electric, and the ache in my body got sharper, meaner.

But beneath it all, the mental gears never stopped grinding.

Kaia had made her move. She’d seen the way I looked at Hallie, the way Hallie looked at me, and she’d inserted herself like it was her birthright. The robe, the tea, the lazy parade around the porch, none of it accidental. And that last glance, over Hallie’s shoulder, said everything: I see you. I want you. Let’s see who wins.

She was playing a longer game. Maybe she always had been.

I finally wrenched myself away from the railing and followed the path back through the kitchen, careful not to make a sound. The house was still as a graveyard, but behind every door, I felt eyes, a fantasy audience for every undressed thought.

I hit the main hallway and there it was, blinking overhead: the camera’s red LED, steady as a heartbeat. I stopped beneath it, letting the reality sink all the way in.

They’d watched the whole thing. The flirting, the confessions, even the moment my restraint cracked and I latched onto Hallie’s wrist like a drowning man.

I wondered what the research notes would say. Vulnerability: escalated. Subject: compromised. Rival female: observing.

The thought should have killed the mood, but it didn’t. If anything, it made everything sharper. I was being documented, every breath, every surge of lust, every second of hesitation. The house mastered exposure; the only privacy was in how you processed it after the fact.

I ducked into my room and shut the door behind me, hard.

The space felt different now, charged and alive. My skin still tingled from where Hallie had touched me, and my cock throbbed in time with my pulse. I pressed my palm to my chest, feeling the beat hammering there.

I collapsed on the edge of the bed, running the night through my head on endless replay. Hallie’s laugh, the way she smelled, the heat in her eyes. The look Kaia shot me before disappearing inside.

Hallie had changed the rules. Our friendship wasn’t untouchable anymore. It was vulnerable, a live wire ready to burn us both. And Kaia? She was officially in the ring, gloves off.

I lay back, sweat cooling on my skin, every sense still primed.

If this was Round One, I was already addicted.

And I couldn’t wait to see what happened next.


Strategic Advances


Blackwood Library’s third-floor felt like stepping into another century, a sweet, antiseptic hush after the sensory shitshow at the house. Here, nobody was trying to crawl into my lap or start a cold war over kitchen territory. No blueberry muffin seduction, no open warfare between rival blondes, just a corridor of silence, old wood, and the kind of filtered light that made you want to confess your sins to the nearest priest.

I wound my way past the “Quiet Zone” signs and ducked into a back alcove where the stacks swallowed every sound. The air was cold, scented with dust and a faint vanilla that clung to the spines of a thousand unread books. The only window behind me was stained glass, filtering strips of red and gold across a battered mahogany table that took up most of the alcove. If there was a sanctuary left on this campus, this was it.

I dropped my backpack and unpacked like a man on a mission: cognitive psychology textbook, highlighters, a battered legal pad, and enough notes to wallpaper my old apartment. The table creaked under the weight. For the first time since move-in, my thoughts started to line up. No Hallie in my lap, no Kaia lounging in lingerie or prepping a sniper shot from across the dinner table. Just data, diagrams, and the hum of my own pulse as I tried to get a grip on this week’s assignments.

I’d barely gotten through half a page when I caught movement, just a flicker, in my peripheral vision. I knew instantly: Kaia. Nobody else moved with that kind of intention, like she’d mapped out the entire approach before stepping onto the field.

She turned into the alcove and stopped, hand resting loosely on the chair that faced mine. The sight hit me like a shot of adrenaline straight into the vein.

Her sweater was a second skin, cashmere, slate grey, high collar but molded so tight around her chest it was borderline obscene. The skirt, black, short, the kind that never stayed in dress code for more than ten seconds, clung to her hips and barely covered her ass when she twisted to set down her bag. Her legs went on for miles. My brain short-circuited, trying to decide if the view was better from above the table or beneath it.

Even the library lighting knew to spotlight her curves: the stained glass painted golden streaks across her hair, her cheekbones, the bare stretch of thigh under the skirt.

“Studying hard,” she said, voice low and amused.

I pretended not to choke on my own tongue. “Trying to.”

She slid into the seat beside mine, not across. Bold move number one. Instead of the polite, academic two feet of distance, she left maybe two inches. There was no mistaking the intent: Kaia Bennett was here to crowd my headspace and every other available surface.

Her perfume hit next, jasmine, with an undertone of something clean, cotton maybe, but laced through with sex. It overpowered the old-book scent in a way that was uniquely her. If I’d come here to dodge temptation, I’d picked the wrong hiding spot.

She leaned in, her shoulder brushing mine. “Cognitive psych?” She plucked my textbook from under my hand, flipping it open to the chapter I’d flagged. “I would’ve pegged you for more of a behavioral guy.”

Her nails, short, neat, painted a subtle blush, tapped the margin. If she noticed the way her cleavage threatened to spill out the top of her sweater every time she shifted, she didn’t let on.

“Behavioral’s predictable,” I said, voice steady. “Brains are messier.”

Kaia laughed quietly, the sound curling around my nerves. “Says the man hiding in the one corner of campus without witnesses.” She turned the book toward me and traced a sentence with her fingertip. “Remind me, wasn’t this the chapter where you argued with the professor for fifteen minutes straight?”

“I made my point.”

“You made him sweat through his shirt.” Her eyes twinkled, but her lips didn’t smile. “Impressive.”

She wasn’t here to compliment me. She was here to see if I’d bite.

I let my gaze roam down. The hem of her skirt had ridden up, flashing a dangerous wedge of thigh. When she re-crossed her legs, the bare skin pressed flush against mine.

Jolt. My cock stirred, stubborn as ever, heat pooling way too fast for a public setting.

I tried to focus on the textbook. “You prepping for the midterm too?”

“That’s one way to put it.” Her voice went soft, dangerous. “You’re not easy to find, you know.”

I shrugged, resisting the urge to shift in my seat. “Maybe I didn’t want to be found.”

Her hair fell over her shoulder as she leaned even closer, breath warm at my ear. “Nobody hides in the third floor archives unless they want to be left alone. Or ambushed.”

I shot her a grin. “Guilty.”

Kaia scanned the page, then dropped her eyes to my scrawl in the margin. “What’s this?”

She tapped the messy underline beneath “hedonic adaptation,” her nail trailing the curve of my handwriting. The contact was feather-light, but it sent a line of heat straight up my arm.

Her thigh pressed harder into mine, and she angled her knees to brush under the table until she found my knee and held it there.

“You think people just get used to pleasure, no matter how good it is?” she asked, lazy, provocative.

I angled toward her. “If the pleasure’s predictable, yeah. If it’s not…”

She closed the gap, voice dropping. “If it’s not?”

“Then you keep chasing,” I said. “Until you find something that finally surprises you.”

Kaia’s breath hitched, just enough for me to catch it. Gold light from the window struck her hair, turning it honey-bright and almost unreal.

“Is that why you’re here?” she purred. “Looking for surprises?”

I shook my head. “I already know what happens when I stop chasing.”

She arched an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”

“Somebody else starts.”

She laughed, genuine this time. “I could see that.”

For a second, the only sound was the muted hum of the library, the faint rattle of a cart rolling somewhere on the floor below. Kaia tracked my silence. She had the poise of a chess grandmaster, every move, every pause calculated to force a reaction.

She flipped another couple pages, then pointed at a boxed diagram about cognitive bias. The angle pulled the neckline of her sweater lower, exposing the slope of her breast and a dusting of skin that made rational thought a struggle.

She feigned innocence. “This one gets me every time. Confirmation bias. People only see what they expect to see.”

“That’s not always true.”

She tilted her head, curiosity weaponized. “No?”

I leaned into the question. “Sometimes you see something so out of context, it has to be real. Even if you’ve never seen it before.”

Kaia’s hand went still. She turned, face centimeters from mine, the expression stripped of every layer but truth.

She studied me for a long moment, the filter gone. “You ever get tired of pretending you’re immune?”

I didn’t blink. “You ever get tired of pretending you’re not watching?”

She smiled, slow and sly. “Sometimes I just want to see if you’ll break character.”

I let the silence do the talking. Kaia’s perfume filled every breath. Under the table, her calf slid against mine, heat seeping through the denim.

She thumbed through a few more pages in my notes, skimming with practiced ease. “You know what’s funny?” she said, voice oddly soft. “I used to think guys like you were boring. Invisible.”

I didn’t flinch. “Not enough drama?”

She glanced up, and for the first time, her armor cracked.

“No,” she said. “Too much composure. You never looked at me the way others did. You didn’t chase.”

I shrugged, deadpan. “Maybe I knew you liked it better when you did the chasing.”

That earned a soft, breathy laugh. “I’m not used to working that hard.”

“You could’ve fooled me.”

She shifted sideways in the chair, skirt inching higher. I tried and failed not to track every inch of exposed thigh.

Kaia’s eyes flicked to my mouth, then back to my eyes. Her hand landed on my forearm, grounding me in place.

“Want to know what I notice now?” she whispered.

I nodded. Words weren’t in my immediate vocabulary.

“You’re the only one I can’t categorize,” she confessed. “You don’t react the way I expect. And that makes me…”

Kaia hesitated, pulse visible at the base of her neck.

“Curious?” I offered.

She shook her head, smile pure appetite. “Obsessed.”

My pulse hammered, thick and raw. I couldn’t have faked indifference if my life depended on it.

She traced a finger along the edge of my hand, then let her thumb circle a vein as she spoke. Every touch was a whisper of promise.

I tried to get a foothold in the conversation, but my body was more interested in closing the distance. The way her sweater clung to her chest, the slice of bare skin below her hem, and her thigh pressed so tight against mine, my cock strained uncomfortably, hard enough that shifting in my seat closed the gap and made the contact impossible to ignore.

Kaia’s gaze dipped, and she smiled, satisfied.

“Is this what you wanted?” I challenged, voice low, just for her.

She leaned in, lips nearly at my ear. “I want to know how long you can resist.”

Her words triggered a wave of heat that erased every other detail, library or not. My restraint was paper-thin and I suspect she knew it.

Kaia turned, flipping the psychology notes in her lap, and started writing something. The motion set her breasts bouncing subtly in the sweater, and the skirt drew even higher up her thigh. I tracked every move, unable to stop myself.

“So what do you really want, Kaia?” My voice broke the hush like a dropped glass.

She looked me dead on. “To see if you can focus when you’re distracted. Or if you’re just pretending, same as everyone else.”

She let the moment stretch out, then grinned. “You’re better at this than most. But not perfect.”

I considered dragging her straight onto my lap, homework be damned. Instead, I just held ground and let the tension stretch.

The afternoon sun dropped lower, filtering through the stained glass and shooting colored patterns over her legs, her hands, her face. For a second, her skin glowed gold, hair haloed. It was almost mystical, but the heat coiling in my body was pure animal.

Kaia closed her notebook, leaned in so that her breath tickled my jaw, and brushed an imaginary eyelash from my cheek. The touch lingered, slow and deliberate.

Her hand drifted lower, ghosting along my jaw before withdrawing. The contact left a mark. My breathing went ragged, and there was no hiding the effect on my lap.

She could’ve left quietly, but that wasn’t Kaia’s game. She watched me, eyes narrow, reading every micro-expression like she was cross-examining a suspect. Afternoon sunlight knifed through the stained glass, igniting streaks of amber and ruby across her skin. I’d never seen a living person look more damned intentional.

She didn’t blink. “You know, I’ve been watching you with Hallie.”

My heart skipped, but I kept my voice dry. “A lot of people do.”

Kaia ignored the dodge. She set her elbow on the table, chin in her palm, focus pure predator. “It’s not the way she looks at you, it’s how you look at her. Like you’re afraid of what happens if you actually touch her.” She let the words hang, then dropped her voice to a thread. “Ever wonder what it would feel like if you looked at me that way?”

She didn’t wait for an answer.

Her fingers found the back of my hand, tracing the veins with the slow confidence of someone who knew exactly what she was doing. I tried to stay in control, but the touch was a live wire, heat, pressure, and barely suppressed promise.

“I notice everything,” she whispered. “The way you tense up. The way you pretend you’re not turned on. It’s cute.”

I bit down on a retort, but my cock thumped against my zipper. The fact that she could do this, wreck me with a few casual words and a flick of her wrist, had my ego bruised and my body begging for more.

Kaia slid closer, never breaking eye contact. Her thighs pressed hard against mine under the table now, the edge of her skirt flashing more skin with every shift. She smelled like jasmine, but there was a ripe, human undertone, sweat, skin, a hint of vanilla from her shampoo.

She leaned in, lips just brushing my ear. “You want to know the truth?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“It drives me insane, watching you hold back.” Her hand tightened, fingers digging into the meat of my palm. “No guy on campus ever made me work this hard.” She exhaled, her breath hot against my neck. “You make me want to—”

She cut herself off, words replaced by her free hand rising to my face. She brushed my cheek, slow, deliberate, as if searching for an eyelash. Her thumb lingered at my jaw, tracing the line. The contact was gentle, sweet even, but it chained me to the spot.

Time froze. The silence wasn’t empty, it was stretched to a breaking point, every molecule charged with want.

She let her hand glide from cheek to chin, holding my face in place, forcing me to look at her. Her pupils were huge, mouth slightly open, the skin at her collarbone flushed pink.

For a second, I thought she’d go in for a kiss. But Kaia was too much of a tactician for that. She let the moment hover, her thumb ghosting my lower lip.

I was painfully hard. If she glanced down, she’d see the tent in my jeans. She didn’t bother to hide her glance. Her face went smug, lips curled into a private, satisfied smile.

I tried to recover, but she’d stolen all my moves.

She finally pulled back, arm retreating, but her fingers trailed my jaw. “You’d be dangerous if you ever stopped overthinking it,” she murmured.

She reached for her psychology notes, the ones she’d spent the last several minutes scribbling in perfectly elegant print. She slid the pages across the table toward me, her index finger underlining a sentence mid-page.

Kaia locked eyes with me as she tilted the notes so I’d have no choice but to see: “Attraction intensifies when balanced between familiarity and novelty.”

The words stabbed straight to the core. She’d written it in red, underlined twice, just in case I missed the subtext. Her handwriting was immaculate, loops and angles, bold and feminine at the same time.

Her perfume lingered over the page, a ghost of her skin and sweat and something deeper, the chemical signature of her body. I inhaled, not even trying to play it cool.

Kaia stood, legs unfolding in a slow, almost lazy tease. She straightened her skirt with a practiced tug, then leaned forward, bracing both palms on the table. Her breasts hung heavy in the sweater, the fabric sculpting every curve.

She gave me a look. “I’ll want those notes back,” she said, voice liquid sex. “Next time, though… I expect a little more privacy.”

She let the anticipation linger, then turned to go. The sight of her ass in that skirt nearly broke me. There was a sway in her walk, not exaggerated, just confident.

I caught myself staring. In the silent cathedral of the library, desire was louder than any noise.

It took an entire minute before I could unclench my fist from the edge of the table.

I glanced down at the notes. The red line under the quote burned my retinas. For a second, all the cognitive psych in the world couldn’t help. My head spun. It wasn’t just the conversation, it was the brutal, physical way she’d overwhelmed every defense I brought to the table. I could still feel the warmth of her skin on my hand, her thumb at my jaw, the way she’d looked at my lips and wanted more.

I shifted, trying to ease the ache in my jeans. No relief. My cock was a live wire, still pressed hard against the zipper. If I wasn’t careful, I’d have to take a lap around the stacks just to get my blood settled.

Up above, in the corner near the window, a red LED blinked, tiny, unobtrusive, but definitely recording. Even in the library, there was no escape. Every twitch, every stare, logged and cataloged for Sienna’s obsessed behavioral team.

Kaia’s parting shot echoed in my head: “I’ll need those notes back. Somewhere more private.”

I gathered my things, unable to focus on the text in front of me. All I could think about was her hand on my thigh, her breath at my ear, and the answer to her question: yeah, I’d imagined touching her that way. More than once.

Now, it was all I could do not to chase her down and finish what she started.

I slipped the notes into my folder, hand shaking slightly.

Some experiment. I’d come here to clear my head, but the only thing Kaia left me was wrecked. All intellectual ambition erased, replaced by the ache in my body and the memory of her smile.

If the camera in the corner was logging the fallout, so be it.

She wanted divided attention. She’d nailed it, succeeded, then walked out without looking back.

I sat in the alcove, sun flashing over the table, and wondered how long I could last before giving in completely.

Round one to Kaia.

I could only imagine what round two would look like.


Crossed Lines


Islid my fingers through my hair and tried to calm the low-level hum of arousal that had been riding me since the second I opened my eyes.

Waking up wasn’t poetic or peaceful. It was a full-body jolt, a round two after the night before. My cock was at parade rest, throbbing steady, and my skin bristled against the sheets like I’d spent the night rolling on Velcro. Even morning air hurt. The first touch of my shirt over bare skin almost made me hiss, hypersensitive, every nerve dialed up, no off switch in sight.

I tried to focus on something normal. Newsfeed, weather, even the muted colors of the lake through my window. Didn’t work. Memories lined up for their turn: Hallie’s breathless confession on the porch, her body flush against mine, the tremble in her voice when she admitted wanting more. Even the way she’d pulled away, the glint in her eyes, made my cock twitch with need. And then there was Kaia, lurking in the back of my mind like a web browser you can’t close. Her thigh pressed against mine in the library, the brush of her fingernail along my jaw, her slow, dangerous smile as she watched my resistance erode by the second.

The friction only got worse as I dressed. Hoodie, jeans, t-shirt, normal clothes turned to assault weapons with every move. The waistband tugged at my hips; the hoodie chafed my nipples as I pulled it down. Just walking to the bathroom felt like an exercise in masochism. I stopped at the sink, tried to get a grip, stared at my reflection. My hair was a mess, sleep lines under my eyes, stubble shading my jaw enough to make me look five years older and twice as dangerous. I’d have looked intimidating if I didn’t know how much of a mess was going on under the surface.

I washed my face with cold water, then splashed it again for good measure. No dice. The images replayed: Hallie’s skin warm and soft under my palm, the way her nipple brushed my chest through that barely-there camisole, the shaky sound she made when I caught her wrist and held her tight. The urge to just take her right there on the porch, cameras be damned, threatened to boil over and drown every rational thought.

But then Kaia’s words echoed, soft and dangerous. “You want to know how long you can resist?” That look she gave me, like she already knew the answer, pinned me harder than any physical touch.

I fidgeted, digging through my dresser for something softer, but everything felt abrasive. I had to keep shifting in place just to find a position that didn’t make my cock throb through the fabric. Even the lightest brush of denim forced a shiver up my spine. Every micro-movement was a fresh jolt, and I caught myself palming my own thigh, just to try and steady the need.

I paced the room, grabbed my phone, checked the calendar: mandatory check-in, psychology building, half an hour. If the researchers had been hoping to engineer the perfect stress test, they’d just fucking nailed it.

A familiar guilt crept in. Hallie’s history with me wasn’t a footnote, it was the foundation for everything I was. We’d been through late-night breakdowns, hand-holding movie marathons, three years of unspoken rules. Was I really going to risk that for a shot at Kaia’s edge, her calculated games and the wild rush that came with every boundary she pushed? Or was I already past the point of no return?

I tried to think it through, but the sexual tension was too thick to reason past. Every look, every wandering touch, every whisper of fabric was engineered to chip away at the shell I’d built for myself. Last night, I thought I could play it cool. Act like the only variable was my own self-control. But as I stood there, sweating into my jeans, I realized the experiment wasn’t just about what happened when rules broke down.

It was about what happened when you realized the rules themselves were fake.

The house, the roster, the designed collisions at every mealtime and midnight wander, they’d stacked the deck. Maybe the feelings were real, maybe the attraction was genuine, but the triggers, the proximity, the relentless push toward combustion? That didn’t happen by accident.

I chewed over that thought as I shoved my arms through the sleeves, rolling my shoulders to work the fabric down. It did nothing to fix the pressure in my lap or the hypersensitivity on my skin. If anything, it made it sharper.

I made one last stop in the bathroom, running a hand through my hair, smoothing the stubble on my jaw, then cursed and fished a pair of briefs from the hamper at least the soft cotton wouldn’t grind my cock raw during the hike to campus.

By the time I hit the foyer, my heart pounded like I’d run sprints. Even the familiar hush of Blackwood House felt weaponized. Every scent carried meaning: coffee from the kitchen, citrus and vanilla from the hallway diffuser, a ghost of perfumed skin I couldn’t name. I braced myself at the door, fingers flexing, and took three deep, measured breaths.

In and out.

In and out.

The tension never left, but I could fake normal if I tried hard enough.

My phone buzzed: a reminder from Sienna. Don’t be late.

Like I could forget.

I stepped out into the cold morning air, the chill biting straight through my hoodie, and set my stride toward the psychology building. Every step was a reminder that the game wasn’t just on, it was rigged, and the only way forward was straight through the fire.

One thing was clear: Hallie’s warmth and Kaia’s challenge weren’t just fuel for my fantasies. They were weapons. Or maybe I was the weapon, and I just hadn’t figured out who was pulling the trigger yet.

I buried my hands in my pockets, hunched against the wind, and let my thoughts run wild all the way to campus.

Whatever Sienna had planned for my check-in, I was walking in primed and loaded.

Let the experiment begin.

***

The psychology building felt like a different planet from Blackwood House. Cold, sterile, every step echoing off linoleum so bright it could’ve doubled as an operating room. I walked down the corridor, past doors marked “Lab 2A” and “Testing Suite,” and wondered what kind of data they got from filming people when their skin was crawling with anticipation.

At the end of the hall, a red light glowed above the only unmarked door. My check-in.

I knocked. The door opened instantly.

Sienna stood there, framed by the pale light, and for a second it felt like time hiccuped. The pencil skirt clung to her hips like second skin, the silk blouse tucked tight with one, maybe two, extra buttons undone. The edge of black lace flashed beneath, teasing the curve of her left breast. Her hair was up, but a few strands curled loose against her cheek, looking artfully disheveled. She wore flats, practical, but nothing about the rest of her said “practical.” Her scent hit first: vanilla, warm amber, and a ghost of citrus, denser and sweeter than in her office.

She closed the door behind me. The room was smaller than I expected, barely wider than the table and two chairs. No windows. The air vibrated with the hum of a vent overhead, but beneath that, every move, every breath, was amplified. We were close. Two steps, and I’d be able to touch her without trying.

“Tate,” she said, voice syrupy and professional all at once. “Thanks for coming on time.”

“Wouldn’t dream of missing it.” My own voice sounded rough, too thick for the clinical setting.

She gestured to the chair. I sat, hands gripping the arms to keep from fidgeting. If she noticed my discomfort, she filed it away for later.

Sienna settled opposite, crossing her legs so the skirt rode high on her thigh. She opened a folder and started her ritual: pen tapping, eyes skimming, head dipping in those precise little beats that said she’d already mapped out every second of this encounter. The silk blouse gapped each time she leaned forward, treating me to a flash of black lace and the gentle swell of her breasts.

I tried to keep my eyes on hers, but she knew what she was doing. The perfume thickened between us, vanilla and amber curling in my throat, sweet but not cloying, pure sex and power, distilled. If pheromones could be weaponized, this was it.

She started with the basics. “Adjustment period, how are you sleeping?”

My brain rewound to this morning, the sheets twisted around my legs, body coiled and barely functional. “I’ve had better weeks. Not a lot of sleep.”

She pursed her lips, jotting something. “Nightmares?”

“Not unless you count waking up with a hard-on for three hours straight.”

She glanced at me, the hint of a smile daring me to repent. “Noted. Any difficulty with the housemates?”

“Not unless you’re looking for a highlight reel.”

That got a real smile, small but honest. “We’ll get to specifics in a moment,” she promised.

She flipped a page, then set the pen down. The click echoed.

“Any side effects you weren’t expecting?” she asked.

I exhaled, slow. “Skin feels raw. Everything’s too loud. Even my clothes feel like sandpaper.”

She wrote it down, then looked at me over the page. Her gaze pinned me there. “Are you distracted now?”

“Only by about a hundred percent.”

Her eyes flickered to my lap, then back. “That’s… normal for this phase,” she said, though her voice dropped half a notch lower.

The silence got tight, then tighter.

I decided to go straight for the target. “Serious question. Did you design the house to crank up the tension on purpose? Or is it just a happy accident that every surface is engineered to mess with us?”

Sienna’s hand paused in midair. She closed the folder and set it aside, pushing herself up so she leaned into my space, elbows braced on the table. The edge of her blouse fluttered, opening wider. I could see the inside curve of her breast, a flare of lace, the faint shadow of skin below.

Her tone softened, but the words were all steel. “The encounters aren’t engineered, just the people who live in the house,” she said. “But the emotions are yours… and ours.”

She leaned closer, breath warm as she reached for the lapel of my hoodie. Her fingers ghosted over my chest, slow and deliberate. She clipped a tiny microphone to the seam, not rushing, knuckles touching the stubble on my neck. The air got so thick I could taste the vanilla.

“Your reactions are the data,” she whispered, voice barely above a hum. “Every real moment is more valuable than anything we could script.”

Her eyes locked on mine. Three seconds. Four, maybe. Long enough to feel the pull in my gut, the surge of heat that ripped through every layer of composure I had left. God, I wanted nothing more than to climb across the table and take her.

She broke contact first, retreating just a fraction. The world snapped back into focus, and I barely registered the clipboard in her hand.

Sienna settled onto the edge of the table now, so close I could see the little rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. The blouse gapped further, pure invitation.

She cleared her throat, back to protocol, but now the air crackled.

“I need you to answer honestly. These questions are direct. No filters.”

I nodded. Easy in theory. In practice, not so much.

She started formal. “Have you felt sexual arousal in the presence of your housemates?”

My cock throbbed against the zipper. “Constantly.”

She ticked the box. “Physical symptoms?”

“Hard to ignore.” I shifted in my seat, jeans too tight. “I’m hard half the time. Sometimes more.”

She glanced down to my lap, didn’t even try to hide it. “Documented, actually, on the kitchen camera. And again in the library with Kaia.”

The mention of her name sent a jolt through me. “Yeah. She’s… effective.”

Another smile. “Noted. Did the arousal start before or after her touch?”

“Definitely before. The second she walked in, actually.”

Sienna scribbled a note, then eyed me with clinical curiosity. “Describe the escalation.”

I licked my lips. “Every word, every touch. She pushed against me, tested how far she could go. After that, it never went back down.”

She nodded, satisfaction flickering across her face. “Any daydreams? Fantasies?”

I hesitated. “Not just Kaia. Hallie, too. All of them, really. Sometimes at the same time.” I held her gaze. “And you. Especially you.”

Her eyes widened a fraction before she composed herself, but I caught the flush creeping up her neck. She looked pleased, making a note without breaking eye contact. “That’s the intended outcome. You’re responding as predicted, even a little ahead of schedule.”

The air was so charged, I had to grip the seat to keep from squirming. My thighs burned with residual need.

Sienna kept pushing, voice tighter. “How do you manage the tension?”

I tried to inject a little humor. “Cold showers. Avoiding eye contact. Doesn’t really help.”

She laughed, low and warm. It curled right down my spine. “That’s why we monitor. Most participants burn off the tension with masturbation, but your data shows you’re holding back. Why?”

I felt my cheeks heat, but didn’t drop her gaze. “Maybe I’m waiting for the right catalyst.”

She held that for a beat, eyes wide and knowing. “And what would that look like for you?”

I breathed out, not even pretending at this point. “Any of them. Or all of them. Or maybe just someone who finally calls me on my bullshit.”

Her lips twitched. “You don’t believe in the experiment.”

“I believe the setup is real. The feelings… maybe. But it’s all so engineered, I have to wonder if you’re actually looking for real connection, or just trying to push us to the edge and see what happens.”

Sienna set the clipboard down, closing the distance between us to almost nothing. Her perfume was dizzying. She reached out, fingers grazing my wrist, soft but deliberate.

“My job is to observe,” she said, voice near my ear. “But I’m not immune, either. I’m living in the same house as you, feeling the same feelings. Don’t confuse protocol with lack of interest.”

That landed like a gut-punch. I caught my breath, the air thick with possibility.

Her hand lingered on my forearm, thumb skimming the vein there. She looked up, eyes going soft for just a second before the familiar mask slid into place. “Let’s finish, shall we?”

She straightened, but her posture was looser now, like she’d let something slip and was only half-interested in recapturing it.

The next set of questions focused on specifics.

“Describe your physical response to Hallie during last night’s porch interaction. Don’t edit.”

“She was close enough to kiss,” I said. “Her skin was hot, her nipples brushed my chest. My hands were shaking, barely controlled. I had to hold her wrist or I’d lose it.”

Sienna wrote quickly. “Did you want to lose it?”

“Yeah. But I didn’t want to be the asshole who ruins everything, either.”

She nodded, satisfied. “What about Kaia, in the library?”

“She’s a natural predator. She pressed her thighs into mine, tested my limits, watched every twitch. I was hard the whole time. Still am, just thinking about it.”

Her eyebrows went up, impressed.

“Out of all current housemates, is there someone you think about more than the others?” she asked.

For a second, I hesitated.

“Depends on the moment. Sometimes Hallie. Sometimes Kaia. Sometimes you.”

It was a risk, but I let the words hang. Sienna didn’t miss a beat.

“We anticipated that. The experiment is designed to measure shifting attraction and how self-control adapts to pressure. You’re outperforming our projections.” Her tongue flicked out, wetting her lower lip. “Is it difficult not to act on it?”

I snorted. “Brutal.”

Sienna smiled, and for the first time, it looked more personal than clinical. “The more you restrain, the more intense the escalation. Consider this permission to test your boundaries, if you want. The study can accommodate it.”

She stood, smoothing the skirt over her hips, and gathered her paperwork. The blouse gaped, even more this time, and I caught a perfect view of the lacy cup, roundness of her breast framed in black.

She circled behind me, then leaned close, her lips just at my ear. “You’re allowed to want things here, Tate. That’s the point.”

I shivered, every nerve alive.

She patted my shoulder, then slipped past to open the door. “See you next week. Unless you want to bring personal observations sooner.”

I got up, body tight, cock straining inside my jeans.

The last thing I saw was her reflection in the glass: flushed cheeks, eyes wide, lips parted.

There was zero chance this was just academic to her. Maybe I was still the subject, but the lines between observer and observed had melted into nothing.

I left the psych building more turned on than when I arrived, every thought burning with possibility.

If the experiment wanted to push me, I was ready to push back.

***

By the time I hit the back door, my head was spinning. Every hair on my arms stood up, the cool air doing nothing to fix the burn that had settled under my skin. Blackwood House glowed against the gray afternoon, windows bright, as if waiting for me to bring the match to the powder keg.

Inside, I heard voices. Not the normal hum of kitchen banter, this was sharper, loaded. I hovered behind the partial wall, heartbeat pounding as I picked out the pattern.

Kaia’s voice, low and precise: “He responds differently to you than to me. Your history gives you leverage I don’t have. Yet.”

Hallie responded instantly, her words edged with steel I hadn’t heard before. “And your calculation will always lack the authenticity he and I share. Some things can’t be strategized, Kaia.”

I almost smiled. Hallie, the girl who lived to keep the peace, finally showing her claws.

There was a pause. Thick, electric, more powerful than anything you could trace to hormones or habit. The silence vibrated in my bones, and I could imagine them standing there, Kaia poised, arms folded, lips pursed in judgment; Hallie fuming but proud, hands braced on the countertop, freckles blazing against flushed skin.

I decided to make my entrance.

Hard steps on the tile, hoodie pulled low, jaw set.

Both heads snapped up the second I rounded the corner.

Hallie’s face went red instantly, the flush climbing from cheeks to neck, disappearing under the collar of her t-shirt. Even the skin on her chest glowed, betraying every beat of her pulse. I watched her eyes flick down to my mouth, then dart away, caught, then shy, but not apologizing for it.

Kaia didn’t flinch. She offered a measured smile, cool and unreadable, but I saw her pupils dilate just a bit. She moved first, crossing to the sink and letting her arm skim mine as she grabbed a glass. The touch left a streak of heat against my forearm, a challenge if there ever was one.

The kitchen was all clean-white light and cold marble, but the air in here was about to catch fire.

I played it casual. “Hey.”

Neither answered, so I just shrugged and helped myself to the pitcher of water. My hand brushed past Hallie’s on the edge of the island. Her pulse jumped like she’d been electrocuted.

I poured a glass. “I could hear you two from outside. Whatever the argument, hope you saved me a seat at the table.”

For a beat, nobody moved.

Kaia set her glass down, cool as always. “We were just debating best practices.” Her words were crisp, but there was a new edge, hungry, but not hurried.

Hallie squared her shoulders, the look in her eyes pure challenge. “Kaia thinks it’s all about strategy. That you can be hacked like a social algorithm.”

A slow smile crept across my lips. “I never said I was un-hackable.”

Kaia raised an eyebrow, amused. “That’s the first honest thing you’ve said all week.”

I leaned back, letting the moment stretch. “Maybe you’re both right,” I said. “History and strategy, that’s what makes it interesting.”

Hallie’s lips parted. Her flush deepened, but she held my gaze now, no flinching. “Or maybe it’s about not overthinking it. Just feeling what’s real, even if it scares you.”

Kaia cut in, circling to the other side of the island until we’d formed a triangle, all angles and implications. “Or maybe it’s about figuring out if you’re willing to be pursued. If you can handle it.”

She moved close, so close her bare leg grazed mine under the counter. If she wanted me to notice the way her skirt clung to her ass or the shimmer on her skin, she was succeeding. Kaia’s smile was a warning and an invitation. “I don’t believe in letting history dictate the future.”

Hallie answered before I could. “But it colors everything. Including the way he looks at us.” She gestured, not at me, but at the space between us all, raw, unsettled.

I straightened my spine, tapped the glass on the counter. For once, I didn’t want to dodge. The experiment was working. I was the match, the catalyst, and I finally felt the power in it.

So I leaned in and played both sides.

“Hallie’s right. There’s no faking what we have between us. But Kaia’s also right. Sometimes you need to change the script or nothing new ever happens.”

Hallie’s mouth fell open, caught between a smile and disbelief. “You’re not going to pick, are you?”

I shrugged. “Why choose? If the house wanted us to behave, they wouldn’t have put us together in the first place.”

Kaia arched an eyebrow, impressed. “That’s a new energy from you, Tate.”

“If you’re going to study us,” I replied, “might as well give them what they want. But on my terms.”

This time, Kaia didn’t just brush past, she pressed right up until her hip hit mine. I could feel the heat of her body, the magnetic pull, and for half a second, I let myself enjoy it.

Hallie didn’t back down, either. She stepped in, matched Kaia’s intensity, her voice lower now. “You know, I never minded sharing with you.” She said it to me, but her eyes flicked to Kaia, daring her to test those boundaries.

I felt the hair lift on my arms. The kitchen wasn’t a kitchen anymore; it was a proving ground.

Kaia set her glass down, fingers tapping a rhythm that matched the thumping in my chest. “So what’s your next move, Tate? Play them both?”

I didn’t look away. “That’s the point, right? See what happens when nobody’s pretending anymore?”

The line in the sand was gone. I smiled, almost relieved.

Hallie slid her hand onto the counter near mine, pinky overlapping. “I used to think this would ruin everything. Now, I’m not so sure.”

Kaia reached behind me, grabbing her water, deliberately rubbing her chest against my back. “I am. It’ll make it better.”

The tension was a living thing. I breathed it in, let it settle in my bloodstream.

I looked at both of them, not playing favorites. “I want both. I want to see what happens when we stop holding back.”

Kaia’s eyes blazed. “Finally.”

Hallie grinned, softer now, but real. “It’s about time.”

I could hear the camera whir from the hallway. The experiment had its data.

But this was mine.

For once, I stopped worrying about who was running the show. Instead, I grabbed the moment by the throat and pulled it closer.

Kaia pressed tight against my left side, her hand sneaking onto my thigh. Hallie stood flush to my right, fingers sliding over the back of my hand, squeezing, grounding me in the real. Two different flavors of want, both burning straight through my defenses.

I tilted my head toward Hallie. “You always said honesty was your thing. You ready for what that means?”

She nodded, breathless. “Yeah. No more dodging.”

Kaia leaned in, her lips at my ear. “I want you to stop pretending you’re not obsessed with what we could do together.”

The visual of me, Hallie, and Kaia in any configuration blitzed through my brain. My cock throbbed, ready to explode out of my jeans. For the first time, I let it show.

I stood, crowding the space, anchoring both women with a hand at each of their waists. “Let’s make it interesting.”

Neither moved away. Hallie pressed in, her warmth running through my side, her hair brushing my jaw. Kaia arched back into my palm, her body a live wire, every muscle coiled for release.

The spell broke only when a door slammed somewhere upstairs.

They both let me go, stepping back just enough to catch their breath.

Kaia fixed her skirt, but her eyes shone. “I hope you’re ready for the fallout, Sterling.”

Hallie just grinned and shot me a look, all challenge and promise. “We’ll see who cracks first.”

I laughed, amazed at how fucking alive I felt. “Might be all three of us at once.”

The kitchen air crackled with the aftershocks.

This was no longer a psychological experiment. This was harem warfare, and I was done waiting for permission.

Game on.


Movie Night, Rewritten


Isprawled on my bed, head still buzzing from the kitchen standoff. The air in my room was cool, edged with the bite of cedar and fresh laundry, but my skin ran hot, residual adrenaline from Kaia’s last brush-off and Hallie’s grip on my thigh. Even three doors down the hall, I could feel the collective tension in the house, like static clinging to every wall.

A tentative knock, just enough pressure to say, it’s me, not a crisis, broke the spell.

I sat up, heart ramping. “Yeah?”

The door cracked open and Hallie eased inside, bare feet soundless on the rug. What she wore nearly dropped me. Her camisole was thin enough to see the shadow of her nipples as she moved, the fabric clinging to the curve of her chest and falling loose around her waist. Sleep shorts barely covered her ass; a single stretch left miles of golden skin exposed, tanned and impossibly smooth. Her hair was down, wild waves framing her face, the kind of look you only got when she let herself be real.

She grinned, a little shy, a little sly. “Just like old times,” she teased, holding up a laptop as proof.

If by “old times” she meant her looking like a bad girl’s wet dream while I pretended not to crack, sure, just like old times.

I jerked my chin at the bed. “Come in before the neighbors get jealous.”

She padded over, letting the door swing shut behind her with a soft click. Instantly, the room shrank to just bed, body, and a whole lot of pent-up history.

“That’s a look,” I managed, raking my eyes over her.

Hallie rolled her hips as she climbed up beside me, all mock-innocence. “You like it? It’s my ‘I totally don’t care who sees me’ ensemble.”

My cock jumped at the sight of her, legs bare, nipples hard against the gauzy fabric. I forced my attention to the laptop, needing any anchor at all.

She plopped it on the comforter, then snuggled in at my right, thigh glued to mine. Instantly, her body heat soaked through the denim. Two seconds in, and she’d managed to fill every available inch of space with herself.

The floral notes of her shampoo, honeysuckle and bluebells, I’d have bet money, wrapped around me like a fucking memory.

“You want to pick,” Hallie asked, scrolling the streaming queue, “or are we just watching whatever algorithm thinks is romantic?”

I grinned. “You always pick, Hal. I’m not about to mess with tradition.”

She giggled, triumphant, and angled the laptop so it glared right off her cleavage. Every time she shifted, the neck of her camisole dipped, threatening to spill her secrets in high-def.

She settled on a romcom neither of us paid attention to. Some C-list actors fumbled through fake chemistry while real chemistry threatened to cannibalize us whole.

Hallie watched for exactly five minutes. Then she melted sideways, tucking her head onto my shoulder, cheek pillowed against the seam of my t-shirt.

God, the feel of her, silky hair brushing my jaw, the subtle weight of her breast pressed to my arm, was a living, breathing test. I barely moved, afraid I’d scare her off or, worse, destroy the moment.

She tucked her feet under her, which edged her thigh flush against mine. No gap, no shadows, just warm, smooth skin. My body responded instantly. Every nerve in my leg fired up, pain and pleasure mingled in a cocktail of nostalgia and raw need.

Her hand found my chest. At first, she just doodled nonsense, lazy spirals over the cotton. But within minutes, her touch grew bolder, fingertips digging into the muscle beneath, nails scraping ever-so-lightly as she toyed with the neckline.

I tried to focus on the screen. No chance. The only plot twist I cared about was what happened when Hallie finally let herself reach.

She tilted up, eyes wide and clear in the lamplight. “You doing okay?”

I shrugged, not trusting my voice. “You’re making it hard to think.”

She laughed softly, the warmth of her breath tickling my throat. “That’s the idea, Tater.”

Maybe it was my imagination, but she lingered on the nickname. Like the old Hallie, but with a dose of something new and sharp underneath.

Her fingers dipped under the hem of my t-shirt, grazing the line of my abs. My pulse hammered. Her touch set every cell on fire; I felt like I was being branded.

She shifted again, this time crawling up until she hovered on her knees above me, laptop shunted to the side. The camisole slid dangerously low, showing off even more skin.

Her words went soft, almost scared: “I always felt safest with you.” A tremor in her voice I’d never heard, not even in three years of breakdowns and early morning walks home. “Even when everything sucked, I knew you’d show up. I just…”

She shook her head, at a loss.

If I’d had a single thread of restraint left, her confession would have snapped it.

I reached for her face, rough palms sliding over her jaw, thumbs tracing the heat along her cheeks. She shivered under the touch, lips parting in surprise.

Our first kiss wasn’t fireworks or whiskey-fueled madness. It was a hush, a slow question and a long, shuddering answer. Hallie’s lips tasted faintly of citrus, sweet and addictive. She kissed me back, at first gentle, then with a desperate, barely contained hunger. Her hands bunched in my shirt, yanking up until her palms found bare skin underneath.

She made a noise, half sigh, half surrender, against my mouth. It broke me.

I deepened the kiss, pulling her closer until our bodies locked down every axis. Her thighs hitched over mine, her hips grinding down, pure instinct.

She tugged harder at my shirt. “I need to feel you,” she said, voice wrecked and velvet at once.

I couldn’t refuse. Not even if I’d tried.

I swept the laptop aside and grabbed her by the waist, lifting her to straddle my lap. The air sizzled with promise. Her skin ran hot and smooth under my fingers, and the weight of her breasts beneath the camisole was an agony and a blessing.

She laughed into the kiss, breathless, then sobered. “I used to dream about this,” she whispered, nose grazing mine. “Waking up in your arms, or… just knowing what you taste like.”

I pushed the hair back from her face, thumb sweeping her cheek again. “You don’t have to dream anymore.”

Our lips met again, this time with no patience left. I kissed her hard, giving her everything, and she kissed me back like she’d been starving for it. Her hands roamed my chest, desperate to map every inch.

Her hips ground against my cock, a slow, sensual roll that nearly made me lose it.

I pulled her tighter, letting her feel exactly what she was doing to me.

She whimpered, needy, and started rocking harder, chasing friction.

“God, Tate,” she breathed. “I need you so bad.”

I pulled back just enough to look her in the eyes. “You have me,” I said, voice low and certain.

She smiled, tears glinting at the corners. “Promise?”

I brushed my lips over her eyelids, then her temple, savoring the realness of her. “Always.”

Hallie’s hands slid under my shirt, nails scoring my back, and she wriggled impatiently. “Off,” she demanded, tugging at the hem.

I grinned and peeled it off, tossing it to the side. The look she gave me, raw, hungry, like I was the only man in the world, hit harder than any ego boost.

She pressed her palm flat to my chest, sighing when skin met skin. “Perfect,” she whispered. “Better than I hoped.”

Her words hit straight to my bones.

I cupped her face again, kissing her slower this time, pouring years of unspoken want into it. She melted into my hands, body soft and open, her hips rocking softly against my cock, which was straining for freedom even now.

We stayed like that, tangled on the bed, lost in each other.

If there were nerves, they belonged to both of us. Every confession, every sound, every inch of contact only made the hunger sharper.

I wanted Hallie more than air.

And for the first time, she wanted me right back.

If this was the end of the old story, I couldn’t wait to see where the next chapter took us.

***

If the tension in my room had been a powder keg, Hallie was the match.

The second my shirt hit the floor, her whole demeanor shifted, no more shy hesitation, just pure, hungry focus. She pushed the laptop off the bed with a clatter; it landed somewhere under my desk and neither of us even blinked. Her thighs tightened around my hips, pinning me in place like I was hers and always had been.

She leaned in, tongue flicking the hollow of my throat, lips tracing a path down to my collarbone. “I’ve imagined this so many times,” she whispered, mouth hot against my skin. Every syllable sent a jolt through me, straight to my cock. Her hands were everywhere, stroking, squeezing, mapping every contour of my chest like she was memorizing it for a final exam.

Her kisses weren’t just soft. They were reverent, like she’d spent years holding back and now was out to make up for every wasted second. Her mouth moved over my sternum, then lower, catching the ridge of my pec in a gentle nip. “You always looked strong, but I never realized how good you’d feel,” she murmured, fingers charting my abs, nails scraping just enough to leave a mark.

I dug my hands into her waist, the fabric of her shorts bunched under my grip. She gasped, shivering as my palms slipped under the hem of her camisole. Her skin was fever-warm, smooth as cream, perfect.

Instinct took over. My thumbs traced the curve of her waist up to the undersides of her breasts, barely touching, daring her to want more.

She leaned back, hair spilling wild down her shoulders, and grinned like she’d just won the lottery. “You can take it off,” she said, voice all velvet and promise.

I needed no more invitation. I hooked my fingers under both straps and pulled the camisole up, slow enough to see her shudder, then fast enough to leave her breathless. The fabric cleared her breasts, baring them to the lamplight. For a split second, neither of us moved, time froze around the perfect vision of her, golden skin flushed, nipples hard and pink, breasts round and begging to be touched.

“God, you’re stunning,” I managed, voice raw. Worse than I thought, I sounded shaken.

She glowed at the words, reaching for my hands and guiding them to cover her chest. Her own hands pressed mine tighter, greedy for contact. I squeezed gently, not wanting to break her or the moment.

She arched, moaning, head thrown back, and for a second all I wanted was to watch her lose herself. My thumbs circled her nipples, drawing tight lines around the sensitive peaks. Each pass made her hips grind harder against me, slick heat rubbing my cock through the thin cotton of my shorts.

“Fuck, Tate,” she gasped, “that’s—god—don’t stop.”

I didn’t. I cupped her breasts, rolling her nipples between my thumb and forefinger, giving her exactly what she wanted. Every touch wrung new sounds from her, sharp and desperate.

She leaned in and kissed me, but this was different: open mouth, tongue, zero restraint. She bit my lower lip, then licked the sting away.

I slid my hands down, tracing her ribs to her hips, then hooked my fingers in her waistband. She welcomed it, raising her ass so I could peel the sleep shorts down her thighs. As I did, I dotted her skin with kisses, each one slower than the last, savoring the way she trembled when my lips brushed her belly, her hip, the top of her thigh.

The shorts landed in a heap at the foot of the bed.

She was naked now except for a wisp of pale blue panties, barely there. The fabric was already stained dark where her wetness soaked through. I nearly groaned.

Hallie climbed right back onto my lap, this time skin to skin, breasts crushed against my chest. Her nipples dragged fire over my skin each time she moved. She kissed my neck, my jaw, then bit down on my shoulder, hard enough to score me.

Her hands fumbled for my waistband, fingers shaking with need. “Off,” she said, voice ragged. “I want to see you.”

I helped her, wriggling my hips to let her slide the shorts down. My boxers went next, and my cock sprang free, hard enough to ache. Hallie’s eyes widened, then her lips parted in a gasp.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, reaching out.

She wrapped her hand around me, tentative at first, like she was afraid to break the spell. The touch was electric, her palm so soft, skin hot, thumb sweeping over the head in lazy circles. I grunted, eyes rolling back a little at the intensity.

“Is this okay?” Hallie asked, a flicker of nerves breaking through the haze.

I grabbed her wrist, grounding myself. “Feels incredible,” I said, voice wrecked.

She grinned, emboldened. Her grip tightened, hand pumping slow from base to tip, twisting at the top in a way that made my hips jerk upward. If she wanted to test her power, she’d already found it.

“Been wanting to do this forever,” she teased, stroking me again.

I couldn’t find words, so I just let my hands roam, over her thighs, her ass, up her back to her hair. Every angle, every press of her skin against mine, was another shot of pure want.

Her other hand cradled my balls, rolling gently, fingers tickling the sensitive skin. I groaned, louder this time. If she kept this up, I wouldn’t last five minutes.

She leaned in close, mouth grazing my ear. “You like that, baby?” All confidence, all Hallie.

In answer, I squeezed her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples until she melted against my chest.

She started stroking faster, absently rocking her hips against my cock, letting the slick heat build between us. Her panties were soaked, nearly transparent now, and I could feel the outline of her pussy grinding right against the length of me.

The whole room turned molten.

I kissed her, hard, again and again. Once she broke away, panting, eyes wild.

Her hand never left me; if anything, she squeezed harder, dragging her palm up and down the shaft, twisting gently at the tip like she’d read a manual on how to destroy a man.

“I want you, Tate,” she whispered, barely audible.

At this point, that made two of us.

She pressed her chest against mine, nipples so hard they dug into my skin, and started grinding her pussy along the length of my cock, still trapped behind only that wisp of cotton. Her lips found my neck, collarbone, jaw, and she left a trail of open-mouthed kisses that set my whole body on fire.

My hands found her waist, steadying her, and I let my thumb stroke teasing circles over her hip, then lower, teasing the edge of her panties. She bucked at the touch, hand tightening on my cock.

“Want it off?” I dared, voice nearly shot.

She nodded, so hungry she could barely form words.

But for now, she kept stroking, pumping, letting her grip and her heat melt every ounce of control I had.

If this was just the beginning, I couldn’t wait for what came next.

***

Hallie was all heat and motion, grinding her soaked panties against my cock while her hand stroked me with a confidence that belied her nerves. Every pass of her thumb, every desperate flex of her hips, chipped away at what little composure I had left.

But then she shifted tactics.

She slid off my lap, eyes never leaving mine, and crawled down the bed until she was on her knees between my legs. The look on her face, hunger, curiosity, a dash of pride, made my whole body tighten in anticipation.

She wrapped both hands around my shaft, stroking slow, then leaned in and pressed a kiss to the swollen head. “I want to taste you, baby,” Hallie whispered, lips barely brushing my skin.

My dick jerked at the words.

She tasted at first, just a flick of the tongue, then opened wider and took me in, her lips forming a perfect seal. The sensation was instant, wet heat, velvet softness, her tongue swirling lazy circles that drove me right to the edge.

I groaned, louder than I meant to. My hands found her hair, gentle, just anchoring her as she explored.

She started slow, taking me deeper with every pass, eyes flicking up to watch my reaction. Each time her tongue hit the sensitive underside, I thought I might lose it. She used her hand for what her mouth couldn’t fit, twisting at the top, making my breath stutter in my chest. If this was her first time, it didn’t show; she adjusted deftly, finding the rhythm that made my thighs shake.

I rocked my hips in time, but let her lead. Hallie’s mouth was heaven, pleasure ratcheting higher with every bob of her head. She moaned low in her throat and the vibration shot straight up my spine. Her other hand cupped my balls, rolling them gently, thumb stroking the strip of sensitive flesh beneath.

“God, Hal—” I grunted, fighting to keep my eyes open, wanting to remember the sight of her. Every inch of her was beautiful: the hair falling wild down her back, the flush on her cheeks, her lips glossy and stretched around my cock.

I was close, so close.

She felt it, sensed the edge, and pulled back with a wet, sinful pop. Her lips were swollen, eyes dark and gleaming with satisfaction.

She grinned, pleased. “Didn’t want to finish you yet.”

I caught my breath, dazed. “You almost did.”

She licked her lips, then crawled back into my lap, straddling me again. Her pussy was practically dripping against my cock, only the panties left in the way. She rubbed herself along my length, smearing both our wetness, making us both gasp.

Her hands cradled my face, thumb brushing my cheek. “I need you inside me,” she said, voice hoarse.

I stopped her just long enough to cup her jaw, forcing her to look me dead in the eye. “Are you sure?” My thumb traced the damp skin at her jaw. The moment was heavy, years of friendship, mountains of trust balanced on a knife’s edge.

Her answer was pure truth: “It was always going to be you, Tate.” No doubt, no wobble, just certainty.

I let her set the pace. Hallie reached down, lined me up, and pressed my dick to the wet heat of her entrance. She pushed her panties to the side, not bothering to take them off, and eased down, slow at first.

The first feel of her, tight, hot, and impossibly soft, made us both freeze. Her eyes went wide, mouth dropping open in a breathless gasp.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, voice gone high and thin.

I gritted my teeth, gripping her hips to keep from shoving up selfishly. She was so perfect around me, hugging every inch. My cock twitched and a pulse of pleasure shot through me.

Hallie rocked gently, getting used to the stretch, every movement drawing us closer until I was fully buried inside her. We stayed like that, gasping, letting the sensation settle.

Nothing in my life had prepared me for how good she felt.

She started to move, small experimental rolls of her hips. The friction sent a jolt straight up my spine. Her pussy gripped me, fluttering with every motion.

We found a rhythm, slow at first. Hallie rode me with unfiltered need, bracing her hands on my chest, sliding up and down my cock in smooth, sweet pulses. Her breasts bounced with every move, nipples tight and glistening, begging for my hands.

I obliged, palming them, squeezing just the way she liked. She moaned at the touch, arching back, taking me even deeper.

“Fuck, Hallie, you feel so good,” I gasped, losing the battle for restraint.

She whimpered, needy, grinding herself down harder, chasing the heat.

Her walls hugged me, fluttering tighter each time she sank down. Sweat broke out across her chest, her hair clinging damp to her forehead, but she never stopped moving.

I ran my hands down her waist, hips, ass, anywhere I could hold on. She was molten in my grip, slick and alive, her body perfectly matched to mine.

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded, riding me faster.

The pleasure was a living thing, building, boiling, threatening to shatter us both.

I held her gaze, letting her see how much it meant, not just the sex but the years of longing that made this moment real.

We moved together, nothing between us. No past, no future, just sensation.

I wanted to make her come, to see her fly apart in my arms. But for now, I just anchored her, let her set the pace, and loved every second of watching her take what she wanted.

Hallie slowed, rolling her hips with a steady, teasing rhythm. Every slide down my cock was deeper, wetter, more desperate than the last. She braced herself with palms on my chest, bouncing gently, breasts swaying for my hands to admire.

But need sharpened things quickly.

I reached up, cupping the nape of her neck, and dragged her down for a kiss. She melted into it, lips open and hungry, moaning straight into my mouth.

Sitting up, I anchored both hands around her waist and fucked up into her, changing the angle. The new friction made her gasp, whole body jerking as my cock hit the sweet spot inside.

“Jesus, Tate—” she whimpered, then bit down on my shoulder.

“That’s it,” I managed, voice almost gone. I sucked at her neck, wanting to leave my mark. “You feel so fucking good, Hal. Can’t get enough.”

The way Hallie’s hips slammed into my lap was athletic and artless, like she’d been holding back her whole life for this single, burning moment. Every sound out of her was need, pure and unsoftened, panting, whimpering, then ascending into desperate, almost feral cries as she bounced wildly, chasing the sensation. I’d seen her do this on dance floors, in mosh pits, laughing as she destroyed the air around her, but this was different. She was so open, so totally alive, and I felt like the last, best secret she was ready to destroy.

“You’re so deep,” she gasped, voice splintering. “God, baby, don’t stop.”

Her thighs bracketed me, shaking with effort, and she drove herself down with increasing abandon, each slap of our bodies a declaration. My hands found her ass, palming the curve to anchor her, to keep her from flying off into the sun. I could feel every tremor in her, the way her muscles went tight then loose, like lightning flickering in a bottle.

She rode me harder, back arching, breasts bouncing wild and perfect. Sweat ran in rivulets down her chest, beading on the tops of her breasts, and I could taste her skin, taste the salt and heat when she bent to kiss me, her mouth devouring mine with no patience for pretty things. Only hunger.

Her pussy squeezed tighter with every motion, fluttering around my cock like it was made for me, a velvet vice that pushed me closer to the edge every second. Her head tipped back, hair falling in tangled ropes down her back, and I watched her lose herself, watched her become the kind of beautiful that almost hurt to look at.

“Fuck, Tate,” she cried, every word broken up by the force of her own motion. “Want you—need you—”

My own words were gone, replaced by guttural noises and the growl in my chest that came from some older, dumber version of myself. I ground her down harder, meeting every one of her thrusts with my own, refusing to let her escape.

She convulsed once, sharp, then again, and when her nails dug into my shoulders, I knew what was coming. She gripped me so hard I saw stars. The pressure, the heat, the slickness, it was so much, too much.

“I’m gonna—Tate—I’m so close,” she whimpered, nails etching half-moons into my skin.

I slid a hand between us, fingers seeking out her clit, and the second I touched her, she shattered. She went rigid, then wild, hips bucking, breath coming in short, animal gasps. Her pussy gripped and milked me, every squeeze a wave of electric, punishing bliss.

She screamed my name, not caring at all if the walls were thin, not caring if the entire house heard what we’d done. Hallie fell forward, collapsing against my chest, and her body shook as the orgasm ripped through her in convulsions.

The sight, the feel of her coming apart, destroyed every scrap of my own restraint. I wrapped my arms around her waist, holding her down as I let go, coming so hard it blacked out a piece of my brain. I emptied inside her, each pulse a surge of white-hot pleasure, every drop claimed by her clutching heat.

She kept grinding, even as the aftershocks made her shiver, refusing to let up, wanting to wring every last tremor out of both of us. “Yes, Tate, yes! Finish inside me—want it so bad—”

That was the last nail. I pulled her tight to my chest, buried my face in her neck, and groaned as my cock twitched inside her, each spasm matched by her own clenching aftershocks.

We clung together, every inch of our bodies pressed tight, hearts hammering, sweat mingling.

The world was narrowed to this bed, these bodies, this impossible, perfect feeling.

Hallie trembled in my arms, still crying my name with every aftershock.

I kissed her shoulder, jaw, temple, anywhere I could reach.

She slumped forward, chest heaving, until her head dropped to my shoulder. We rocked together, unwilling to let go.

For the first time in forever, I felt completely at home. She was in my lap, still clutching me, still quaking, and I never wanted the moment to end.

If ever there was a line crossed, it was in ashes behind us.

And damn, it felt right.

***

We didn’t move for a long time. Our bodies stayed joined, sweat cooling on our skin, breath rising and falling together like we’d rehearsed this a thousand times.

Hallie was still trembling, her face buried in my neck, every exhale a shaky love note. I held her tight, unwilling to let go, my hands wandering her back in lazy, soothing circles.

She pulled back just enough to press her forehead to mine. We just stared, neither of us blinking, not quite believing what we’d done.

Instead of awkwardness, there was… gravity. The kind that makes every second count.

Hallie brushed my cheek with her fingertips, feather-light. “I’ve wanted this for so long, Tater. You have no idea.” Her thumb skimmed my jaw, drawing little lazy hearts. “So many nights I just… lay awake, thinking about you. Wondering if maybe you felt it too.”

I smiled, lips brushing her sweaty temple. “Every night, Hal. You’re the only thing that ever made sense.”

Her eyes went glossy, tears threatening but never falling. “Yeah?”

I kissed her, slow and deep, tasting the red heat on her lips. “Yeah.”

It struck me. I’d just crossed a line that couldn’t be uncrossed. The house wasn’t going to be the same. Kaia, the entire experiment, my own carefully cultivated boundaries… all of it, changed in one night.

But wrapped up in Hallie, nothing else mattered. No guilt, no regret. Only pure, rare satisfaction.

She curled into my side, rolling so her back pressed to my chest. Still connected, my softening cock nestled between the soaked heat of her thighs. She reached behind and guided my hand to cover her breast, holding it there, her fingers locking mine in place.

Her body felt like home. I pulled her close, nose in her hair, breathing her in.

“Stay with me tonight,” I whispered.

She squeezed my hand. “I’m not letting you go.”

We stayed like that, spooned together, her heartbeat thumping in my palm. My chin rested on her shoulder, her hair a golden curtain I could bury my face in. Every few seconds, she’d wiggle her hips, making sure I was still pressed tight against her.

No words left. The intimacy was perfect.

Somewhere in the corner, the red LED of the audio recorder blinked, witness to every gasp, every confession, every rustle of sheets.

Let them have their data. This moment was just for us.

Hallie hummed, content, and finally relaxed. Our fingers stayed laced over her heart, bodies tangled and spent.

Sleep came easy, the kind that promised a new world when we woke.

We’d crossed over, together.

And nothing was ever going to be the same.


Yours


Sunlight flooded the room, pouring through the gaps in the curtains and turning everything to honey. For a second, I didn’t know where I was, just a haze of warmth, tangled sheets, and the impossible weight of someone soft and golden draped across me.

Then it landed: Hallie.

Her body was molded to mine, every inch of bare skin pressed close. Her thigh bracketed my hip, arm slung over my chest, one breast flattened gently against my ribs. Her hair was a gold wave, wild and free, scattered like autumn leaves across my sternum and shoulder. Even asleep, she clung to me, face nuzzled into my neck, lips parted as if waiting for a kiss.

And her hand? Her hand was wrapped, instinctive and perfect, around my cock.

It wasn’t a polite, accidental touch, either. Her grip was confident, fingers curled just so, her palm radiating heat straight down to my bones. Morning wood had nothing on this. My cock throbbed in her fist, pulsing as if she called every shot in my bloodstream.

The sight of her, naked, trusting, vulnerable, hit so hard my chest physically ached.

For a few seconds, I just lay there, cataloguing every detail like I was trying to sketch her directly onto my brain. Hallie’s nose was dusted with freckles, cheek flushed and pressed to my shoulder, her lashes so long they brushed the skin. Each soft exhale tickled against my throat. Her body, all curves and golden skin, was a study in confidence and surrender, wound tight around me like I was the only thing in the world that mattered.

I tentatively slid my hand down the line of her back, fingertips skimming her spine. She shivered, even in sleep, arching closer with a soft little moan that set every hair on my arms on end.

Jesus. I’d been in bed with women before, but never like this. Never this raw, this right, this much like coming home after a years-long war.

My other arm was pinned beneath her, so I let it stay there, the heat of her breast heavy and sweet against my skin. Her nipple grazed my bicep each time she breathed, sending little electric jolts straight to my cock, which responded by twitching in her grip, desperate for her attention even in a dreamstate.

I wanted to freeze this moment forever. Wanted to tattoo her weight, her scent, her taste into every blank spot in my memory.

But underneath it all, the pull of doubt, the old fear, lurched through me. If I let myself want her this much, was I setting us up to wreck what we had? Or was it just that I was finally brave enough to admit what we both craved all along?

My thumb traced lazy circles along her lower back, memorizing the gentle dip of her waist, the subtle muscle flex as she shifted in her sleep. She hummed again, eyelashes fluttering as if she hovered at the edge of waking.

I tried not to think. Just breathe her in, let the rush of being wanted drown out the rest.

Hallie shifted, stretching against me. Her grip on my cock tightened, then loosened, then tightened again, an absent-minded roll that nearly made me groan. Her lips brushed my jaw, then parted in a sleepy grin.

Her eyes fluttered open, blue-green, wild and bright even in half-light. The look in them made my heart stutter.

She blinked, took in the sight of us tangled together, then focused on her hand wrapped around me.

A slow smile curved her lips, nothing shy about it. “Good morning, baby,” Hallie whispered, voice dark and husky from sleep.

She squeezed my cock, slow and deliberate, stroking me from base to tip as if she’d been waiting all night for this.

That did it. My cock jerked in her grip, hard as steel, leaking precum as she worked me with growing confidence.

She propped herself up on one elbow, hair falling into her eyes, and angled her face close enough that her breath fanned warm across my cheek. Our eyes locked. My chest hammered so loud I could have sworn she heard it.

Without breaking eye contact, Hallie shifted her hips so her thigh pressed between my legs, pushing me open, assertive and greedy. Her hand worked my cock, each stroke smooth and sure, her thumb tracing lazy circles over the sensitive head.

Every second, the tension doubled.

She leaned in, lips at my ear, and nipped gently at the lobe. “I want you again,” she murmured, her voice pure velvet.

She didn’t stop stroking me. If anything, her grip got firmer, her wrist twisting just enough to make me see sparks behind my eyes. Her nipples grazed my arm like live wires, skin damp and fever-hot, and the scent of her, sugar, sweat, a hint of last night’s sex, curled through the air.

I couldn’t find my words. I didn’t need to. She was running the show, and I was helpless to do anything but ride the wave.

She pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth, then to my throat, her hand never letting up. My hips bucked into her fist, hungry and raw.

The air between us felt alive, every breath, every glance, loaded with the aftermath of what we’d done and the hunger to do it again.

“Been thinking about this all night,” Hallie whispered, her gaze burning into mine. She bit her lower lip, twisting her hand at the tip of my cock, smearing precum across the head with her thumb.

I groaned, unable to play it cool. My hand ran up the line of her spine, cupping the back of her neck, bringing her closer.

She kissed me, soft but loaded, her tongue tracing my lower lip. Then she broke away, lips glossy, and stared me dead in the eyes.

“You still want me?” she whispered, voice fragile as a secret but bold as sin.

“More than anything in the world,” I said, barely audible.

She smiled, relief and triumph warring across her face. “Then show me.”

I wrapped my hand over hers, anchoring the grip on my cock, then rolled her onto her back, letting the morning light spill over every inch of her.

Her laughter bubbled up, pure joy edged with anticipation. Hallie’s hand tightened as I slid between her thighs, her body arching to meet me.

The last dregs of fear burned away.

It was just her, and me, and the world holding its breath while we started all over again.

***

I hovered above her, our bodies glowing gold in the morning light, every shadow and highlight melting into pure promise.

Hallie was spread beneath me, wild hair flaring across the pillows, skin bright and flushed and already slick with anticipation. Her legs fell open without protest, knees splaying wide in invitation, every curve begging to be touched, tasted, claimed.

I started slow, lips at her neck, drinking in her scent, so sweet, so hers, tinged with the salt and sex of last night. Her pulse thudded hard beneath my mouth as I sucked lightly on her collarbone, then nipped the delicate skin just beneath it. She gasped, shoving her chest up, breasts jiggling in a way that made my cock twitch with pure animal hunger.

I let my hands roam. Hallie’s tits were perfect, round and full enough to fill my palms, soft but with a weight that made me want to worship every inch. The nipples were dark pink, already stiff and begging for attention. I circled each one with my thumbs, marveling at how the texture changed, how every flick drew a fresh whimper from her lips.

She arched higher, offering herself up, needy and unashamed.

“So fucking gorgeous,” I told her, voice breaking on the words.

She bit her lip, eyes glassy. “Don’t stop. Want to feel you everywhere.”

That was all the encouragement I needed.

I dipped my head and wrapped my lips around her nipple, sucking slow and deep. Hallie cried out, jamming both hands into my hair and pulling me closer, mashing my mouth tighter to her breast.

I switched sides, giving her left nipple the same treatment, flicking my tongue in tight, teasing circles and then sucking hard enough to make her hips buck off the bed.

Her legs wrapped around my waist, pinning me in place. I ground my hips down, letting her feel my cock hard and heavy against her thigh. Her whole body shook, desperate to be filled, but I made her wait, wanting to burn this memory into both of us.

I trailed kisses down, over the gentle slope of her ribs, the sweet dip of her stomach, savoring every inch. My tongue swirled around her belly button, then lower, tracing the line between her hip and her thigh. Her breath came in ragged bursts, the sounds half-laugh, half-sob.

“God, Tate, please…”

I looked up the length of her body. Hallie watched me, pupils blown wide, mouth parted in wild hope.

I moved lower, settling between her thighs. She spread for me, pussy glistening and hot, the slickness proof of just how bad she needed it.

I paused, making sure she saw me. Our eyes locked. I wanted her to know exactly what was coming.

Then I dipped my head and tasted her for the first time.

Heaven.

Her flavor was sweet, salty, pure Hallie. I pressed my tongue flat to her clit, circling, slow at first, just to see the shiver roll up her body. She moaned, loud, fingers twisting in my hair.

I sucked her clit gently, then flicked it, then drew it between my lips and rolled it with my tongue. Every change of rhythm had her convulsing, a new rush of wetness coating my mouth and chin. I slid two fingers inside her, curling them up, and pumped slow while my tongue never let up.

She lost control fast.

Her thighs squeezed so tight around my head I saw stars. She writhed under my mouth, hips grinding up as if trying to fuck herself on my tongue. Her nails dug into my scalp, pulling me closer, her cries raw and gorgeous.

“Right there, don’t stop—oh god, Tate—”

I doubled down, sucking her clit and rubbing it with my tongue until her whole body went rigid. She arched off the bed, back bowed, hair wild, sweat beading at her chest.

She screamed my name, shuddering, coming hard against my mouth.

The taste, the sound, the feel of her cumming for me, there was absolutely nothing better in the world.

Hallie trembled, still riding the aftershocks, muscles fluttering as I drew every last wave out of her with gentle licks. I savored every drop, wanting to leave her wrecked and happy.

Suddenly, she hauled me up with both hands, not caring how slick my chin was. She mashed her mouth to mine, desperate, tongue pushing between my lips. She groaned when she tasted herself, kissing me deeper, gnawing on my lower lip.

She broke off, breathless, forehead to mine. Her eyes glistened, pleading and wild.

“I need you. Now. Inside me. Please, Tate. Please.”

Her voice was a wreck, but her meaning couldn’t have been clearer.

She was open, spent, and begging for more. And I was so ready to give it to her.

***

Hallie’s legs cinched around my waist, holding me tight, desperate to keep me anchored to her body. Her need was a live wire, raw and unfiltered, sparking against every inch of my skin.

I lined up and pushed in, slow at first, letting the head of my cock press against her soaked entrance. The feel of her, hot and slick and impossibly tight, made me grit my teeth. Inch by inch, I sank inside, stretching her open, filling her until my hips hit her thighs.

We both froze, Hallie gasping, eyes wide, body shuddering at the fullness. I tried to play it cool but failed; the urge to go wild was almost more than I could stand.

Instead, I braced myself on my elbows, framing her face. Our foreheads nearly touched, and her breath mingled with mine, sweet and shaky.

“God, Hallie,” I groaned, voice gone.

She didn’t hesitate. “You feel so perfect, baby. So fucking perfect.”

She flexed her hips up, grinding hard, forcing me somehow even deeper. Her pussy clutched my cock, fluttering, almost greedy in the way she milked me.

I started to move, thrusting slow and deep. Each slide drew a new gasp from Hallie; her nails raked down my back, charting my spine and the bones of my shoulders. She never looked away, not once, eyes wide and wet with everything she felt.

Every time I bottomed out, I paused, circling my hips, letting her savor the stretch, the heat, the way we fit together like broken halves finally found.

She wrapped her arms around me, hands roaming everywhere, shoulders, ass, the back of my neck, anything she could grab. It wasn’t gentle, it was urgent. Desperate to claim every inch.

I don’t know how long I lasted. Time bled out of my body, replaced by the frantic, primitive cadence of our skin slamming together and the rush of breathless, wordless need. I could feel Hallie’s heartbeat wherever we touched, her chest slamming against mine, nipples dragging sticky over the sweat-glazed planes of my pectorals; her thighs locked hard around my hips, every muscle trembling with the strain; her hands clamped around my back, digging in hard enough to threaten claw marks, then softer, kneading like she couldn’t decide whether to claim me or comfort me.

I thrust into her, each time a little harder, a little deeper, and her entire body responded, not just in the way she gripped me but in the way she surrendered to it. It was all there in the fever-bright gleam of her eyes, the feral joy on her lips, the helpless animal noises spilling out of her mouth. Every sound she made went straight to my cock.

“Fuck, Hallie…” I couldn’t stop saying her name, like it was a prayer, a plea, and a curse all at once.

Her fingers caught in my hair, nails raking over my scalp, and she yanked my face down to hers. We kissed with the kind of desperation reserved for the end of the world, like if we could just get close enough we’d break through skin and become the same person. She bit my bottom lip, hard, like she was marking me, then licked away the sting, moaning into my mouth.

Her legs flexed and she bucked up to meet me, pelvis grinding in a perfect counter-rhythm that made every stroke frictionless and sweet and fucking devastating. The slap of our bodies meeting filled the room, shameless, and from somewhere down the hallway I thought I heard a door slam, or maybe a voice calling out in protest, but it was nothing compared to Hallie’s cries. She was loud, unfiltered, and maybe that would have mortified her on any other day, but here in the blast radius of our need she was incandescent with it.

I fucked her harder, chasing the high. Sweat slicked every inch of us, pooling between our bodies, making it easier to slide, grind, rut. Her tits squashed against my chest, nipples dragging over skin with every motion, and I could feel the hard ridge of her pelvic bone slam into me every time I bottomed out. I wanted to be gentle, to show her I could still be the good guy, but Hallie didn’t want good. She wanted real. She wanted raw.

She wanted me.

I angled my hips, searching for that spot inside her that would make her see god. When I found it, she shrieked, eyes rolling back, hips locked in a death grip around my waist. “There, oh my god, right—Tate, don’t stop, don’t stop—”

I grinned against her neck, teeth scraping the salty skin just below her ear. “Come for me, baby.”

I slid a hand between us, feeling for her clit, and the second my thumb found it, she nearly bucked me off. I held her pinned, working the little nub in tight circles while I pounded into her, my cock so hard I thought it might break off inside her.

She was so fucking wet, each stroke getting easier, sloppier, until the sound of it filled every space between the gasps and moans.

She tugged my head down, mouth mashed against mine, breath mingling. She spoke between kisses, each word a ragged fragment: “You’re—fucking—perfect—never—felt—” and then her voice was gone, replaced by moans and whimpers.

I felt her start to unravel. The muscles inside her fluttered and squeezed, her thighs quaked, and her hands went from clawing my back to gripping my biceps like she was holding on for dear life. Her whole body tensed, then arched, a wave cresting, and her eyes locked on mine.

I wanted her to see me, really see me when it happened. “Look at me,” I told her, voice rough and guttural. “I want to watch you come.”

She nodded, a stuttering, wild motion. “I’m yours. God, Tate, I’m yours—”

I pressed my thumb harder, timed with the exact rhythm of my thrusts, and she exploded. Her mouth opened in a scream, body arching so high off the bed I thought she might levitate. Her pussy clamped around my cock, pulling me deeper, milking me, and the sight of her, unmade, wrecked, radiant, was enough to tip me over the edge.

I gritted my teeth, tried to hold back, but it was useless. The orgasm ripped through me, a shockwave that blacked out my senses and left me pumping into her, hips jerking, every nerve ending lit up like a live wire. I came harder than I thought possible, pulsing hot and deep inside her, filling her to the brim while she shuddered around me, riding every aftershock.

For an endless moment, neither of us moved. We just lay tangled together, bodies shaking, sweat cooling on our skin. The only sound was our breathing, ragged, messy, in sync.

Hallie finally collapsed, face buried against my shoulder, breath hot and damp on my neck. I could feel her heartbeat pounding, still frantic, but gradually slowing as the adrenaline faded. I was still inside her, softening but not wanting to let go.

She shifted just enough to bite my earlobe, then trailed her tongue along my jaw. Her voice was small and ragged, but so fucking sincere it almost hurt: “You ruined me. I hope you know that.”

I laughed, the sound rumbling through my chest. “Pretty sure you ruined me first, Hal.”

She hummed, content, lips pressed to my cheek. “Good. It’s only fair.”

I rolled to the side, never letting her go. She curled into me, face buried at my collarbone, her body a perfect weight across my chest.

My hands roamed, shoulders, arms, the gentle arch of her ass. I mapped every inch with my fingers, letting the moment sink deep. The scent of her, sex, sunlight, something sweet and familiar, clung to my skin.

Hallie drew lazy circles on my chest, lips kissing the spot just over my heart. Neither of us spoke. We didn’t need to.

I watched the light shift across the ceiling, memorizing how it gilded her hair, the flush of her cheek, the satisfied curve of her mouth.

If a lifetime could be measured in moments, this was the one I’d fight to keep.

For the first time, we were more than best friends. More than housemates. More than even lovers.

We were real.

And I never wanted to let her go.

***

We finally made it out of the bedroom, half-dressed in yesterday’s clothes, the smell of sex still clinging to our skin. I tried to play it cool, but Hallie torpedoed that plan in the first three seconds.

She floated beside me like she’d won the Powerball. Her shoulders were loose, smile wide, cheeks still flushed. Every few steps, her hand found my arm, my shoulder, even the small of my back. She brushed hair off my forehead, licked her lips when she thought I wasn’t watching, and glued herself to my side with a confidence that was all new.

The kitchen looked like a press conference before a scandal broke.

Elara nursed her coffee at the end of the island, cardigan doing nothing to hide how her nipples poked through last night’s tank top. She shot us a single, knowing look above the rim of her mug, half “good for you,” half “this train is never going back.”

Rowan perched on a stool, legs spread, shorts hitched dangerously high, slow-rolling toast under a waterfall of butter. She didn’t even pretend not to watch. Her eyes tracked every time Hallie’s hand grazed mine, every stumble or shared look, the gears grinding so loud I could almost hear them.

Briar, always the tactician, kept a notebook balanced on her thigh. She barely glanced up at first, but her pen moved double-time, logging every shift, every micro-expression. If she’d had a lie detector handy, I’d have been hooked up before my first cup of coffee.

Sienna hovered at the counter in yoga pants and a soft blue tee, making tea with her back to us. She played it clinical, shoulders straight, jaw set, but the wary flicker in her gaze when she finally turned around told a different story.

Hallie slid onto the stool next to mine, instantly crowding my space. Her hand slid under the table, fingers searching for my thigh, cold and possessive and hot at the same time.

I poured coffee, trying to act normal.

No one said a word. The tension was thick enough to butter.

Then Kaia strutted in, silk robe barely tied, hair loose and honey-bright around her shoulders. Every step made the fabric cling to her ass, the V at her chest opening wider with each sway. She paused for maximum effect, surveyed the room, then offered a slow, sharp smile that screamed “I run this now.”

She fixed me with her stare, then glanced at Hallie, and I watched her add up the equations in real time.

Kaia sauntered past, brushing her arm against mine, wasn’t an accident, and bent just enough to let the robe gap open at her chest. She plucked a berry from the counter, popped it between her lips, then turned, posture so casual it was a flex.

She let the silence hang a beat longer, then delivered the kill shot:

“Wild night, huh?” She eyed us both, voice light but lethal. “Walls here are so thin. Some of us barely slept with all the noise.”

The kitchen froze.

Hallie’s hand clamped on my thigh, nails digging in like a threat.

I met Kaia’s eyes and didn’t blink. She smiled wider, then turned away, content to let the bomb do its work.

Sienna’s mug hit the counter with just a little extra force. Rowan coughed and focused hard on her toast, cheeks going a shade pinker. Elara’s lips twitched, but she didn’t comment. Briar just wrote faster, eyes narrowed, collecting data points like stock tips.

Hallie leaned into my side, as if daring anyone to call her out. Her chin tipped up, proud and unbothered, but the blush at her collar said plenty.

I rested my hand over hers under the table, anchor and shield at once. She squeezed back, not letting go.

Kaia settled across from us, robe pulled tight around her waist, but her thigh flashed bare every time she crossed and uncrossed her legs. She bit into her berry, licking her lips, eyes never leaving mine.

A beat passed. The kitchen’s tension went nuclear.

Hallie slid her hand higher on my leg, fingers making sure I felt every inch.

I squeezed her back, letting her know she was safe, that I wouldn’t run, not from her, not from this.

The room didn’t relax. If anything, the lines on the battlefield drew sharper.

But for the first time, the alliances were visible. Elara, quietly supportive. Rowan, calculating potential. Briar, running data and waiting for the right moment. Sienna, fence-sitting, maybe unwilling to admit the experiment was working on her too.

And Kaia? All-in, playing for blood.

Hallie and I? We were a team now, for better or worse.

The only question was who would make the next move.

***

After Kaia’s surgical strike, the kitchen turned into a pressure cooker. Every word, every look, packed double the consequence.

Elara stuck close to the perimeter, sipping her coffee slow, cardigan pulled tight but eyes soft and supportive. She never said a word, just sent glances my way as if to let me know she had my back no matter how weird things got.

Rowan, my best friend’s long-standing girlfriend, watched me with open hunger. She didn’t even try to disguise it; her chin braced on her palm, eyes boring through me like she wanted to peel the next layer herself. The way she licked the butter from her toast, slow and thoughtful, made it clear she was plotting two or three moves ahead.

Briar scrawled furiously in her notebook, face a mask of clinical detachment. Her lashes flicked up every few seconds, cataloguing every twitch, especially the way Hallie clung to me, and the challenge radiating off Kaia like UV light.

Sienna played referee, pouring her tea with careful precision, but her gaze flicked between us, picking up the shifts in real time. The tension behind her calm was a whole new data set.

Hallie tensed at my side, body prepping for a fight. Her fingers never left my thigh, clutching hard, needing reassurance but bracing for the worst. The confidence from the bedroom had bled out in the face of the house’s reality, a harem with shifting alliances, no guarantee of being the only star.

Kaia let it all play out, perfectly poised, one bare leg hooked over the other and robe parted to showcase her high, sculpted thigh. She tracked my reactions, eyes going narrow when Hallie’s grip tightened, a slow grin spreading as she saw the cracks start to form.

I leaned in, lips at Hallie’s ear. “Hey,” I murmured, “this is still real. You and me. Even if nothing else in this damn house is.”

She swallowed, blinking too fast. “I want to keep you,” she whispered, so soft I almost didn’t hear. “But I know… I know.”

I squeezed her hand. “You do. I won’t fake it for the cameras. Or for them. I want you. And I want to see what happens. You okay with that?”

A pause. Hallie’s jaw trembled, but after a beat, she nodded. “Yeah. As long as you’re honest.”

“I will be,” I promised. “No games. Not with you.”

She tucked in closer, shoulder flush to mine, chin up like she was daring anyone to challenge her right to be there.

Across the table, Rowan’s attention never flickered. Her eyes locked on mine, daring me to take the next step, to see if what we had with Hallie could be matched or bettered. Every inch of her screamed “try me.”

Briar didn’t even try to hide her analysis. “So that’s the model,” she murmured, pen paused midair. “Open acknowledgment, no exclusivity. Mutual consent but decentralized control.”

Kaia smirked. “That’s a lot of syllables when you could just call it fun.”

Elara finally spoke, voice gentle, “As long as he doesn’t lose sight of what matters.”

She didn’t mean just Hallie. She meant every person around the table.

If a bomb was going to go off in the house, this was the moment before the fuse hit powder.

Sienna watched from her end, silent but leaning forward, eyes hungry for what came next. The professional mask stayed on, but underneath, curiosity, maybe even envy, buzzed in the air.

I reached for my coffee, but Hallie’s hand pulled me back, needing the anchor. She stared at our fingers laced together, then up at me, and offered a wobbly smile edged with something bittersweet.

“I can do this,” she said. “I just don’t want to disappear.”

I held her gaze so she’d see I meant it. “You never could.”

The rest of breakfast played out with tension curled under every word. Kaia poked at boundaries, Rowan probed windows of opportunity, Briar tested for weak points, and Elara quietly shored up the perimeter.

Hallie let the others see her claim, but there was a new, wary openness to her now, ready for challenge, but unwilling to pretend it didn’t hurt.

By the time we finished, everyone at the table knew the lines were drawn, but nobody was sure which side would win.

Game on, as Kaia would say.

I kept Hallie’s hand in mine, ready for whatever the day brought next.

One thing was certain: if the experiment wanted us divided, it had succeeded.

But I wasn’t about to let it break me or the women who’d staked their claim.

In this house, the only way forward was straight through the fire.


Calculated Risks


By the time I made it to the Blackwood House Study Room, my head was still throbbing from the breakfast blitz. I needed a reset, maybe a cold war truce with my textbooks and the hope that Kaia wouldn’t be lying in wait.

Wishful thinking.

The Study Room was one of the house’s best secrets, tucked off the main hall, soundproofed, and lined with old volumes nobody ever read. The afternoon sun broke in through tall windows, catching the gold dust in the air. For once, the vibe was quiet, almost sacred.

Until I walked in on Kaia and company.

She sat at the massive oak table, posture perfect, hair falling in honey-bright waves over her shoulder. When the door clicked behind me, Kaia’s gaze lifted first, cool, blue-green, assessing, before softening into something almost welcoming.

“Tate,” she said, straightening slightly. “This is Piper, my best friend.” She gestured across the table to a redhead I vaguely recognized from campus or some frat party maybe. “Piper, this is... the guy I told you about.”

Piper tilted her head, copper-red hair tumbling over freckled shoulders as she studied me. Her full, cherry-glossed lips parted slightly.

“Wait,” she said, eyes narrowing, sharp, laughing green that suggested she’d seen every game and played most of them twice. “I swear I know you from somewhere.”

Kaia shifted in her seat. “You’ve probably seen him at a party. Tate runs in some of the same circles as us.”

Piper’s expression cleared, her gaze going straight in for the kill. “That’s it! Oh my god,” she announced. “You’re living with ‘hot brooding guy!’”

She shot Kaia a knowing look, barely hiding her delight. “No wonder you want him all to yourself.”

I raised a questioning eyebrow, and cocked my head at her. “Hot brooding guy? Really, Kai?”

That got her. Kaia’s cheeks flared pink, a sudden flash of color, blooming and impossible to miss. She ducked her head and waved me off, voice coming way too fast, too brittle. “Never mind that.”

There it was: the first crack in her armor. For a second, her lips parted, maybe ready to fire something back at me but nothing emerged. The words simply died on her tongue.

I nearly laughed at that, fighting to keep my grin in check. “Wasn’t really expecting a welcome committee.”

Piper’s eyes danced. “You should get used to it. You’re kind of infamous around here.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, cleavage front and center beneath a cropped tank top that could barely contain her. “I’m Piper. And in case you couldn’t tell, I have zero filter.”

“Noted,” I said, sliding into the seat beside Kaia. I let my gaze drift over, sizing up the scene. Kaia’s notepad was open, pen poised, but her attention was locked on Piper, jaw a little too tense for casual.

Kaia recovered, voice steady but pitched lower. “Piper’s in Communications. We were working on a presentation.” She didn’t elaborate, like maybe that would give Piper less ammunition.

Piper rolled her eyes. “She was telling me all about you. Trust me, she downplayed the best parts.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Define ‘best parts.’”

She didn’t hesitate. “Mysterious. Smarter than you look, no offense, but it’s a compliment in this crowd. And you have that whole… dangerous, silent thing.” She took a slow, obvious sweep from my face down to my forearms, lips parting in mock awe. “Yeah. That tracks.”

Kaia shot her a warning look. “Piper…”

Piper shrugged, completely unbothered. “What? He’s cute! Check that. He’s hot. And you can’t tell me you haven’t noticed.”

Kaia’s blush deepened. She tried to hide it by flipping a page in her notes, but the effect was less “cool and collected” and more “flustered and adorable.”

If I’d had any doubts about how Kaia really felt, they just evaporated.

I tried to steer it back to neutral. “So you two spend a lot of time in here, or is this a special occasion?”

Piper leaned in, voice conspiratorial. “I only show up when there’s high-value entertainment. No offense to Kaia, but she’s a workaholic. Most times she just wants to talk about frameworks and hypothesis testing, but I’m rooting for a little more house drama this year.” She poked Kaia’s arm, grinning wide. “And I think you’re the ticket, hot stuff.”

I grinned back, liking her already. “No pressure, right?”

She shrugged, all fun and zero shame. “Pressure’s where the magic happens.”

Kaia finally found her footing. She leaned my way, shoulder bumping mine. “Ignore her. Piper’s the queen of oversharing, but she means well.”

“Over-sharing is an art form,” Piper countered. “Like, did you know Kai spent a full week debating what color lipstick you’d be most into?”

Kaia groaned, mortified. “I did not.”

Piper just laughed. “You did. You even tested it at dinner last week.”

I shot Kaia an amused, sidelong glance. “Which color won?”

She wouldn’t look at me. “Doesn’t matter.”

Piper drummed her nails on the table. “Personally, I think the red makes her look like she’s about to ruin you in the bedroom. But honestly, she could wear chapstick and you’d probably still drool.”

I couldn’t tell if she was shopping for her own benefit or just pushing Kaia’s buttons for sport. Either way, the tension was delicious.

Piper slid her chair closer, her bare knee grazing my calf under the table. Not an accident. “So, what do you do for fun, Tate?”

“Depends who I’m with,” I said, deadpan.

She cocked her head, liking that answer. “Keeping it mysterious. Sexy.”

Kaia interjected, a little sharper now. “He’s actually a psychology major. Wrote a paper last year that made the department head rethink half his curriculum.”

Piper whistled, low and dirty. “Brains and brawn. Kaia, you did not warn me.”

The dynamic shifted. Piper’s hand landed on my forearm, warm and deliberate, as she leaned into my space. “If you ever need a break from studying, you know where to find me.”

Kaia’s nails tapped harder, but she said nothing. Her eyes flicked from Piper’s hand to my face, steel and curiosity entirely mixed.

I sauntered toward the edge of danger. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

Piper’s gaze lingered on my mouth before pulling back, slow as honey. “Bet you will.”

Kaia cleared her throat. “We should probably get back to our project…”

Piper shrugged again, unhurried. She held eye contact with me as she rose, the motion slow and showy, tank top shifting to reveal another inch of smooth, freckled skin above her waistband. “Guess I’ll let you two get back to the books,” she said, though her tone promised she’d never leave for long.

She circled the table, coming up behind me. As I turned to say goodbye, she bent down, her lips brushing my cheek, soft, warm, lingering a few seconds longer than any platonic friend would dare.

Her perfume hit me, wildflowers and heat. “You’ll be seeing a lot more of me this year,” she whispered, just for my ear. “I promise.”

I managed not to shiver, but just barely.

Kaia watched the exchange, lips pursed, expression unreadable. Piper straightened, flashed one last bright smile for the room, and disappeared out the door, hips swaying on the exit.

The silence that followed felt loaded, dangerous, almost giddy.

For the first time all day, I actually wanted to see what happened next.

Alone now, Kaia turned to me, her composure just starting to knit itself back together.

If Piper was a spark, Kaia was the slow-burning fuse.

And I had a front row seat to both.

***

The second Piper’s laughter faded down the hall, the atmosphere in the study room flipped. Quiet, but not in a peaceful way, more like the seconds before a thunderstorm when you brace for the hit.

Kaia inhaled, smoothing invisible wrinkles from her skirt. Then she slid her chair right up beside mine, so close our knees touched. Any pretense of academic distance vanished on contact.

She pushed her open notepad toward me, fingers tracing the margin. “You annotate like a serial killer,” she said, voice dry, but even her tease was softer now. Personal. “Nobody else underlines half a paragraph with four different colors.”

I shrugged, needing the distraction. “Color-coding keeps me from overthinking.”

Kaia nudged my knee with hers. “Does it work?”

“Not today,” I admitted.

She grinned, all teeth, then let the smile fade. Her hand landed on my forearm, just above the wrist, thumb circling idle patterns.

The world shrank to the square of sunlight between our faces.

Kaia feigned interest in the notes, but it was obvious her mind was elsewhere. She flipped the page back to my highlighted section about “motivated reasoning,” then tapped it with her pen. “You ever wonder if that’s what’s happening here? If we’re all just looking for proof that what we want is allowed?”

I locked eyes with her. “Is that what you’re doing now?”

She didn’t blink. “I’ve been searching your face for weeks, trying to figure out what you actually want. Sometimes I think you’re about to say it… and then you go silent.”

My heart ratcheted up. “Guess I’m not as mysterious as I thought.”

Kaia leaned in, her perfume spiking, jasmine and something deeper, maybe sweat or nerves. “You’re not mysterious,” she said, voice dropping. “You’re careful. But that only works if nobody’s watching you too closely.”

She let that hang.

Then, so quiet the words barely carried, she confessed: “I heard you with Hallie last night.”

The sentence landed like a kick to the chest.

Kaia watched my reaction, expression unreadable. “The walls here are thin,” she said. “I think it’s on purpose. And you weren’t exactly… subtle.”

Embarrassment and pride warred in my gut. “Didn’t mean to put on a show.”

“No?” Her thigh pressed against mine, turning the question inside-out. “Well, you did. The way she sounded… God, Tate, I couldn’t stop thinking about it after. I went to bed wanting to know if you’d ever make me sound that way.”

Her honesty hit harder than any seduction. I looked away, but she caught my jaw, gentle.

I tried to defend myself, but words tumbled out raw. “Hallie and I… we have history. It’s complicated.”

Kaia’s thumb swept the line of my cheek, then fell away. “I don’t want you to apologize for what you have with her.” She leaned in, voice velvet and steel at once. “But have you ever once considered that you might deserve someone who actively pursues you? Not just falls into you by accident, or out of habit? Someone who makes you their goal?”

I stared, unprepared.

She slid even closer, our thighs flush, her hand covering mine on the tabletop. The air between us was dense with everything unsaid.

“I’m not asking you to choose,” Kaia said, slow and pointed. “I’m telling you that sometimes, men like you settle for being chosen, instead of getting chased.”

The line was a challenge and a dare.

I gripped her hand. “So you want to chase?”

Her smile broke, wide and hungry. “I think I already am.”

We hung there, tension mounting with every unspent breath.

Kaia leaned in and kissed me, just once, soft, a trial balloon. She watched my reaction, measuring, calculating.

When I kissed her back, the room spun. Her lips were firmer than I expected, skilled, the kiss escalating fast. I tasted the heat of her, the intent. She pressed into me, body molded to mine, her tongue darting across my bottom lip in a way that made me want to haul her right onto my lap.

My hands found her hips, fingers digging into silk and flesh. Kaia moaned, low, and bit my lip, not enough to hurt, but enough to signal she was done holding back.

I deepened the kiss, losing myself in the taste of her, the vibration of need humming between us. My thumb traced her waist, sliding up beneath the edge of her blouse, skin hot and alive under my palm.

She broke the kiss with a gasp, eyes glassy but focused. “Not here,” Kaia whispered, voice hoarse and wrecked. “I want you, but I want you without an audience. No cameras. No data points. Just you and me.”

She stood, tugging the hem of her skirt into place. Her hand grabbed mine, anchoring me, and didn’t let go.

Kaia shot one last look over her shoulder. For a second, every defense slipped. She looked young, hope and nerves flickering across her face before the usual mask snapped back into place.

I followed her out of the study room, pulse jackhammering. The trip up the stairs was a blur, her hips swaying, strides long and unhurried. Every few steps, she’d glance back, catching my eyes, inviting me forward.

At her bedroom door, Kaia paused. Her fingers squeezed mine, just a whisper of uncertainty before she pushed the door open.

The message was clear.

Whatever happened in this room… it would be just for us.

And this time, I was ready for the chase.

***

The door clicked shut, and just like that, we were on the other side of the world.

Kaia paused, hand still on the knob, as if steadying herself before the plunge. Then she turned, leaned back, and let her defenses drop.

“No cameras here,” she said. “Just us.”

The room fit her perfectly, immaculate, tastefully modern, soft grey and white with gold accents, not a hair out of place. Even the scent was all Kaia: a clean mix of jasmine and the sweet, tangy base note of desire.

She came toward me, slow, letting the moment stretch. Those long, athletic legs carried her across the carpet without a sound. Her eyes never left mine, and with every step, the balance of power shifted a little more.

Kaia stopped a foot away, fingers at the buttons of her blouse. She held my gaze. “You watching?” she taunted, but the nerves at the corner of her mouth made it realer than any reality show.

I nodded, lips dry.

She unfastened each button, slow as a countdown. The silk parted, gliding off her shoulders to expose a black lace bra that was pure violence against her golden skin. Her abs were tight, flat, the kind that hinted at hours of discipline but never crossed into masculine. Her breasts swelled against the lace, springy and full and begging for my hands.

Next, her thumbs hooked the waistband of her skirt. She shimmied it down, hips rolling, the fabric pooling around her ankles. Underneath, her panties matched the bra, black, delicate, almost transparent. The bare cut of her thighs was so smooth, it looked painted on.

She stood for a beat, letting me take her in.

My hands were trembling. I didn’t even bother to hide it.

Kaia reached for my wrists, drawing my arms around her waist until flesh met flesh. Her skin was warm, alive, a low vibration under my palms.

“Touch me,” she ordered, but this time, her voice was softer, almost pleading. “I’ve imagined your hands on me for longer than you know.”

I obeyed, tracing the line of her hips, fingers gliding up to her ribs, then higher to the under-curve of her breasts. The texture of the lace made her nipples stand out, hardening instantly under my touch.

She sucked in a sharp breath, eyes glued to my face, hungry for proof that I wanted her.

“You’re perfect,” I said, not even trying to hide it.

Kaia reached behind, unhooked the bra, and let it slide down her arms. A smile flickered across her lips, quick and genuine, before she could mask it with her usual confidence. For just that breath, I caught it: the relief in her eyes, the hint of vulnerability that said my reaction mattered more than her calculated exterior wanted to admit. Her breasts bounced free, full and round, nipples dark pink, peaked, and inviting. I cupped both, savoring the impossible weight and heat. My thumbs swept the nipples, and she shuddered, nearly melting in my hands.

She leaned in, lips at my jaw, and bit, not gentle at all. “I want to remember this,” she whispered, tongue tracing the bruise before it could even form.

My hands slid lower, palming her ass, under the panty line, fingers digging into the curve as if I could mold her to memory. The skin was so soft it made my chest ache.

Kaia let me explore, but never lost control. She pressed her hips forward, grinding her pussy against my thigh, a wet heat I could feel through both layers.

She ran her own hands up under my t-shirt, nails raking over my abs and chest, then bunched the fabric and peeled it off, leaving me bare to the waist. Her eyes widened, not an act. She took a long, slow inventory, fingers stroking over my pecs, then down the line of my stomach.

“I knew you’d be beautiful,” she admitted, voice raw. “But not this. Just… wow.”

I grinned, a little shy. She took that as permission and yanked at my belt.

We fumbled together, shedding jeans and briefs. My cock sprang out, already hard, flushed purple at the head.

Kaia’s breath caught, her eyes locked on my dick like she’d just found treasure.

She reached out, fingers circling the base, stroking just hard enough to make my hips jump.

“Even better than I fantasized,” she murmured.

Before I could throw a line back, she pushed me onto the bed, flat on my back, then crawled up between my legs.

Her breasts hung heavy as she hovered over my cock, the hunger in her gaze matching every pulse in my body.

“I want to taste you first,” Kaia said, and in that instant, I knew I’d lost control.

She started with her tongue, wet and hot, swirling the head, teasing the slit, then licking down the length and back up. Every pass was a new kind of torture. She sucked the tip into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the crown before swallowing another inch.

I fisted the sheets, needing something to anchor me.

She kept her eyes locked on mine, never breaking contact. The eye contact wrecked me, made the pleasure sharper, realer, even a little dangerous.

Kaia took me deeper, her lips dragging down the shaft, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Her hand pumped whatever her mouth couldn’t fit, twisting in perfect counter-rhythm. The pressure built, my cock throbbing, every second closer to the brink.

She backed off just as I was about to lose it, letting my cock fall from her lips with a wet pop.

I gasped, wrecked. “Jesus, Kai—”

She just smiled, pleased with herself, and started again, this time faster, almost cruel in the way she played me.

On the second go, she bobbed her head, taking me nearly to the base, her hair wild and tangled around her face, cheeks flushed, sweat beading at her temples. Her mouth was a furnace, grip relentless, and her free hand slid up to roll my balls, squeezing just enough to make my vision blur.

I warned her. “I’m close,” I choked out.

She purred, deep in her throat, and amped up the speed. My hips flexed, chasing the finish, and then, at the very last second, she released me and sat back, licking her lips.

“Not yet,” she teased, voice thick. “I want it when I can feel it inside me.”

I let my head fall back, dizzy, desperate, so fucking turned on it hurt.

Kaia crawled up and straddled my hips, breasts swaying, her panties soaked through.

She leaned down, lips grazing my ear. “You ready?” she whispered.

I reached for her, fingers trembling as I slid the panties down her thighs, exposing her pussy, bare, slick, lips glistening. She was dripping, slick as sin.

She braced with a palm on my chest, lined me up, and hovered, just letting the head of my cock rest at her entrance.

But she didn’t take me inside. Not yet.

Instead, she rubbed herself up and down the length, smearing her wetness, teasing both of us. Then she slid back down between my legs and repeated the whole oral onslaught, bringing me so close to the edge I thought I’d lose consciousness, then denying it again.

By the end, her lips and chin were glossy, eyes wild, pupils blown wide. My cock throbbed, aching for release, and Kaia seemed delighted with every quake in my body.

For a second, she just knelt there, between my legs, staring up at me like she wanted to devour every last reaction.

Only when I was shaking did she relent, crawling back up, now desperate herself, lining me up with the blazing heat of her pussy.

Her voice was low, feral. “Now.”

I’d never wanted anyone more.

But even then, I knew she was only just getting started.

***

The second Kaia hovered over me, all hesitation vanished. The look in her eyes was pure, undiluted hunger, like she’d waited years for this, not just weeks.

She lined my cock up with her entrance, rubbing the head through the slick folds, teasing us both. The wet sound of it was filthy, a promise and a threat, and I could feel her thighs quaking with anticipation.

“Not too fast,” she whispered, lips brushing my ear, her voice molten. “I want to feel you explode inside me. I want that memory.”

Then she planted both palms on my chest, pinned me to the bed, and sank down in one slow, devastating motion.

The sensation was instant, tight, hot, impossibly wet. Kaia’s pussy gripped me with a greedy pull, and for a second, all I could do was stare, jaw clenched, breath hissing through my teeth.

She gasped, head thrown back, breasts arched forward. “Fuck, Tate… you feel incredible.”

I grabbed her hips, steadying us both. “So do you,” I said, voice shredded.

Kaia started to move, slow at first, rolling her hips in tight circles, her walls fluttering around me. Each grind was more confident than the last, quickly ramping from experimental to all-out assault.

She braced her hands on my chest, nails digging in, and rode me like she wanted to break records, not just feel pleasure, but set the new standard for it.

Every time she slammed down, her tits bounced, mesmerizing and wild. Sweat beaded on her skin, trickling down the valley between her breasts. I reached up, cupped them in my hands, thumbing the nipples until she cried out, louder with each pass.

The sound was obscene, skin slapping, wet, desperate, her voice rising in wild peaks.

Kaia threw her head back, hair fanning over her shoulders. “God, I love your cock,” she said, no pretense, just pure truth. “I love how you feel, how deep—fuck, I can’t—”

She choked on a moan, lost control for a second, and clamped down around me.

I thrust up to meet her, matching her energy, refusing to let her pace be the only game in town. Each thrust hit deeper, harder, and her pussy squeezed me like a vice.

It dawned on me, the house wasn’t quiet. Not even close.

Anyone in the hall, maybe half the main floor, could hear every scream, every headboard thump.

Between gasps, I got words out. “Everyone’s going to hear us.”

Kaia’s eyes snapped open, glinting with wicked pride and something softer beneath. “Good,” she panted. “I want them to know exactly what you do to me. I want them jealous. I want you.”

The challenge lit me up. I grabbed her ass, squeezed hard, and started to pound up into her. Our bodies met with brutal precision. Her voice got ragged, each noise louder than the one before.

She bent at the waist, hands planted on either side of my head, riding me with abandon. Her tits swung in my face, so close I could suck a nipple into my mouth. I did, tasting the sweat, savoring her flavor. Kaia screamed, clawing at my shoulders.

Her core flexed, muscles rippling as she fucked me harder.

I felt her getting close. The way her legs started to quiver, the way her voice pitched higher, the flutter in her pussy every time I bottomed out. She was unraveling fast.

But I wanted her to lose, for once, in a way she’d never forget.

With one sharp motion, I rolled, flipping her beneath me.

She landed with a gasp, hair wild across the pillow, face flushed and eyes wide.

I pinned her wrists above her head, slid her legs up so her ankles rested on my shoulders, then drove into her, angle perfect to hit her g-spot dead on.

Her breath vanished, replaced by a moan so raw it barely sounded human.

I fucked her like I was drowning and she was the air, like I needed to prove something to both of us, like the only true language between us was brute force and broken rhythm. There was nothing gentle left in me; every thrust was a challenge and an answer, a demand and a promise, and Kaia met each one with a wildness that made her seem almost feral.

Her head snapped back against the pillow, hair a golden halo around her face, lips parted in a soundless cry. I wanted to see her, really see her, in this moment when she lost all the masks she wore for the world. The sight was more than I expected, her composure shattered, the fierce intelligence in her eyes gone liquid and desperate.

I needed more. I gripped her jaw, not rough but firm, forcing her eyes open. “Look at me,” I ordered, my voice unrecognizable to myself. “I want to watch you come apart.”

Kaia’s gaze locked to mine, glassy and half-unfocused, pupils dilated so wide her irises were almost gone. The way she looked at me then, half worship, half challenge, sent a thrill through my veins that was almost violent.

“Yeah,” I breathed, “just like that. Let go, Kaia. Don’t hold anything back.”

The words were barely out before she convulsed, the orgasm ripping through her with a violence I’d never seen in anyone. Her hands scrabbled for purchase and found my shoulders, nails digging deep enough to leave marks. Her thighs locked around my hips, pinning me in place even as her body arched so sharply it seemed she might snap. Her face crumbled, features contorted in a raw, unguarded ecstasy, and I felt every ripple of her climax as it milked my cock with rhythmic, demanding pulses.

She tried to muffle the sound, but it came out anyway, a strangled moan, then a sharp, high cry that could have rattled the windows if the walls weren’t so thick. “Tate, fuck, Tate—” The last syllable snapped, broken by the force of her release.

I couldn’t have held back if I’d wanted to. The way she clamped around me, the heat and the slick, the guttural music of her falling apart, my own climax snuck up and blindsided me. My body tensed, every muscle drawn tight, and I buried myself in her as I came, the release sharper, hotter, and more desperate than I’d remembered it could be. I felt myself pulse inside her, watched her shudder with pleasure at every aftershock, and for a moment, nothing existed but the two of us, locked together and undone.

I’d never come so hard, not even with Hallie the first time. It wasn’t just the physical, it was Kaia, the look in her eyes, the way she was so fucking alive under me, the way she wanted every piece of me and wasn’t afraid to demand it.

She rode the waves, one after another, her body never quite relaxing between them. I slowed but didn’t stop, each motion wringing another aftershock from her, until she finally collapsed, utterly wrung out, tears streaming down her temples and into her hair. She blinked up at me, dazed, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked like she didn’t have the next move planned.

I brushed the hair off her cheek, thumb gentle on her skin. “You okay?”

Kaia laughed, or tried to. It came out as a gasping hiccup, her chest heaving with the effort. “I think you broke me,” she whispered.

“Pretty sure you broke me first,” I shot back, and she smiled, slow and unguarded in a way that made me want to keep her in this moment forever.

I was still buried inside her, still impossibly hard. She seemed to realize it at the same time I did, and her hips gave a lazy roll, more invitation than demand.

“You’re insatiable,” I said, voice hoarse.

Her smile turned sly. “You’re the one still inside me, Tate. Who’s the addict here?”

I couldn’t argue. I kissed her, slow and deep, and she melted against my mouth, her body soft and boneless under me. I pulled out with effort, already missing the heat, and rolled onto my back, dragging her onto my chest.

We stayed fused, sweating, gasping, the world shrunk down to just heat and skin and the hum of connection.

Kaia wrapped her arms around me, nails digging in, holding me like she never wanted to give up the victory.

The silence after was stunning.

I could hear my own heart, loud in my ears, and somewhere on the other side of the door, the absolute certainty that someone in the house had heard every second.

For a minute, neither of us spoke.

Then Kaia drew a shaky breath and rolled me on top of her, guiding my head to her chest.

I let myself melt there, her heartbeat pounding wild against my ear.

She stroked my hair, nails gentle now. “You wrecked me,” Kaia whispered, voice full of awe. “Nobody’s ever made me come like that before.”

I found her hand, brought it to my lips, kissed every knuckle. “Could say the same.”

We stayed tangled, bodies slick and perfect, the rest of the world be damned.

Across the room, the starched sheets and precisely arranged pillows looked untouched. But the scent of sex, sweat, and something sweeter hung heavy.

Kaia’s muscles trembled under my hand, barely recovered.

If anyone in Blackwood House doubted whose bed I was in, there’d be zero question now.

And for the first time, I realized, I wanted them to know.

***

In the silence that followed, Kaia didn’t roll away or rebuild her walls. She pulled me closer. Her skin was still damp, legs tangling with mine, breasts pressed to my ribs like she was staking a claim nobody else could contest.

She nuzzled her face into my chest, sighing with a satisfaction that felt deeper than just the orgasm. For a while, neither of us said a word. The only sound was our breathing, slow, settling, syncing up like we’d practiced forever.

Out in the hall, I could hear other doors opening, maybe footsteps, maybe whispers. But here, in her room, none of it reached us.

Kaia’s hand traced lazy circles over my heart. When she finally spoke, the words were small, almost careful. “Stay.”

Not an order, not even a tease. A hope. A request.

I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, anchoring her tight. “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, and meant it.

In the dark, every difference between her and Hallie glowed like a warning sign. With Hallie, the intimacy was gentle, built on years of trust. With Kaia, it was sharp, immediate, a collision instead of a slow fusion. And yet, now that we were here, the hunger didn’t feel like a competition. More like two halves of what I’d been searching for. It felt right all the way down to my bones.

Kaia kept tracing shapes on my chest, her fingers never still.

She waited until I thought she might have drifted off, then said, “I don’t expect exclusivity. That’s not what this is about for me.”

I hesitated, caught off guard.

She pushed herself up, hair wild and shadowed in the moonlight. The look on her face was open, honest in a way that probably cost her something. “But I do expect honesty. And respect. Don’t treat me like a consolation prize, or a body to fill a gap. I want to matter to you, Tate, not just physically, but for real.”

Her words landed like a punch and a promise. I had not expected those words, not from Kaia.

I propped myself up, meeting her gaze head-on. “You do matter. I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t. This isn’t casual for me, Kai.”

Kaia shivered, then let out a laugh, soft, but with a relief that said she’d been holding that in for years.

She curled back into my side, her body melting to fit mine. “Good,” she murmured, lips brushing my collarbone.

The vulnerability in her posture remapped everything I thought I knew about Kaia Bennett. Underneath the composure, the strategy, was someone who wanted to be seen, chosen, and most of all, loved.

For a long time, I just held her. My brain reeled, running scenarios, mapping the fallout. I was officially, irreversibly wrapped up in two women: Hallie, my comfort and heart; Kaia, my challenge and fire. Both impossible to choose, both essential.

I thought about what Sienna might write in her notes. Experiment: unpredictable. Subject: entangled.

But none of the academic jargon captured the actual truth, that I wanted both women, for different reasons, and that the experiment had done its job too well.

Kaia’s breathing slowed, her grip on me relaxing. I kissed the top of her head, savoring the feeling of her pressed to my side, and let my thoughts spiral.

Maybe none of us had ever learned how to ask for what we really wanted before the house. Maybe that was the real danger, not the sex, not the rivalry, but the honesty. Seven people forced into a house to face their truths.

My last coherent thought before sleep hit was that the next day would be even stranger.

Because when the sun rose, everyone would know.

And for the first time, I wasn’t afraid of what that meant.


Divided Loyalties


The first thing that hits me isn’t the sunlight or the soft hum of acoustic guitar from the speakers it’s the smell. Fresh espresso, sharp and dark, cut through with sweet baked sugar and the whisper of cinnamon. The place always ran loud with memory. On mornings like this, the coffee conjured Hallie in nothing but an old t-shirt, half awake and smiling, giggling as she pressed a mug between my hands. But underneath, the air was spiked with clove or maybe cardamom, something exotic, sexy, the kind of scent Kaia wore when she wanted to leave a mark.

My skin prickled. The café might have been neutral ground, but there was nothing neutral about the energy in here.

I scanned the room. Three tables, three stories waiting to collide.

Hallie was the first I spotted, honey-blonde hair catching the sun, laughing at something the girl beside her whispered. That would be Lila, the infamous Lila Monroe, all curves and calculated detachment, her eyes flicking over every man in the café like she was an art critic and they were on display. Hallie’s laugh was unfiltered, gorgeous, and loud enough to make heads turn.

Across the room by the window, prime real estate, Kaia and Piper dominated their corner. Kaia’s skirt rode high on toned, dancer’s legs, her body language pure queen bee, but the way she smiled at Piper was private and a little shy. Piper, flame-haired and impossible to ignore, reclined in her chair like royalty on vacation, ankles crossed, skirt hiked almost indecently. She spotted me the second I walked in, eyes flashing with interest. Kaia clocked my arrival too, but she didn’t wave or call out. Just arched an eyebrow, as if daring me to make the first move.

But the table that truly caught my attention was the one closest to the counter: Sienna Vale, in an electric blue wrap blouse that hugged every line of her body, deep auburn hair tumbled over one shoulder. Across from her sat a striking redhead, lean and sharp in a way that looked dangerous. She was dressed down in a flannel over a black tank and dark jeans, boots planted wide, hands wrapped around her coffee like it was a morning ritual. The set of her jaw and the way she tracked every move in the room screamed “observer,” and I immediately clocked her as Sienna’s co-conspirator.

I needed a safe landing. Sienna’s table was as good a start as any.

I crossed the floor, careful not to trip the landmines of rivalry and expectation buzzing from the other tables.

Sienna saw me first. Her smirk was all business until her eyes dropped to my chest and then, lingered, a split second too long. “Tate,” she said, waving me in. “Perfect timing.”

Her voice sounded honey-thick even in a crowd. The other woman glanced up, eyes amused. Sienna gestured between us. “This is Harper Knox. She’s—”

Harper cut her off, smirking. “So this is him. The famous Tate Sterling.” Her voice held a lazy confidence, a challenge and a dare at once. “Sienna’s talked about you.”

I cocked a brow, settling into the empty seat. “All good things, I hope?”

Harper’s gaze traveled over me, unhurried. “She didn’t mention you were this tall. Or that you looked like you could break someone in half if you tried. You ever use that for leverage?”

Sienna flushed, the faintest pink touching her cheekbones. “Ignore her,” she said, but there was zero conviction in it.

I leaned back, enjoying the energy shift. “Honestly, I get more mileage out of just being quiet.”

“You’re not as quiet as you think,” Harper shot back. “Especially in a house full of women with recording equipment everywhere.”

That got a laugh from Sienna, tension breaking just enough. “He’s not the only subject being observed,” she replied, eyes glittering.

I reached for the sugar, needing something to do with my hands. At the exact same moment, Sienna reached too. Our fingers collided, a brief shock of skin on skin. My pulse jumped, way more than it should have. Her nails grazed the back of my hand, and for a split second, neither of us moved.

The air between us felt charged, like static before thunder. Sienna’s pupils dilated. Her hand hovered, then withdrew, but not before her thumb brushed my wrist in a move that was absolutely not an accident.

Harper watched the whole exchange, lips quirking up at the corners. “Well, damn, Si. If you’re going to flirt, at least order him something sweet.”

Sienna shot her another warning look, but this time her voice dropped. “I’m not flirting.”

Harper just smiled, savage and knowing. “Sure you’re not. Anyway, I need a refill. You two kids play nice.”

She stood up, grabbing her mug, and strolled to the counter. If that was meant to be subtle, it failed spectacularly.

The second Harper cleared the zone, Sienna’s posture changed. She straightened, then leaned in, both forearms on the table, her blouse shifting just enough to reveal the black lace of her bra underneath.

It was intentional, and it worked.

The neckline gaped, a perfect frame for the curve of her breast. My cock twitched, remembering every dirty thought I’d ever had about my “researcher.” Sienna saw the effect and seemed to revel in it.

She licked her lips, then fixed me with a look that was pure calculation. “I meant what I said before. The house? It’s a minefield. And you’re being watched just as hard as you’re watching the others.” Her tone was low, heat hidden inside steel.

I wanted to challenge her, see how far she’d push, but she answered before I could load up a question.

“They’re both watching you, you know,” Sienna said, nodding subtly toward Hallie and Kaia’s tables. “If you’re going to survive in this house, honesty is your only option with them and with yourself.” Her eyes drilled into mine. “Don’t underestimate what happens if you try to please everyone. Eventually you’ll end up pleasing no one.”

She sat back, letting the advice sink in. The sight of her, blouse open, skin flushed, was a warning and a dare rolled into one.

I tried to say something clever, but all that came out was the raw truth. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

Sienna’s lips twitched. “Let’s just say I’ve seen more than my share of people self-destruct because they tried to be everything to everyone.”

Her hand found the rim of her mug, circling it lazily. She leaned in for a final shot: “You’re different from the others, Tate. Don’t waste it by getting lost in their expectations.” The words landed, heavy and real.

Before I could answer, Harper returned, dropped into her seat, and propped her chin on her palms. “Did I miss the after-school special, or are you still giving him life advice?”

“He can handle it,” Sienna said, eyes never leaving mine.

I stood, feeling the weight of her gaze follow.

Whatever I thought about the experiment, the game just changed rules. Sienna’s warning buzzed in my head as I crossed the room and set my sights on Hallie’s table.

But before any more moves, I let myself glance back.

Sienna’s eyes locked on mine, a final message in the air: tell the truth, no matter who it breaks.

With that, I braced for round two.

***

I didn’t even get within arm’s reach of the table before Hallie was up, spring-loaded with energy. She wrapped both arms around my neck and kissed me, not a soft, “coffee breath and quick goodbye” kiss, but one that told everyone in a five-table radius that I was hers and always had been. Her lips tasted like vanilla scone and a hint of citrus lip balm, pure Hallie.

I felt her body melt against mine. The curve of her hip slotted into my palm like it was built for me. For a second, the low hum of the café vanished and it was just us, years of near-misses condensed into one perfect collision.

She finally broke the kiss. Her cheeks were pink, eyes bright with a wild kind of pride.

Behind her, Lila slow-clapped in appreciation. “Finally! I’ve been telling her to jump you for years.” She grinned, sweeping her gaze over every inch of me. “Knew you’d be worth the wait, but wow. Someone’s been holding out.”

I tried not to laugh. “Guess she wanted to make sure I was house-trained first.”

Lila rolled her eyes. “That’s what you think? Honey, you’re the feral one in this dynamic.”

Hallie slid back into her seat but kept a grip on my hand, knuckles white. The sun hit her hair perfectly, turning it gold. She sent me a look that was all soft edges and “don’t go anywhere.”

I dropped into the chair beside her, instantly aware of the welcoming warmth of her thigh brushing mine.

Lila propped her chin on her hand, eyes sharp and calculating. “Heard you made quite the impression the other night. Word is the walls at Blackwood House might need soundproofing.”

I felt Hallie flush hotter. Meanwhile, I wasn’t sure if Lila meant my night with Hallie or last night with Kaia. Instead of dodging, Hallie laced her fingers with mine, possessive.

I shrugged, playing it deadpan. “Not my fault the architecture can’t handle passion.”

Lila leaned in, eyes twinkling. “If that’s the case, I’d hate to see what happens when you two stop pretending you’re just friends.” Her foot slid forward, brushing my shin under the table. “Unless you’re taking applications for new roommates.”

Hallie arched a brow. “Pretty sure you already have a key to our kitchen. And our Netflix queue.”

Lila grinned, unrepentant. “Never too late for a hostile takeover.”

Their banter was fast, frictionless, like they’d trained for this their whole lives.

Still, under the table, Hallie’s fingers trembled in mine. She kept glancing at Kaia’s table, nerves brewing behind the brightness.

Lila caught the glance. “You’re not the only one fighting for the boy’s attention, babe.” She flicked her gaze to Kaia, then back to me. “But some people fight dirty.”

Hallie stiffened at the word. As Lila got up for a coffee refill, Hallie leaned in, voice barely above a whisper.

“Kaia looks at you like you belong to her,” she confessed, not quite meeting my eye. Her thumb traced restless shapes on my forearm. “Like you’re some kind of… trophy.”

I caught her hand, anchoring it. “You know better than anyone, Hails, you’re not replaceable. Not by her, not by anyone.”

She bit her lip, a flicker of doubt darkening her eyes. “What if I can’t be wild enough? What if all of this… breaks us?”

I braced her chin, forced her to see the truth. “Only way it breaks us is if one of us runs away. You don’t have to fight Kaia. Or anyone. You be you, always. That’s what wrecks me. I’m not going anywhere.”

The words slowed her panic. She squeezed my hand, drawing strength from it.

Lila returned with a vengeance, sliding her chair in so close her thigh braced against mine. Not an accident.

She tossed her hair, gave me a look that could melt glass, and dived right back into “campus life with Lila.” Every story was designed to amuse, to shock, to keep my attention glued. She told a tale about a sorority queen caught skinny-dipping in the lake; another about a frat boy who’d lost his pants, and his dignity, after a night with Piper.

She punctuated every story with a casual touch. Her hand grazed my bicep, trailed up to my shoulder, then one time, slid all the way down my thigh, squeezing just above my knee.

The effect wasn’t lost on Hallie. Under the table, her grip on my hand turned possessive, maybe a little desperate. But above the surface, she stayed all smiles, matching Lila story for story, beat for beat.

Lila was a master at stirring the pot. She leaned in to whisper a joke, her lips grazing the shell of my ear. “Careful, Hallie. At this rate, you’ll have to mark your territory.”

Hallie didn’t flinch. She leaned in and kissed my cheek, then locked eyes with Lila. “He likes being claimed.”

“If you say so,” Lila shot back, but the way she licked her lips said otherwise.

Conversation rolled on, but now every topic was a battle of innuendo. Lila asked lewd questions about the Cohabitation Study, “Are you tracking orgasms by partner, or just total volume?”, and every answer was engineered to up the heat. She dared Hallie to confess which body part of mine she liked best. Hallie, emboldened, grinned and said, “His hands. No contest.”

Lila flexed her own hand, pressed it against mine. “Not bad. But I bet mine rate higher for under-the-table adventures.” Her fingers curled onto my knee.

“Don’t tempt him,” Hallie said, voice gone husky.

I laughed. “Too late, I’m already tempted.”

For a while, it was a blur of sugar, caffeine, and tension. Hallie’s body warmth next to me, Lila’s thigh anchoring the other, both women crowding my senses. Even without looking, I could feel Kaia’s gaze burning in from across the café.

Lila told one last dirty joke, then checked her phone. “Crap, we’re gonna be late for class.” She winked at me. “Unless you want to skip and use me as your study aid.”

Hallie slid out of her seat, grabbing her bag, but never let go of my hand. She turned, kissed me again, soft, deep, a promise.

Lila followed, but stopped at the edge of the table. “Tate? If you ever feel like breaking the rules, you know where to find me.”

She let her fingers glide up my arm as she passed, pure tease. Then she was gone, hips swaying, leaving a trail of speculation and unspent energy.

Hallie lingered, head tilted, all hope and fire. “Don’t forget what you said,” she whispered. Then she was off, chasing Lila out the door.

For a minute, I just sat there, nerve endings buzzing and body caught between laughter and longing.

The triangle wasn’t just alive, it was about to combust.

And I was the lucky bastard sitting at ground zero.

***

Crossing the café to Kaia and Piper’s table felt less like a stroll and more like stepping into a war zone with no armor. Piper tracked me the entire way, her grin getting bigger every step. She shimmied in her seat, making sure her skirt hiked up so sharp it was a wonder she wasn’t already freshman folklore.

Kaia’s gaze was steady, but underneath it, there was a pulse of anticipation. I could feel her reading all the drama I dragged with me across the café.

Piper didn’t wait for me to pull out the chair. She stood, pivoted, and before I could say a word, grabbed my face and kissed me full-on. Not a friendly peck, this was a lips-on-mine, tongue-tease, headline-worthy, daylight ambush.

I tasted berries, sweet and tart, and the faintest heat, tequila from the night before, or just Piper’s natural thermostat set to “dangerous fun.” Her hand cupped my cheek, fingers splayed, and the pressure was a deliberate test to see if I’d break first.

I didn’t.

When she finally came up for air, Piper beamed, then flopped back into her chair with a flourish. “God, Kaia, you weren’t kidding. I could get used to that.”

Kaia gave a slow clap, amused but not threatened. “You aim to please, Pipes.”

“I aim to win,” Piper quipped. “But I play nice with friends.”

The words swirled and flexed, a double entendre if I’d ever heard one.

I slipped into my seat beside Kaia, instantly aware of her body heat radiating in my direction. “Didn’t think your friend would throw down so fast,” I teased.

Piper shrugged, unashamed. “Life is short. Also, I see how every woman in here looks at you after that move with Hallie. I just wanted to calibrate your reaction.”

Kaia arched a brow, her composure cool as ever. “And?”

Piper winked. “He doesn’t mind being shared. I like that in a man.”

She turned her attention back to her phone, scrolling as if giving us space.

Kaia waited until Piper was locked into a meme vortex, then leaned in, her knee knocking gently against mine. She didn’t waste time.

“I underestimated Hallie’s hold on you,” Kaia said, voice stripped of all the usual calculation. “Wasn’t expecting you to let her claim you so openly. Nobody’s ever done that to me.”

Her fingers skimmed over my wrist, thumb settling right over the vein where my pulse hammered. There was something raw in the touch, like she was scanning for biometric proof that she mattered.

I gripped her hand, anchoring us both. “You don’t need to feel threatened. I’m not keeping score. This is different, a house, seven people, everything’s amplified. But you? You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met.”

Kaia held my gaze, searching for the lie. She didn’t find it.

“It’s not a competition for me,” she said, slow, measured. “I don’t want to fight Hallie for you. I want to matter because I do, not because I outplayed her.”

She let out a breath, mask slipping for just a second. Her vulnerability nearly undid me.

I stroked her palm with my thumb, slow and deliberate. “You do matter. What we have isn’t just physical, Kai. You fill spaces in me I didn’t know were empty.”

The words landed. A direct hit.

Kaia’s eyes softened. The edge melted into something warmer, more fragile. She leaned across the table, her hair brushing my cheek, and kissed me. No audience, no cameras, no power games. Just lips and breath and the honest spark of two people letting their guards drop.

She held the kiss, drew it out, the kind that rewrites months of silent longing with a single press.

When she pulled back, her face was close enough that her whisper sizzled against my lips. “Thank you.”

The effect was instant. Blood rushed to my cock, and every cell in my body stood up and paid attention.

Kaia rested her forehead against mine, just for a beat. I closed my eyes, savoring the moment.

Piper’s return was pure Piper: loud, disruptive, and right on cue. She dropped into her chair, draped her arm over Kaia’s shoulders, and fixed me with a look that would have made lesser men reconsider their life choices.

“Kaia’s been holding out on me,” Piper teased, fingers teasing the edge of Kaia’s blouse. “She didn’t mention how your eyes change color when you’re aroused.”

Kaia chuckled, recovering fast. “Said the girl who’s trying to set a world record for PDA in public.”

Piper shrugged. “What can I say? I’m efficient. Also, you two look hot together. If you decide to go for a three-way, please invite me.”

She pivoted immediately, launching into a story about the time she got banned from a club on Lake Obsidian. The whole thing was pure chaos, complete with her pretending to flirt with the bouncer and Kaia playing the “distraction” by pretending to be drunk. Every beat of the story, Piper’s hand wandered, sometimes up Kaia’s back, sometimes over my arm, once even to my thigh, just to see if I’d flinch.

I didn’t.

Kaia relaxed as the banter picked up, but her hand never left mine. She’d glance up every so often, just checking that I was still locked in.

The conversation roved from gossip about Briar’s latest party conquest to whether Harper could actually outdrink Sienna. The undercurrent was clear: Piper didn’t just want Kaia happy, she wanted to be part of it. The energy between the three of us was off the charts.

Piper capped her story by leaning in and stage-whispering, “Just so you know, Kaia’s weakness is being told she’s not the center of the universe. Keep her guessing; keeps things spicy.”

Kaia shot her a mock glare, but the dare was real in her smile.

I lost all sense of time, just soaking in the easy, wild energy. Kaia’s hand curled tighter in mine, like a silent pledge she wasn’t letting go.

Too soon, my phone buzzed. Reminder: Gray. Fraternity meeting in twenty minutes.

I stood, rolling my shoulders, almost reluctant to break the spell. Piper grinned and air-kissed me. “Don’t be a stranger, Sterling. And next time, bring your A-game.”

Kaia slid her hand up my bicep, squeezed hard. “Go knock ‘em dead. We’ll be here.”

Her eyes held mine. For a moment, there was no one else in the café.

As I left, I watched Kaia and Piper, Kaia leaning into her, Piper’s hand sliding affectionately over Kaia’s thigh. The connection between them was obvious, alive, and absolutely not a bluff.

It hit me, right then, as I walked onto the street: the experiment wasn’t about lining up hearts and picking the winner. It was a web. Every touch, every flirt, every flash of jealousy or kindness changed everyone else.

Hallie and Lila were out there somewhere, probably dissecting my body language over cupcakes. Sienna and Harper would turn every whispered word into data, then dissect it under their microscope. Kaia and Piper? They were a team, maybe even more.

For the first time, I understood what Sienna meant.

Honesty was the only option.

But maybe the real secret wasn’t in picking sides.

Maybe it was about making the whole web hum.

I set my stride toward Gray and the next chaos to come, brain still sizzling from everything that just happened.

And for the first time in forever, I couldn’t wait to see how it all played out.


Bro Code Meltdown


The Sigma Tau house didn’t pull any punches. Soon as I set foot inside, I got smacked in the teeth with the scent of spilled beer, cheap cologne, and the unmistakable funk of a dozen guys who’d skipped laundry week. The walls practically sweated testosterone. I’d spent half my college career here, but today, as I made my way up the threadbare stairs, the guilt in my chest felt radioactive, like the banisters would give me up if I leaned too heavy.

The second-floor hallway was a graveyard of empty Gatorade bottles, pizza crusts, and the muddy footprints of a Friday night gone wrong.

Gray’s door stood open, as always, the patchy “NO GIRLS ALLOWED” sign hanging half-off its string. Inside, the place was classic Walker disaster: every surface cluttered with Red Bull cans, a tangle of cords and dirty socks, and Gray himself, sprawled across his unmade bed. Controller in hand, legs splayed, jaw covered in a dusting of late-morning scruff. The room buzzed with the unmistakable soundtrack of digital warfare, gunfire, explosions, the faintest whine of some pissed-off twelve-year-old loser on the other end.

Gray saw me and instantly hit pause, dropping the controller onto the mattress. He was up in one smooth move, crossing the floor to slap palms with me and pull me into the kind of bro half-hug we’d perfected back in sophomore year.

The thump of his hand on my back should’ve felt like home. Instead, it sent the guilt ricocheting around my ribs.

“Sterling!” he said, voice full of shit-eating grin. “Thought you’d bailed on me, man.”

I forced a smile. “Never. Place hasn’t changed.”

He laughed. “Yeah, well, the house manager threatened to call a hazmat crew last weekend. You should see the downstairs shower. I wouldn’t go in there barefoot, unless you want to catch some new strain of ringworm.”

I snorted, pulling up the battered desk chair. “I’ll take my chances.”

He collapsed onto the bed, stretching like a lion after a kill. His hair was a mess, sticking up in a way that usually made women want to pet him, but today, it just made him look tired. Maybe more than tired.

Gray grabbed an empty can, saw it had nothing left, and tossed it over his shoulder. It landed somewhere in the heap behind his laundry bag. “You heard about the cult Rowan joined, right?” he said, not bothering to hide the bite in his voice.

That word, cult, set my nerves on edge. I played it cool, slouching just enough to look casual.

Gray didn’t wait for my answer. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, jaw clenched so tight I could see the muscle twitching. “It’s complete bullshit, man. Total lockdown. She can’t even kiss me anymore. Not even hold hands. Last week I drove over there at midnight, texted her to come outside, you know what she did? Sent back a screenshot of her contract. We got into it so bad she hung up on me. Called back crying twenty minutes later saying if I really loved her, I’d respect the boundaries.” He rubbed his palm over his face. “Fucking experiment. They’ve got cameras everywhere, tracking their every move. It’s like some twisted Big Brother shit.”

I nodded, trying not to flinch, my throat suddenly dry. “Sounds intense.”

He blew out a hot breath, raking his hand through his hair so it stood up even more. “I tried to get her to break the rules. Told her, just come over here, nobody’s gonna know. My room’s got better blackout than a Vegas vault. But she won’t. She’s obsessed with not getting kicked out.”

The frustration in his voice was raw, bruised. I could tell he’d been stewing. Probably spent too many nights jerking off to memories that were starting to fade.

“Did she say why?” I asked, my voice barely above a hush.

“She wants to prove she can win. Says it’s for the money, the research, all that. But honestly?” Gray smirked, but it fizzled. “I think she just likes having a cause. Rowan doesn’t half-ass anything. If she’s in, she’s in.”

He took a beat, maybe hoping I’d have some magic answer. I didn’t. My throat was a knot.

Gray flopped back on the mattress, one arm covering his eyes. “I mean, I knew she was competitive. But it’s like she’s a ghost now. We barely talk. I text her, she’ll answer, but only if it’s ‘academic.’ We’re not even supposed to say I love you. Can you imagine? It’s like Puritan shit in there.”

Puritan was the last word I’d use to describe what was going on with Hallie and Kaia. Not even close. But there was no way I’d say that to Gray, not with the way he was looking at me. Whatever assumptions he had, let him keep them. I just shrugged and let the silence hang between us, not volunteering an explanation or even a hint. There were some things better left unsaid, and this was definitely one of them.

He let the words hang, and I found myself staring at a crack in the ceiling, trying not to imagine Rowan, wild and hungry, giving me that loaded look across the House kitchen island, her lips parted, eyes locked on mine like we were already fucking in secret.

But all Gray saw was his girlfriend slipping away. And me, the one person who could break him, sitting here like an undercover agent.

The guilt was a living thing, squeezing my lungs so hard it hurt to breathe.

Gray sat up, grabbing another can, this one with a faint rattle left. He took a sip, grimaced, and tossed it aside. “You ever feel like the more you want something, the faster it runs away?”

I shrugged. “Almost every day.”

He laughed, but it was hollow. “Yeah, you would get it. You always had that restraint thing. Like, some of us try so hard we fuck it up, but you just… hang back. Let shit come to you. Don’t know how you do it, man.”

Not even close, I wanted to say. But in this house, telling the truth wasn’t the game.

Gray’s face looked old, shadows under his eyes telling stories I didn’t want to hear. “You think she’ll come back? Like, after the study?”

I tried to answer, but my own thoughts were pure static. Every time I’d caught Rowan’s glance lately, every time her knee brushed mine under the breakfast table, my dick had gone rock hard. The memory of her voice, low and dangerous, meant only for my ears, taunted me even now.

The truth was, this house was pure sexual quicksilver, addicting and unpredictable, and none of us could break free of its pull. We clung to the high, desperate for the next surge, always hunting another electric rush. Rowan, Elara, and Briar must have been out of their minds by now, half-mad with need, teetering on the edge but still somehow holding themselves back. The restraint only wound us tighter, every stolen glance and lingering touch feeding the wild craving that never let up.

But Gray was waiting on hope.

I gave him the only thing I could. “If I know Rowan, she’ll do what she says. If she promised, she’s not going to flake.”

That seemed to help, a little. He gave me a weak smile. “I told her I’d wait. Even if she gets weird. But dude, I miss her. I miss her so much it feels like I’m getting sick.”

He let that confession slip, raw and unfiltered, and for a second I wanted to punch myself in the face for what I was feeling across town every night.

Gray pulled his knees up, hunched over. “I keep thinking if I just show up at the House, maybe she’ll slip and kiss me. Just once. But she’s so damn stubborn. And she’s not even mad at me. She just apathetic… acts like she’s already somewhere else.”

He looked up, eyes wet but not breaking. “I’m at the end of my rope and the semester barely started”

I gave a tight nod, fighting for words that clung stubbornly to the back of my throat. How could I tell him the truth? That right now, I was under the same roof as his girlfriend, and the way things were going, we wouldn’t last a week before we were tangled up in each other, drawn together by a force we’d never be able to resist.

The silence stretched out, a sharp wire between us.

Down the hall, somebody whooped, maybe scoring on Madden, the sound echoing through the thin walls. The world kept turning, but here it was just two guys, both losing a woman to something bigger.

Gray’s fingers drummed on the bed. “You ever wonder if they’re doing something weird in there? Like, maybe they’re screwing with them, making them compete for dumb shit, trying to see who cracks?”

Every fucking day.

But I said, “Wouldn’t surprise me. That’s the point of those studies. Push the envelope, see who breaks.”

He grunted, head in his hands. “Well, Rowan’s not breaking. Sometimes I wish she would. Just enough to come home, you know?”

I did know. More than he realized.

I let the moment drift. Gray started another rant about the “weird shit” the House was probably doing, how they all dressed up for dinner, how he’d seen a camera above the front door in some TikTok, how he swore Hallie had been flirting with every guy on campus but me, and wasn’t that hilarious, but the words blurred, fading into the background hum.

Inside me, every confession scraped raw across my nerves. Every time he said her name, I remembered the way Rowan had looked at me last night, the heat simmering just below the surface, the kind of chemistry you could bottle and sell to the Pentagon.

But Gray caught none of it. Or if he did, it was because he’d forced himself to look away.

He snorted. “You know, I even offered to Uber her over here, said I’d hide her in the damn attic. Sexy, right? Nothing gets a girl’s panties wet like insulation and dead spiders.”

That got a laugh out of me, even if it felt like swallowing nails.

Gray leaned back, the tension in his shoulders fading just a hair. “Well, at least I’ve got you, brother. Somebody’s gotta keep the faith.”

I clapped him on the shoulder, gripping tight, hoping my voice held steady. “Always.”

He grinned, teeth showing, the old Gray for a split second. “That’s the guy I remember. Now, tell me you brought some dirt on the ladies in your place. I want epic tales. Drama. Or at least a hot mess.”

I nearly choked. If he only knew.

But the moment passed, and we lapsed into the lazy rhythm of old friends, trading campus rumors, griping about professors, roasting the house chef for his steamed broccoli obsession. The tension never really left, it just dropped below the radar.

Even so, every time Gray’s face slipped into sadness, every time he said Rowan’s name, the guilt flared hot under my skin.

I should have told him right then, should’ve unzipped the whole tangled mess.

But I didn’t.

I let my best friend believe I was still the good guy.

The idiot hero, holding the line.

If only he knew the truth.

What finally broke the spell was the sharp click of the doorknob and the sound of two female voices in the hallway. The energy in the room went electric. Gray straightened, smoothing his hair, while my own body went rigid, instinct screaming that the next few seconds would be messy.

Enter Rowan, walking in like the answer to every unsolved question.

And, right next to her, Cami, fit, tall, with the kind of dark blonde hair that said “I do triathlons for fun.” The low-slung jeans she wore hugged her hips like a second skin, and I couldn’t help picturing her lips (which I knew very well) wrapped around mine again.

The whole room flipped, the shift in temperature enough to fog the windows.

Rowan froze, just for a second, seeing me. Then she caught herself, eyes going dangerous and calm. Cami’s gaze bounced between us, picking up on everything.

If there’d been a lie detector in the room, it would have exploded.

But right then, all I could think about was the pulse hammering in my throat, the memory of Gray’s pain, and the way Rowan’s body set every one of my nerves on fire the second she walked in.

The next chapter wasn’t just brewing, it was about to detonate.

***

Rowan and Cami took over the doorway like they were launching a coup. Cami led the charge, tall, toned, hair a sleek dark gold that shimmered under the busted strip light. She wore a ribbed tank sculpted to her curves and jeans that belonged in a thirst trap. Her eyes flicked from me to her surroundings, already plotting the social chessboard.

Rowan was pure precision. She froze for a heartbeat, her long brunette hair cascading over one shoulder, those warm green eyes widening just enough to betray her. The girl couldn’t hide her tells if she tried, but then her expression locked down, mouth flattening into that perfect pout. She snapped back into control, adjusting the neckline of her fitted top that dipped just low enough to showcase creamy cleavage, jiggling with every step. With a casual sweep, she glided to the couch in jeans that hugged every curve, and planted herself right beside me. Not next to her boyfriend, who’d been pining upstairs for weeks. Me.

When her thigh collided with mine, it felt like sticking my finger in an outlet. The chemistry wasn’t studio-lit; it simmered low, building pressure with every move. Vanilla shampoo, her signature, drifted off her hair. Hallie’s perfume was soft and sweet, but Rowan’s was all intent, confidence, a pinch of something bitter, and a hit of electricity that cut through whatever else was there.

Cami clocked the whole thing. She tossed her bag on the floor, flopped onto the end of the couch, and stretched out her arms like she owned the place. Her gaze lingered on Rowan, then flicked to me, and the little smirk said “I see your secrets, and I raise you.”

Gray scrambled off his bed, suddenly energized. “Damn, you two travel in packs now?”

Rowan didn’t look at him. She was all eyes on me, her composure perfect except for the way her tongue traced her lower lip, just once, just enough. She spoke, voice velvet and clouded with subtext.

“What brings you over, Tate?” she asked, her tone so layered it made my brain short-circuit. Her fingers darted out, reaching for a water bottle on the coffee table, and grazed mine along the way. The contact lasted a split second, but the aftereffect could have powered Blackwood’s grid.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Gray owed me a rematch. The old Mario Kart blood feud.”

Cami snorted, rolling her eyes. “Is that what you call it, Ro? Because I call it ‘booze-and-lose.’” She punctuated it with a wink, and her foot nudged my shin under the table, another callback to nights better left unspoken.

Gray grinned, but the edges were tired. “Cami’s just mad I wiped the floor with her last time.”

She shrugged, unbothered. “I’m a lover, not a gamer.” Then, sly, “I leave conquering to the professionals.”

Rowan laughed, low and genuine, the sound curling in my gut. She tucked a stray lock behind her ear, a move she always did when she wanted attention, and inched closer. Her knee pressed harder against mine, subtle, but with intent.

She didn’t miss her mark. Our bodies were practically fused along the line of thigh, hip, and shoulder. I could feel the heat radiating from her skin, every brush a silent dare.

Gray tried to bring her in. “You sticking around, Ro, or is this a fly-by?”

She looked over, finally acknowledging him, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Depends if you’re making those legendary pizza rolls.”

He barked a laugh. “That’s on tap for later. Right now, I’m just glad you remembered where I live.”

There was an edge to it. Rowan flinched, just a flicker, then glanced back at me. “I remember,” she said, soft. “I just… have a lot to juggle.”

Cami saw the tension and pounced, smoothing things over with pro-level skill. “Speaking of juggling, are you both coming to the Gamma mixer next week? Rowan’s got me wrangling invites, and I will find you if you ghost.” Her gaze landed on me, and that knowing smile said she remembered every detail of our last party together, especially the part where she’d straddled my lap and made out with me for twenty minutes straight.

Gray shrugged. “I’m in, as long as there’s Jäger.”

Rowan tapped her water bottle, then looked at me through her lashes. “Tate, you going?”

Her voice was low, so low I almost missed it. The way she said my name, the hush, turned it into something private. I felt my cock twitch, just remembering the way she’d said my name the last time we were alone.

“Yeah,” I managed, “wouldn’t miss it.”

She smiled, slow and satisfied.

Cami sprawled out, her arm bumping Rowan’s shoulder. “You better bring your A-game, Ro. Last time you blacked out before the afterparty.”

Rowan rolled her eyes, but her hand found my thigh, casual as anything, and squeezed, just for a heartbeat, before letting go. A chill zipped straight to my balls.

Between us, the air snapped with tension. All I could think about was the way Rowan positioned herself, every movement calculated to draw me in closer, to remind me that, even in a crowded room, the gravitational pull was still there.

Cami kept the convo rolling. “Are you all in the same classes this semester? Or is the House still keeping you locked up?”

Rowan angled toward me, chest brushing my arm, and said, “Tate and I have psych together. Sometimes we study late. It’s… nice to have someone who gets it.” Her hand hovered dangerously close to my knee again, pinky finger practically tattooing heat into my skin.

Gray didn’t notice. “I swear, I’d pick you for my group project every time. Tate’s got that psychic brain. Reads people like fucking tarot cards.”

Cami snickered. “Is that code for ‘he’s good with his hands’?”

My cheeks burned, but I didn’t shy away. “Depends on the study materials,” I deadpanned.

Rowan’s lips parted, breath hitching. Yeah, she got the message. I let my fingers drift along the edge of my seat, just in case she needed an invitation.

Cami cut in again, stealing the spotlight. “Rowan can’t say, but she’s dying to get out of the House. She wants a real party. Not the weird group therapy they do every Friday night.” Her foot found mine again, this time a slow, sweeping stroke just for emphasis.

Gray finally noticed the vibe. “You two are like a sitcom over here,” he said, feigning exasperation. “Should we just leave you alone?”

Rowan’s cheeks flushed, but she held her ground. “We’re just catching up. Nothing criminal.”

Cami grinned, eyes twinkling with secrets. “That’s not what the rumor mill says.”

Rowan ignored her, choosing instead to lean in, her hair brushing my jaw. She whispered, “How are you really doing?” The words were for me alone.

I swallowed, my pulse hammering. “Never better.”

She smiled, like I’d passed some hidden test.

The conversation pivoted to party logistics, who was bringing what, whether Briar would actually show, how Hallie had gotten banned from Beer Pong for flipping the table last semester. Every time the focus shifted, Rowan inched closer, her body language telegraphing want, even when her words were neutral.

Each time she laughed, her hand found my arm, her shoulder, sometimes just resting there longer than necessary. When she reached for her water, she let her palm drag over my skin, soft, deliberate, like she knew exactly what it did to me.

Cami observed all of it, her eyes sharp, but she smoothed the way, tossing in wild stories about last year’s Greek Week and the time she’d been dared to streak the quad.

For a moment, it felt normal, just friends, just conversation, just the familiar chaos of undergrad.

But every brush of Rowan’s knee, every microtouch, every look she shot me when she thought no one was watching, was a new thread woven into the fabric of us. The tension was almost too dense to breathe.

I was hyper-aware of her: the way she tucked her hair, the vanilla scent bleeding off her skin, the warmth of her thigh caging mine.

And most of all, the part of me that wanted to grab her, haul her into the next room, and see just how far she’d let me push her before she broke all her own rules.

But we weren’t alone.

We were never alone.

The chatter carried on, with Cami anchoring the group, blunt and direct. “I still say the House is like Big Brother meets The Bachelor, only with way less shower sex. You guys should have a viewing party at the end. Hell, make it pay-per-view. I’d watch.”

Gray grinned. “I’d pay double if they’d let us in for a night.”

Rowan shot him a look, equal parts challenge and apology. “Not my call, Gray. You know that.”

His face darkened, just a little. “Sure. Still, it’s weird. Not seeing you. Not really.”

That landed. Rowan’s smile tightened.

But then, predictably, the conversation drifted: from parties, to the House, to the rules, and suddenly all the casual banter was just a mask for something more volatile.

Through it all, I tracked each detail, every bump, every nudge, every spark of contact.

Rowan’s touches were microdoses of invitation, and my body soaked them up like a shot of adrenaline.

If Cami wasn’t in the room, I had no doubt Rowan would have climbed onto my lap and dared me to say no.

But for now, the game had to play out in shadows and stolen seconds.

And just under the surface, a bomb waited to detonate.

***

It didn’t take long for Cami to steer the conversation into dangerous territory. She leaned back on the couch, legs sprawled, voice lazy but sharp as a blade. “So, Ro—what’s the real story with Blackwood House? I heard it’s basically a cult. Like, are they teaching you guys secret handshakes, or do you just drink the Kool-Aid and call it a day?”

Gray latched on instantly, jaw going tight. “It’s a fucking cult,” he said, not joking. “I’m not even allowed to visit her there.”

Rowan’s body went rigid against mine, her knee grinding into my thigh. “That’s not true,” she shot back, a warning flash in her eyes. “Visitors are allowed. You just can’t—”

Gray cut her off, voice rising. “Can’t touch you. Can’t kiss you. Can’t do anything but sit across the room like we’re in middle school. How is that normal, Ro?”

A weird hush fell over the room. Cami looked from Rowan to Gray, eyebrows up, clearly loving the show. For my part, I felt my stomach seize up, the urge to say something pounding behind my teeth.

Rowan’s knuckles went white around her water bottle. “It’s the rules. I told you that from day one. You want me to get booted and lose the money?”

Gray shook his head, pacing now, energy cranked all the way up. “I want my girlfriend. Not some lab rat version I don’t even recognize. You think I care about the cash? What about us?”

She bristled, eyes narrowing, but the hand that found my thigh was anything but angry. As they sparred, she squeezed, slow, pulsing, completely secret beneath the table’s edge. My cock jumped so hard I had to grit my teeth.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. The room was a bomb, seconds from going off.

“Gray,” I said, pitching my voice low, “I’m in the house too.”

He stopped in his tracks, blinking like he’d just walked into traffic. “What?”

Cami whistled, lips pursed. Rowan’s hand went iron-tight on my thigh, her nails digging into denim.

“I’m in the house,” I repeated. “Only guy there. Started first week.”

Gray’s face cycled through every emotion, confusion, disbelief, then something close to relief. “But… you didn’t even apply. I’ve never heard you talk about it. How did you—?”

“They recruited me,” I said, honesty burning in my throat. “The offer was insane. Full ride, cash bonus, the whole deal.”

He sank onto the arm of the couch, stunned. “So you’re there with Ro? Like, every day?”

I nodded. “Pretty much.”

It was like someone had let the air out of him all at once. He looked at Rowan, then at me, then back again. “Man, honestly? That makes me feel better. You’ll keep her safe. You’re the only guy I’d actually trust.”

If only he knew.

Rowan’s hand was still on my leg, but now it stroked upward, tiny motions, just enough to set my skin on fire. When I glanced at her, the hunger in her eyes was neon. Pure challenge, pure want.

Cami noticed, of course. She grinned behind her water, clocking everything.

Gray kept talking, voice raw. “I was going crazy thinking she was trapped in some freakshow with a bunch of psychos. But you’re there. Means she’s got backup. Means nothing’s going to happen she doesn’t want.”

“Nothing,” I promised, even as my own heart pounded at the thought of her body pressing against mine, her voice whispering things only I could hear.

Rowan turned to him, her face unreadable. “Tate’s been good. Helps with the stress. Keeps the house from exploding.”

Gray nodded, grinding a hand across the back of his skull. “Fuck. That’s a relief. Seriously.”

My own relief was poisoned with guilt and something much darker, more electric. Rowan’s touch was bolder now. Her pinky hooked under the edge of my shirt, thumb tracing deliberate, lazy circles along the inside of my thigh.

Cami batted her lashes. “So you’re playing chaperone, Tate? Talk about a thankless job.”

I couldn’t swallow. “Somebody’s gotta do it.”

Rowan’s voice was softer now, private again. “He does more than anyone else. You’d be surprised.”

I bet I would. The challenge in her gaze was a live wire.

Gray, finally, seemed at peace. “I mean it. I trust you, man.”

He clapped my shoulder, totally missing the fact that my body was strung tighter than a bowstring, that his girlfriend’s hand was halfway to my crotch, that every word out of her mouth was a binary: him or me, loyalty or lust.

I tried to stay calm, but Rowan made it impossible. When Gray looked away, she leaned in closer. Her lips nearly brushed my ear as she whispered, “It’s more complicated than you think.”

I shivered, the meaning clear.

Cami, still watching, shot a look so knowing I almost laughed. She piped up, voice casual, “So what’s the wildest thing they’ve made you do? Giant truth-or-dare? Group therapy? Orgy in the living room?”

Rowan answered, but her eyes never left mine. “Mostly just mind games,” she said, with a sly smile. “But I’m starting to think the real experiment is seeing how long we can all keep secrets.”

Gray missed the subtext, but I didn’t.

The scene had shifted; the bomb had gone off. Only none of them realized I was the shrapnel.

Rowan let go of my thigh, finally, but the ghost of her grip burned hotter than anything I’d ever felt. Her hand drifted down to her own knee, tapping restless, but her body never moved away. If anything, she seemed wired for more.

Gray took a deep breath, some of the tension draining from his posture. “Good. Okay. So you’re in. That’s actually… fuck, I can’t even tell you how much better that makes me feel.”

I smiled, but it felt fake. “Happy to help.”

Cami kicked her heels up on the coffee table, clearly satisfied. “Well, if you two boys are going to be the Blackwood House security team, you better get matching jackets. Or at least a secret handshake.”

Rowan snorted, and this time when she laughed, her hand grazed my arm, fingertips leaving trails of heat.

For a moment, the war quieted. We played at being friends, tossed jokes, pretended nothing irreversible was brewing under the surface.

But inside me, every nerve was coiled and ready, every part of me acutely aware of how badly I wanted to taste the forbidden, even if it wrecked everything in its path.

That’s how I knew the House experiment was working.

Because the only thing more addictive than Rowan’s touch was the knowledge that we were both one step from going too far.

The look she gave me said she wanted that step as much as I did.

And the truth was, I didn’t care about the consequences.

Not anymore.

***

There was a beat after my confession where everything hovered in equilibrium—Gray genuinely relaxing, Rowan vibrating with heat at my side, and Cami doing her best to play fly-on-the-wall while never missing a beat.

“So you’ll be there with Ro?” Gray said again, this time softer, like he was convincing himself more than me. “Man, that actually makes me feel better about this whole thing.”

He repeated the words again like some sort of mantra that if he said it enough, the words might actually come true. Maybe Gray was right, and he was really losing it.

That was the knife twist. The guy actually believed it. He looked at me as if I was the world’s best insurance policy, the failsafe that would keep his girl safe from temptation, when in reality, every second we spent together was one step closer to the edge.

Rowan caught my eye, and for a heartbeat, the electricity between us was so thick I thought Cami might reach for the power strip and unplug us both.

But she just grinned, leaning in, her tone light but her gaze razor-sharp. “Well, I, for one, think it’s poetic. Biggest harem on campus, and Tate gets to guard all the princesses. You might want to brush up on your kung fu, buddy.”

Gray laughed, really laughed, the tension draining from his posture. “No kidding. Hope you don’t mind playing big brother, man. She’ll eat you alive if you don’t keep her in check.”

Rowan bristled, but there was humor in her eyes. “You make it sound like I’m difficult.”

Gray just shook his head. “You? Never. Hell, if you and Cami took over Sigma Tau, I wouldn’t mind.” He winked at her, all frat-boy charm.

Cami rolled her eyes. “Please. I already run this place. Tate’s the only one who could keep up with us.”

Gray grinned and reached for the mini fridge. “Who wants a beer? I restock with the good stuff now that I’m a kept man.”

Rowan snorted. “You mean the expensive kind with the dumb labels?”

“Foam is the future,” he insisted, and headed out. The heavy gait of his steps echoed down the corridor, leaving the three of us alone with the truth.

Cami’s smile faded to something more serious. She looked between us, eyebrows arched. “You two need to be careful. Whatever’s happening here? It’s written all over your faces.”

I tried to deflect. “We’re not doing anything.”

She cut me a look that said liar, then turned to Rowan. “Seriously. Blackwood’s not just a house, it’s a microscope. You don’t have to kiss to get caught. Half the Greek system’s betting on who’s going to self-destruct first.”

Rowan didn’t even hesitate. Her eyes warmed, and her hand found mine, fingers lacing just long enough to send a pulse up my spine. “We haven’t done anything wrong,” she said, her voice low, private, meant only for the space between us. “At least… not yet.”

She gave my hand a squeeze, then let go, slow as a secret. I caught the longing in her eyes, the hope and hunger thrumming just under the surface.

Cami smirked, but there was no judgment. “Well, it’s not my circus. But if you get caught making out on the dorm roof, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

The tension broke with a soft laugh, but beneath it, Rowan’s expression went serious. She tucked her hair behind her ear, a nervous tell, and leaned in, voice trembling just slightly. “For what it’s worth, I don’t regret any of it.”

I didn’t either, but the guilt was a vice on my ribs.

Before I could answer, Gray returned with three bottles in hand. “Party’s back on!” He popped one open, foam spilling over the top, and handed it to me.

Rowan reached for hers at the same moment my hand moved, and our fingers brushed. She let hers linger, just long enough for heat to spark, and when she looked up at me, eyes wide, lips parted, I nearly forgot how to breathe.

Gray didn’t clock any of it. He sprawled back on his bed, the beer disappearing in two gulps. “You know what I miss most? Waking up next to you. The way you steal the covers, or the weird humming you do when you’re half-asleep. It’s the dumb stuff, Ro. Not even the sex, so much.”

Rowan blinked, surprised, her face softening. “I miss it too. Even the snoring.”

Cami piped up. “You two are adorable. Someone call a reality TV producer.”

We all laughed, but the energy was different, charged, fragile, loaded harder than ever before.

I tried to focus on my beer, but every time Rowan reached for her bottle or shifted on the couch, her thigh pressed right to mine, alive with promise.

Gray propped himself up. “So, how do you like living with all those girls, man? Is it constant drama, or are you just living the dream?”

I swallowed a mouthful of pilsner. “It’s intense. Every day’s a new circus. Sometimes it feels like we’re being set up, just to see who cracks first.”

He nodded, all sympathy. “Glad it’s not me. I couldn’t handle it. I need my routine.”

Rowan met my eye, and the meaning wasn’t lost on me. For her, the house was a pressure cooker, and she wanted someone who could help her ride the high, not just survive it.

Gray raised his bottle. “To surviving the semester.”

We clinked. Rowan’s knuckles brushed mine, electric.

Cami toasted with us, but her eyes never left the space between me and Rowan. “May the best man win,” she said, and winked at me.

After that, the talk drifted, plans for Greek Week, football, a little gossip about who’d hooked up with who at last month’s party. But the undercurrent was always there: the truth of whose secrets were really being kept, and whose were about to spill.

When the hangout wound down, Cami walked Rowan to the door, whispering in her ear. Rowan turned and looked back, locking eyes with me.

“I’ll see you at home later,” she said, and the word “home” rolled off her tongue like a dirty promise.

My chest clenched. I watched her go, knowing that every rule I thought protected Gray was already broken in spirit, if not in deed.

When the house went quiet, Gray clapped me on the shoulder. “Thanks again, man. I’m glad she has you. Means I can sleep at night.”

I could barely meet his eyes. But I said it anyway: “Anytime.”

Walking back toward Blackwood House, Rowan’s parting words haunted me.

“I’ll see you at home later.”

The guilt and hunger warred inside me, and I knew this line, friendship, loyalty, desire, had been engineered for maximum pain.

But I also knew I wouldn’t step away from the fire, even if it burned me alive.

That was the House’s real experiment.

And I was a willing subject.

***

It should have felt like a victory lap, leaving the Sigma Tau house with the bro code intact and Gray’s trust actually stronger than when I walked in. Instead, every step toward Blackwood House felt heavier, like my own shadow was judging me with every stride.

Gray’s words clung to me: “You’ll keep her safe. You’re the only guy I’d actually trust.” He’d said it straight-faced, right to my eyes, never doubting what kind of man I was.

If irony had a taste, it’d be bitter as blood in your mouth.

The truth was, the only thing I wanted to protect was the friction of Rowan’s thigh against mine, the secret language in her eyes, the way her hand had lingered on my leg even when her boyfriend, my best fucking friend, was two feet away.

I ran that scene on loop as I walked: Cami’s warnings, the way she saw through every layer, Rowan’s sly smile, her fingers lacing with mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. “We haven’t done anything wrong… at least not yet.” The “yet” trailed me all the way down Greek Row and across the blacktop to the edge of campus.

Dusk was rolling in, long shadows pooling under the trees. I caught my own reflection in the glassy surface of Lake Obsidian, the House up on its hill, windows already winking with light. And I wondered, not for the first time, if the cameras inside could see straight through me.

Every step, every breath, was a double exposure. On the surface, loyalty, friendship, the big brother act. Underneath that: Rowan’s scent, her parted lips, the promise burning in every look. The hunger was a drug, and I was past the point of rehab.

If I was honest, the guilt wasn’t even putting up a fight anymore.

It felt good.

It felt fucking alive.

Inside Blackwood House, the atmosphere buzzed with its own brand of tension. Even with nobody in the entryway, I felt the sexual tension like a living thing, like the walls themselves were waiting for me to make a move. I took the stairs slow, catching the low hum of voices from the kitchen, the clatter of glasses, the faintest echo of laughter that sounded suspiciously like Kaia’s.

But even her edge couldn’t cut through the memory of Rowan’s goodbye.

I’ll see you at home later.

The word “home” landed deeper than it should have. It wasn’t just about geography. It was about us, what we’d built in micro-touches and long stares, a history that made even a casual sentence sound like something from a forbidden love letter.

I could still feel her hand on mine, the last story her skin told me before we broke apart for the cameras.

That’s what the experiment did best, pulled your boundaries apart, made you test every old rule in search of something real, even if it blew up your entire life along the way.

Part of me wanted to run. Part of me wanted to throw the whole game, cash out, and save what was left of my self-respect.

But the bigger part, the hungry, angry, get-lost-in-the-moment part, just wanted to open Rowan’s door and see what would happen if I let her touch me without a single eye on us.

That was the real design.

Nobody quit the game willingly.

They just paid the price, then signed up for another round.

At the top of the stairs, the light from under Rowan’s door was a thin line, silent, waiting, promising secrets. My heart pounded in my chest, and my dick throbbed to match it.

Gray was back at the frat house, probably buzzing from his own fantasy where he was the hero, the guy who held the line.

But here, in the mess of Blackwood House, there was no way to be a hero. Just the aching need to keep feeling, wanting, burning, even if it tore the last shreds of old loyalties to pieces.

I paused outside Rowan’s room, hand hovering at the knob.

A single text from her pinged my phone. The screen glowed:

“Door’s unlocked. Come find me.”

The lines weren’t just blurred they’d been erased.

I wasn’t the rescue, or the shield, or the safe choice.

I was the next disaster, waiting to happen.

And in that breathless moment before I went inside, I knew: I’d choose the fire every time, even if it left nothing but ashes.

I pushed the door open to meet my fate.


Resistance Impossible


The moment before the door opens is always the worst. That half-breath where you can turn back, pretend you’re the good guy, pretend Gray’s words, “I trust you, man”, aren’t echoing like a curse. If they’d hooked electrodes to my chest in that hallway, the results would’ve shorted out every circuit in Blackwood House.

I paced back and forth, shoes soundless on the carpet, hand hovering at my phone. Rowan’s message glowed on the screen, simple as a dare:

Door’s unlocked. Come find me.

My thumb hovered over the text, like maybe I could rewrite both our histories if I just waited long enough. But the truth was, the longer I stood out here, the more her gravity pulled me in. The more I remembered all the nights in the kitchen, the stolen glances across the living room, the way her voice dropped to a whisper when nobody else was listening.

Gray’s face punched through all of it. The hope in his eyes when he said, “I’m glad you’re there with her, man. Makes me sleep better.” The trust in his voice was a weight on my ribs. The kind of thing you spend your whole life trying not to betray.

And here I was, hand on Rowan’s doorknob, already halfway to hell.

I breathed deep, felt the ache in my chest, and pushed inside.

The world changed on the other side of that door.

Her room was drenched in late evening light, the gold spill of sunset painting everything in impossible warmth. The curtains were soft, nearly transparent, turning the air to honey. Rowan sat cross-legged on her bed, right in the center, like she’d been waiting for this her whole life.

She wasn’t even trying for sexy, but the effect hit me harder than any lingerie. Simple black boy shorts hugged her hips, bare legs folded underneath her. The cut-off sorority shirt, old, frayed, barely legal, rode high, exposing the strong line of her waist and the swell of cleavage where her braless breasts pressed against the thin cotton. Every shift made her nipples push against the fabric, dark and hard, leaving nothing to the imagination.

But it was her face that wrecked me. Wide green eyes, jaw tight, every line vibrating with nerves and want.

She managed a smile, then forgot to breathe. “Can we talk?” Rowan said, her voice barely holding together.

The words fell between us like a lit match.

I let the door close behind me, slow at first, then added a little force at the end just to make sure I couldn’t walk back through it. The click echoed in the silence, more final than any confession.

For a second, I didn’t move. Just took her in. The way her hair tumbled wild over her shoulder, the faint silver glint of a necklace at her collarbone, the way her bare knees hugged the comforter. There was nothing staged about it. This was Rowan stripped down, no audience, no defense.

I crossed to the bed, moving slow. When I sat beside her, I left a hand’s width of space. Not because I wanted distance, but because I needed it to keep the words from spilling out too fast.

She waited, watching me like I held every answer she’d ever wanted.

My mouth went dry. I looked down at the comforter, picking at the edge, searching for the right place to start. “I shouldn’t be here,” I finally said. “Not like this. Not after what he told me an hour ago.”

Rowan’s mouth quirked, half-sad, half-relieved. “Gray still thinks you’re the referee, doesn’t he? The one person who’ll keep all the lines straight.”

I nodded, swallowing the guilt. “He said he trusts me. That he sleeps easier knowing I’m here with you. If he ever found out—”

She cut me off, voice sharp but soft. “He’d blame me. Not you.”

There was a beat, the kind that stretched every muscle in my neck to breaking.

I exhaled, staring at our hands where they nearly touched. “Don’t do that. Don’t carry it for me. If anything happens in here, it’s mine.”

She studied me. “You always do that, Tate. Take the fall for everyone else. Hold the disaster so nobody else has to.”

The way she said my name sent a shock through my body. For a second, the air was too thick to breathe.

“I’m not a good guy,” I admitted. “Not with you. I want you too fucking much.”

Rowan shivered, and the motion carried straight up her chest. The shirt shifted, exposing another inch of skin.

Her fingers crept over the comforter, closing the gap to mine. She didn’t grab, didn’t rush. She just let our pinkies brush, then laced them, slow.

The electricity was instant.

I stared at our hands, and kept spilling: “I told myself I wouldn’t do this. That I’d keep it clean for Gray. But the truth is, I think about you more than I should. When I’m with you, I forget he exists. And that terrifies me.”

Rowan’s lips trembled, but she held my gaze. “I thought I was the only one.”

My hand turned, palm up, inviting. She took it, threading her fingers through mine. The grip was desperate and gentle at once.

She leaned in, just enough that I could smell the shampoo in her hair, vanilla and something sharper, like wild grass after rain.

“Gray and I haven’t been real for months,” Rowan said, voice stripped clean. “Not since that sunrise you and I spent together on the fraternity roof. The morning I realized… I was happy because of you, not him.”

The confession hit like a lightning strike.

I almost laughed, but it stuck in my throat. “I remember the way you looked at me when you said goodbye. I almost kissed you, but I couldn’t risk it.”

Rowan smiled, rueful. “Every time he touched me after that, I closed my eyes. And it was always your face. Your hands. Your voice, inside my head.”

My forehead dropped to hers, not quite touching, just hanging in midair.

“Why didn’t you end it?” I whispered, the shame burning through every word.

She didn’t hesitate. “Cowardice. And fear of what I feel for you. I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to owe anybody an explanation.” Her green eyes glittered, wide-open honesty. “And if I’m being really honest? I was scared you’d turn away. That I’d lose both of you.”

Her hand let go of mine just long enough to press flat to my chest, right over the heart that beat way too fast.

“Feel that? That’s how you make me feel. Like I’m always a second from disaster and it’s the best kind of rush.”

I caught her wrist, held it there.

“I’ve wanted you since the first day Gray introduced us,” I confessed, the words half-wrecked. “You walked into the room and everything shifted. I thought if I just kept my distance, I could handle it. But every time you looked at me, I knew I was screwed.”

She edged closer, until our thighs touched, bare skin to denim. The sensation was electric, everywhere at once.

Rowan’s voice dropped to a hush, as if afraid the camera in the ceiling would somehow amplify her confession. “I study you. The way your jaw sets when you’re debating with someone. The way you watch a room, like you’re mapping every exit. How quiet you get when you’re angry, or how your hands never shake, even when you’re nervous. I see all of it.”

She closed her eyes, inhaling like she needed the air to say the next part. “I couldn’t let myself want it, not out loud. But I wanted it. I want it right now.”

The honesty was a live wire down my spine.

I let my hand drift up, covering hers where it rested on my heart. “This is probably the worst idea of my life,” I murmured.

She grinned, teeth flashing, fierce and so beautiful it made my cock ache. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s the only honest thing we’ve ever done.”

We sat tangled like that, breath mingling, hearts slamming against the inside of our ribs. My hand shook now, just a little, but Rowan didn’t seem to mind. She pressed her cheek to my shoulder, hair brushing my jaw, and let her thumb stroke slow circles on my chest.

The tension was a living thing, alive and growing, until I wasn’t sure if I could hold it back for another second.

I angled my head, catching her gaze. “So what now?”

Her answer was lightning-quick: “Now, you stop worrying about Gray. For tonight, you worry about me.”

She swung a leg over, straddling my lap. The fabric of her shorts rode up, exposing the sweet curve of her ass and the sharp line of thigh muscle bracketing me. Her knees caged my hips, her core grinding down onto me, and I felt every nerve ending fire at once.

Rowan’s hand found my jaw, tilting my face so our eyes met and held.

“I’m not scared anymore,” she whispered.

But the tremor in her voice said it was half a lie.

I cradled her waist, holding her steady. “You don’t have to be anything with me except real.”

She pressed her forehead to mine, eyes squeezed shut, as if she could memorize the moment before it burned us alive.

“I’ll burn up from the inside if I don’t feel you tonight,” Rowan breathed. “All of you. Inside me. Filling me up until it leaks out.”

That was the end of pretending.

I kissed her, hard, and the world caught fire.

***

The fuse was officially burning.

Rowan’s lips crashed into mine with a hunger that bordered on violence, her tongue darting past my teeth, her breath hot and unashamed. Every roll of her hips ground her pussy right against my cock, denim to cotton, friction so intense it might have set us both alight.

Her hands threaded through my hair, yanking me closer, then scrambled down to my shoulders, fingernails biting into skin. She made no secret of her urgency; her kisses were wild, messy, more confession than seduction.

“Off,” Rowan breathed, tugging at my shirt like it had personally offended her.

I broke away just long enough to strip it over my head. Her eyes went wide as she took in my bare chest, all hunger, all want, shadows dancing over muscle and the thin sheen of sweat. She trailed her fingers down my sternum, nails grazing over each rib, then pressed her mouth open and hot to my collarbone.

“Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” Rowan whispered, lips wet and desperate against my skin. She sucked at the hollow just beneath my throat, biting, then licking the sting away.

My cock jerked, demanding attention. Her core rolled down, grinding along my length, and I nearly lost control right there.

Not to be outdone, I hooked my fingers under the ragged hem of her sorority tee and peeled it slow, loving the way her breath hitched at the reveal.

Rowan’s tits bounced free, nothing between them and my hands now. They were perfect, big, round, perky, crowned with dusky rose nipples already tight and begging for my mouth.

The sight triggered a groan I couldn’t hide. “Jesus, Rowan. You’re unreal.”

She just grinned, wild and untamed, chest thrust forward as if daring me to worship her.

I obliged. I bent and sucked a nipple between my lips, swirling it with my tongue, then biting just hard enough to make her gasp and arch deeper into my mouth. Her hands clawed at my back, hips never pausing, her whole body a study in pure, unfiltered need.

I switched nipples, giving the other the same treatment, sucking, licking, feeling it harden against my tongue. Rowan’s head fell back, a wild moan tearing from her throat.

While my mouth was busy, my hands roamed everywhere, her ribs, the tight line of her waist, the curve of her back, the perfect weight of her breasts filling my palms. Every inch of her was alive, vibrating, hungry for more.

I wanted to see her lose it.

I wrapped her in my arms and flipped us, driving her into the mattress, pinning her beneath me. Our mouths found each other again, teeth and tongue, no space for second thoughts.

She spread her legs, welcoming me between them, her thighs bracketing my hips, pussy grinding shamelessly against the bulge in my jeans.

Rowan’s hands snaked down, fumbling at my zipper. “I need you,” she groaned, “now. Inside me.”

I didn’t make her ask twice. My own hands yanked at her boy shorts, dragging them down her perfect legs. The sight of her bare pussy, already glistening, made my brain short-circuit.

She kicked the shorts aside, then reached for my jeans, undoing the button and yanking the zipper open in one savage pull.

My cock sprang free, flushed and leaking, and for a second Rowan just stared, eyes wide and hungry. “Holy shit,” she whispered, running her hand up and down the length. “Look at you.”

Her words made me throb, desperate to bury myself inside her.

Even then, I paused, just to be sure. “Are you sure, Ro?”

She answered by wrapping her hand tight around my cock and guiding it right to the slick, soaked entrance of her pussy.

“Please, Tate,” she begged, voice gone ragged. “I need all of you.”

I let go of whatever last resistance I had left.

Locked eyes with her.

And let myself fall.

***

Her hand wrapped me, firm and certain, guiding the head of my cock to where she needed it most.

Her pussy was already soaked, lips swollen and glistening. She stroked the tip along her entrance, notching me into place, breath coming in tiny, desperate gasps.

I braced my hands on either side of her head, never breaking eye contact.

The first push was torture. I forced myself to go slow, slower than I ever had before, wanting to feel every millimeter of her, wanting her to remember every second.

She arched beneath me, back bowing, voice splintered. “Oh god, Tate—”

Inch by inch, I stretched her, watched as her jaw went slack, her thighs trembling around my hips. She clawed at my shoulders, every muscle in her body going tense as the head popped inside.

I paused, letting her get used to it. Her eyes fluttered, mouth open, the flush spreading down her throat and across her chest.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” I groaned, barely able to string the words together.

Rowan only whimpered, digging her heels into my ass, forcing me deeper.

I complied. I slid in another inch, then another, watching the way her pussy pulled me in, clutching and fluttering, milking me already.

Finally, finally, I bottomed out, buried to the hilt. Her breath stuttered, then stopped. We froze, locked together, the heat between us a living thing.

She gazed up at me, wiped out, star-bright. “You feel even better than I imagined.”

I grinned, unable to hide it. “You feel like fucking heaven, Ro.”

For a heartbeat, we just breathed, letting our bodies memorize the fit.

Then she rolled her hips, greedy.

I started thrusting, slow at first, grinding deep, making sure she felt every movement. Her arms wound around my neck, nails scoring my skin so hard I knew she’d leave marks.

Her tits smashed against my chest, sweat slicking our skin, every sound she made cranking my arousal higher.

“Harder,” Rowan demanded, voice shredded as she wrapped her legs around my waist, ankles locking behind me. “I need to feel you everywhere, don’t hold back.”

That unleashed something wild. I fucked her harder, hips slamming, each stroke deep and perfect, her pussy gripping me tighter than anything I’d ever felt.

The headboard rattled, banging the wall in a filthy rhythm. Sheets bunched beneath us, bodies welded together. Her hands fisted in my hair, yanking my mouth down to hers, and we devoured each other like the air was running out.

Every shift of my hips made her gasp, sometimes whimper, sometimes scream. The more reckless I got, the hotter her body burned, the more her pussy clamped around me, drawing me even closer to the edge.

Sweat beaded on her chest, the curve of her tits glistening, nipples dragging over my skin with each wild buck of her body.

She was relentless, desperate. Every time I pulled back, she slammed her hips up to meet me, grinding her clit against the ridge of my cock, chasing sensation, never letting up.

I changed the angle, tilting her hips higher. Rowans eyes flared wide, mouth open in a silent cry as I hit something sweet inside.

“Right there—god, that’s—don’t stop, please—”

I didn’t.

I lost myself in how she came apart beneath me, in the pulse of her body, the unguarded wildness of her face as the orgasm seized her, every instinct in me tuned to the beauty of her unraveling. Rowan had always been composed, razor-edged and iron-spined, never fully letting anyone see past the careful armor. But here, now, her entire soul poured out in the shudder of her hips, the shattering of her voice as she sobbed my name into the sweat-slick hollow of my throat. It was complete surrender, a kind I’d never known from her or anyone.

Her nails raked down my back, leaving red trails I’d feel for days, but I barely noticed. I was drunk on the way her pussy tightened and fluttered around my cock, so hot and desperate it bordered on pain. Her legs locked around me, her thighs trembling as she rode out every aftershock, demanding every ounce of sensation, refusing to let me go.

My hips found a mindless, punishing rhythm. Each sharp thrust drove us both deeper, her oversensitized clit grinding against the hard muscle of my abdomen, every contact sending the next wave crashing through her. She didn’t stop at one orgasm. Even as her body twisted, even as tears smeared down her cheeks, she chased the next, rolling her hips up to meet me, greedy and shameless.

I caught her face in my hands and kissed the tears from her eyelids, her cheekbones, the corners of her mouth. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I gasped, helpless, not a confession but an exhale of truth. She smiled then, wild and raw, eyes never breaking from mine, and I knew without a doubt I’d never get over her.

I slid my hand down, thumb finding her clit, and circled it, slow and insistent. The effect was instant. Rowan arched so hard she nearly threw me off, her entire body bowstring-tight, pussy convulsing in fresh spasms around my cock. The sound she made as she came again, high and broken and so fucking sincere, knocked the breath right out of me.

She buried her face against my neck, biting down on my skin as she screamed my name, arms crushing me so tight I thought my ribs would snap. She was completely lost, drowning, and that loss of control was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

I wanted to make it last. But the way she squeezed me, the way her body milked every inch even as she trembled and sobbed, it was too goddamn much. I could feel my own orgasm building, hot and inexorable, pleasure coiling low in my spine, every muscle locked in anticipation.

Rowan must have felt the shift in me because she whispered, “Inside me, Tate. I want all of it. I want to keep every part of you.”

Her words detonated inside my chest, wiped out whatever last resistance I’d been clinging to. I slammed into her, deep as I could go, and let go. The first pulse of pleasure was white-hot, blinding, every nerve ending firing at once. My cock jerked inside her, spilling, and her pussy clenched in answer, wringing me dry.

She held me through it, arms and legs locking me in place, taking everything I had, not letting me pull away. The feel of my cum coating her, leaking out around my cock, only made her clutch me tighter, like even her body refused to give me up.

We lay fused together, shaking, every inch of skin slicked with sweat, every breath a rasping gasp. I pressed my forehead to hers, our noses bumping, mouths open, sharing the same ragged air. Her tears mixed with my own sweat, a salty cocktail of relief and release.

Slowly, the world returned in fragments. The thump of my heart, the sticky wetness where our bodies joined, the faint, metallic tang of blood where she’d bitten my shoulder. I watched the flush fade from her cheeks, watched the tension ease from her jaw, and felt a wild pulse of pride at having undone her so completely.

She blinked up at me, eyes still dazed. “That was—” she started, but the words failed. Instead, she just let out a giddy, unfiltered laugh and tucked her face into my neck, breathing me in like oxygen.

I stroked her hair, the soft strands sticking to my fingers. “You don’t have to say anything,” I whispered, “I felt it. All of it.”

Rowan smiled into my skin, her lips dragging heat down my collarbone. “Good. Because words are hard right now.”

I eased my weight off her, careful not to break the connection, and settled onto my side, pulling her with me so we stayed tangled, chest to chest, legs a mess of sticky, satisfied exhaustion. My cock slipped free, followed by a rush of slickness that wet her inner thighs, proof of what we’d done. Rowan shivered, and her hand wandered down to hold me, fingers tracing the length, gentle now, but I could feel her smirk against my neck as she did it.

We lay in silence for a long time, listening to our heartbeats calm, to the tick of the clock on her dresser, to the faint creak of floorboards as the house finally dared to breathe again. I ran my hand up and down her spine, feeling the rise and fall of each vertebra, memorizing the curve of her body pressed to mine.

Eventually, Rowan rolled onto her back, tugging me with her so my head landed on her chest, right above her heart. She stroked my hair, humming a low, contented sound that vibrated into my bones.

I let myself be held, let her be the anchor for once.

After a while, I propped myself up on one elbow and looked down at her. Her hair was a tangled halo on the pillow, her nipples pebbled and flushed, her stomach still trembling in aftershocks. She looked like a wild animal sated, and somehow more herself than I’d ever seen.

Rowan grinned up at me, lazy and victorious, and reached for my hand. She threaded our fingers together, pulling my knuckles to her lips. “I’m glad it was you,” she whispered, so soft I almost missed it.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I’ve wanted you since the first day Gray introduced us,” I confessed, voice thick. “Even when I shouldn’t have. Especially when I shouldn’t have.”

She kissed my knuckles again, then let our hands fall between us. “Is it always like that for you?” she teased, arching an eyebrow. “Or am I just special?”

I laughed, warm and a little wrecked by her. “You’re the only one who’s ever scared me like this,” I said. “You make me feel like nothing else matters.”

For a long time, neither of us moved. Our bodies shook with the aftershocks, sweat dripping, hearts hammering, air thick with sex and the sweetness of victory.

I kissed her everywhere, her cheek, her temple, the corner of her mouth, whispering her name on repeat.

She clung to my shoulders, breathing hard, then rolled me onto my side so we lay tangled, my softening resting between her inner thighs.

We lay there, just holding on. I brushed the wet hair from her forehead, lips lingering on her skin.

She cupped my jaw, thumb stroking my cheek. Her eyes were glazed, sated, but so full of feeling it nearly broke me.

“Stay with me tonight,” she whispered.

I didn’t need to answer. I wasn’t going anywhere, even if the house burned down around us.

But Rowan wasn’t done.

Her hand found my cock—a slow, hungry squeeze that told me exactly what she wanted. Already, I was stiffening between her thighs, her heat and slickness drawing every last tremor from deep inside me. She rolled on top, straddling my lap, her hungry grip never wavering as she lined me up and pressed herself down in one smooth, greedy slide. My cock vanished inside her, buried to the hilt, as she took me deep again without a single hitch in her breath.

Her tits bounced with every thrust, perfect and wild, sweat gleaming on her chest. She rode me like she wanted to break both of us, slamming down until I hit bottom, grinding her clit along my cock with every move.

I braced her waist, loving the way she looked in the moonlight, hair wild, face flushed, body made for sex.

She put her hands on my chest, using it for leverage as she rode me, not slowing, not softening, just chasing the next wave.

Every bounce of her ass slammed me deeper, every flick of her hips milked me raw.

“God, you’re so fucking hot,” I rasped, watching her lose herself.

She rode me like we were the last two people left in the world, like fucking was the only way she could communicate what was tearing her up inside, and all the words and looks and confessions we’d ever traded were just foreplay for this one moment of total, feral release. There was nothing shy or soft about it. Rowan’s face was wild, dark hair stuck to her temples, sweat running in shining streaks down her nose and neck, lips parted and shining with spit, and her eyes, her eyes were somewhere else, black and unblinking, haunted and hungry, staring through me like I was both her executioner and her last meal.

She bounced, ground her clit along the ridge of my pelvis, each smack of her ass on my thighs punctuated by a gasp or a guttural cry. The headboard rattled in time, the sheets bunched beneath my fists, her tits moving in perfect counterpoint to the rhythm of her body. She’d found a groove that hit deep every time, bottoming out until I thought I’d split her open, only she wanted more, always more, each motion dragging me closer to the place where self wiped out, where pleasure ate up everything else.

I matched her, thrust for thrust, hands locked on her hips, nails digging so hard I could feel the bruises forming. She didn’t flinch. Her whole body was a nerve ending, trembling and desperate, riding every spike of sensation to the edge and then hurling us both over. The closer she got, the less human she looked, her moans fractured, voice going high and bright and ragged, tears streaking down her face as she lost it, chasing after something neither of us could name without shattering from the power of it.

When I slid my thumb to her clit and pressed down, the reaction was nuclear. She screamed, full-on, a sound that shook the windows and made my ears ring. Her pussy clamped down like a fist, milking my cock in a way that was so intense I thought I’d pass out. She grabbed both my wrists, pinning my hands above my head, her body going rigid as every muscle in her thighs and abs locked up. The orgasm took her in brutal, rolling waves, each one wringing a new scream from her throat, each one squeezing a fresh pulse of cum out of me, like her body was built to strip mine every last drop.

She didn’t stop moving. Even through the aftershocks, she kept grinding down on me, desperate, insatiable, like coming had only made her hungrier. My cock, still buried inside her, twitched with oversensitivity, but the pain was just sweet enough to keep me hard, to keep me wanting her. I pulled her down to me, biting her neck, tasting the salt and the heat, and she met my mouth with her own, kissing me open-mouthed and messy, all teeth and tongue and panting, half-sobs into my throat.

Her hands framed my face, holding me like I might disappear if she let go. Her voice was gone, sanded to raw edges, but I could hear her thoughts anyway, feel every unsaid plea in the frantic way she rocked her hips, every inch of her skin burning to be touched, to be ruined, to be remembered. I grabbed her ass, holding her flush to me as I fucked up into her, needing to make her come again, knowing I’d fall apart the second she did.

She broke, just like I knew she would, body convulsing in my arms as she came again, this time silent except for the whimpers and the staccato thump of her heart. The feeling of her milking my cock with those relentless, fluttering contractions shot me straight into another orgasm, hotter and messier than the first. I came so hard it felt like I left part of myself inside her, like she’d hollowed me out and filled me with something new, something I’d never get back.

She collapsed on my chest, both of us ruined, skin welded with sweat, nothing left but the wreckage and the truth.

Rowan’s hair covered both our faces, her breath hot on my neck, her thighs still twitching as the last waves rolled through us.

We didn’t talk. We didn’t need to.

Every heartbeat, every breath, said the rest.

If I ever thought I could fight this off, could keep my promise to Gray, or pretend Rowan wasn’t the single biggest risk I’d ever craved, I was dead wrong.

This was always the endpoint.

Rowan and me, joined at the bone, burned down to the very last cell.

She stayed on top of me, cock still inside her, hips giving the occasional lazy roll, like she never wanted to let me go.

I stroked her back, memorizing every inch. The smell of sex clung to us, and from somewhere down the hall, I swore I heard a door open and close, the whole world still turning while we lay here, changing it forever.

Rowan lifted her head, lips swollen, eyes shining. She kissed me, slow, letting it linger.

“Don’t ever leave me,” she whispered.

I held her tighter, anchoring her to my chest, and promised, “Never.”

She smiled, pure and unguarded.

And just like that, I knew: nothing would ever be the same.

Not for us.

Not for anyone in Blackwood House.

We barely moved the rest of the night.

Rowan dozed, curled around me, but every time I shifted, she reached for me, her hand on my chest, her thigh thrown over my hips, her mouth searching for mine. Even soft, my cock stayed inside her, her body refusing to let go.

The sun rose slow and sweet, painting her skin gold, her hair a wild curtain across her face. I watched her sleep, every curve and freckle a brand-new treasure.

When she woke, she stretched against me, pussy swallowing my cock all over again, and we started the day the only way that made sense, skin to skin, sweat, and the kind of gentle, perfect pounding that rewrote every old regret.

Afterward, Rowan kissed me, soft and smiling, forehead pressed to mine.

“I’m not scared anymore,” she said.

For the first time in forever, neither was I.

We’d crossed every line. Reality was wreckage behind us.

But in Rowan’s arms, it felt like home.

And I never wanted to leave.


Big Brother


My brother Harris’s place was a temple to order.

Maybe that’s why my chest locked so tight when I walked in, my own thoughts a dumpster fire compared to the manicured calm of the apartment. Every piece of furniture was squared to the walls, not a single stray glass or loose paper anywhere. Architectural models, some half-built, others gleaming with tiny glass windows, stood on pedestals like museum exhibits. Blueprints were laid out on the main table in a perfect fan, each one weighted at the corners, not a wrinkle in sight.

If you’d told me someone was getting ready to direct air traffic in here, I’d have believed it.

I wiped my palms on my jeans, heart pounding. The last time I’d been this nervous, it was to beg for forgiveness from a professor who’d caught me hacking the psych department’s password sheet. This was ten times worse.

Harris appeared from the back room, arm hooked around a six-pack, hair crisp and styled, collarbone popping under the navy shirt that probably cost more than my laptop. His posture was classic Harris: broad, balanced, like he’d just gotten back from winning some silent, high-stakes competition. But the second he saw me, his eyes softened.

“There he is,” Harris said, voice wide open, the old fraternal warmth dialed up to eleven. “Wasn’t sure you’d show.”

“Yeah,” I managed, voice rusty. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

He clapped a hand on my shoulder, heavy, steady, anchoring me for a second in something that felt like home. “You want a beer?”

“Sure,” I said, though my stomach was so tight I doubted it would hold water.

We sat at his glass-topped kitchen table, models of future skyscrapers crowding the edges, the clean light of late afternoon slanting in through picture-perfect windows. Harris twisted the cap off my bottle, slid it across without spilling a drop.

I killed half of it in one sip, needing the excuse to keep my hands busy.

“So, what’s up?” Harris said, tone easy but eyes searching. “You sounded…” He paused, gaze narrowing, “off, on the phone. Something happen?”

I could have lied, but what was the point? Every cell in my body screamed DON’T DO IT, but I’d made the drive. I took the meeting. It was time to pay.

I started slow. “You know that psychology research contract I signed?”

Harris nodded, poker face on.

“They call it Blackwood House. It’s actually a full-on, live-in social experiment. Cameras in every room. Microphones. They watch everything, track who talks to who, who hooks up with who… It’s all engineered for maximum drama. Maximum conflict.”

Harris’s lips quirked, but it was humorless. “Sounds like a sorority rush week with a Nobel Prize.”

I didn’t laugh. “It’s more than that. They recruited me. And…” I had to force the words out, they stuck like peanut butter in my throat. “They recruited Elara, too.”

His face didn’t change at first. Total blank.

“Wait,” Harris said, like maybe I’d misread the script. “Elara? My Elara?”

As if there was any other. I nodded.

He actually flinched, shoulders curling, beer bottle forgotten in his hand.

“She’s there?” His voice was all disbelief, but hope crept in around the edges. “You’re telling me Elara’s living in that house? With you?”

“Yeah,” I said. My voice went flat. “She’s not with anyone from before. Not seeing anyone, not even talking about it. But we’re in the same space. Every day. Sometimes it’s like walking on glass.”

Harris stood up, then sat down again, then pushed away from the table, storming over to the window. His fingers raked through his hair, leaving it a ragged mess for the first time since puberty. “Are you fucking with me right now?”

“I wish I was.”

He stared at the skyline, all those neat rows of buildings marching to infinity, then turned back, face gone pale but burning underneath. “You know what she meant to me,” Harris said, low and edged with pain. “What she still means.”

He wasn’t crying, but the words came from deeper than I’d expected.

“I do,” I admitted, “Better than most. That’s why I’m here.”

Harris’s hands gripped the back of the chair, knuckles white. “You know how hard I tried? How many times I bent myself around her just to keep her? I thought if I just gave her what she wanted, she’d end up choosing me for real.”

He shook his head, bitter laugh breaking out. “But it was always you, wasn’t it? Even in the background. Even when you didn’t say a fucking word.”

I tried to look away, but he was locked in now. “That’s not fair. I never—”

“I saw how her eyes went soft when she talked to you,” Harris went on. “The way you listened to her, like nothing else in the world mattered. I used to think it was just family, just some kind of comfort thing, but…” He snorted, voice cracking. “But I knew. I always knew it was more.”

He turned, and for the first time in years, Harris looked every bit his age, tired, raw, ragged at the edge. “She looked at you the way I wanted her to look at me, Tate.”

I tried to speak. Couldn’t. Swallowed air.

Harris let go of the chair, started to pace, hands fisted into his hair, coming undone in slow-motion. “Sometimes I’d walk in, she’d be in the kitchen with you, or on the porch, and the way she’d tilt her head, the way she laughed, fuck, you never even had to do anything. She’d just light up. Like you switched on some part of her I could never reach.”

He exhaled, hard, like he was trying to cough up the feeling. “After we broke up, I told myself it was just timing. That maybe she needed space. But now you’re telling me you’re LIVING with her?”

I nodded, shame icy in my gut.

He barked a laugh, totally without humor. “Unbelievable. Fucking UN-believable.”

“She doesn’t talk about you much,” I said, tone soft. “But I can tell there’s still a lot there. She’s not, she’s not over it, Harris. She’s just trying to move on.”

He nodded, mouth twisting. “She was always good at pretending. Not so good at letting go.”

Silence settled like a fist.

He circled around, back to the table, fighting for composure. “Let’s get to it,” Harris said, voice suddenly clinical. “Are you and Elara… doing anything?”

I shook my head, but the denial tasted like a lie. Still, it was technically the truth, at least for now. “No. We talk. We have a history. There’s always been… a charge, I guess. But I never made a move if that’s what you’re asking.”

Harris wasn’t satisfied. He fixed me with the old family glare, the one that dared you to lie, dared you to flinch. “You ever fantasize about her? Even when I was with her?”

“Yes,” I said, no hesitation. Might as well bleed out. “Not proud, but yeah. I did.”

He nodded, eyes glassy. “Thanks for not lying.”

Harris’s mouth worked over the words before releasing them. “I don’t want to lose you, Tate. Not over this. I don’t have a lot of people who matter. But she was everything. She still is, some nights.”

He swigged from the beer, slamming the bottle down hard enough to rattle the models on the counter.

“For years, I played it cool. Let her do what she wanted, make her own choices. But I kept hoping she’d come back. Even when she walked. Even now.”

He set the bottle aside, turned to face me, nothing but open hurt left in him. “Can you promise me?” Harris asked, every word slow and deliberate, “Can you promise you won’t go there with her? Not ever?”

The silence that followed was radioactive.

I stared at the floor, at the perfect seams of the hardwood, at my own knuckles white against the bottle. I could feel my throat spasm, refusing to give him the answer he wanted.

But I tried.

“I’ll do my best,” I said, the words landing like broken glass. “This study, this experiment, it’s doing things to all of us I can’t put into words.”

Harris didn’t say anything for a long time. Just let the air fill up with everything we hadn’t said over the years.

When he finally spoke, the brotherly warmth was gone, replaced by something fragile and uncertain. “That’s all I can ask, I guess.”

I wanted to fix it, wanted to swear I’d never even look at her again, but the lie wouldn’t come. Not when every cell in my body screamed yes, screamed that I’d be with Elara in a second if she asked.

Harris must have read it on my face, because all he did was nod, slow, defeated.

He gathered up his composure, pulling the pieces back together the way he always had. He smoothed his hair, adjusted his cuffs, as if that could put the universe back together.

“Thanks for telling me,” Harris said, voice so low it almost didn’t clear the air.

I tried to answer, but the words didn’t come.

We hovered there, two brothers separated by a rift neither of us could repair.

He offered a handshake, but I ignored it, pulling him into a hug instead. Harris hugged me back, but the grip was different, stiff, like he was holding onto a future that had just evaporated.

When I left, the apartment looked exactly the same. Not a single thing out of place.

But it felt haunted.

And so did I.

***

The walk back to campus felt like a punishment.

I cut across the quad, my head spinning from Harris’s words, his pain, the way my own heart had bucked and strained to answer him. I’d sworn I wouldn’t go there, but every memory of Elara already tasted like betrayal.

The ruins of my promise trailed me as I dodged a slow-moving pack of legacy kids posing for photos, their pastel cardigans and designer kicks bright against the granite steps of Founders’ Hall. Overhead, late sunlight splintered through gold and red leaves, turning the whole world into a false, glowing paradise.

From across the quad, a laugh snagged me, clear, bell-bright, and instantly, unmistakably, Elara.

I froze, chest going tight. There she was: walking with her best friend Nora, heads leaned together, arms occasionally brushing with the kind of unconscious ease only real friends possessed. Elara’s golden blonde hair shimmered in the light, a halo so perfect it stung my eyes. She wore a soft blue blouse and a skirt short enough to reveal long, sculpted legs that looked even better than I remembered. Her curves caught the sun with every move, hips swaying as if powered by their own secret engine.

The second she saw me, everything about her posture changed. Her stride slowed, mouth parting, smile blooming wide. She straightened, body angling toward me, energy homing in like a missile. The rest of campus faded away. I felt it, and so did she.

Nora clocked it instantly. Her brows arched, a slow smirk tugging at the edge of her mouth. She leaned in, whispered something that made Elara’s cheeks flare pink, then peeled off with a wave and a knowing look. “See you inside, El,” she said, tone light but eyes razor-sharp, cataloguing every micro-expression.

And then it was just Elara and me, the entire quad a silent theater for whatever we decided to make of the moment.

She closed the distance, every step measured, slow enough to amp the tension, but deliberate, like she was making sure I noticed every inch of her.

My pulse doubled. The words I’d rehearsed in my head went straight out the window.

Elara tucked her hair behind her ear, a nervous gesture that just drew more attention to the delicate line of her neck. “Hey, you.”

The sound of her voice, just for me, hit like a shot of bourbon.

“Hey,” I managed, fighting for cool. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

She let that hang, head tilted, eyes searching my face with a warmth that would have melted steel. “Funny. I was just thinking about you.”

If there were hidden cameras on the quad, I didn’t care anymore. Elara’s presence fried every last one of my nerves.

She stopped less than a foot away, her perfume wrapping around me: something clean, with a streak of wild honeysuckle. The air between us was thick enough to swim through.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Everything okay?”

A smile played on her lips, flickering between nerves and delight. “Better now.”

Her hand drifted up, fingertips barely grazing my forearm. The contact was feather-light, but the spark was instant, burning right through the fabric.

She must have sensed my tension. Her gaze dropped to my hand, then back to my eyes, a flutter of uncertainty crossing her face. “I was wondering if—“ She stopped, drew a breath. Her fingers twisted the thin bracelet on her wrist. “Would you want to go out Friday night? To that new place downtown, The Velvet Room?” The question hung between us, weighted with years of unspoken possibility. I couldn’t tell if she meant as friends or something else, but the slight tremble in her voice suggested this wasn’t casual for her.

I arched a brow. “You mean, like, an actual date?”

The word did more than rattle her. Color flared along her cheekbones, spreading down her neck until it vanished under the open V of her blouse. Elara looked away for a beat, gathering herself, then nodded. “Yes,” she said, voice gone whisper-soft. “Not as a study partner. Not as your brother’s ex. Just… us. The way it always should have been.”

For a second, time warped. All the what-ifs, all the clipped confessions, every near-miss since freshman year, they flooded in, making the air vibrate.

She edged closer, shoes nearly touching mine. Her fingers trailed higher, thumb skimming my biceps, each millimeter a thunderbolt. “I want to do this somewhere real,” Elara murmured. “Not in the house, not under a microscope. Just us, away from everything that’s fake.”

“The Velvet Room?” I guessed, breath hitching.

She grinned. “You know the place?” The smile was brighter than the goddamn sun. “I’ve always wanted to go there with you.”

My mouth went dry, probably guilt, definitely want.

She leaned in, voice low and private. “We could meet after dinner. Take the path through the gardens. The corner booth, if it’s open. Just us… I’ll even order your first drink for you, as long as you promise to say yes.”

The question wasn’t a question at all. It was a dare.

I said yes before my brain even caught up.

Her relief was visible, a breathy laugh escaping, shoulders easing, every muscle in her body relaxing as if she’d just unloaded a decade’s worth of tension.

There was a moment where we just stood, the lines between us erased, the gravity so strong I thought the ground might tilt.

Elara’s hand slid up to my shoulder. She pinched a stray thread from my shirt, but the gesture lingered, her thumb drawing a slow, deliberate circle that sent heat straight down my spine.

“I’ve been waiting years for this,” she murmured, not quite meeting my eye. “I thought if I waited long enough, maybe you’d finally notice. Or maybe I’d get over you. But neither worked.”

She let that confession hang in the air.

I debated what to say, how to make it right, how to tamp down the guilt burning in my chest, but all I could do was reach for her, trace her jaw with my knuckle, soft and reverent. “I noticed,” I said. “I noticed every day.”

We hovered, too close to be safe, too far to be satisfied.

Finally, Elara drew back, her face wide open, every emotion spilling across her features. “See you at seven?” she asked, voice rough with hope.

“Seven,” I confirmed.

She squeezed my arm, the touch branding me, then turned and headed toward the library steps. I watched the way her legs shifted under the hem of her skirt, the gentle roll of her hips, the sinuous arch of her spine as she moved through the pools of honeyed sunlight.

My resolve crumbled. There was nothing left of the promises I’d made, not to Gray, not to my brother, nothing but hunger and inevitability.

With every step Elara took, the distance between us felt smaller. We were already halfway to the Velvet Room, already undressing each other with every look, every echo of the past rewriting itself in real time.

I watched until she vanished, the pounding of my heart louder than the campus bells overhead.

If I’d ever stood a chance of resisting her, it was already gone.

The date was set. And I was counting down the seconds.


Unraveling Control


If the university wanted to design a corridor that wrung every last drop of dignity from its victims, they’d nailed it with the basement level of the psych building. The walls were institutional gray, the floor a patchwork of scuffed linoleum, and the air reeked of ancient textbooks and grad-student anxiety sweat. Even with the house’s high-thread-count sheets still fresh on my skin, standing outside Sienna Vale’s office felt like a courtesy lap through hell.

It wasn’t just the building or the hour. My entire body was still thrumming from the last forty-eight hours, Kaia’s body pinning mine to her bed, Hallie’s sweet ache wrapped around my dick, Rowan’s bare skin slick with sweat and secrets the two of us would never confess in daylight. Even my pulse felt supercharged, like my veins were running on pure endorphin.

I adjusted my jeans. It was either that, or let the half-chub ride, and judging by the point-blank interview I was about to walk into, I needed every bit of composure I could muster. I lifted a hand to knock, but the wood was still mid-vibration when the door yanked open from the inside.

Briar Callahan stepped out. Not walked, not glided, she just appeared, clinical, precise, but with a glassiness in her eyes that said Sienna had just drilled deep. Her hair was pulled tight, not a flyaway in sight, but her blouse looked rumpled and one of her earrings was askew. She held a manila folder to her chest, knuckles white, jaw clenched.

Not a lot rattled Briar. But today, she looked seconds from dropping the act.

And then she saw me.

She blinked, her entire body freezing, like a chess player realizing she left her king wide open. The silence sucked every background noise out of the hallway, leaving just the faint tick of the fluorescent light and the beat of her breath.

Behind her, another woman emerged, a half-step back, but impossible to miss.

Jules Mercer. Brown hair loose, smile crooked like she was permanently in on the punchline. She wore a flowing teal top and sculpted jeans that looked like they’d been custom-cut for the curve of her hips. Her eyes were warm, dark, and they missed nothing, not the way Briar tensed at my presence, not the scatter of nerves underneath.

Jules clocked the heat between us and flat-out grinned.

I found my voice first. “Rough session?” I asked Briar, just to see which direction she’d run.

She didn’t flinch, but she didn’t have her usual chill, either. “Productive,” Briar said, her voice pitched one notch too high. “Sienna likes to excavate.”

Jules laughed, voice low and caramel-smooth. “You always say that, but you never look this rattled coming out of an exam, Bri.”

The flush lit up Briar’s face, blooming from her throat to her cheekbones. For a second, she looked anywhere but my eyes. Then, with obvious effort, forced herself to make contact. The effect was immediate: the temperature in the hallway jumped ten degrees. I could see every micro-expression, the way her lips parted, the slow roll of her pulse under her jaw.

She licked her lips, weighing the next move.

“If you’re free Saturday—” Briar started, then paused, like the line tasted riskier out loud. “I want to get out of here. Hit the highway. Just… disappear for a while. Are you in?”

The words came out with zero preamble, zero context, but a freight train’s worth of intent. My balls actually tingled.

I tried to play it cool. “Where to?”

Briar held my gaze. “Doesn’t matter. I pick you up, we drive until we’re somewhere nobody knows us.”

Jules butted in, voice sing-song. “Translation? She’s going to drive for hours with the music so loud it rattles your teeth, then force you to eat three kinds of pie at some diner in a town you can’t pronounce.” She winked at me, eyes glinting. “It’s her therapy. You should see her after finals. Once she’s three counties out, she lets fate take the wheel.”

The double meaning hit like a shot to the groin. I fought a smirk, but Jules was too sharp for that. Her smile only widened.

Briar glared at Jules, but I caught a crack in her armor, a flicker of gratitude, almost like she wanted the tease to cover the nerves.

“I’m not a control freak,” Briar muttered, “I just need to clear my head.”

Jules shook her head, delighted. “Don’t let her undersell it, Tate. She’s wild when nobody’s watching. Once, she talked a cop into letting us tag along on a midnight drag race. The man never stood a chance.”

I looked from Briar to Jules, the contrast between them like cold steel and warm silk. Briar’s poise was legendary, but in this light, she looked almost… hopeful.

Briar straightened, folder held like a shield. “So? Are you in or out, Sterling?”

The dare was there so was the hope I’d say yes.

I nodded, slow. “I’m in. Saturday, road trip. Let’s see if you really go where fate takes you.”

Jules’s laughter rippled out, drawing a few glances from down the hall. “Careful, Tate. Last time she tried this, she ended up skinny-dipping in a quarry with nothing but her student council sash for clothing.”

Briar didn’t even blink. “It was too hot to wear anything else.”

The image short-circuited my rational brain, and Jules saw the effect instantly. She looked like she wanted to record the moment just to gloat later.

Briar stepped forward, closing half the gap between us. The motion was deliberate, the kind that took hold of your attention and didn’t let go.

“Meet me out front at ten,” she said. Her voice was steadier now, the challenge back in her posture. “Don’t flake.”

“I won’t.”

The words landed, and for a second, everything in the hallway blurred out except the three of us.

Briar shifted, folder dropping to her side, and as she moved past me, her fingertips brushed my forearm. Not an accident. Her skin was cool, but the contact left a streak of heat burning up my nerve endings. The brush lasted less than a second, but I felt it everywhere.

Jules didn’t miss it. She sidestepped closer, leaning in to whisper in Briar’s ear. “Told you. He’s already hooked,” she murmured, not even pretending to hide it.

Briar blushed so deep I could see it coloring her chest, staining the skin down to the collarbone.

Jules’s hand landed on Briar’s shoulder, steadying her. She threw me a final, satisfied smirk. “Oh, and Tate? Bring sunglasses. And maybe some self-control. She tends to break the speed limit.”

“Duly noted,” I said, voice ragged.

Briar shot me one last look, open, vulnerable, almost hungry, then let Jules steer her away, heels clicking down the linoleum, their laughter echoing behind them.

I stood there, jaw half-cocked, pulse racing, the imprint of Briar’s touch lingering on my skin like a secret tattoo.

For a guy who’d spent a week tangled up in bed with three different women, I had no business feeling this off-balance.

But if Briar could short-circuit my system with one casual brush of her fingers, I had to know what she’d do with the rest of her arsenal.

The hallway felt ten shades smaller, and hotter, than it had a minute ago.

I blew out a shaky breath, hand pressed to the spot she’d touched. Saturday was looking a hell of a lot more interesting.

And I hadn’t even made it to my psych eval yet.

***

I’d barely closed the office door behind me when I knew something was different.

Sienna Vale was perched behind her desk, but today the old-school professor act was MIA. Gone were the high collars and neutral knits. Instead, she wore a crisp white blouse, unbuttoned just low enough to make a priest reconsider his vows. The lace edge of her bra peeked through the open neckline, dark blue against a flood of pale skin and a V of cleavage so deep it could swallow my IQ points whole. The delicate hollow of her throat flexed with every breath she took, and when she looked up at me, her blue eyes were already dialed past “interested” and closing in on “hungry.”

The door clicked behind me with a sound that promised privacy, whether I wanted it or not.

“Take a seat, Tate,” she said, voice smooth but tight. She gestured to the armchair across from her, but didn’t wait for me to get comfortable. Instead, she grabbed a tray of shiny sensors and walked around the desk, hips swinging in a way that had nothing to do with anxiety and everything to do with intention.

I sat, not trusting my legs to hold me. The amber-vanilla hit of her perfume rolled over me, thick as hallucination. My cock, still sore from a week of being worshipped by beautiful women, immediately agreed to show up for overtime.

Sienna knelt beside my chair to apply the first sensor high on my forearm, her blouse gaping open, giving me a straight shot down to her bra, the soft, round upper slope of each breast barely contained by the lace.

She must have caught me looking, because her lips twitched up at the corner, equal parts proud and wrecked.

“I need your wrist,” she said. Her fingers wrapped around it, cool and clinical, but then her thumb pressed the inside of my pulse. She held it there, not measuring, just… feeling. Her skin was soft, almost trembling, and she didn’t let go until my heart rate spiked.

Her own breath sounded louder now, and the flush that started in her cheeks was crawling down her neck, disappearing under her collar.

Once she was finished, she sat across from me with her tablet, legs crossed, the slit in her skirt revealing tan, toned thigh. She didn’t even try to cover it.

“Let’s get started,” Sienna said, her voice half an octave lower than I’d heard before. “Today, I want to discuss your physical and emotional relationships with the house participants. In extremely explicit detail.”

My own throat went dry, but I nodded. “Whatever you need.”

She licked her lips, prepping her first question.

“How many times have you had penetrative sex with Hallie Mercer since the last evaluation?”

If I’d been wearing a polygraph, the needle would have snapped. “Twelve,” I said. “Sometimes twice a night. Sometimes in the morning and again at night.”

She tapped on her screen, eyes never leaving my face. “Kaia Bennett?”

“Eleven.” I grinned, not hiding it. “She likes to keep score.”

Sienna’s pupils went wide, dark blue turning almost black. “Rowan Calloway?”

“Once.” The memories motored through my head, pure adrenaline. “But five separate orgasms in twelve hours. She’s… relentless.”

Sienna didn’t blink. The flush now stained the upper swells of her chest, the skin above her bra gleaming with sweat.

She uncrossed and recrossed her legs, and the skirt slipped another inch.

“Of those encounters, how many orgasms did the women experience, on average. Or at least how many do you think they achieved?”

I had to think. “Usually three or four for them, one for me. Sometimes more but rarely less.”

Her voice shuttered for a second, breath hitching. “Elaborate?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes I’m with one, then the other finds me later. They never overlap.”

Sienna leaned forward, voice rough. “Do they ask about each other?”

“Never.” I held her gaze. “They both pretend the other doesn’t exist when they’re with me. Like they’re erasing each other from the picture completely. But they know about each other. I’ve been honest with both of them”

Her hand shook as she made a note, and the subtle quiver of her thighs told me exactly what she pictured.

“Can you describe—” she hesitated, eyes flickering to my lips, then down again “—The most intense sexual event to date?”

“Probably Kaia. We started in her room, but she didn’t want to stop until the whole house heard her. She was—” I searched for the word “—obsessed. She wanted to ride me until I broke. By the end, she was shaking, crying, begging me to keep fucking her even after she came three times back-to-back.”

“Did you?”

The question didn’t sound clinical at all.

“Yeah.”

I watched Sienna’s chest rise and fall, the swell and bounce of her breasts making it damn near impossible to focus on anything else.

She cleared her throat. “What about Rowan?”

“That was different. Not competitive, just pure need. She got off on being totally unguarded. No games, no power moves. It was like we both finally got to drop every wall. I’ve never seen anyone come so hard. She kept going even after she was sore. When she woke up, she wanted it again. She wouldn’t let up until she milked every drop out of me.”

Sienna’s grip on the tablet looked painful now, every muscle in her hand flexed. She bit her lower lip, eyes glazed but locked on me.

“And Hallie? How does she compare?”

“Nothing’s routine, if that’s what you mean. It’s all about the build for her. Slow at first, then suddenly she takes over and won’t stop until she gets everything she wants. She likes feeling totally safe, but also gets off on being kind of wrecked. She trusts me more than anyone. She falls apart, and every time, she wants to climb right back into my arms and do it again.”

By now, Sienna’s face was flushed, her mouth slightly open. She swallowed, then reached for another sensor to check the reading, her hand shaking so much she nearly dropped it. When she leaned in to attach it to my other wrist, her fingers rattled against my skin, pressing in, her thumb stroking my pulse over and over. The touch lasted at least five seconds longer than it needed to.

I tracked every shift in her body language, how her thighs pressed together, how her blouse gaped with her movements, giving me a flash of lace and more cleavage, how her breath hitched every time I mentioned a detail that crossed the line from “report” to “porno.”

Sienna refused to look away. “Have any of the participants expressed deeper emotional attachment? Beyond physical?”

I was honest. “All three have. Kaia said she wants to belong, but only if it’s real. Hallie craves connection and trust. Rowan, she’s complicated. She wants loyalty, not just pleasure. Our feelings run deep and we both know it. None of us have said ‘love,’ but it’s there, even if we’re not ready to admit it.”

That answer seemed to do something to Sienna. She leaned back, deeper into her chair, and stared at the ceiling like she needed a second to get her own bearings. When she looked at me again, her eyes were wild, pupils so blown out the blue was just a rim.

Has anyone in the house tried to seduce you at the same time?” Sienna asked, voice gone low and rough.

A memory flashed, not real, not yet, but vivid enough that my pulse quickened: Hallie and Kaia, eyes locked over my chest, a silent negotiation of territory neither would surrender.

“No,” I said, watching Sienna’s disappointment flicker before she masked it. “Not yet. Everyone’s keeping to their lanes for now. But the way they look at each other when they think I don’t notice… it’s only a matter of time before someone breaks that boundary.”

I watched the effect on Sienna. Her hands curled tight around her notes. A pulse beat fast at the base of her throat, right where the blouse opened and sweat was starting to bead.

She refocused, barely hiding the hunger in her voice. “And what about you? What do you get out of it?”

I took a breath, the air thick with her perfume. “I get seen. I get… needed, in a way that doesn’t feel fake. Each woman wants me for something different, and it never overlaps. With Hallie, it’s comfort and trust. With Kaia, it’s a war of wills. She wants to dominate, but deep down she wants me to take the lead. Rowan is all about honesty, even when it’s messy. They never ask me to be less than I am, they just want me to stop pretending I don’t want this.”

Sienna’s pen clattered to the desk, forgotten. Her hands shook, her thighs clenched tight, and the flush on her chest now disappeared under the edge of her bra. She looked at me like she could eat me alive.

The air felt heavy enough to bend the windows.

Then she played her last card: “What about your feelings for them? Are you falling for any?”

I let the truth hang. “With each one, it’s different. I could see myself loving any of them. Definitely all of them. It doesn’t feel like a weakness, just… honest. The experiment kind of broke my old ideas about that.”

Sienna’s eyes locked on mine. “You’re not the only one.”

And just like that, the distance between us vanished. She wasn’t hiding, and I wasn’t, either.

She leaned in, her breast nearly brushing my hand, her thumb still pressed to my pulse. The office was silent, except for the sound of our breathing.

“Thank you,” Sienna said, words barely carrying. “The data… is invaluable.”

But the way she looked at me said the data was the least of it.

I let a smile creep up, slow. “Glad to help.”

She straightened, blouse somehow even more open now. “Next time, I’ll want even more detail.”

My cock twitched in my jeans, ready to take her at her word.

By the time I stood to leave, my skin was still buzzing from the contact of her fingers, and the scent of her perfume clung to my shirt like a keepsake.

For a long second, I hovered by the door, watching her try not to stare at me, her chest rising and falling fast, cheeks flushed, lips bitten red.

Neither of us said a thing.

But the next steps were obvious.

And I couldn’t wait to see just how far she’d let me push her boundaries.

***

Sienna tried to compose herself, but the afterburn from our last exchange was still written all over her face, flush licking up from her cleavage to the tips of her ears, eyes so dilated she barely looked human. She gathered her notes as a smokescreen, but the air between us was way past boiling.

I was about to grab the knob and make my escape, both literally and metaphorically, when she called after me.

“There’s one more thing,” Sienna said. She came around the desk, close enough that if I’d reached out, I could’ve traced the edge of her bra with my thumb. “The study parameters… have shifted.”

My body tensed, expecting some bureaucratic hammer to drop, but she just locked eyes and delivered the bomb straight.

“You’re approved for expanded intimacy, potential partnership, with additional women currently not living in the house.”

There was no mistaking the emphasis, or the way her voice nearly cracked on “intimacy.”

“Jules Mercer, Piper Ashford, Lila Monroe, Camille Fournier, Harper Knox, and Nora Whitfield,” Sienna recited. Each name hit with its own kind of voltage, and the mental images stacked up fast: Jules’s sly grin, Piper’s redheaded heat, Lila’s mind games, Cami’s reckless daredevil edge, Harper’s magnetic irreverence, Nora’s secret gravity. I could picture every pair of thighs, every flash of clever eyes, every challenge disguised as invitation.

I felt my throat tighten. “Do they know? That they’re on some list?”

Sienna nodded once, professional mask slipping back into place. “They’ve all signed consent forms. They’re not living in the house, but they’ve agreed to the same physical restrictions as the current participants.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning they’ve agreed to limit physical intimacy exclusively to you and the women already in the study.”

Each name hit with its own kind of voltage then—Jules’s sly grin, Piper’s redheaded heat, Lila’s mind games, Cami’s reckless edge. I gave a slow nod like I was chill with the news, but inside, my system was a demolition site.

Sienna watched my reaction, her tongue darting over her lower lip. “It’s not a requirement,” she said, “but if you pursue a connection with any of them, it’s considered ethically and contractually valid.”

She let that settle, and for a second, I thought the walls would buckle under the weight of what she wasn’t saying.

I couldn’t resist. I leaned forward a fraction, voice pitched just for her. “Harper, huh? Would that be the Harper Knox I saw you with at that cafe near the quad? White T-shirt, killer smile, mouth that could launch a thousand therapy bills?”

For a split second, Sienna’s mask fell off entirely. Her intake of breath was audible; the color on her cheeks went full crimson.

“Yes,” she said, and her voice was wrecked, low, wanting, nothing left to hide behind. “That’s her.”

I watched the admission unspool inside her, guilt, want, the secret pleasure of not having to bury it anymore. Her hands trembled against the edge of the desk, knuckles white.

I went for broke. “And what about you, Sienna? Is the list strictly external, or is the architect of all this eligible too?”

If I’d thrown her a live grenade, I don’t think she’d have reacted more honestly.

She met my eyes. “I’ve always been on the list, Tate. From the beginning.” The words came out unsteady, a confession she’d been holding behind her teeth for weeks.

Neither of us moved for a long time. The air sizzled. If I’d reached for her in that second, I knew she’d let me bend her over that desk and make every last research protocol look like child’s play.

But we didn’t. The moment just hung, dense as molasses.

After a beat, Sienna smiled, small and real. “You can go.”

I backed out into the hall, heart racing. The new playbook unspooled in my brain before the office door even clicked shut.

Twelve women, maybe more, and every one of them a real possibility. If I’d entered Blackwood House believing I’d play by the old rules, those days were gone. With each new connection, the lines between “normal” and “experiment” got fuzzier. And you know what? I didn’t care. The honesty was addictive. No more guilt, no more self-abuse for wanting what I wanted.

I pictured them all: Hallie’s pure sweetness, Rowan’s brutal honesty, Kaia’s bottomless hunger, Elara’s hope, Briar’s steely edge, and the wildcards, Jules’s knowing gaze, Piper’s chaos, Lila’s dangerous teasing, Cami’s dare, Harper’s dark challenge, Nora’s slow burn.

And Sienna.

Especially Sienna, who’d designed the whole maze but now looked trapped in it with me.

My cock pulsed in my jeans, but deeper than that, something wild and honest uncoiled in my chest.

I was done fighting it.

If the experiment wanted a king with a dozen queens, I’d take the throne. If the world wanted rules, I’d write my own.

No more holding back.

Every woman would get the version of me that wanted instead of feared. If Sienna ever dared to cross the line, I’d be there, ready to blow up whatever was left of her boundaries, too.

For the first time in years, I felt electric, alive from hairline to soles.

When I hit the sunlight, campus looked brand-new.

I let my legs carry me, every step lighter, not weighed down by guilt or old promises.

The only thing that mattered now was seeing what happened next.

And whoever I became in the process.


Date Night, Velvet Confessions


Iapproached the Velvet Room with my pulse trip-hammering, hands slick in my pockets like I was eighteen again and headed for my first real date. Which was stupid. Elara had been in my orbit for years, so I knew every curve and every tell. But the second I spotted her through the tinted glass, every plan I’d made went straight out the window.

She was impossible to miss, even in a place designed to make everyone look like sex on legs. The lights painted the air gold, and Elara soaked it up like she belonged here. The crimson dress clung to her body like a second skin, tight enough to make every guy in a five-table radius lose their train of thought, low-cut enough to turn even the most seasoned players into drooling idiots.

The neckline dove deep, and the valley between her breasts practically begged for a spotlight. Every time she shifted, the fabric threatened to surrender to gravity and spill her secrets all over the room.

For a moment, I just stared, letting myself drink her in from a safe distance. Long, golden legs crossed with calculated grace, golden hair falling in loose waves over her bare shoulders, freckles catching the light above the flush of her cleavage. Her eyes found me instantly, and the smile that broke across her face said she’d known I was watching the whole time.

I forced myself to walk slow, but my body was already wound tight. The noise of the bar faded, every detail zeroing in on her. Elara stood to meet me, the movement drawing every gaze in the joint. The red dress hugged her hips, and for a second, I envied every inch of fabric that got to touch what I couldn’t.

When I reached her, she didn’t offer some polite handshake or half-assed wave. Instead, she stepped straight into my arms, closing the distance like she was done pretending we’d ever been just friends.

The hug landed like a punch. Her torso pressed flush to mine, the swell of her breasts fitting perfectly against my chest. The jasmine-vanilla perfume she always wore wrapped around me, a sensory overdose that went straight to my cock.

I didn’t let go first. Neither did she.

Elara clung to me, nails digging through my jacket just hard enough to let me know she meant it. Her cheek was hot against mine, and when her breath hit my ear, the shiver that ran through me was visible.

“Hi,” she murmured, voice syrup-sweet.

I squeezed her tighter, hating the moment I had to let her go. “You trying to kill me?” I said, forced casual, but the need in my voice was plain.

She grinned, cheeks flushed, and gave her body one last slow press against mine before finally, reluctantly, stepping back. “Just making up for lost time.”

If she kept talking like that, I wasn’t responsible for my own actions.

The hostess tried not to stare as we passed through to the back. Elara walked in front of me, the dress stretching over her ass with every step, and I caught at least three guys nearly snap their necks trying to get a better look.

The booth she’d picked was the best in the house, deep in the corner, shadowed by velvet curtains, the kind of seat reserved for people who liked their hookups private and their conversations even more so.

I slid in first, but before I could finish the move, Elara shimmied in beside me. Not across, not at a safe distance, she tucked her hip against mine so close our legs fused from knee to upper thigh.

Her hand landed on my knee, a tiny contact, but a nuclear-level impact.

I tilted my head, trying to read the play.

“Don’t want to risk you wandering off,” she said, eyes flicking to my lips before locking on my eyes again.

I grinned. “Never crossed my mind.”

The hum of the room faded as I clocked the heat radiating from her skin. Every inch of her was on display, but it was the way she looked at me, hungry, bordering on desperate, that did me in.

Before I could think of something better, our waitress appeared. She was a brunette with glossy lips and a skirt that belonged on a dating app. Her eyes bounced from Elara to me, registering every detail in a split second.

Elara didn’t give her a chance to ask. “My boyfriend will have an old fashioned,” she said, voice crisp, “bourbon, not rye, he prefers it a little sweeter but not too sweet. Use the Luxardo cherries, not the cheap stuff, and go easy on the ice. I’ll have the Lakeside Floradora, but sub the gin for vodka.”

The server scribbled, impressed but hiding it. “Any starters… boyfriend?”

I almost choked on the title, a thrill zipping down my chest. Elara’s hand on my leg squeezed in silent punctuation.

“Let’s start with the fries,” I said, “and surprise us on the second round.”

The waitress left with a knowing smile, eyeing Elara with open envy.

I turned, raising a brow. “My boyfriend?”

Elara’s cheeks pinked, but her gaze never wavered. “You don’t mind, do you?” she teased. “I’ve waited a long time to say it.”

“You can call me whatever you want,” I said, brushing my thumb along the inside of her wrist. Her pulse hammered under my touch.

The moment the world faded away, Elara’s bravado melted. The smile slipped, and what rose to the surface was pure, unfiltered vulnerability.

She didn’t wait for some perfect moment or any at all.

“Tate,” she whispered, voice fragile but determined, “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t sit on the sidelines, watching you with Hallie and Kaia and Rowan, pretending it doesn’t rip me to shreds.” Her eyes shimmered in the amber lamplight, every emotion right at the surface.

I sat back, rocked by the honesty. “You never had to pretend. I always knew.”

Elara shook her head, tears threatening. “No, you didn’t. You couldn’t have. You have no idea how long I’ve wanted you, how many nights I spent rehearsing what I’d say if I ever got the chance to just… be with you. The whole time I was with Harris, it was like living with a ghost. I couldn’t touch him, not without feeling like I was cheating on you.”

She pressed her palm flat to my thigh, the gesture both possessive and pleading. “I haven’t been with anyone since. Not a single guy, not even for a second. Harris and I… we didn’t even sleep together the last two years we were together.”

She took a shaky breath, voice dropping to a hush. “How could I, when all I could think about was you? It felt like cheating, even though you and I never…”

The words trailed off, the confession hanging between us like a live wire.

My heart hammered in my chest. I put my hand over hers, anchoring her, squeezing just enough to let her know I was right there, every second.

She stared at me, naked hope in her eyes, not hiding or asking permission, just letting herself be seen.

“I know it’s complicated with your brother,” Elara said, the words breaking on the edges, “but I can’t keep pretending I don’t want you. I’m done hiding.”

The table might as well have vanished. The bar, the music, the crowd, all of it dropped out until the only thing that mattered was the wild, trembling honesty in her face and the desperate, beautiful way she clung to my hand.

She let herself cry, just a little, the tears shining but not falling. When she spoke again, her voice was steadier.

“I love you, Tate. I always have.”

That was the real experiment. Not the sex, not the games, but the moment someone finally confessed the truth out loud, no matter what it cost.

I wanted to reach for her, to erase the distance for good, but I held back, savoring the twist of anticipation, letting the feeling bloom inside me until it became something I couldn’t contain.

The cocktail and fries landed, but neither of us touched them.

All I could see was Elara, brave, wrecked, radiant, finally stepping out of the shadows for me.

She squeezed my hand, searching my face for the answer she’d been waiting years to hear.

And I knew, in that instant, I would burn the whole world down just to make her feel this wanted.

***

The second Elara’s confession left her lips, I felt my entire life snap into place. All the self-sabotage, all the waiting, had been for this. I didn’t even try to hide my reaction.

I reached for her, both hands cradling her face, thumbs brushing the tears before they could spill. Her skin was warm, softer than memory, perfect between my palms. “You want the truth?” I said, voice so low it barely cleared the table. “I’ve been in love with you since the first second we met. Watching you with Harris was a living hell. Every time you touched him, I died a little. Every time you smiled at him, it was like watching my own shadow swallow me whole.”

Her breath caught, and her eyes went wide, then overflowed, gold light making every tear a jewel. She laughed, a hiccup of surprise, equal parts joy and pain.

“If I’d known my suffering would make you this happy, I would have confessed years ago,” I teased, letting the pad of my thumb trace her jaw.

She laughed for real, then, half sob, half giddy relief. “You’re an idiot,” she whispered, smiling through the tears. “But you’re my idiot.”

I grinned, already sunk.

Then I kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t careful. Years of buried want detonated the second our lips touched. The taste of her was everything, sweet, a little desperate, laced with the echo of promises never kept. My fingers knotted in her hair, tipping her head so she opened wider for me, letting my tongue slide inside and claim her.

Elara melted, body angling to close any last space between us. Her hand clutched at my shoulder, pulling me deeper, while her thigh pressed so tight to mine it was like she wanted to crawl inside my skin. She kissed back with zero hesitation, hungry, open, making up for every night of pretending we were just family.

When we finally broke apart, both of us wrecked, she kept her hand on my chest like she needed proof I was real.

Her voice was a whisper of hope. “What about Harris?”

The question landed like a hammer. I didn’t sugarcoat it.

“He asked me to stay away from you,” I admitted, the words carving through me. “Begged me not to go there. Swore he’d never forgive me if I crossed the line. But when he asked if I could promise him I wouldn’t… I couldn’t say yes. Even then, I knew I’d never be able to turn you down. Not if you wanted me.”

Elara sucked in a breath, her lips wet and trembling. “So you didn’t promise?”

I shook my head, holding her gaze. “No. I could never lie to him. But more than that, I could never lie to myself about you.”

She gave a tiny, broken gasp, then launched at me, fusing her mouth to mine. This time the kiss was all hers, deep, wrecked, greedy. Her fingers clawed up my thigh, dragging heat the whole way, her hips rolling against me under the table.

My cock strained against my jeans, and she seemed to sense it, her hand climbing higher, nails biting through the denim. I groaned into her mouth, letting her own the moment, letting her stake a claim even the house cameras couldn’t deny.

The world narrowed to just us, but somewhere behind it, the jazz trio on stage shifted to a slow, smoldering number. Sax and piano, silky as sin. Elara broke the kiss, her cheeks flushed, and slid out of the booth, tugging me with her.

“Come dance with me,” she said, voice wrecked and shining.

I followed, no resistance. The floor was mostly empty, a few couples holding each other at arm’s length, but not us. Elara pulled me in, arms winding under my jacket, her hands hot on my lower back. Our bodies lined up, perfect fit, every curve pressed to every hard edge.

I wrapped my arms around her, letting my palms spread over her ass through the barely-there fabric. She grinned up at me, crooked and dangerous.

“This is the best night of my life,” she whispered, no trace of fear left. “I feel like I’m finally allowed to breathe.”

“Breath looks good on you,” I said, my words rumbling against her ear. She shivered, relaxing into my touch.

On the dance floor, the world faded completely. Elara rested her head on my shoulder, lips grazing my neck, her hands sneaking under my jacket, nails raking lightly up and down my back. Each pass made my cock twitch, but I didn’t dare break the spell.

She let her leg slide between mine, the pressure just right, grinding subtly as we swayed. Her tits squashed against my chest, soft and irresistible, and I was half a breath from picking her up and carrying her out.

Elara beat me to the punch.

She angled her mouth to my ear, voice a thread of pure want: “Take me home. I want you to make love to me until neither of us can remember all the time we wasted.”

The words detonated inside me. I cupped her face again, kissed her hard, unable to play it cool anymore.

Even after years of denying what we were, there was no going back.

We’d just crossed a line we could never uncross.

***

The drive back to Blackwood House was pure agony in the best way, Elara’s hand parked so high on my thigh I could barely remember my own name, let alone keep the car under the speed limit. Every time we hit a red light, she angled closer, the hem of her red dress riding up, her finger tracing messy circles just shy of my zipper. If she’d wanted to blow me at a stop sign, I’d have let her.

Instead, she kept it right at the edge, building tension until it hurt to breathe.

We barely made it up the stairs. By the time we reached her room, every muscle in my body was coiled, desperate, and my jeans were a second from exploding. Elara opened the door and pulled me inside, shutting it behind us with a solid click. The thunk of the lock was the sweetest music I’d ever heard.

She turned, all eyes and confidence, and stepped to a shelf by the window. A few taps on her phone, and the room filled with slow, bass-heavy music, something silkier than jazz, made for stripping.

She fixed me with a look that didn’t ask, didn’t negotiate, just owned. “Sit,” she ordered, her voice the kind I’d have crawled for.

I dropped onto the edge of her bed, legs spread, unable to do anything but watch.

Elara didn’t rush. She set her stilettos, fire-red and lethal, right in my line of sight, crossing her ankles with show-pony elegance. She held my gaze the entire time, then, slow, deliberate, lifted a leg onto the footboard, arching her ass just enough for the dress to ride high. The motion was calculated, engineered for maximum damage.

She bent down to unbuckle a shoe, and for a second, I got a full panorama of perfect golden thigh, sheer black stockings glimmering up to the sweet notch of garter and bare skin above. She shucked the heel and repeated the move, slower on the second leg, fingers lingering high enough to tease but not quite reveal what was underneath.

By the time she stood upright, she looked like something out of a forbidden art exhibit. Face flushed, lips parted, tits practically bursting from the red dress, the fabric puckered over her hard nipples.

Elara reached behind, fingers finding the zipper. She held my gaze over her shoulder, the look pure animal. The zipper slid down in increments, each tug exposing more of her back, then the gold of her waist, then the faintest glimpse of matching scarlet lace cupping the roundest ass I’d ever seen.

The dress fell. She stepped out, barely breaking stride, spinning to face me in nothing but the heels, the thigh-highs, the garter, and that sinful, see-through red bra.

I actually stopped breathing. My entire body just… locked up. Every fantasy I’d had about her got obliterated by reality.

She walked for me, hips swaying, confidence in every stride. Soon as she reached me, she wedged herself between my knees. My hands shot to her hips, locking her in place, yanking her flush, nothing but thin lace and hot skin between my face and her body.

I buried my nose in her stomach, inhaling her scent, my hands sliding up her sides to trace every inch. Her abs fluttered under my mouth, her hands winding into my hair.

“Touch me,” Elara whispered. Her voice was all smoke.

She guided my fingers to the clasp at her back, just above the waist. My hands trembled, stupid with want, but I worked it loose, the straps slipping off her shoulders and dragging the cups away from her tits.

They were even better than my teenage dreams: big, round, heavy, nipples dusky and already hard, waiting for my mouth. They were fucking perfect.

I latched onto one, sucking hard, rolling the tip with my tongue. Her breath left her in a shaky moan, and her hands locked tighter in my hair, pulling me closer.

I worked the other breast with my hand, kneading, pinching, flicking her nipple until she gasped and twisted against me.

“God, baby,” she whispered, hips grinding into my lap. “You have no idea what you do to me.”

I looked up, lips dragging heat across her skin. “Maybe you should show me.”

She shoved me back, hands going for my shirt, unbuttoning me, each button a reveal she devoured with her eyes. When my chest was bare, she took a second to just stare, fingers tracing lines down my sternum and over each ab, her touch almost reverent.

I thought she’d go straight for my belt, but I stopped her, catching her wrists, grinning like an idiot.

“We have all night,” I said. “Let me make this last.”

Elara made a sound somewhere between a whimper and a laugh, pure anticipation.

I guided her down onto the bed, silk and gold and all woman, hair fanned around her, molten gold. I knelt beside her feet, hands sliding up her calves, feeling how her thighs trembled with the tension. I traced the garter with my thumbs, then peeled the stockings down, inch by inch, kissing every patch of new skin as it appeared.

At her ankles, I bit down, gentle, just enough to make her leg spasm and her back arch.

She was melting, already writhing. Her body glowed against the sheets, perfect and completely exposed to my gaze.

Her panties, sheer and red, were soaked clear through.

I paused for a second, letting the moment stretch, letting her feel how much I wanted her.

Elara watched me, eyes wide and hungry, chest heaving, nipples peaked. “You’re going to kill me,” she said, half-laugh, half-moan.

I grinned, thumb dragging along the silk of her thigh. “That’s the idea.”

When I looked at her, laid out, trembling, every curve made for sex, I knew I’d never stop craving her. Not even if I lived to be a thousand.

She was beyond anything I’d ever pictured.

And I was only getting started.

***

I took a breath, letting the vision of Elara burn into my brain. She sprawled across the sheets, golden and flushed, eyes glittering with anticipation, her hair fanned out like she was posing for a Renaissance painting made only for me. Her tits, big and soft, peaked with dusky nipples, heaved with every desperate inhale.

The sight of her, stockings gone, red panties sheer and clinging to slick skin, legs parted just enough to flaunt how badly she wanted it, cranked my hunger to another level. It was impossible to go slow, but I forced myself to savor every second.

I started at her ankles, kissing and biting up the inside of each calf, feeling the muscle flutter under my lips. Her thighs trembled, sweet and strong, opening wider as I worked my way up. The back of my hand grazed heat above the knee, and Elara gasped, hips bucking, already begging for more.

I dragged my mouth over her inner thigh, stopping just shy of her center, letting my fingers trace lazy, feather-light circles around the edge of her panties. The lace was so wet, it stuck to her pussy, outlining every swell and dip.

I glanced up, catching her wild-eyed stare. “You’re unbelievable,” I murmured, voice low. “You’re going to haunt me for the rest of my life.”

She laughed, wild and breathless. “That’s the idea.”

I hooked my thumbs in the waistband and slid her panties down, slow, revealing the glossy pink folds beneath, slick and needy. The way her pussy gleamed made my mouth water.

She was drenched, creamy and swollen, clit already peeking out, desperate for a touch.

I dipped a finger between her lips, swirling through her wetness, and both of us groaned like we’d just tasted heaven.

“You’re so wet,” I told her, my voice barely steady.

Elara grabbed a pillow, nearly crushing it. “I’ve been wet since the second you walked into the club,” she confessed, hips rolling up to meet my hand. “You have no idea.”

I did now.

I circled her clit with my thumb, slow and light at first, then pressing deeper as she writhed. Her thighs caged my wrist, body arching, every nerve ending begging for attention.

I watched her face the whole time. Every shiver, every half-formed word, every time her breath stuttered, I marked it. I wanted to learn her, to remember every tell.

I eased a finger inside, feeling her walls ripple around me, hot and impossibly tight.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped, voice gone raw.

I gave her a second to clamp down on me, then added another finger, scissoring just enough to make her stretch around my hand. Her head thrashed, hair tangling around her face, sweat slicking her chest.

“God, Tate, don’t stop,” she begged, nails digging into the sheets.

I didn’t stop. I shifted, lining my mouth up with her clit, tongue lashing it in slow, relentless circles until the whimpers turned to sobs. I sucked, then flicked, then sucked again, chasing the edge with every motion.

Elara’s hands locked behind my head, guiding me, desperate for more.

“Right there, baby, oh god, right there,” she cried, thighs shaking around my ears.

I doubled down, working her clit with my tongue while my fingers stroked deep inside. Her pussy clamped and fluttered, every muscle straining.

She broke with my name on her lips, a high, shattered moan that echoed through the room. Her whole body bowed off the bed, pussy milking my fingers, a gush of wetness coating my hand.

I didn’t stop until she begged for mercy, voice torn. “Please, Tate, I can’t—”

I let her come down slow, kissing the insides of her thighs, licking her clean, loving the aftershocks rippling through her.

Before she’d even caught her breath, she hauled me up, fingers frantic at my belt.

Her hands got my jeans open in record time, and when she wrapped her hand around my cock, we both froze, savoring the first skin-to-skin contact.

I groaned, forehead pressed to hers, the need almost painful.

She lined me up, her voice a wrecked whisper. “I need you inside me. I’ve waited years for this moment. Dreamed so many times.”

Our eyes locked. I held her gaze as I pushed forward, breaching her soaked entrance. Inch by inch, I filled her, watching her lips part, her head tip back, her chest arching up to me.

She clung to my shoulders, legs wrapping tight around my waist, pulling me deeper.

“You feel even better than I imagined,” Elara breathed, voice trembling.

Her pussy gripped me, hot and velvet, every squeeze milking the need higher.

I bottomed out, hips flush to hers, and for a second we just stayed fused, breath mingling, hearts racing, the world outside suspended.

Then she moved, a greedy tilt of her hips, and we both knew there’d be no going slow from here.

***

The first thrust was slow, torture and heaven blended. Elara’s body opened for me, wet heat swallowing every inch, her legs squeezing my hips, heels digging into my ass. I gave her a second to adjust, bracing my weight above her, drinking in every gasp and shiver.

She looked up at me, eyes wide, lips parted, freckles dusted pink from the blush rising down her chest.

“God, Tate, you feel so fucking good,” she whispered, her nails raking lines down my back.

I started to move, careful at first, just long, deep strokes, letting each slide stretch us both. Her pussy clung to me on the withdrawal, then sucked me back in, greedier with every pass.

She pulled me down, lips on mine, devouring my mouth like she’d never get enough. “Harder,” she begged. “Please. I need it.”

I couldn’t say no to her. Never could.

I changed the rhythm, hips slamming harder, our skin coming together in a sweet, obscene slap. The sounds were pure porn, her whimpers, my growls, the catch of air every time I bottomed out.

Elara wrapped both arms around my neck, anchoring me to her, her tits mashed up against my chest, nipples dragging fire across my skin.

“More,” she demanded, voice shredded. “Give me all of it.”

I’d never wanted to die in the throes of pleasure before, but if that was the price of burying myself in Elara Quinn, I’d pay it twice and never regret it.

She was a goddess, spread wide, skin flushed all the way down to her trembling thighs, pussy drenched and clinging to me like she never wanted to let go. Her moans had gone from delicate to animal and the sound was pure gasoline, feeding something in me I’d never known I needed. When I shifted her leg up over my shoulder and thrust deeper, the effect was instant: her whole body snapped taut, back arching so high she nearly headbutted the wall. Her nails raked white-hot fire down my spine, scoring me with fresh marks that made me want to go even harder.

I didn’t know if it was lust or love or just years of denial combusting all at once, but my entire body felt like a live wire. Every thrust angled to hit that one perfect spot, and every time I did, her cunt clenched so violently it squeezed the air out of my lungs. I was already close, dizzy with a need I couldn’t name, but I was determined to hold on until she shattered first.

She was babbling now, every word a prayer or a plea.

“Oh fuck—oh my god—don’t stop, Tate, don’t ever fucking stop—”

She grabbed fistfuls of the sheets, fighting for leverage as I pounded into her, the slap of skin-on-skin echoing like a drumbeat. I watched her face, the wild desperation in her eyes, the way her mouth fell open on a broken gasp every time my cock bottomed out. I wanted to burn this memory into my brain, to have it ready for every night I’d spend alone for the rest of my life. I wanted to ruin her for anyone else, make sure she’d never forget how this felt.

Her hands flew from the sheets back to my back, then to my hair, then to my face, like she couldn’t decide which part of me she needed most.

“God, you’re so deep—fuck, I can feel you everywhere—”

I felt it too, the thick, impossible pressure building at the base of my spine, but I gritted my teeth and kept the pace brutal. Sweat dripped from my forehead onto her chest, beading in her cleavage, and she caught my gaze, eyes wild and glassy.

“Look at me,” she demanded, and I did, locking in as I rammed home, over and over, hips a blur.

I wanted to make her come so hard she forgot her own name. I wanted to make her say it anyway.

I reached down, thumb finding her clit, rubbing tight, savage circles in time with the rhythm of my thrusts. The effect was instant. Her thighs snapped shut around my waist, trapping me, and her whole body started to tremble.

She bucked up, demanding more, chasing her own pleasure with the desperation of a woman who’d waited too many years to let this moment slip by. Her tits bounced with every slam, the dusky nipples so hard I thought they’d bruise.

Elara’s hands flew again, to my shoulders, my jaw, my mouth, like she needed more points of contact just to keep from flying apart.

“I’m so close,” she choked out, voice gone high and wild.

“Come for me,” I ordered, voice so hoarse I barely recognized it. “I want to feel you break.”

She let out a sound that was more scream than moan, face contorting as her pussy clamped down on me, milking my cock in relentless, rippling waves. I felt the hot gush of her release, the wet heat splashing down my shaft, and that was it. I was gone.

The orgasm hit me like a car crash. A split-second of blinding white, every muscle in my body going rigid, pulse thundering in my ears as I emptied inside her. I’d never come so hard in my life; it was like every nerve ending was on fire. I could feel it, the impossible tightness of her cunt wringing every last drop from me, the way her hips wouldn’t stop grinding up, like she was trying to fuse us together forever.

We stayed locked like that, holding on for dear life, her arms clamped around my neck, my hands bruising her hips, both of us refusing to let go. Her orgasm raged on, aftershocks rolling through her so hard she was almost sobbing.

For a minute, neither of us could speak. All I could do was stare down at her, stunned by the intensity, by the honesty in her eyes.

Her hair was a wild halo around her face, mouth still open, freckles visible even through the flush. She looked utterly ruined, and utterly beautiful.

When she could finally breathe, Elara pressed her forehead to mine, sweat sticking us together. Her eyes glistened, tears and euphoria and something else-

“I love you,” she whispered, voice raw and urgent. “I love you so fucking much.”

I didn’t wait a second. “I love you, too,” I said, and meant it so deep even my marrow knew it. I pressed my lips to hers, desperate and hungry, tasting salt and sex and everything I’d ever wanted.

We stayed that way, fused and shuddering, for what felt like forever, every spasm and quake prolonging the afterglow. Her cunt still twitched around my cock, refusing to let me go. She kissed me back, more tender now, hands roaming my back as if she could memorize every scar.

Slowly, I eased us down, sweat-soaked and gasping, my cock still twitching inside her. She kissed me, softer now, all gratitude and awe.

For a long time, neither of us moved. My hands traced lazy shapes over her ribs, mapping the terrain of her skin. Elara just watched, blue-green eyes shining, mouth curved in a smile almost too soft for words.

Eventually, she shifted, rolling to tuck herself into my side, her hand dragging down my chest to where my cock, still hardening, impossibly, rested heavy between my thighs.

She shot me an astonished look, then grinned, all mischief and delight. “Already?” she teased, fingers wrapping around my shaft, stroking slow.

“Years of wanting you,” I said. “I’m not sure one night is going to be enough.”

Elara laughed, straddling my hips with a grace that made my blood boil. Her tits hovered just above my face, nipples taunting, her pussy rubbing right up the length of my cock.

She pinned me with a look, wild and happy and fully alive. “I don’t want you to stop. Not ever.”

I didn’t plan to.

I caught her hips, guiding her down until I was lined up at her soaked entrance again. She lowered herself slow, grinding all the way, hair wild around her face as I disappeared inside her.

We groaned in perfect sync, two addicts getting the best hit of our lives.

This time, she set the pace, riding me with wild abandon, tits bouncing, hands braced on my chest like she wanted to pin me to the bed forever.

And god, I’d have let her.

***

The sun was barely peeking over the horizon when we finally stopped. Elara’s hair was pasted to her skin, our sweat drying in lazy streaks across her tits and down her stomach. She curled into my side, her breath sweet in my ear, one thigh thrown over my leg, hand trailing casual patterns up and down my chest.

I let her draw on me, slow swirls and gentle scratches, loving the way she treated my body like a secret she didn’t plan to share.

For a long time, we just lay like that, silent, fused, the only sound her sated, contented exhale.

Eventually, I worked up the courage to say what needed saying.

“I need to be honest with you,” I started, stroking her wild hair, loving the way she melted into my palm. “What happened tonight… it doesn’t erase what I feel for Hallie. Or for Kaia, or even Rowan. It’s different with each of them, but it’s real. I don’t know how to do this halfway.”

Elara propped herself on her elbow, hair fanned in a gold halo, eyes locked on mine. She didn’t flinch.

“I know,” she said, her voice a soft promise. “We all talk, Tate. We know what we signed up for.”

Her fingers traced the curve of my collarbone, down the valley between my pecs, and ended in lazy circles around my nipple.

“I don’t mind sharing you with women who care about you,” she said, smile going crooked. “But if you ever cheapen this, if you ever waste yourself on something meaningless…” She trailed off, the warning clear.

I grabbed her hand, kissed every knuckle, and pinned her to my chest. “Never,” I promised. “You’ll never be just another notch. Nobody will. Not in my bed.”

For a second, neither of us spoke. Then Elara rolled onto my chest, smothering me in a sweet, devastating hug. I held her tight, loving the vulnerability in her grip.

“That’s good,” she whispered against my neck. “Because I didn’t come here for the study, or the money, or the drama.”

She lifted her head, blue-green eyes sparkling with truth.

“I told them I’d only do the house if you were there. I said no to five other opportunities, waiting for you. That was my condition. I wanted you, Tate. Only you.”

The admission floored me, made every regret vanish in a blaze of pride.

“You spent years waiting for me,” I mused, burying my face in her hair. “Just as I waited for you.”

She smiled, wicked and full of hope. “No more waiting.”

She started to move, not slow this time, but instantly greedy, sliding down my body, straddling my hips with the confidence of someone who finally knew exactly what she wanted. The rhythm of her body was pure sex, hair wild, tits bouncing in the lamplight, her smile all ownership.

“No more shadows,” she said, voice full of wonder. “Just us, making up for lost time.”

Her pussy found my cock, and she rode me with a hunger that bordered on worship. Every bounce, every roll of her hips, dragged us both closer to delirium. Her nails scored my shoulders, her mouth open with need, our bodies fusing and unfusing in endless waves.

Every time I touched her, she shook. Every time I told her I loved her, she came harder, her body wringing every drop from me like she wanted to keep me inside her forever.

We didn’t stop until the sun was blazing in the window.

Only when we were both rung out, drained and sated, did she collapse on my chest, panting, her cheek pressed to my heart.

“I wish we’d done this sooner,” she whispered, voice soft with sleep. “But maybe we didn’t know who we were yet. Maybe we needed the wait.”

I pressed lazy kisses to her forehead, her shoulders, every patch of skin I could reach. “Maybe. But I’m never waiting again.”

She hummed, already half gone. “Good. Because I don’t plan to let you go.”

I smiled, closing my eyes, ready for whatever fallout the morning brought. Harris, the house, the rest of the world, none of it mattered, not tonight.

Not with Elara holding me, golden and perfect and finally, irrevocably mine.

We slept tangled and shameless, refusing to hide any longer.

No more hiding. No more fear.

Just the two of us, finally home.


Briar Unmasked


It was barely ten o’clock when I slipped out of Blackwood House, my feet crunching over the graveled drive. The autumn air had teeth, but I liked the bite. Something about standing out front, perched on the edge of “whatever comes next,” always set my nerves humming.

I checked my phone for the fifth time in as many minutes. 9:58. Briar was never late, but I half-expected the universe to mess with me. Hell, maybe I almost hoped for it, a stay of execution, one more day of not knowing what she’d look like when she really let go.

Morning sunlight dappled through the trees, painting the driveway in warm patches of gold and shadow. Briar’s SUV sat idling at the edge of the property, trunk open as she loaded the last of whatever mysterious supplies she’d deemed essential. The engine purred with quiet authority, and for a second, I swore the anticipation had a flavor, coppery, live-wire.

Then she straightened from behind the vehicle and turned, and Briar Callahan came into full view.

If you’d told me I was about to get hit by a truck, I’d have believed it. Because the woman standing there didn’t look like she’d ever set foot in a student government meeting, much less run one.

First, the hair. She’d loosed it from the severe ponytail she wore like armor, and it fell in a smooth, dark river to her shoulders, catching the morning light in hints of gold and caramel. It was the kind of hair a man fantasized about fisting as she moaned his name, and it moved with her, fluid and a little dangerous.

Second, the clothes. Her blouse was soft and graphite-blue, the buttons undone just enough to hint at lace underneath. High-waisted jeans hugged her hips like a second skin, every inch of her long, toned legs on full display. Her boots were heeled, but practical, giving her an inch over my height when we stood face to face. She wasn’t hiding today. She was advertising in neon.

I tried not to stare. Failed.

Briar’s eyes found me instantly, logging my reaction. She smiled, a real one, loose at the corners. “Morning, Sterling. I hope you’re ready to risk your life. I haven’t had coffee.”

Christ, even her voice had changed. Less courtroom, more after hours.

“Danger is my middle name,” I shot back. “Second only to ‘designated driver.’”

She snorted, a real laugh, and rounded the hood with that purposeful stride that turned every head in a fifty-yard radius. “Then get your ass in here before I pass out at the wheel.”

I didn’t have to be told twice. Inside, the car smelled faintly of fresh leather, vanilla, and something subtler—her perfume, probably, clinging to every molecule in the air.

We buckled up, a moment’s silence as I mapped the terrain. Her hand rested on the gearshift, knuckles pale, thumb working a nervous rhythm. She shot me a sidelong look.

“Before you ask, no, I’m not telling you where we’re going. That ruins the point.”

I grinned, savoring the way the tension kept ratcheting up. “What is the point, exactly? Abduction? Murder in the woods? A secret pie-eating contest?”

She rolled her eyes, but her mouth twitched. “I have a rule: no interstates. Ever. If you want to escape, you stick to roads nobody else uses. Otherwise, you’re just playing tourist. And tourists don’t get the good stories.”

She hit the gas. The SUV purred onto Ravenswood with the kind of torque that said she could handle more than just her schedule.

For a mile, neither of us said much. The trees blurred by, gold and crimson in the rearview. Briar’s attention was laser-focused on the road, but every so often, our eyes met, and something unspoken pinged in the air, hotter each time.

I decided not to dance around it. “You always this mysterious, or is today special?”

She didn’t flinch. “Control freak, right? But you already knew that.”

I shrugged. “I suspected. But I also heard you were unbeatable at spontaneous road trips. Jules told me, last time, you convinced a cop to let you tag along on a drag race.”

That earned another real smile, teeth showing. “He was cute. But not that cute.”

Another mile slipped past. We wound through the backroads, morning light filtering through the trees in golden shafts that swept across the dashboard as we drove, momentarily blinding me each time we rounded a curve eastward.

I waited, let the silence fill until it got heavy, then cut to the chase. “So what are we actually running from, Briar? Midterm stress? The org chart? Did you lose a bet?”

She didn’t answer at first. Her fingers drummed rougher on the steering wheel. I watched her profile, sharp in the glow from the dash.

Then she exhaled, the motion lifting her chest, a sight I was powerless to ignore. “You really don’t know?” she said quietly, almost as if tasting the confession before releasing it. “It’s not the work. It’s the house.”

That stopped me cold. “Blackwood?”

She nodded, eyes never leaving the road, but her grip on the steering wheel tightened. “I can handle deadline pressure. Hell, I eat it for breakfast. But what’s happening in that house? It’s like someone spiked the air with sex and anxiety.”

I blinked, not sure if she was joking, then felt heat climb my neck as recognition hit. The same electric current that had been shorting out my focus for weeks, the one Hallie’s midnight visits and Kaia’s morning showers only temporarily grounded, was affecting her too. Difference was, I had outlets. She didn’t.

She continued, warming up to the theme. “Every time I walk through the kitchen, someone’s about to jump someone else. Hallie does that thing where she acts innocent but then parks herself in your lap at breakfast. Rowan stares you down like she wants to eat you alive but is too polite to say it in front of cameras. I can’t even walk by Kaia’s room without hearing something that belongs in a search history. Even Elara, who’s allegedly made of restraint, keeps giving you looks that would get her arrested in three states.”

She said all this flat, deadpan, but there was a tension in her jaw, a heat underneath the data points.

Her quick glance in my direction was loaded. “Meanwhile, I’m sitting there, pretending to care about organic chemistry, getting absolutely nothing done, and waiting to see if you remember I exist.”

The speed at which my pulse snapped up was embarrassing. It took my tongue a second to catch up.

“You think I haven’t noticed you?” I said, voice rougher than intended. “It’s the opposite. If we didn’t have history, I’d have been beating down your door by now.”

She snorted. “Right. History, as in, ‘don’t fuck up the group project or Briar’ll shiv you in your sleep.’”

Her tone tried for humor, but there was a crack in the facade.

I took the opening. “Look. First semester, freshman year. Seminar. We spent two months together, late nights, bullshit deadlines, coffee that tasted like motor oil. I made a move. Remember? You shut it down before it started.”

Her lips parted. She looked at me, really looked, and for once, I saw uncertainty rather than calculation.

“Is that what this is about?” she said, voice dropping a half-step. “Me turning you down?”

I nodded, no shame left in it. “I’m not good at games. When a woman tells me no, I take it seriously. You redirected, and I respected the move.”

She let the car coast as the words sank in, the hum of the tires loud in the pause.

Then, quieter: “I shouldn’t have. It was fucking stupid. You were the only guy who didn’t buy the Briar rep, and you scared me.”

The admission settled between us, shifting the gravity inside the car. The air got thicker, heavier with all the things neither of us had said.

She laughed, short and bitter. “God, was it obvious? Or just pathetic?”

I reached for honesty. “It wasn’t pathetic. It was precise. You saw every layer I had, probably before even I did.”

She inhaled through her nose, chest rising under the open collar. “So why, then? Why not make a move later? Why wait?”

“Because I thought you wanted it that way,” I said. “Like I said, I respect boundaries. Especially when the woman setting them is smarter than me.”

For the first time since the trip began, Briar slowed the car, easing into a long, curving pull-off where the trees thinned out. Sunlight dappled the asphalt through yellow leaves, creating shifting patterns across the hood. She turned to face me, one hand still on the wheel, the engine’s idle vibrating through the seats beneath us.

Her hair fell into her eyes, and it was all I could do not to reach over and tuck it back.

She didn’t blink. “I’m sorry for the bullshit, Tate. For the mind games. I don’t know why I do it. It’s like second nature, build the wall, then dare you to climb it.”

“No apology needed,” I said, softly. “We’re all wired by what hurt us before. You protect yourself. I freeze myself out. It’s called being human.”

She held my gaze for a long beat, then looked away, shaking her head.

“Most guys just try to push through it. They think if they act cocky enough, they’ll win. You just gave me silence. The real kind, the kind that actually makes people think about what matters.”

I shrugged, fighting the urge to let my hand drift to her thigh. “It’s the only move I trust.”

This time, her smile was softer, more real. “You’re not going to give me the satisfaction of the chase, are you?”

I shook my head. “You want something, you ask. You don’t, I never cross the line.”

She stared at me, something new flickering in her expression, relief, maybe. Or hope.

The engine hummed.

She gunned it, throwing us onto the two-lane blacktop, sunlight flashing across the windshield as we accelerated. The trees zipped by in a blur of autumn gold, and so did the last shreds of our old dynamic.

The silence wasn’t awkward now. It was electric, every molecule charged with what might come next.

Briar spoke first, her tone somewhere between command and dare. “Okay, Sterling. No games, no mind-fucks. You’re mine for the day. And if I want more, I’ll fucking say so.”

I tasted the promise in the air, sharp as whiskey, just as dangerous.

“Deal,” I said. “But I get to pick the music.”

She laughed, rich and spicy, nothing like her “public Briar” at all. “You ride shotgun, you get the playlist. That’s the law.”

I scrolled through her Spotify, fighting a grin. Power playlists, trip-hop, and, was that Motown? I queued up a song and let the bass roll through the cabin.

We cruised deeper into the woods, the sun dappling through the leaves overhead, casting shifting patterns across the dashboard as the miles between us and campus stretched into sunlit freedom.

I let my hand rest on the console, close enough that our fingers could brush if either of us wanted to make the move.

She noticed. Her pinky drifted, just a line of contact, innocent but not accidental.

Briar shot me a glance, equal parts challenge and invitation.

“Here’s the thing, Tate,” she murmured, her voice rougher now. “Everything in that house is engineered to create drama. I want something different. For once, I want to see what happens when I don’t control every variable.”

I met her look, my own pulse hammering.

“Then let’s not fucking control it,” I said.

She grinned, rolling down the window. Sunlight caught the amber flecks in her eyes as she inhaled deeply. “Jesus, I might actually enjoy this.”

I thought she already was.

We drove on, leaving Blackwood and all its old equations behind, heading for somewhere that didn’t exist yet, a place where maybe, finally, neither of us had to be perfect.

And as the miles unspooled and the music pulsed, I felt the old rules fall away.

Whatever this was, wherever it went, it was already bigger than the sum of its moving parts.

And we’d only just started the engine.

***

We pulled into an orchard we’d spotted from an old billboard just as the parking lot hit peak chaos. Toddlers darted between SUV bumpers, couples wrestled oversized flannel and arms full of cider donuts, and somewhere, a pop-country cover band butchered “Sweet Caroline” for the fifty-thousandth time in American history.

It was a far cry from the Blackwood House pressure cooker. The colors were brighter, the air sharp with woodsmoke and the promise of something sweet. If I wanted to forget the old rules, this was the place to do it.

I rolled down the window, took a lungful of autumn, and turned to see what Briar would do outside the classroom.

She was all in, hair wild from the drive, cheeks pink with cold, her top now untucked and hugging the curve of her spectacular chest in a way I pretended not to notice, except my cock definitely did. She tossed me a basket and squared her stance.

“Loser carries the haul to the car,” she said, brows up. “And you’re not allowed to pick anything from below eye level.”

“Height discrimination,” I shot back. “I’m filing a Title IX complaint.”

Her smile was pure trouble. “Bring it. There’s no appeal process.”

We hit the rows like opposing teams at draft pick. The first trees were stripped bare by morning crowds, but if you knew where to look, the good stuff was still there. Every so often, we brushed shoulders, reaching for the same apple at the same time. She didn’t flinch when our fingers tangled. If anything, she leaned into it.

For the first five minutes, Briar kept a running commentary: which branch was optimal, why redder apples had better texture, the statistical probability of grabbing a “perfect ten” per bin. At first, it sounded like a science experiment.

Until I realized she was watching me. All the time.

She caught me trying to outmaneuver her at a laddered row of Granny Smiths. “You know Hallie’s claimed you,” she said.

I froze, apple in hand. “Claimed?”

Briar shrugged. “It’s the talk in the main room. If you so much as hand her a cup of coffee, she melts. Some of the girls think she’s marking territory.”

I considered. “She’s not like that, really. Just—wired for connection.”

Briar didn’t miss a beat. “Kaia’s the opposite. She wants to see if she can out-strategize the competition. Snap up the draft pick before anyone else notices the value.”

I grinned, appreciating her grasp of league dynamics.

She went on, her eyes scanning the tree, but her words aimed like arrows. “Rowan’s the wildcard. It’s all about the forbidden. You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed how she looks at you when Gray’s not around. Hell, even when he is around.”

I hesitated, but the truth was, she’d nailed it.

Briar crowed in triumph. “Knew it. And Elara?” She finally looked me full in the face. “That one’s personal. You two have a history that makes Hallie’s ‘innocent crush’ look like high school theater. She practically vibrates when you enter a room. She is totally in love with you. The real kind.”

I let out a slow, uneven breath. “You’ve been paying attention.”

“Surprised?” she asked, tossing a perfect apple in the air. “What do you think I do when the house goes quiet? I study. It’s my thing. I just pretend I’m above it so no one tries to use it against me.”

I stepped closer, hands full of apples. “So what have you learned about yourself?”

Her mouth twisted, half a smirk. “That I have zero patience for bullshit. And apparently, a fatal weakness for emotionally stunted psych majors.”

The air between us sparked. I nudged her, shoulder to shoulder. “At this rate, your vibrator motor’s going to burn out. Might want to invest in some extra batteries.”

She slapped my arm, not hard, but enough to let me know I’d landed a hit.

But then she actually laughed. Not the practiced, “let’s move on” kind I’d heard in Senate meetings. This was a real, belly-deep sound. Her eyes went big, shocked at her own reaction.

“You’re such an ass,” she gasped, and then, softer, “but I needed that.”

I felt the shift, the invisible wall between us crumbling. She reached up, stretching for an apple, her shirt riding up to expose a two-inch strip of creamy skin above her waistband. I let my gaze linger.

I reached to help, but she dodged me, jumping for the highest fruit, bracing herself on my shoulder for leverage. The contact electrified every nerve in my body.

When she landed, basket fuller, she caught the look on my face and didn’t pull away. “See something you like?”

I didn’t blink. “Not leaving much to the imagination today, Callahan.”

That got a flush, real color this time, spreading from her jaw down her neck.

We moved deeper into the rows. The trees thickened, muffling the crowd noise until it was just the two of us, the crunch of leaves, and the low thump of apples dropping into our baskets.

I slowed us to a crawl. “So what’s your actual endgame here? Fun, field data, scandalous selfies for the group chat?”

Briar paused, studying a perfect McIntosh. “I want something that feels real. No cameras, no scorekeeping. Just… this.”

Her hand brushed mine, not a casual pass but a deliberate, lingering touch, her fingers tracing the line of my knuckles before moving on.

We picked in silence for a while, but it wasn’t awkward. If anything, it was heavier now, charged, like the sky before a thunderstorm.

At the end of the row, we found ourselves boxed in by a clutch of trees, branches meeting overhead. The light dappled us both, painting her in gold and shadow.

She set her basket down, dusted her fingers, and turned to me. “So, Sterling. Which one is going to be the real problem? Is it going to be Hallie, with her puppy-dog eyes? Or Rowan, who’s about four seconds from dragging you into a closet? Or Kaia, who’s apparently decided you’re her gold medal?”

I thought about it. “You forgot Elara.”

Her face softened. “No. I didn’t. I just figured she was your kryptonite, and we’re supposed to be finding strengths, not weaknesses.”

That hit deeper than I wanted to admit.

I regrouped, tried for humor. “You sure you’re not in the wrong major? You sound like a romance scientist.”

She laughed again, lower this time, her body angling in toward mine. “If I was a scientist, I’d already have run the experiment on you.”

“Who says you haven’t?” I teased.

Briar stepped even closer, her chest almost brushing mine. “You’d know if I had. That’s the point.”

For a second, neither of us breathed.

I watched her eyes flick to my mouth, then back to my eyes.

She cleared her throat, retreated half a step, and grabbed an apple off the tree behind me. “Let’s fill the basket before you say something that gets us thrown out of here.”

The rest of the picking went fast. She’d gone silent, but every brush of her hand was more deliberate now, fingers catching the inside of my wrist, palm grazing the small of my back when we bent for the same low-hanging fruit.

By the time the basket overflowed, I felt her warmth all over me. Her hair swung close, the scent of it mixing with apples and cold air. Once, she tucked a strand behind her ear, only to let it fall again like she knew I wanted to touch it.

We made our way to the weigh station, baskets thumping together, arms occasionally bumping. Neither of us bothered to pull away.

At the register, she challenged me to a taste test. She bit into a deep red apple, eyes locked on mine as juice ran down her wrist. Slow, sensual, an unspoken dare. I followed suit, but mine was all crunch and bravado. She licked the juice from her hand, never breaking eye contact.

If there was a fire code for orchards, we’d just broken it.

Walking back to the car, she let her fingers trail down my arm, a featherlight tease.

“Thanks for not making this weird,” she said, voice softer.

I laughed. “If it ever gets weird, you’ll be the first to know.”

She leaned in, close enough her breath tickled my ear. “Good. Because this—” she gestured between us, “—I could get used to it.”

Basket in one hand, her touch in the other, I loaded up the trunk and slammed it closed.

Briar leaned against the car, arms folded under her chest, the pose pushing her breasts up and straining the buttons on her top. She looked like temptation incarnate and didn’t seem to care.

“So what’s next?” I asked, letting the anticipation build.

Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “There’s a festival down the road. Supposed to be local food, cider, maybe a petting zoo if you behave.”

“Spoiler alert: I won’t.”

She arched a brow, clearly pleased. “I’m counting on it.”

We slid into the car, the heater blowing warmth between us. This time, her hand stayed close to mine on the console, not quite touching, but ready to close the distance at any second.

As we pulled away from the orchard, dust kicking up behind us, I caught a glimpse of her reflection in the window—hair tangled, cheeks flushed, eyes alive.

She wasn’t just melting. She was already at the combustion point.

And I had a feeling the day was just getting started.

***

The festival was visible a quarter mile out, orange flags, hand-painted signs, and the steady thump of a bass drum. We parked a block away, dodged a slow-moving hayride, and plunged into the mob.

Instant sensory overload: grilled sausage, caramel, and crushed leaves on the breeze. Somewhere nearby, someone was hawking kettle corn by the fistful, and kids squealed over a petting zoo goat that looked seconds from legal action.

Briar got swept up in the current but didn’t drift far. In fact, right after the first pumpkin stand, she laced her fingers through mine.

“Someone has to keep you from sneaking off,” she said, voice light. She shot me a sideways look, daring me to call her out.

I squeezed her hand, loving the shift in her. She didn’t flinch or overthink it. Instead, she leaned into my side, tucking herself so close most people would have assumed we came as a couple.

The first food booth was serving deep-fried apple fritters still hissing from the oil. I bought us a pair, powdered sugar dusting our gloves. Briar took a big bite, the top of her nose smearing white, and for the first time ever, she didn’t instantly wipe it away.

I reached over, thumb swiping the sugar, and she caught my wrist, holding it for a half-beat longer than necessary.

“You always this handsy?” she teased.

I grinned. “Only with women who can out-pick me at apple orchards.”

Under the string lights, Briar’s edges grew rounder, softer. She laughed with her whole face, cheeks flushed with color, hair wild and blowing in the breeze.

We wandered between craft stalls, knitted scarves, weird birdhouses, honey jars labeled with names like “Murderer’s Row.” With every step, Briar let her body settle closer until there wasn’t a sliver of real estate between us.

At one point, a folk trio started up near the cider stand. The singer’s voice was so twangy it bordered on parody, but Briar’s whole demeanor changed. She actually started to sway, rhythm finding her hips. After a minute, she sneaked me a look and mouthed, “Don’t you dare.”

So of course, I pulled her into a slow, swaying pseudo-dance, right there in the middle of the dirt street, basket bumping at our knees, strangers all around.

Instead of freezing up, she relaxed right into it, head resting briefly on my shoulder.

“This is nice,” she said, voice barely audible over the crowd.

“Thought you hated small-town romance?”

Her eyes flicked up, alive and candid. “I hate being a cliche. This? This is just… fun.”

We cut through a line for caramel apples, accidently ending up in a makeshift maze constructed from hay bales. Briar intentionally steered us into dead ends, laughing harder every time I tried to guess the correct route. Once, she doubled back and managed to pin me against a wall of straw.

She was breathless, utterly unguarded. “You look good like this.”

I played along, letting my hands settle on her hips. “Pinned by a mastermind?”

She didn’t move, just grinned, all teeth and challenge. “Pinned by someone who finally stopped pretending.”

For a second, we hovered on the edge of something bigger. Then the sound of a toddler meltdown shattered the moment, and we peeled off, both of us laughing.

By the time we’d circled the festival twice, Briar’s usual edge was gone. She’d stopped scanning for threats, stopped making lists, just existed in the moment. If I stared too long, her cheeks would color, but she never looked away.

We paused for local hard cider. She tried mine and made a disgusted face, then handed me hers, a sticky-sweet pumpkin blend. I shivered at the taste, and she laughed so loud people actually noticed.

“That’s awful,” I shot back, clearing my throat.

“You’re such a baby,” she replied, poking my ribs with her free hand.

We drifted, energy getting heavier, more intimate, until the stream of people took us past a community board weighted with flyers. Briar’s gaze locked on one, a vineyard, barely a mile outside town, offering tastings by the terrace until sunset.

She tore off a tab, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.

“So?” she said, already daring me to say no. “You game?”

I didn’t even hesitate. “Try and stop me.”

She stuffed the flyer in her pocket, grinning like she’d already won something.

We made our way back to the car, baskets lighter and hands still tangled. If the orchard had been a challenge, and the festival a dare, this new plan felt like a promise.

Briar slid into the driver’s seat, giving my thigh a quick, unfiltered squeeze before turning the ignition.

“Next stop: wine and world domination,” she announced.

“Sounds like a date,” I replied.

She didn’t argue. Just smiled, eyes soft and open in a way I’d never seen before.

We peeled out of town, sun slanting across the dashboard, her hand never once breaking contact with mine.

If there’d been any walls left, they were rubble now.

And I couldn’t wait to see what she’d do next.

***

The vineyard sprawled across the ridge like something out of a movie, rows of blue-black grapes, sleek modern farmhouse, and a terrace overlooking a patchwork valley lit up with the gold of late afternoon.

We got out, and the air hit us, warm, sweet, threaded with the tang of fermenting fruit and drying leaves. Briar practically hummed with anticipation.

Inside, the tasting room was all rustic wood and slick marble, but nobody was paying attention to the decor. Couples clustered at the windows, half-drunk on rosé and each other. Briar and I found a table out on the side terrace, nothing but a postcard view and two glasses between us.

She poured, eyes steady on mine. “I’m warning you: I don’t drink wine for the flavor.”

“Then what’s the point?”

She sipped, her lips stained dark cherry. “It’s an excuse to let go.”

I followed her lead. The alcohol buzzed through my blood fast—warmth in my cheeks, heat everywhere else. Next to me, Briar relaxed so hard it was visible. She let her hair fall over one shoulder, exposing the clean line of her jaw and the creamy skin beneath. She’d never looked more beautiful.

We spent the better part of an hour sampling flights, bubbly, white, red, each stronger than the last. The wall between us was so thin now I could have blown it down.

As the shadows stretched, Briar stood and drifted to the edge of the terrace, staring out over the vines. The sun caught her hair, setting it on fire.

I followed, stopping beside her. She didn’t even hesitate, just reached up, gripped the front of my shirt, and pulled me in.

The first kiss was soft but sure, a test run that barely lasted a heartbeat.

She let go, eyes searching, as if waiting for me to bolt.

Instead, I angled in and kissed her back, longer, deeper, my hands sliding to her hips.

She opened for me, right there in the open, tongue tasting mine, her breath spiked with wine and nerves. Her body pressed full against me, hips arching forward just enough to let me know she’d waited for this.

When we broke, the only sound was the rustle of grape leaves in the breeze.

She kept her hands on me, voice low. “We should probably get moving. It’s a drive back, and I can’t risk you losing control at seventy miles an hour.”

I grinned, dragging a knuckle down her cheek. “What if I told you we had a room here? Just in case.”

She didn’t even pause. The relief and want washed over her face, mouth open, eyes wild.

“You’re joking.”

“Nope. Last room, right upstairs. I wasn’t assuming, but I wanted the option.”

She exhaled, a mix of laughter and pure hunger. “God, you’re good.”

I straightened her hair behind her ear, slow. “Not yet.”

She took my hand and squeezed, fingers twining hard and fast. “Show me.”

We left the patio, barely making it through the lobby before she was tugging me ahead, the taste of wine and her mouth still tingling on my lips.

Every step was a dare, every glance a promise.

Our shadows stretched ahead of us, two converging lines on the old oak floor.

Whatever was about to happen, we were both out of excuses.

And this time, there was no one watching but us.

***

The room was the stuff of black-and-white movies: tall windows, vintage furniture, white sheets so crisp they practically glowed. Shadows from the sunset striped the bed, and every detail was quiet except for the thump of my heart.

Briar closed the door behind us, then turned and crashed into me, her mouth locked on mine before I could even reach for her.

She kissed with focus, no wasted motion, no play-acting. Her hands mapped my chest, tracing every muscle like a surveyor memorizing the terrain. Fingers unbuttoned my shirt slow, each reveal followed by a brief, shocked pause, then the hungry drag of her nails down my abs.

She didn’t say a word, but every breath came harder, heavier, until I thought we might combust.

When she had me half-naked, she stepped back and drank me in, eyes raking every inch. “Fucking hell,” she muttered, almost to herself.

Before I could answer, she shoved me toward the bed and started on my jeans, zipping them down, palming my cock through the boxers, her grip deliberate, a little rough. I jerked in her hand, and the rush of lust nearly knocked my legs out.

She tugged my jeans and underwear down, freeing my dick in one confident sweep. It bounced up, hard and ready, and her eyes darkened, lips parted in an honest-to-god gasp.

For a heartbeat, she just looked, soaking it in, and then she wrapped her hand around the shaft, stroking me as if measuring exactly how I’d fit inside her.

I could barely talk, but I tried. “You’re not what I expected.”

Her answer was a smirk and a squeeze. “Good. I’d hate to be obvious.”

Briar’s hands explored me, roaming my torso, biceps, thighs, cataloguing every line. Then, when she seemed satisfied, she finally let herself be touched.

I drew her close, lifting her shirt over her head. The bra underneath was all black lace and barely contained; her tits rose high and perfect, practically spilling out.

I lost myself in the reveal. Her breasts were a work of art, full, round, crowned with tight, dark-pink nipples. They quivered as she breathed, begging to be tasted.

I cupped them, thumbing the tips, and she arched into my hands, a low moan escaping her lips.

The rest of her was built for ruin: a trim waist that flared to hips meant for holding, an ass so high and tight it made my cock pulse, thighs corded with muscle but still soft, feminine.

She wiggled out of her jeans, then shimmied her panties down, standing topless in the sunset, every inch stripped of pretense. The confidence was real, but underneath it, I caught the flutter of uncertainty, like she didn’t quite believe I wanted her this much.

I took my time. Kissed her throat, her collarbone, the slope of her breast. Sucked a nipple between my lips, teasing it until she grabbed my hair and forced me closer.

“Don’t tease,” she breathed, voice shaking.

“Never,” I promised, flicking my tongue across her skin.

I lowered her onto the bed, and she went down easy, legs parting naturally, arms reaching for me. She was all heat, cheeks, breasts, belly, the V of her thighs already slick with anticipation.

I settled between her legs, hands stroking the inside of her knees, then up, over her thighs, along her hips, cupping her tits as I hovered above.

She locked eyes, voice rough. “I want you inside me. Now.”

I guided my cock to her pussy, and the feel of that first slick contact almost undid me. She was soaking, lips flushed and ready, clit standing proud.

I pressed the tip against her entrance, letting her feel the stretch, the shudder of anticipation.

She gripped my arms, nails biting into flesh. “I’ve wanted this since I first saw you,” she confessed, words tumbling in a rush. “I used to think about it during class. Even when I was with someone else, I’d imagine it was you.”

Her vulnerability lit me up from the inside out.

I pushed forward, inch by inch, filling her slow. Her body opened, tight and perfect, pulling me deeper until our hips were flush.

Her head slammed back on the pillow. “God, yes—fuck, you’re huge.”

I paused, letting her adjust, loving the way her pussy clamped and fluttered around me.

She rolled her hips up, demanding more.

I started to move, slow thrusts, deep and controlled. Every slide had her writhing, her tits bouncing with each grind, sweat collecting between them.

She braced both hands on my back, dragging her nails down hard. “Harder,” she begged. “Don’t hold back.”

I pounded into her, every thrust a declaration, every slap of skin a new dare. Briar matched me, wild with it. Gone was the analyst, the girl who needed to dissect every moment; left was something elemental, as if the only language she could remember was the wordless urgency of her hips and the frantic twining of her limbs around me. She was all nerve endings and moans, nails drawing red warnings down my back. The sound of her head hitting the headboard layered over the guttering chorus of the bedsprings. If the neighbors heard, let them, we were both too far gone to care.

She locked her ankles behind my waist, pulling me in, greedy for every inch. Her hands roamed everywhere, scraping up my ribs, clutching at my shoulders, yanking my face down so she could bite my lower lip hard enough to sting. For every bruise I was branding onto her hips or inner thighs, she was returning the favor with goosebumps and raw scratches. My vision tunneled, senses hyperfused: the tang of her sweat, the wine on her breath, the velvet drag of her cunt. She was molten, slick, so fucking tight it felt like I’d never pulled out of her before.

I locked eyes with her, expecting to see calculation or the old shielded glare, but what I saw gutted me, her pupils blown so wide I could see my own reflection, her mouth open and gasping, every thought wiped out by pleasure. I’d never been inside a girl so present, so absolutely surrendered.

“Jesus, Briar—” I tried to warn, but the words hit a barricade of heat.

She grinned then, pure wickedness. “Lose it,” she said, and sucked my tongue into her mouth like she wanted to swallow it.

I obeyed. Picked up the pace, jackhammering, each movement matched by the shake and slap of her tits against my chest, by the punishing clutch of her nails at my side. She angled her hips for maximum friction, daring me to go harder, deeper, until the headboard was slamming the wall in perfect counterpoint to the crescendo of her moans.

“Again,” she hissed, not sure if she meant the thrust or the kiss, so I did both. The world narrowed to her pulse and mine, the grind and stretch, the raw friction. We were animals, stripped of grammar. She started making this sound, high, keening, like she was fighting not to scream. The sound snapped my last thread of patience.

“You feel… fucking… perfect,” I grunted, the words unspooling in sync with the snap of my hips.

She tried to come up with a snark, but all that came out was, “God, yes—fuck—don’t stop—” her voice shattering on each syllable.

I changed the angle, rotating my pelvis just so, and her whole body jolted. The slick, tight heat grew even tighter, her pussy fluttering around me as she started to climb, her whole core going taut like a bowstring.

“Shit—Tate—” she gasped, eyes rolling back.

“Let go,” I said, and she did, hard.

Briar went off like a grenade, body locking up, fingers clawing at the sheets, head thrown back so far it pressed a dent in the pillow. She came loud, uncaring, hips jerking up to grind my cock deeper, cunt spasming around me in steady, milking waves. The first pulse was so strong it almost pushed me out; the second grabbed me back in, and the third broke me open altogether.

The orgasm ripped through me, a white, crushing surge. I hammered into her, determined to fill every part of her, feeling my cock throb with each pulse. I barely had time to register her next aftershock before I was coming, hard, cock buried to the root, releasing in long, hot jets that seemed to go on forever.

She howled, there was no other word for it, her whole body shuddering, breasts quaking, pussy milking every last drop from me. The world pixelated, time stuttering between the hammer blows of our hearts.

When it was over, we collapsed together, a heap of sweat and bruises and breath. For a moment, neither of us could move, or wanted to. The only thing I could hear was our ragged panting, the bed creaking as we struggled for enough air.

She was shaking; not from cold, but from something else, maybe adrenaline, maybe the aftershocks, maybe the fact that we’d just set fire to every expectation either of us had ever carried. I held her, my chest pressed to her back, lips in her hair, breathing her in until I could taste her on my tongue.

After a while, she turned in my arms, eyes glassy and half-wild, hair a mess. Her lips, still wine-stained, now darkened from kisses, parted in a slow, crooked grin.

“So that’s why they call you the golden boy,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

I managed a laugh, still half-hard inside her, not ready to leave her heat. “That was you, Briar. You did that.”

She shook her head, an unguarded, almost childlike denial. “I’ve… never…” She let the sentence die, but I had a feeling I knew how it ended.

I kissed her temple, slow, reverent. “Me neither.”

We lay like that for a while, still joined at the hips, her arms snugged around my neck. Time got slippery. The late sun crawled across the floor, painting us in gold and shadow. I could have stayed like that forever.

Eventually, she shifted, winced, and rolled onto her back, dragging me with her. My cock slipped from her, and she let out a soft, involuntary whimper at the loss.

She looked at her body, at the mess of cum and sweat and hickeys dotting her skin. Instead of embarrassment, she seemed almost proud, as though every mark was proof she’d survived something important.

“You ruined me,” she said, half-joking.

I grinned, tracing a finger down the line of her ribcage. “You like being ruined.”

She caught my hand, kissed the knuckle, then sucked the tip of my finger into her mouth, biting gently. “Clearly.”

We stayed that way, touching, exploring, letting the reality of it settle. The air was thick with the smell of sex and salt and autumn.

Finally, she spoke, voice softer. “You think it’s always going to be like this, or did we just cash out the whole lottery on the first draw?”

I thought about it. Thought about her, the precision and wit and the way she’d let herself lose control. Thought about the night ahead, and the morning after, and all the possible mornings after that.

“I think,” I said, “we’re just getting started.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile was genuine. “God, you’re corny.”

“I can stop,” I offered.

“Don’t even try.”

We drifted in and out of silence, listening to the hum of the old house settling around us. It felt like the world had shrunk to this room, this bed, this tangle of limbs and want. No past, no future; just the next breath and the next heartbeat and the promise of what we’d do when we could finally move again.

She traced her fingers down my arm, voice soft and stunned. “Didn’t think it would be like that.”

“Me neither,” I said, brushing her hair back.

She nuzzled into my neck, humming contentedly. “I like bedroom Tate.”

I grinned, nipping her earlobe. “He likes you too.”

Eventually, she eased onto her back, hair a mess on the pillow, nipples still peaked, pussy glistening with proof of what we’d done.

She caught my gaze, no filter left. “If I’d known it would feel this good, I wouldn’t have waited so long.”

I peppered kisses down her belly, loving the way she trembled. “Next time, we don’t wait at all.”

She shivered, anticipation already reigniting. “Promise?”

I didn’t answer with words, just pulled her closer and let her feel how much more I had to give.

We’d started as a dare, a challenge, but now it was something else entirely.

Something that felt suspiciously like the beginning of an addiction.

***

After round two, we didn’t so much “come down” as collapse. For a while, the only sound was our ragged breathing and the slow tick of the cheap lodge clock. Briar’s hair was a mess across my chest, strands glued to my skin by sweat and spit. I stroked her back, loving the lazy, animal way she sprawled, legs tangled in mine, one hand tracing random patterns over my abs.

She propped her chin on my chest and looked up at me, eyes clearer than I’d ever seen them.

“I don’t want this to be a one-off,” she said, voice even. “I want more. More sex, more… whatever this is.”

I grinned. “After that performance, you’d have to call the cops to get rid of me.”

She flicked her tongue along my pec, then bit down, gentle, but with warning. “I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

She seemed to relax, like, actually relax, not the fake kind. The hand on my stomach drifted lower, fingers mapping the line just above my cock, not quite taking it but definitely letting me know the game wasn’t over.

Her voice, next, was all business. “So. Next steps. You want to keep seeing the others, right?”

I braced for an argument. Instead, she circled my navel with her finger. “Hallie’s going to throw herself at you. Kaia’s going to make it a contest. Rowan’s going to keep lurking until the rules change. Elara… well, that’s almost tender. Like old wounds, or something.”

I blinked. “You’re not bothered?”

Briar snorted, rolling her hips so her pussy dragged over my thigh. “Tate, I’ve been running the Blackwood simulation for weeks. You think anyone in that house wants a dead-end romance? Why do you think they picked us for the study? No. We want the chaos. The sharing. I want the midnight texts, the sneaking around, the walking into the kitchen and seeing who left a mark on your neck. It’s half the point.”

I tried to process this. “So, like, group events?”

She grinned. “I have a better idea: Jules. Next time, I want her in that bed with us. You in the middle, no distractions.”

The visual nearly overloaded my circuits.

“Hey,” Briar whispered, nuzzling my jaw, “don’t short out on me now. I want all the experiences. Even the ones that scare me.”

The honesty in her gaze was raw, almost painful.

I held her close, palms stroking along her spine. “You’re fucking incredible, you know that?”

She hummed, pleased. “Tell me again after I wreck you the third time.”

Outside, dusk settled in, cooling the sweat on our skin. Briar rolled off me for a second, giving me a look over her shoulder that said follow or die. I obliged, sitting up, my cock already thickening again at the sight of her ass in the falling light.

She climbed onto my lap, straddling me, tits hanging just above my mouth. When I sucked a nipple between my lips, she shivered, letting herself tip back until her hair brushed the sheets.

“God, you make me feel—” She didn’t finish, just bit her lip and lined up my cock with her pussy.

She sank down slow, taking every inch, hips grinding side to side as she bottomed out. Her walls clamped, greedy, already pulling new pleasure from both of us.

I braced her ass, guiding her rhythm, but this time she was in charge. She rode me with a patience bordering on cruelty, long, slow slides, dragging my cock along every velvet inch inside her.

I watched the show: the flash of her breasts, the sweat beginning to gather again in the hollow of her throat, the way her abs flexed with every grind.

She built herself up perfect, no rush, just the gradual mounting of pressure. Our hands met above her head, fingers woven, her thighs trembling with each surge.

“Like that,” she gasped, riding down hard enough to smash her clit against my pubic bone. “Right there. Don’t move, just—fuck—yes—”

I held steady, letting her do all the work. The intensity built slowly, like a fire catching in dry leaves. Her face twisted, lashes dark and wet, mouth open in a silent moan as she chased her own edge.

When she came, it was brutal. She slammed her hips down and just let go, body clamped, pussy squeezing so hard it flattened my resistance. Her orgasm hit in rolling waves, every pulse milking my cock until I exploded inside her, matching her noise for noise.

She didn’t stop until she was empty. My cock stayed buried, both of us panting, sweat beading again across flushed, bruised skin.

After, she curled into me, her voice a rasp. “Next time, I want to taste you.”

I laughed, still gasping. “Greedy.”

She bit my shoulder, not bothering to apologize.

We lay there, unwilling to move. The room smelled like sex and victory and defeat, all tangled up.

Eventually, Briar propped herself up on one elbow. “So. You’re going to text Jules?”

I grinned. “I’ll call her tonight.”

She nodded, satisfied. “Then it’s a plan.”

Her hand found my cock, stroking it idly. “Don’t fall asleep,” she warned. “I’m not done collecting data.”

I groaned, already hardening again. “At this rate, you’ll kill me.”

She smirked. “If you die, you die happy.”

She rolled me under her, mounting with authority, and this time there was zero patience. Just pure, animal need.

I let her have it all, every pulse, every squeeze, every last drop.

After that, sleep finally claimed us, bodies fused in the sticky, gorgeous wreckage we’d made.

I woke hours later to the sound of her showering, humming contentedly like she’d won a bet.

She came out wrapped in a towel, eyes bright. “Ready for breakfast?”

I was. I’d never been so fucking ready in my life.

We packed, dressed, and headed out, hand in hand, no masks, just two people who’d figured out a new way to break the rules.

As we drove back to Blackwood, Briar put her hand on my thigh and kept it there the whole way.

The experiment was working.

But the real discovery was this: every woman in the house had a hidden dimension.

And Briar’s?

She wasn’t just a challenge.

She was a goddamn revolution.


A New Perspective


The first conscious thought I had was that I couldn’t feel my arm.

The second, hot on its heels, was that Hallie Mercer had claimed every inch of me, bare skin to bare skin, her golden hair spilled across my chest like the sun coming up on a lazy beach morning. Her face was snuggled under my jaw, lips grazing the hollow of my throat every time she exhaled. If I died now, they could leave me here and carve “died happy” on my tombstone.

The only thing covering us was a rumple of the sheet, and even that barely reached Hallie’s waist. Her body was tangled over mine: one leg hooked around my thigh, her tits flattened against my ribs, the curve of her hip heavy and perfect atop me. Her scent, fresh shampoo, sleep, and the sweet bite of last night’s sex, soaked into my skin like it never planned to leave. My cock stirred on autopilot.

For a minute, I didn’t move. Didn’t want to.

Outside, somewhere, a bird hollered. In here, nothing but the slow, steady hiss of Hallie’s breath and the lazy patter of her fingers tracing lines across my chest, like she was still learning the map of me, even after years of late-night study marathons and a semester of pretending the space between us didn’t matter.

Hallie shifted, mumbling in her sleep. She scooted higher, dragging her nipples along my sternum, leaving a magnetic trail of heat in their wake. The motion parked her pussy right over my thigh, and I felt her wetness, still slick from the last round before dawn.

My memory flashed: Hallie riding me, her hair fanned out, tits bouncing, every moan a dare for me to make her come again. She’d been wild, greedy, hands pinning my wrists to the bed like she wanted to brand the proof of us on my bones. The echoes of her orgasm were still caught in my ears, and the aftershocks in my chest hadn’t faded.

The night before, it had been Kaia, her body straddling mine, eyes locked in a war of will, the two of us seeing who could outlast the other. She’d fucked like it was a challenge and a science experiment rolled into one, keeping score, breathless, until both of us lost track of who won and who surrendered. My hips still ached from the memory.

Every woman in the house was a different storm system, but somehow, instead of being wrecked by the weather, I felt alive. Energy rolled through me, sharper and brighter than caffeine.

Hallie, Kaia, Elara, Rowan, and Briar, each connection a different flavor of electricity, and all of them so real I could taste them.

Hallie was comfort and chaos together, the familiarity of home, laughter, and incidental touches that always threatened to turn into more. She never hid anything. Not her joy, not her want, not the way her whole body relaxed when I pinned her to the sheets and made her come apart. With her, I didn’t have to filter.

Kaia was high-octane intensity: every encounter was a clash, the two of us strategizing even as we kissed. She liked to pretend she was running the show, but deep down, the moments that broke her open were the ones when she gave up control and let me take the wheel.

Elara was another animal entirely, soul-deep connection, the kind that made casual words feel like sacred confessions. Her eyes saw through me, never missing the ghosts I tried to hide. With Elara, every touch was a promise, every kiss a question she dared me to answer.

Rowan was pure forbidden. The way she watched from across the room, the chemistry vibrating between us, the constant tension of what we were not supposed to do. Her body was made to ruin a man’s resolve, her offers silent, but her want crackling in every glance, every loaded exchange. Even her presence in the house was a statement. She was always in orbit, just a little out of reach.

And Briar? She was the paradox that made no sense on paper but destroyed every rule in practice. Analytical, always in control, and the moment she set herself free, she’d fucked like someone making up for lost time. Our night the week before had been a master class in power exchange, her surrender so complete it still tingled on my skin, especially where her nails had left impressions I could trace if I ran my hand over my abs.

It should have left me drained. Instead, every sense was turned up to eleven.

The pressure of Hallie’s thigh. The softness of her tits. The pepper of freckles on her shoulder, visible even in the thin strip of morning light sluicing through our window.

I closed my eyes, letting her weight settle me. Letting every memory of every woman layer and collide.

For maybe the first time in my life, I didn’t want less. I wanted every experience, all at once. I wanted to see how far this experiment could go before it snapped.

Hallie stirred again, blinking awake, her lashes tickling my nipple.

“Mmm,” she hummed, voice sticky with sleep. “You taste like sunshine and sin.”

I barked a laugh, and she grinned, still half-blind, before peppering my chest with kisses, the kind that started as innocent but quickly ramped up the temperature in the room.

“Good morning, Hal,” I said, voice low, hands spreading along her back, tracing the soft slope down to the biteable curve of her ass.

She shivered against me, her pussy grinding against my thigh. “Best morning,” she corrected. “You’re so warm, Tater. I never want to get up.”

Her arm snaked across my abs, nails grazing my hip, and for a second, I wondered if she was going to go for round, what was it, five?, before breakfast, or just flex her access rights a little longer.

I think she liked the feel of being the first one here, the one who had me before the rest of the house woke up.

Not that I was complaining.

Hallie lifted her head, hair falling in my face, eyes blue-green and all mine. She nuzzled my jaw, lips finding the spot just below my ear, then she whispered, “Let’s stay in bed all day. It can be Sunday forever.”

I nearly agreed, but over her shoulder, the clock glared reality back at me.

My phone was already vibrating with notifications, the housekeeping schedule and Kaia’s “research session” looming at noon, Elara’s text blinking on the home screen, Rowan’s name buried in the recents list with a midnight timestamp, and a new one from Sienna marked “urgent: subject 12 review.”

My calendar was less “boyfriend,” more “air traffic controller.”

But in this second, Hallie was the only one that mattered.

She started to roll off me, but I caught her, rolling so now she was pinned under my body. She squeaked, but the sound was pure delight.

I kissed her, slow and deep, letting my tongue tease the inside of her mouth, loving the way she melted beneath me.

Her hand found my cock, which was already rock hard against her thigh.

She pressed her tits together, arching up, nipples dragging across my chest. “You’re always hard for me in the morning,” she teased, stroking me gently.

“Cost of living with you,” I replied, not bothering to hide my own smile.

She grinned, wrapping her legs around my hips, locking me in place.

For a moment, I just stared down at her, hair messy, cheeks pink from sleep and sex, the spread of her body so open and trusting it felt like a victory.

If I’d ever doubted that she wanted me, this obliterated it.

But even as I kissed her neck, my brain was racing through the day:

Kaia would be expecting me in the study, and what she called “research” was usually code for “let’s see how many times I can make you come in a single afternoon.”

Elara had sent a text that just read, “Can we talk? I need you.” The simplicity of it made my heart thud.

Rowan’s message was a single question mark, which, for her, meant something had changed and she wanted to address it without an audience.

And Briar, after our trip, would probably be dissecting every angle of what happened, maybe planning how to push me further, or see if the emotional risk was worth making this a repeat performance.

Then there was Sienna, the one who officially wore the observer hat, but who’d gotten under my skin just as much as any of them. The boundaries she claimed to keep were already paper-thin; every time she looked at me, her professional mask slipped a little further. She wouldn’t be able to stand on the sidelines much longer.

The whole house was a pressure cooker, and I was the only thing keeping the lid from flying off.

But right now, I was still inside the eye of the storm.

Hallie wriggled, dragged her nails up my flank, and shifted so my cock pressed right at the slick entrance between her thighs.

She didn’t even wait for me to make the move, she lined me up herself, using her heel to pull my ass down.

“Don’t you want breakfast?” I asked, voice barely holding.

She bit my chin, her smile all mischief. “You are breakfast. And lunch. And maybe dessert if I’m lucky.”

That was all the invitation I needed.

I slid into her, slow and deep. She was so wet, so ready, that I bottomed out in one stroke. Her body welcomed me, greedy as a starving animal.

We moved together, a lazy, rolling rhythm that had nothing to do with urgency and everything to do with pleasure. My hands found her tits, squeezing them, dragging my thumbs over her nipples until she whimpered.

She clung to me like a lifeline, her thighs hitching higher around my waist as the raw, primal momentum of our bodies took over. Every thrust surged through us like a tide, nudging her farther up the bed until she arched into the pillows, her breath hitching in tiny gasps. My hands mapped the length of her, hungry for every sensation, her ribs fluttered with each exhale, the curve of her ass fit so perfectly in my palms it felt inevitable, like the universe never meant for us to be arranged any other way.

Her eyes, god, her eyes, demanded more, blue-green and wild, locked on mine as if she could burn through every layer I’d ever tried to keep hidden. The way she looked at me in that moment, I was convinced no one else in the world existed. Not the rest of the house, not the loaded schedule, not even the day outside our window. Just her, just this, just now.

I tried to take it slow, but Hallie was insatiable, rolling her hips up to meet every movement, and her hands fisted in the sheets, then in my hair, pulling me down until we were chest-to-chest, sweat slicking our bodies together. Her mouth found mine, and the taste of her made me dizzy. I kissed her so hard it felt like we could fuse at the lips or somehow invent a new way of breathing each other’s air.

She broke away just long enough to say, “God, baby, you feel so fucking perfect,” a whisper but also a confession, and the sound of it shot straight through me. I felt her walls flutter around my cock, the velvet clutch growing tighter with each push and pull, until I was clinging to the edge of control. I didn’t want it to end. I wanted to memorize the way she sounded, the way she tasted, the way her body shuddered at the brink.

But Hallie had always had the power to undo me. She knew exactly what buttons to push, what words to say, what angle to lift her hips so I’d lose all composure. She yanked me closer, nails biting into my shoulders, her teeth grazing my jaw as she whispered, “Don’t ever stop. I need you, baby. I need all of you.”

I almost said something cheesy, almost tried to tell her she already had me, every inch, every secret, every fucked-up part, but all that came out was a groan, raw and unscripted, as if my body was answering for me.

Her pussy clenched around me, greedy and relentless, and I felt the orgasm building in her before she did, the way her breath sharpened, the way her words failed, replaced by a string of desperate little sounds that were more honest than language. I wanted to see her fall apart, needed to be the one who broke her open and caught everything that spilled out.

She started to shake, thighs trembling, her whole body arching off the mattress as she neared the edge. My hands held her there, steady and safe, giving her something solid to crash against. Her cries got higher, more urgent, and I could feel her getting closer, tighter, wetter, until she locked up for a heartbeat and then shattered around me.

The orgasm hit her like a shockwave. She convulsed, squeezing so hard it dragged my own release out, the pulse of her climax milking the cum out of me in a rush that left me lightheaded. I spilled inside her, hips jerking, and the feeling was so intense it blurred the edges of the world. All I could do was hold on, teeth buried in her shoulder as I pumped her full, the two of us coming together in a messy, animalistic knot of sweat and sound and surrender.

We didn’t separate. I just held her, cock still buried, our sweat mixing, her hair tangled over both our faces.

After a minute, she whispered, “You always make the whole world disappear, you know that?”

I traced her jaw, savoring the sweet, honest ache in her voice.

“You do the same to me,” I admitted.

She hummed, satisfied, and pressed a palm to my cheek. “Promise you’ll come back tonight? Just for a little while?”

I could see the hope in her eyes, the need to be “the one” even if it wasn’t exclusive.

I squeezed her hand. “I’ll always make time for you, Hallie.”

She beamed, tears pricking at the corners, but she covered it by nipping at my lower lip.

“Good,” she said. “Because you’re stuck with me. I don’t care who else you’re with. Just don’t ever stop coming home to me.”

I laughed, and the sound felt like freedom. “Deal.”

We lay like that for a while, entangled, the promise of the day ahead thrumming under the surface.

Outside, the world was already turning, the house waking up, the experiment advancing to its next impossible stage.

But in that bed, with Hallie’s body curled against mine and the taste of her pussy still on my tongue, it was easy to believe that maybe, just maybe, I could keep everyone happy.

Or at least die trying.

When Hallie finally untangled herself, she moved like a cat, lithe and smug, hair glowing in the sunlight as she padded naked across the room. She shot me a look over her shoulder.

“Shower with me?”

My body said yes before my brain did.

In the bathroom, the steam fogged every mirror, and the water, hot and pounding, erased any last trace of sleep. Hallie soaped up my chest, her hands roaming as she catalogued the bruises Kaia’s teeth had left around my collarbone, the marks Briar’s nails had raked along my ribs.

“Should I be jealous, or just impressed?” she teased, tracing a bite mark.

I pulled her close, pinning her against the tile, loving the way her tits squished against my chest.

“You know you’re always number one,” I murmured into her hair.

She arched a brow, but the grin gave her away.

She spun, soaping her own body, every movement an invitation. Her ass was flawless, high and tight, the water pooling in the sweet curve just above her thighs. I couldn’t resist. I cupped her, fingers spreading, and she gasped as I lined my cock up behind her.

“Again?” she said, half laughing, half moaning.

“Infinite rounds, if you want.”

She braced her hands on the wall, body pushed back to meet me.

I slid inside, the shower noise masking her cries as I took her deep and slow, fucking her until her knees buckled and she had to bite her own fist to keep from screaming.

She came, shuddering, her pussy fluttering around my cock, and the squeeze pulled another orgasm from me, white hot and blinding.

When it was over, she slumped against the wall, grinning.

“You’re going to kill me,” she said, voice shot.

I nuzzled her neck. “Worth it.”

We rinsed off, hands roaming, unable to not touch.

Once dry, she wrapped herself in a towel, but left it barely closed.

“What’s your plan for the day?” she asked, eyes sparkling.

I ran through the mental checklist: Kaia’s “study” at noon, Elara’s plea for real talk, Briar’s debrief, Rowan’s cryptic message, Sienna’s agenda. At some point, I also had to appear at the house meeting or risk the entire experiment combusting.

I tried to make it sound normal. “Meetings, mostly. A few check-ins with the others. And I promised you dinner.”

Hallie did a happy dance, towel almost falling. “Perfect. Seven o’clock. I’ll cook.”

She darted over, stealing one last kiss, then disappeared down the hall.

Left alone, I stared at the closed door, still buzzing.

This harem thing was a logistical nightmare. But with girls like this? It was the best problem on earth.

I just had to stay ahead of the curve.

And maybe, if I was lucky, keep the peace for one more day.

I pulled on jeans, eyed the fresh marks Hallie had added to my collection, and headed out.

Round two of the day was about to begin.

And I was more than ready.

***

Maybe the Blackwood House architects planned the common room for debates. Most mornings, with its slick modern chairs and round table, it looked like a set from a low-budget reality show. But today, the air was a lot more “bachelor elimination special” than domestic harmony.

Which figured, since I was the prize.

Seven of us packed the table: Hallie curled tight on my right, Kaia all legs and confidence on my left, Briar and Rowan straight ahead, Elara with her signature soft-focus calm, and Sienna looming in the corner with her clipboard. If there’d ever been a neutral space in this house, it was long gone.

The opening move was harmless. Hallie reached under the table, hand settling on my thigh like it’d lived there its whole life. Her thumb traced lazy circles, and out loud she said, “I’m making dinner tonight, by the way. My famous chicken Marsala. Tate’s coming at seven. Right, baby?”

I grunted, but she squeezed, and my cock jerked awake on instinct.

Kaia didn’t even let the sentence finish. She leaned back, arms folded, eyes narrowed and predatory. “Actually, he’s got plans with me. Research session. It’s been on the schedule for a week.”

Translation: tonight is wall-to-wall orgasms in Kaia’s room, and she’d block the exit with her body if she had to.

Her hand landed on my other thigh, fingers splaying wide. For a second, I thought she was going to go straight for the zipper.

Hallie shot her a glare that could’ve melted steel. “You can’t just hijack the evening because you wrote it in your calendar, Kaia.”

Kaia’s smile was all teeth. “You can’t monopolize him, Hal. That was never the agreement.”

Hallie’s eyes flashed. They only got that deep blue-green when she was mad. “There was never an ‘agreement’ at all. Just because you want to optimize everything like a fucking research experiment doesn’t make it true.”

Kaia fired right back. “You’re the one marking territory. Hand on his thigh, bringing up dinner, pretending you’re the only one that matters.”

Hallie’s grip tightened, her nails digging through denim. “At least I don’t treat him like a science fair.”

Their voices climbed, quick and sharp, each jab peeling back the layers of who got to claim me hour by hour. Beneath the table, their hands waged a different contest, both tightening, both relentless.

Briar cleared her throat, she’d been quiet, stewing. “Statistically, this was inevitable,” she said, like she was presenting a research paper. “Put six high-drive women in a controlled space, give them a single male focal point, and the result is escalation. If you want less drama, pull back on the variable.”

She didn’t clarify if “variable” meant me, or the under-table limb war.

Before I could laugh, Elara weighed in, voice calm but steely. “He’s not just theirs,” Elara said, her eyes drifting from Hallie to Kaia and then straight through me. “Rowan, Briar, and I have as much right to his time as you two do. If you’re going to fight over him, at least be fair.”

Rowan looked amused, lips quirking. “It’s not even about hours, is it? It’s about expectations. Some of us don’t want a schedule. We want honesty.”

For a second, the energy shifted, all the attention pinballed between Elara’s soft certainty and Rowan’s sharp observation. In the shadow of their words, my chest went tight.

Briar shrugged, then stood up. Instead of sitting back down, she perched on the arm of my chair, close enough to crowd Kaia and Hallie’s hands. Her hair brushed my neck, and her palm landed at the base of my skull, thumb tracing the edge of my hairline.

“It’s not sustainable, the way you’re running it,” Briar said, like she’d already solved the equation. “If your solution every time is to out-shout or out-grope the competition, it’s going to get old. Fast.”

Hallie shot her a look. “Says the girl with her hands on his neck thirty seconds after she calls me territorial.”

Briar didn’t flinch. “I’m not pretending.”

Kaia’s hand flexed on my thigh, possessive. “So what’s your pitch? Group calendar? Color-coded fuck slots? I thought you hated rules.”

“Not rules,” Briar corrected, her voice dropping. “Clarity. If we’re sharing, we should at least admit what’s happening.”

Elara met my eyes across the table. “Or admit who’s getting left out.”

My brain was spinning, every nerve tuned to their voices and the competing hands all over my body.

Rowan rocked forward, elbows on the table. “Or maybe stop pretending any of us are actually okay with status quo.”

Sienna, up to this point, had watched it all with the calm of a seasoned bomb-squad tech. She held her clipboard like a shield, but finally, she set it down.

“I’m not sure why you’re all acting like I don’t exist,” Sienna said, voice casual, but the pulse in her jaw betrayed nerves. “I am part of this. Professionally, yes. But I’m still here.”

The table froze.

I felt every touch like a live wire, Hallie’s hand clamped my thigh so tight I thought she might bruise me, Kaia’s fingers drifted higher, testing for a reaction, Briar’s grip on my neck anchoring me. Across the way, Elara’s eyes were wide and searching. Rowan’s fingers tapped, restless, like she was daring the next move.

The heat was suffocating, but also electric.

I exhaled, slow.

Across the table, Elara held out her hand, palm up. Not for me, but as an offer to the room. “If there’s going to be a system, maybe we should build it together.”

Rowan nodded, her voice soft but pointed. “Monologues aren’t going to cut it. None of us are going to get what we want if we just take turns strong-arming him.”

Kaia’s hand pressed higher, her thigh pressed against mine. “Then put your cards on the table. Who wants what, and when?”

Hallie’s lips quirked, but the darkness in her eyes lingered. “I want not to be replaced. That’s it.”

Briar leaned into me, her chest warm against my arm. “I want the truth, even when it’s messy. If you want all of us, fine. But no one gets to play the victim if they don’t state their needs.”

Sienna stepped into the actual circle now, letting her hand rest on my shoulder, close but not quite joining the pile. “So what do we do?” she asked, gaze burning. “Treat him like a shared resource? Or drop the pretense and just see what happens?”

No one spoke. The tension was thick enough to taste.

Kaia finally broke the silence. “Look, I’m not used to sharing what’s important to me. But I knew what I signed up for.”

Her hand slid up, fingertips tracing a slow path along my inner thigh, just shy of my dick.

Hallie’s nails bit the other side, and her voice was a whisper. “You’re not sharing with just anyone. You’re sharing with people who matter.”

Briar’s thumb rolled on my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “I want a seat at the table. And a hand in every decision.”

Elara leaned forward, her perfume curling over the table. “Sometimes it shouldn’t be just one-on-one. Sometimes we need time together. Different combinations.”

Rowan’s smile finally bloomed. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

The chorus around me, their hands, their bodies, their voices, I was the intersection, the engine, and the field of play.

Sienna arched a brow. “Is anyone going to ask what he wants?”

Every eye zeroed in on me.

The room was silent, but the tension was deafening.

Six sets of eyes pinned me, every woman in the house waiting for my move, their hands still anchoring me, their bodies closer than oxygen, their need radiating like a furnace. If I’d ever dreamed of being the center of a harem, this was the scene my wet brain would have written.

But it wasn’t fantasy anymore.

Kaia’s grip had migrated nearly to my groin, staking her claim with every flex of her fingers. Hallie’s hand was the counterpoint, holding just as tight, both under the table and in her voice. Briar’s arm curled around my neck, her thumb tracing slow, possessive circles at the base of my skull, the rest of her pressed so close I could feel the heat of her thigh through my shirt. Elara and Rowan leaned in from the far side of the table, as if proximity alone could tip the balance in their favor. Even Sienna, usually cool and clinical, hovered at my shoulder, her perfume and presence making it clear she wasn’t content with being just another note-taker.

Time to stop being a spectator in my own life.

I let out a breath, looked deliberately from Hallie to Kaia to Briar, then across the table to Elara, Rowan, and finally Sienna.

“Here’s my pitch,” I said, voice low but deliberate. “Let’s stop pretending we fit some old script. No pre-set agreements. No pretending one woman can be ‘the one’ when none of us are built that way.”

I squeezed Hallie’s hand, held Kaia’s gaze, let Briar’s grip linger.

“What if we just… let it happen?” I continued. “No more hiding how we feel. No more policing who gets what, or when. It’s not about schedules. It’s about actually being honest with each other and ourselves.”

The words hung there, suspended in the thickest air I’d ever breathed.

For a second, no one moved.

Then Hallie, always the first to leap, turned fully into me, draping her arm across my shoulder so her cheek grazed my jaw. “I need to know I matter,” she confessed, voice wrecked and bright. “You don’t have to pick me every night. But just… tell me I’m not invisible in the crowd.”

I pressed my lips to her hair. “You’re never invisible. Not to me.”

Kaia shifted, her thigh sliding flush against mine, her hand now high enough I had to focus to keep my composure. “I’m not built for sharing,” she said, the words a little raw. “But I want to try. I want to see what happens if I don’t control the outcome.”

She bit her lip, and for the first time, I saw uncertainty in her eyes.

I covered her hand with mine, anchored her. “You’re not losing me, Kai. Not ever.”

Briar slid off the arm of my chair and planted herself half in my lap, fingers weaving through my hair, her other hand splaying across my chest. “I want every data point,” she murmured, eyes hungry. “If it means sharing, fine. I’ll do it. But only if no one bullshits me, especially you.”

I shot her a smile, loving the way her bravado melted when she was this close.

Rowan, who’d been content to watch the chaos, moved in until her knees brushed mine. “I hate fake rules,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “I like this better, just being in it, no apologies.”

Elara took Rowan’s cue, closing the last inch of space, resting her hand on my other shoulder, her body pressed along my side. “Sometimes we need more than just two people. Sometimes, all of us together. New combinations. Whatever feels right.”

The six of them clustered so close around me, it was impossible to tell where my body ended and theirs began. Fingers tangled, thighs pressed, hair fanned across my face and neck. If the cameras caught this, they’d need a new rating system just to broadcast the energy.

For the first time, Hallie didn’t flinch at the proximity of the others. She just burrowed in, letting her body mold against my left side. Kaia claimed my right, her leg draped over mine, chin resting on my shoulder, hand now openly stroking the inseam of my jeans.

Briar’s nails dragged up my scalp, then feathered down to hook the collar of my shirt, anchoring herself. She murmured, “So, Sterling, you ready to be a modern man? Juggle the workload, keep up with the demand?”

“Bring it,” I breathed, pulse pounding.

Across the table, Elara’s palm found Rowan’s hand, and she linked their fingers, not a challenge, but solidarity. Rowan smiled, the real kind, and for a moment, it was just connection, raw, unscripted, and hotter than any porn you could buy.

Sienna cleared her throat, finally stepping in. “Some would call this… chaotic.”

“Some would call it honest,” Briar countered.

“Maybe it’s just us,” Hallie said, her voice humming against my chest.

I let the moment hover, memorizing every detail: the heat of Kaia’s thigh, the softness of Hallie’s cheek, the hard edge of Briar’s grip, Elara’s gentle certainty, Rowan’s defiant steadiness, Sienna’s blue eyes burning from the edge of the circle.

I realized then: there was no perfect structure for this. No diagram. No flow chart.

Just us, fusing and separating, wanting and holding, writing the rules as we went.

One by one, the tension diffused. Bodies softened into me, hands roaming, the touch less possessive now, more exploratory. Kaia’s hand drifted over the curve of my ass, Hallie’s fingers played absently with the buckle on my belt, Briar nuzzled my neck, teeth just grazing skin. Elara pressed her cheek to mine, whispering, “Thank you,” and I knew she meant it.

Even Rowan, the outlier, leaned in, her lips brushing my ear. “Don’t ever doubt we all see you, Tate. We always have.”

My answer was simple: I let each of them touch, hold, lean, whatever felt right. I gave back what they offered, anchoring Briar’s hip, stroking Kaia’s hair, squeezing Hallie’s hand, finding Elara’s pulse on her wrist, tracing the line of Rowan’s jaw with my pinky. The circuit completed, closed, all of us tangled in a group embrace that felt more honest than any label.

Sienna watched, arms folded, unresolved. She cleared her throat, voice brittle. “So… you’ve all just decided. Without me?”

The group went quiet, every gaze flicking to her.

I held my hand out. “You’re not just an observer, Sienna.”

She hesitated, then moved in, slow, tentative, sliding her hand into mine. Her grip was strong, no hesitation once she committed.

I met her eyes. “What do you want, Sienna? Real question.”

For the first time, she looked flustered. The burn in her face was half embarrassment, half raw hunger.

“I want in,” she said, the words slicing through the air. “Completely in.”

I didn’t hesitate. I tugged her in, hard, until her hips collided with the edge of my chair. With three other girls still pressed to my body, I reached for her face, cradled it, and kissed her.

It wasn’t clinical. It wasn’t for science.

She melted, lips soft but fierce, her hair tumbling over my hand as she surrendered. The sound she made, half whimper, half defiance, lit every fuse in my skull.

Behind us, the other women watched, no jealousy this time. Just hunger and approval.

When I pulled back, Sienna’s face was flushed, lips swollen, her breath caught.

She grinned, swipe of tongue across her lips. “I guess that was the new protocol?”

“Effective immediately,” I teased, and she actually laughed.

The circle was complete now, every woman in the house, connected, no walls left.

They dispersed in a tangle of laughter and touch, light and heat, the friction still buzzing in the air.

Sienna lingered, eyes locked on mine, refusing to let go of my hand.

If there’d ever been a line between research and reality, we’d just blown it to hell.

The new experiment was underway.

And this time, every rule was ours to write.


Professional Boundaries


The rest of the house was chasing chaos, laughing, negotiating, drawing lines and breaking them, but I’d learned by now the real action always happened in the shadows. So when my phone buzzed with a cryptic text, “Boiler room. Something you need to see,” I knew exactly whose signature was on the mystery.

It took me three tries to find the right door. Past the kitchen, past the confessional, down a narrow flight of stairs that felt like trespassing. At the bottom, the hallway twisted, darker, colder, the air humming with electricity.

Bingo.

I found her in the last room, a repurposed wine cellar fitted out like the operations center from a sci-fi movie. Floor-to-ceiling racks of monitors spilled blue-white light across Sienna’s skin, sharpening her cheekbones and making her hair shine red-gold at the edges. She was perched on a rolling chair, legs tucked up, shoulders hunched, so lost in the screen she didn’t notice me at first.

The smell hit me: coffee, ozone, and the warm, subtle trace of her body heat under a top meant for seduction, not science.

The so-called “professional Sienna” was nowhere, not in those barely-there black shorts, not in the silk camisole that clung to her chest and left her arms and shoulders bare. Her legs went on forever, smooth and toned, and the pose made her look fragile, like I could blow and she’d shatter.

I cleared my throat. “Nice setup.”

Her whole body jolted, but she recovered in half a breath. When she turned, there was no mask left, just the sharp, raw flicker of someone who’d just been caught mid-confession.

“I wondered when you’d find this place,” she said, voice stripped of the usual clipped confidence. “Should have guessed you’d make it further than the others.”

I stepped all the way in, deliberately letting the door thud shut behind me. The sound echoed, final and a little ominous. Sienna watched, wary but resigned.

I let my gaze linger. The way her camisole gapped at the chest, outlines visible underneath. The flush on her neck, hotter now. The twitch in her thigh when she realized I was staring.

I braced my hands on the edge of the console, leaning close enough that the monitors cast us both in that blue glow.

I leaned in closer, my voice dropping to just above a whisper. “Who’s behind all this, Sienna? Who really picked me and them?” I nodded toward one of the screens showing Hallie curled up reading in the library. “Because this isn’t just some university study.”

She closed her eyes, exhaled. “I was going to brief you this week. The window for informed consent is a little... late.”

“Try me.”

When her eyes opened, the shields were gone. Her face held that particular mix of exhaustion and relief that comes with surrendering a secret kept too long.

“They told me to pick women with specific, pre-defined connections to you,” she said, the words coming out fast, no pause for translation. “Not just ‘attractive personality matches.’ It was curated, old history, friendship, rivalry, unresolved want. Even betrayal, if I could find it.”

I let that hang for a second, feeling my pulse pound. “So who’s really running the show? The university? Someone higher than you?”

Sienna nodded, bitter smile. “The funding comes from above. I thought I was making the final cut. It turned out, they… looped me in, too.”

She reached for her coffee, hand trembling, but she couldn’t quite look at me.

I pressed. “What do they want, Sienna? What are they hoping to prove?”

She stiffened, knuckles white around her mug.

“I think they want to see how far pressure can fracture, or maybe fuse, a group like this. What happens when you throw in history, jealousy, sex, and make everyone compete for the same resource. You.”

The bitterness in her voice was like acid. “We’re all just variables. The right types of women for you. The right connections, including me.”

I closed the distance, every nerve ending tuned to the smallest flicker of emotion on her face. She shrank back a step, planting herself against the main control panel.

I didn’t let up. “What was your connection type?” I demanded.

She swallowed, eyes shining in the blue light. “Intellectual equal with unexplored physical potential.” Her voice caught. “But they knew more than that. They had footage of me watching you in the quad last spring. The way I’d linger after lectures.” Her fingers trembled against the console. “They knew I’d been wanting you for a year before they ever assigned me to this study.”

I bracketed her hips with my hands, feeling the heat of her skin through the silk.

Her breath caught, atomized all at once.

“I shouldn’t want this,” she said, voice broken. “Everything about this violates professional ethics.”

But she didn’t move away.

I slid one hand up her side, slow, letting the brush of my thumb make her shiver.

“Good thing I was never much for rules.”

She laughed, a sound cracked through with nerves.

Then I kissed her.

The explosion was instant, total. Months of denial, every interview, every loaded glance, all detonated as her mouth opened for me. She tasted of sharp mint and bitter coffee, her tongue tangling with mine in a slow, tentative dance that turned greedy fast.

Her hands found my hair, twisting, tugging me closer with a sudden, ferocious need. She gave up control like it was all she’d wanted from the start.

My body went electric. I pressed her harder to the console, feeling the shape of her tits crushed against my chest. Her nipples peaked, jutting through the thin silk, brushing my skin, and the effect was narcotic.

She didn’t fight. She moaned into my mouth, her hips rolling up, arching to meet me like she needed to close off the oxygen between us.

We kissed until neither of us could breathe.

When I finally broke for air, her face was flushed, eyes wild. She stared at me like I was the final exam and she’d just gotten every question wrong on purpose.

“I’ve watched you with all of them,” she blurted, the words spilling before she could stop them. “Every night. Every touch, every kiss, every orgasm. I told myself it was research, that I was observing objectively. But really?” She gave a shaky laugh, self-loathing at the edges. “I was jealous. So jealous.”

She buried her face in my shoulder, fists clenching in my shirt. “I wanted to be the one you made come like that. I wanted you to look at me, just once, like you look at them.”

I pulled her back, forced her to meet my eyes. “Then stop hiding. You’re not a variable, Sienna. You’re the only person in this house who understands what’s really happening.”

She shuddered, all resistance gone. Her hands gripped my biceps, nails biting deep, her shorts riding higher as her thigh hooked around my leg.

“I’ve never wanted anyone like this,” she confessed, voice shaky. “Not even close.”

Her honesty torched the last of my patience.

I claimed her mouth again, rougher, letting her feel exactly how much power she had to undo me. Her whole body trembled, every muscle strung tight as I kissed her deep, then deeper, until the only sound in the room was the wet, desperate gasp of us losing control.

Her hands never left my torso, roaming, cataloguing, lingering on every patch of bare skin my t-shirt revealed. Her touch was both scientific and completely, utterly starved.

I let my fingers slip up her camisole, tracing the side of her breast. She whimpered, hips jerking, the fabric doing nothing to hide how hard her nipples had gotten.

She pulled back just enough to whisper, “This is insane.”

I grinned, teeth dragging her lower lip. “You started it.”

She laughed, honest and a little wild, then surged back into the kiss, her tongue fighting for dominance.

The world outside the suite disappeared. All that existed were the screens glowing with ghost images of empty bedrooms, the heat between us, and the knowledge that after this, there was no going back.

I slid my hands under her ass, hoisting her onto the edge of the control desk. She let out a bark of surprised laughter, but her thighs opened, inviting me in.

Her calves locked around my waist, her pussy grinding up against the bulge in my jeans. She kept her eyes locked on mine, daring me to flinch.

“You want the truth?” she said, blue eyes blazing. “I’ve been getting off to footage of you for weeks.”

My cock throbbed at the image.

“So why wait?” I said.

She arched, drew her camisole up, exposing her tits, full, sinfully perfect, nipples dusky rose and so tight they seemed to quiver.

“Because I didn’t want to be just another data point,” she whispered. “I wanted to be the one you remembered.”

I couldn’t have forgotten her if I tried.

I dragged my mouth down her throat, over her collarbone, until I reached the sweet swell of her breast. Her skin tasted of salt and heat and the faintest hint of her perfume.

I sucked a nipple into my mouth, hard, rolling it with my tongue until she moaned, her hips bucking wildly under me.

Her hands dug into my hair, holding my mouth in place as if afraid I’d vanish.

Every sound she made was wilder than the last, a chain reaction of pleasure that had her writhing on the desk.

I worked both breasts with my hands and mouth, kneading, licking, biting, until she was panting, her whole body locked up with need.

“God, Tate—” she gasped, fingers clawing at her own thighs. “You don’t know what you do to me.”

I looked up, lips glistening with her taste. “Show me.”

She didn’t hesitate. Sienna grabbed my hand, shoved it between her legs. The silk shorts were already drenched, soaked through from how badly she wanted it.

I pressed my thumb against her clit through the thin fabric, and she nearly came off the desk.

“Please,” she begged, shivering, “I need to feel you. All of you. Inside me.”

Her desperation was contagious. I crushed her mouth again, swallowing every sound she made, every confession, every shuddered plea.

For someone who’d spent her whole life observing, she made a hell of a subject.

The hours of footage, the weeks of off-limits want, all of it combusted into a single, devastating hunger.

I wanted to see every angle of her come undone.

And I was just getting started.

***

I wanted to pin her image in my mind forever: Sienna writhing on the edge of the control desk, monitors painting every inch of her bare skin in electric blue. Her lips, swollen from kissing, parted in a gasp as she arched her back, her exposed breasts rising and falling with each ragged breath.

I ran my hands along the curve of her waist, up to cup those perfect tits—a masterpiece of curves and contrast, the dusky rose of her nipples tightening further under my touch.

“Fuck,” I said, voice scraped raw. “I still can’t believe you’re real.”

Sienna flushed, the color bleeding down her chest. For a split second, she tried to look away, but I curved my hand under her breast, thumb teasing the nipple while my mouth closed over the other, sucking and licking until she cried out.

Every touch made her tremble. I worked her tits like they were the axis of the universe, mouth and hands alternating, chasing every gasp with another flick of tongue, another hungry graze of teeth. She arched hard, the motion nearly knocking over a mug of pens and highlighters, but she didn’t care. Her only focus was the heat building between us.

“Oh god, Tate, please,” she moaned, so desperate I could feel it in my bones. “I need you. All of you. Inside me.”

Her thighs clamped around my waist, heels digging in for leverage. I left a wet trail down her stomach and knelt, peeling her shorts off inch by inch, kissing each patch of exposed skin as it appeared.

The shorts hit the floor, and what was underneath nearly broke me. No panties, just bare skin and the slick, glistening heat of her pussy, already begging for a touch. The blue monitor glow made every drop of arousal stand out, obscene and gorgeous.

I ran my tongue along her inner thigh, teasing, and she shuddered so hard she nearly slid off the desk.

“Please,” she whispered, a plea and a command all at once.

I grazed her clit with my thumb, circling it slow, and the reaction was pure chaos. Her body locked up, fingers twisting in my hair, hips grinding down desperate for more.

I wanted to eat her alive.

But she yanked me up, fingers hooked in my shirt, eyes glassy and wild.

“No. I need you inside me. Right now.”

She fumbled at my jeans, hands shaking as she popped the button and shoved them past my hips. My cock sprang free, hard and leaking, the tip already glistening with want.

Sienna licked her lips, equal parts scientist and addict. “Better than my best fantasy,” she muttered, almost to herself.

I grinned, spinning her in my hands until her ass bumped the edge of the rolling office chair.

She made a sound, a half-laugh, half-moan, then climbed into my lap, straddling me, tits bouncing in my face as she settled onto my thighs.

She framed my face with her hands, kissed me so deep the world spun, then angled her hips and guided my cock to her entrance.

The contact was a goddamn revelation.

She was soaking, her pussy slick and hot as she outlined my tip with slow, deliberate pulses. Sienna didn’t rush; she wanted to memorize every inch. Her eyes never left mine.

She braced herself on my shoulders, then sank down, inch by inch, swallowing my cock into her body.

The sensation was nuclear.

Her pussy clamped and fluttered, milking me as she took me deeper. She hissed, then groaned, the sound vibrating through my teeth.

“Oh, fuck, Tate. You feel unreal.”

I grabbed her waist, anchoring her as she bottomed out, burying my dick to the hilt inside her.

She shuddered, breath catching, forehead pressed to mine.

“Is this what you want?” I whispered, grinding up into her.

She nodded, too overwhelmed to speak. But her body told the story, tight, greedy, desperate for release.

She started to move, slow at first. Her rhythm was all control, the kind of focus only an addict could muster. She rose and fell, every downward surge impaling her on my cock, her abs flexing as she fought for the perfect angle.

Her tits bounced with every ride, sweat gathering at the valley between them.

I watched, hypnotized, as she fucked me in the chair, taking me deeper every time.

The monitors around us glitched and flickered, bathing her in cold blue, but Sienna was pure heat.

She clung to me, nails digging into my shoulders, her hips rolling faster as the pleasure built. Her self-control vanished, replaced by something wild and raw.

I reached between us and found her clit, circling it with my thumb in time with her motion.

She detonated.

“Oh god—right there, yes, right there, don’t stop—” Her voice was shredded, pure want. She slammed down on my cock, grind after grind, chasing the next high.

I kept the rhythm, hands locked on her hips, driving her down onto me again and again, each thrust drawing a new confession from her mouth.

She was more than unguarded, she was exposed, every trace of calculation gone.

She buried her face in my neck, breath coming hot and shattered. “I’ve watched you with them for so long,” she moaned, hips slamming down, “I thought it would be clinical, like research, but it’s not. It’s nothing like what I imagined. It’s—oh, fuck—”

She broke the sentence in a gasp, her whole body vibrating on the edge.

I flicked her clit harder, keeping her there.

Her pussy clamped, fluttering around my cock, dragging both of us toward the point of no return.

She rode me like she was trying to erase every night of self-denial, every hour stuck behind the glass, powerless to touch. Her pleasure was mine, and she wanted to make goddamn sure I saw it, felt it, remembered it.

“So close,” she sobbed, rocking into my hand. “Don’t let me go—”

I wouldn’t have if the house caught fire.

I gripped her ass, helping her fuck herself on my cock, needing her to feel everything.

I wanted to see her break.

And from the wild, desperate sounds filling the suite, so did she.

We were a closed system—need, sensation, release, over and over—until nothing else existed.

The climax built, savage and hot, and I could taste the victory in every twitch of her muscles, every ripple up her thighs.

She started to shake, her rhythm faltering, breath coming in broken cries.

I held her tight, thumb ruthless on her clit.

And then she shattered, coming so hard her pussy squeezed my cock in relentless, milking spasms. Her nails scored my chest, her mouth crashed onto mine, and for a second, I thought we might both black out from the rush.

I didn’t let up, fucking her through the orgasm, memorizing every aftershock.

She moaned into my mouth, each sound a direct line into my veins.

“You’re the only one who could do this to me,” she gasped, rocking helplessly on my lap as her climax rode out. “No one else—no one—”

I kissed her, swallowing the rest of the confession.

We stayed locked together, bodies fusing and unfusing, until the tremors subsided.

But I could already feel her winding up for another round.

The need was far from finished.

And neither were we.

***

We’d barely caught our breath, but the sex was nowhere near over. Sienna’s body vibrated in my lap, her walls still pulsing around my cock as aftershocks rolled through her. The monitors flickered, highlighting sweat on her tits, the flush in her cheeks, and every quiver in her thighs.

She clung to me, riding out the waves, but I knew her, I could feel her hunger hadn’t been fully sated. Not even close.

The chair groaned under us as she started to move again, slower but deeper, greedier with every bounce.

Fuck, she was magnificent. Her hair wild, lips parted, blue eyes locked on mine, pure surrender layered over wild, intellectual hunger. She needed to see me watching her as she lost it.

I dug my hands harder into her waist, matching her rhythm. The friction was insane, every slide up and down my cock firing all my nerves at once.

Sienna was a revelation of confessions, every gasp a data point, every moan a new thesis statement.

“I’ve imagined this since the first day,” she confessed, barely able to breathe as she fucked me. “Even before you signed the contract, I’d already decided I wanted you. I was supposed to be impartial, but the second you walked in, I was finished.”

She gasped, arched, driving me deeper inside her.

“I watched every interview,” she went on, her voice breaking from the force of it. “Every time you smiled, or challenged me, or looked at me like you could cut through all my defenses, I wanted you to own me. Make me forget the rules.”

The minute Sienna’s confession left her lips, raw, guttural, ribboned with a desperation I’d only ever heard in my own most shameful moments, her body went feral. Our tempo, already relentless, snapped to something even more savage. She started to slam down, using the leverage of her thighs and the solid anchor of my shoulders to grind herself onto me with a violence that bordered on self-destruction. The office chair shrieked its protest, the caster wheels biting divots into the floor. The sound of our bodies colliding took on a life of its own, wet and obscene, echoing off the glass wall and reverberating through the countless dead-eyed surveillance monitors.

Sienna’s tits bounced madly with each impact, sweat turning the skin of her sternum into a glistening channel. Her hair, once surgical and neat, now hung in a wild tangle, sticky with moisture and clinging to my cheekbones, my throat, my tongue. We were a single engine, rhythm fueled by months of starvation, the air around us steamy and electric.

She was close, but so was I. I could feel the tight pressure building in my balls, the dangerous coil threatening to snap. I wanted to hold back, to savor the sight of her losing control, but she was insatiable, and her desperation infected me until we were both running on pure, white-hot compulsion.

With a growl, I caught her at the waist and locked her down, pinning her to my lap with iron grip. Her hands raked my back and she bit my neck, hard, as if she needed pain to escalate the pleasure. I drove up into her, hard, again and again, bottoming out with each thrust, every inch of my cock sliding through the slick, greedy vise of her pussy. The friction was perfect, friction and suction and heat, a closed loop of pleasure that threatened to short-circuit my nervous system.

She detonated first.

Sienna’s head snapped back, mouth open in a silent scream, eyes rolling up so far I saw only the whites. For a second, she stopped breathing. Her whole body locked, cored out by the force of her orgasm. Her pussy clamped around my cock with a spastic, merciless grip, milking me with desperate spasms. Somehow I made myself keep moving, keep fucking her through it, and she keened, the sound spiraling from her throat and echoing off the monitor glass in a sustained, shattered note.

I needed to see her break. Needed to know she’d given up every last scrap of control.

I caught her chin, forcing her to look at me even as her face contorted with pleasure. “Look at me,” I ordered, voice shredded by the edge of my own impending climax. “I want to watch you come apart.”

She tried to fight it, but her resolve crumpled like tissue in the rain. Her gaze, dark and swimming, locked with mine as I slammed into her, harder and harder, fucking her through the wreckage of her climax. Her lips formed my name, fragments of it, over and over, until it wasn’t a word anymore, just a desperate, animalistic plea.

“Tate,” she sobbed, “Tate—Tate—inside me, I want to feel you—”

The demand wasn’t a request, it was a detonator. My body responded before I could think. I ground up into her, burying myself to the hilt, the final thrust sending a shockwave up my spine. I broke, release hammering through my cock in hot, relentless pulses. Cum flooded into her, the heat and pressure and wetness instantly overwhelming.

We froze that way, latched together, every muscle in my body seized. Her pussy kept squeezing, milking every drop out of me, and I felt her keep cumming, smaller aftershocks, each one jerking her hips and drawing out the sensation for both of us. We rode it, each locked in our own riptide, until sweat and tears and the tangle of our bodies became the only thing that existed.

Neither of us moved for a long time. The only sounds were our ragged breaths and the sticky, obscene drip of our combined release leaking out and pooling on my thighs, the seat, everywhere. We were slicked, marked, staked together by more than biology; every line between us erased and rewritten in the space of a single, perfectly engineered breakdown.

When Sienna could move again, she collapsed forward, bending until her forehead rested against mine, her nose brushing my cheek. Her hair curtained around our faces, trapping the humid air and the scent of sweat and sex, sharp and beautiful and all-consuming. She was still trembling, little micro-quakes shivering down her arms and up her spine.

I wrapped her in my arms, holding her until the aftershocks faded. My cock, still hard and impossibly sensitive, twitched inside her as she shifted her hips, grinding softly to savor the last flickers of pleasure. I could feel my cum leaking out, warm and thick, coating both of us. The mess only made the connection more real, more final.

We kissed, but this time it was slow, almost reverent. No games, just the hard truth of what we’d taken from each other. Her tongue was soft, exploratory, as if searching for the right way to say things her brain hadn’t caught up to yet.

The monitors, forgotten until now, hummed in the blue silence. They reflected us back at ourselves: two animals in the aftermath, sweat and hair and want, fused together and panting in a nest of twisted sheets and scattered paperwork. I glanced at the displays, Blackwood House’s bedrooms all empty, hidden cameras in each bedroom the entire time, common rooms stilled, the world asleep except for us.

Sienna finally pulled back, her hands lingering on my cheeks, tracing the edges of my jaw like she was studying the results of her own experiment.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever let you go,” she whispered, voice rasped and broken in a way that made it sound like a promise and a threat at once.

She slumped onto my chest, sweat and hair sticking to my skin. My cock still throbbed inside her, twitching with the aftershocks.

We stayed fused, unwilling to break the circuit.

Sienna’s breath came in ragged bursts. She traced my jaw with shaky fingers, studying my face like it was a case study she could never quite solve.

“Fuck, I’ve crossed every ethical line tonight,” she whispered. “I should care more than I do, but I don’t want to leave you.”

I cupped her ass, holding her tight. “Then don’t.”

She rested her forehead to mine, letting the sweat and salt settle between us.

For a long minute, there was only the hum of monitors and the stick of our combined mess.

Then she started talking, low and fast, like she’d been holding it in for years.

“I broke into the admin folders,” she confessed. “They had me flagged as a participant from the beginning. Every interview I did with you? Was a two-way mirror; they were tracking my reactions as carefully as yours. I thought I was the observer, but I was being studied, too.”

The anger and awe in her voice wrapped around me. “The real experiment isn’t about who beds who. They want to see what happens when the power structure vanishes, when everyone is equally vulnerable. Participant, researcher, it’s all up for grabs.”

I rocked her gently in my lap, my dick still buried deep.

“You sure you’re okay with it?” I asked.

She laughed, then kissed me, hard. “I’ve never been more sure of anything.”

She rolled her hips, making both of us gasp as my cock hardened again inside her.

We were nowhere near done breaking the rules.

And I was dying to know what would happen next.

***

Her body was a vice around my cock, velvet heat refusing to let me go. Even as Sienna confessed every secret, her hips rocked, subtle but relentless, milking new need out of both of us by the second.

I gripped her tighter, loving the dirty friction and the flush on her face as she realized I was swelling again inside her, thickening, ready for another round.

She tried for a smile, but her voice was pure want. “We should probably stop…”

I gave her a wicked grin.

“Not happening, Si.”

Without warning, I stood, hauling her up with my hands cupping her ass, my cock never sliding free. She gasped, then locked her arms around my neck as I carried her to the battered leather couch in the corner.

I dropped her onto the cushions, spreading her thighs wide in the electric blue haze. She was gorgeous: hair wild, chest heaving, tits out, pussy slick and still full of my cum.

I lined myself up without ceremony, then drove deep. Slow, deliberate, every thrust designed to make her lose all pretense.

Sienna’s head fell back; she moaned, hips arching up to meet me.

This round was a different animal. No frantic, conference-room lust. This was slow-motion sabotage. Deep, grinding strokes, building the pleasure higher with every slide.

I kept my eyes on her, watching every micro-expression, every flicker in her gaze. The connection was total: not just bodies, but the locked-in trust of two people who’d ditched every fucking mask.

She matched me, grinding up to meet every move, legs wrapped around my waist, hands clutching my shoulders so tight she might leave marks.

I slowed as I bottomed out inside her, pausing to savor the insane flutter of her pussy around my cock.

She whimpered, then braced her hands on my cheeks, forcing me to look at her.

“You’re not just breaking the rules,” she said, breathless. “You’re rewiring them.”

I kissed her, long, slow, deep, then started to move again, the rhythm all patience and precision. She trembled with every stroke, her whole body strung out for the next wave of sensation.

The air was humid with sweat and sex, our bodies loud in the silence of the room.

We didn’t talk. We didn’t have to.

Every movement of her hips was another confession.

With one hand, I reached down, thumb rubbing her clit as I fucked her slow and relentless.

She couldn’t keep the control, her expression twisted in pleasure, every word replaced by broken, urgent noises.

Her pussy got tighter, juices spilling down to my balls, the entire couch creaking under us.

I felt my own climax rising, hot and inevitable.

She felt it too.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered. “I want to come with you. I need it—”

I slammed in, kept the rhythm, and watched as her face shattered, eyes squeezed shut, mouth falling open in a desperate gasp.

We came together, the wave so intense I almost blacked out.

Cum pulsed out of me, filling her up until it leaked everywhere, our bodies fused and shaking with the aftershocks.

When it was done, I collapsed beside her, both of us sticky and spent, limbs tangled.

She rolled into my chest, head buried in the space just below my collarbone.

For a long time, there was nothing but the tick of the monitors and the cooled air settling our sweat.

Finally, Sienna spoke, voice soft but sure:

“There’s one more thing. The real test is about to start. They’re introducing new variables, people, challenges, things meant to throw us off balance. They want to see if what we’re building in the house is stable, or if it falls apart under pressure.”

I processed that, feeling the truth settle under my skin.

“Fine,” I said, stroking her hair. “Bring it. They can try anything they want. It’s real now, Si. They can’t fake this, and I’m not letting you go.”

She smiled, lips glossy and bruised, utterly unguarded.

“I hope you’re right.”

We lay there, skin fused, letting the afterglow drag on as long as it could.

Eventually, I peeled myself off the couch and found my clothes. Before I could pull my shirt on, Sienna sat up, naked and flushed on the battered leather.

“Stay with me tonight,” she said, voice soft but certain. “In my room.”

I paused, watching her gather her clothes, the deliberate way she pulled each piece on while holding my gaze.

“I want what they have,” she whispered, stepping closer. “What you give them.”

She took my hand, fingers trembling slightly as they slid between mine. The gesture was so unlike her usual confidence—vulnerable, almost reverent.

“Take me to bed properly,” she said. “Not just for this.”

I nodded, feeling something shift between us as she led me down the hallway toward her room, her hand gripping mine with the same quiet desperation I’d felt from Hallie. The same need to be chosen.

The experiment wasn’t theirs anymore.

It belonged to us.

And I’d never felt more alive.


Converging Paths


Rain battered the house like it meant to get in. Fat, impatient drops sluiced down the glass, muting the world outside to a steady, percussive hush. Inside, every lamp was off, and the only glow came from the movie playing on the monster TV, blue light flickering across the figures sprawled across the Blackwood House sectional.

I was there in my standard uniform, sweats and a t-shirt worn soft by a million washes, but Hallie had one-upped me: thin camisole, sleep shorts that barely covered her golden thighs, hair loose and wild like she’d just rolled out of a summer hammock. She tucked herself under my left arm, her body pressed to mine in a way that had “innocent” written on it for any camera angle, but the way her hand kept finding my abs told a different story entirely.

On my right was Lila. Delilah Monroe, the so-called “bad influence,” if you listened to Hallie’s mom. Lila had a knack for making every room a little more electric. Today, she wore a loose tank top that hung off one shoulder, making it impossible not to notice the long line of her neck, all the way down to the flash of collarbone and the curve of bare skin beneath. Her shorts were white cotton, hitched up high enough that every shift showed fresh miles of leg. Lila’s feet, painted in candy-bright polish, were tucked under her, grazing my thigh with just enough pressure to keep a pulse alive.

Hallie had invited her for “girls’ movie day,” but the first thing Lila did was collapse onto the sectional right beside me, tugging the huge throw blanket over all three of us. “We’re not moving until at least sundown,” she declared, swiping my phone for the remote. “You’re trapped in here with us, Sterling.”

I could have lived in that moment forever. Warm, safe, two beautiful women suctioned up against me, the kind of lazy day that you almost think might be boring until you remember who you’re dealing with.

The first movie was some vintage rom-com, the kind where nobody wears underwear and everyone solves their problems with waffles or sex. Hallie giggled through most of it, her hand absently wandering up and down my chest. Lila, feet in my lap now, provided running commentary: “That guy? Three-to-one odds he’s wearing a cock ring and a wire,” or, “Her boobs are too perfect, right? Like, those are not natural.”

I lost track of the plot by the second act. Rain tapped the windows, thunder muttered in the distance, and under the blanket, Hallie’s hand started to get adventurous.

It started as a test: her pinky traced the hollow of my hip, then her palm wedged under the hem of my shirt, heat spreading as she finger-painted lazy patterns onto my abs. She kept her eyes on the screen, pretending nothing was happening, but her breathing got heavier every time she hit a sensitive spot.

By the time movie two rolled, Hallie’s foot was draped over my thigh, and her fingers had migrated boldly south. The blanket hid everything from the world, but beneath it, Hallie’s hand found the ridge of my cock through my sweatpants and curled around it like she was holding her favorite secret.

The shock of sensation almost made me choke on air. My hips jerked a fraction, popcorn scattering. I tried to keep my face blank, but Lila caught the change instantly. Her eyes flicked from the TV to me, then to Hallie, then back to the suspicious lump under the blanket.

Her eyebrows went up.

Hallie didn’t miss a beat. She met Lila’s gaze head-on, lips curving in a way that made my cock twitch even harder.

“I told you,” Hallie whispered to her friend, voice low and hot enough to melt the rain off the window. “He’s incredible. I can never keep my hands off him for long.”

Lila froze, caught between shock and something else, brighter, curious, hungry. “Wait. Are you…?”

Hallie’s grip shifted, bolder now. She stroked me through my pants, making sure Lila could see the shudder run through my body.

“I think it’s time you found out for yourself,” Hallie purred, grinning like a fox with the full run of the henhouse.

Next thing I knew, Lila’s hand slid under the blanket, slow as a dare. Her fingers hesitated over my thigh, then crept upward until they collided with Hallie’s. My cock jumped at the double contact, and I had to bite back a groan.

Both women focused on my lap, their faces inches from mine, the movie forgotten. Lila flushed, but her eyes were molten. She looked at Hallie, waiting for permission.

Hallie gave her a nod. The silent, do it, he loves this kind of look.

Lila’s hand inched forward, her palm brushing Hallie’s, both of them cupping my erection together. The sensation was unreal, four hands, two intentions, one throbbing cock.

Lila’s voice, when it finally came, was tight and breathy. “God, he’s huge.”

Hallie laughed, the sound delicious. “Just wait until you feel him inside you.” She squeezed, drawing a moan out of me.

Lila didn’t hold back. “Always wondered what it would be like to share a guy who mattered. Always thought it’d be weird, you know? But this…” Her hand curled around the base, fingers threading with Hallie’s, stroking me in tandem. “This is better than every movie we’ve ever watched.”

Hallie took the lead, as she always did. She moved her hand up, peeling my waistband down a little so my cock strained against the fabric. Then she took Lila’s hand in hers, guiding her to squeeze right where the head swelled. I shivered, the pleasure building like a storm.

“He loves when you touch him here,” Hallie explained, demonstrating with a slow, twisting grip. Lila mirrored her, and the two of them worked me like they were building something together. My vision tunneled, the rest of the world vanishing. It was just Hallie’s mischievous heat, Lila’s experimental hunger, and my cock caught in the crossfire.

I could feel their eyes on me, cataloguing every twitch, every groan. Hallie’s nails scraped over the seam in my sweats, ratcheting up the pleasure. Lila’s touch went from tentative to greedy in under a minute, her grip tightening as she got bolder. She glanced at Hallie, then at my face, like she didn’t want to miss a moment.

“I want to see him,” Lila whispered.

Hallie grinned. “We can do better than that.”

The blanket slid to the floor. I was hard as a steel beam, the outline of my cock tenting the sweatpants in plain sight. Both women stared. Lila licked her lips.

Hallie didn’t waste any more time. She reached down and freed me from my pants, my cock springing up into the open air. Lila’s breath hitch was audible over the movie soundtrack.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, eyes glued to the reveal.

Hallie, never content to watch, yanked her camisole over her head in one fluid move. Her tits bounced free, perfect and golden, nipples peaked from the cold and maybe the thrill of showing off for her best friend.

“Your turn,” Hallie challenged, looking at Lila.

Lila hesitated, just for a second. Then the look in my eyes, and maybe the heat in the room, convinced her. She peeled off her tank, letting it slither down her arm. Her bare chest was something out of a dream: small, perfectly upturned breasts, nipples dark and tight, her skin flushed from nerves and want.

The sight detonated something inside me. My cock surged, leaking precum in a line down the shaft.

Hallie noticed, and her eyes gleamed. “You like what you see, baby?”

I couldn’t even find words. I just nodded, heart hammering so hard I thought the neighbors might feel it through the walls.

Lila’s eyes never left my cock. She reached out, wrapping her hand around it, skin to skin. The touch was electric.

“Is this okay?” she asked, voice unsteady.

Hallie answered for both of us. “More than okay. I want you to enjoy him,” she said, “just like I do.”

It was surreal, two gorgeous women, topless and hungry, fawning over my cock like it was the main event.

Hallie leaned over and kissed Lila, slow and exploratory, their hands never leaving my shaft. When their lips parted, Hallie rested her head on my shoulder, her hand returning to stroke the head of my cock, while Lila cupped the base, her other hand sliding down to fondle my balls.

The pleasure hit in waves. Every movement, every micro-adjustment, was a new sensation. Lila got bold, stroking the full length, her eyes glued to the drop of precum beading at the tip.

Hallie whispered in my ear, “You’re being so good for us, baby. Let her see how hard you get when we both touch you.”

My hips bucked, the need spiraling higher. Lila reached across to tweak Hallie’s nipple, and Hallie moaned, her chest rising, back arching.

The two of them were a symphony: whisper-laughter, hands exploring, skin flushed in the TV glow. At some point, Hallie shimmied her shorts down over her hips, then off, leaving her bare and gleaming. Lila followed, a little slower, wiggling her shorts down until her pussy was on full display, trimmed and already glistening.

I was drowning in it: the heat, the scent of them, rain tapping the glass, the soft drag of four hands over my cock and thighs.

Hallie sank back onto the couch, legs thrown wide, one foot propped on the coffee table. She watched me, then Lila, her eyes dark with approval.

“Ready for the next level?” she asked Lila.

Lila bit her lip but nodded. “Show me what he likes.”

Hallie turned, catching my mouth in a filthy kiss, her tongue tangling with mine as her hand pumped my cock with purpose. Lila’s hand stroked the underside, gentle, then firmer as she learned what I liked. They doubled down, switching tactics, Hallie flicking the tip, Lila rolling my balls, the two of them collaborating like they’d been doing it for years.

I was a wreck, every circuit blown. I could feel my release looming, but Hallie wasn’t ready to end the show.

She whispered, “Don’t come yet, baby. I want Lila to play with you first.”

Lila grinned, shy but eager. She scooted closer, straddling one of my legs. Her tits brushed my arm, and her hand worked my cock, experimenting with grip and rhythm.

I caught Hallie’s eye, the pride and hunger there almost overwhelming.

“She’s a fast learner,” Hallie teased, tweaking Lila’s nipple. “You’re going to love what she can do.”

Every minute, boundaries dissolved. Lila’s mouth pressed to Hallie’s neck, then down, kissing her collarbone, her tongue flicking a bead of sweat off Hallie’s skin. Hallie gasped, the sound feeding straight into my bloodstream.

The three of us were a knot of limbs, heat, want, and pure, animal chemistry.

Finally, Hallie took my hand and placed it between Lila’s legs, guiding my fingers to her soaked pussy.

“She’s so wet for you,” Hallie whispered. “Touch her, Tate. Show her how you take care of your girls.”

Lila moaned when I slid a finger inside, her hips grinding down, desperate for it. I never broke eye contact. Her cheeks flushed as I fucked her with my fingers, the wet sounds mixing with her soft whimpers.

Hallie’s hand never left my cock; she squeezed in time with my movements, as if she could synchronize our pleasure.

“I want to watch you with her first,” Hallie said, voice wrecked and perfect. “I want to see her understand why I never shut up about you.”

I groaned, caught between the urge to fuck and the paralyzing beauty of the scene they’d built around me.

The blanket lay forgotten. The rain hammered the windows harder, but inside, everything was molten.

Hallie reached over and squeezed Lila’s breast, mouth finding her nipple. She sucked it, slow and deep, while her other hand kept working my dick.

The last shreds of doubt vanished. We were naked, fused, every sense screaming.

Lila whimpered, eyes rolling as I curled another finger inside her. “God,” she gasped, “I’ve never felt anything like this.”

Hallie’s mouth dropped Lila’s nipple with a soft, wet pop. “He makes it addictive. You’ll never want another guy after this.”

Lila’s hips ground against my hand, and her fingers clamped my wrist, needing more.

All that existed was pleasure, the merging of three bodies, every old rule burning to ash in the process.

When I finally slid my cock between Lila’s thighs, both women watched, Hallie narrating, Lila clutching my arm. Anticipation buzzed so loud it nearly drowned the rain.

It wasn’t just sex anymore. It was chemistry, friendship, lust, trust, all fused together in heat and muscle and sound.

And I knew, even as I lined myself up, that nothing would ever be the same.

Thunder rolled, and the house swallowed us whole.

The real movie was just beginning.

***

Hallie always said the best way to understand a secret was to live inside it for a while. So when she leaned over and whispered, “I want to watch you with her first,” her hand still wrapped around the base of my cock, it wasn’t just a dare. It was an invitation to set the old rules on fire and see what survived after.

Lila was ready, even if she shook a little as Hallie helped line the tip up with her slick entrance. She braced herself on the couch, back arching, legs trembling with anticipation. The blue glow of the TV painted every inch of skin, the flush along her collarbone, the flex in her abs, the quiver of her thighs as she waited for the next move.

Hallie stroked my chest with the other hand, her palm warm and steady. “Go slow. Let her feel it,” she murmured.

I pressed the head of my cock to Lila’s opening. She was already soaked, wetter than I expected, her pussy so slick that the first contact made us both gasp. She bit her lip, nails digging into the cushions as I edged inside, slow enough that every millimeter was a new sensation.

“Oh my…” she moaned, eyes wide and wild. “Tate…”

Her pussy hugged me, impossibly tight, soft, velvet heat. I slid in farther, savoring every clench and flutter around my shaft.

Hallie watched with pure fascination, her hand tracing circles on Lila’s hip. “That’s it, babe. Let him in. He’ll take care of you.”

Lila’s breath stuttered as I eased in to the hilt, my cock buried deep inside her for the first time. Her head rolled back, hair fanning out across the pillow, mouth open in a soundless moan. The feeling of stretching her open, inch by inch, was a fucking drug.

I barely managed to keep control. The urge to slam in, to claim, was overwhelming, but Hallie’s grip on my shoulder anchored me.

“Watch her face,” Hallie whispered. “She’s never been this full before.”

She was right. Lila’s eyes were glassy, her body shaking as she adjusted to the invasion. She looked at me, vulnerability and hunger colliding.

“Holy shit,” she breathed. “It’s so—big…”

Hallie grinned, pride blooming all over her face. “He gets even thicker the more you lose it. You ready to see what I’ve been bragging about?”

Lila nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

I started to move, slow and gentle. Each withdrawal and return was a masterclass in patience. Lila’s arms wound around my neck, her nails leaving red trails. Every thrust had her hips chasing after, like she never wanted to lose the sensation.

Hallie’s hands wandered over both our bodies, caressing my back, then sliding down to grip Lila’s ass, squeezing tight. She kissed my shoulder, then Lila’s neck, her tongue flicking out to taste the sweat pooling there.

The three of us fused, a loop of pleasure and nerves and heat.

Lila moaned louder now, her voice raw. “It’s—it’s so much—”

Hallie leaned down, capturing Lila’s lips in a kiss. It was shockingly tender, a soft press, then a hungry bite as she deepened it. Their tongues tangled, Hallie’s free hand pinching Lila’s nipple at the same time.

I upped the tempo, thrusting deeper. Lila’s pussy clamped down, every squeeze making it harder to maintain control.

Hallie broke off the kiss with a grin. “You like that, don’t you?”

Lila gasped, barely able to nod. “I… yeah… more…”

Hallie shifted behind us, her body curving around mine. She reached between our bodies and stroked my cock as it glided in and out of her best friend like she needed to feel the connection, to guide and amplify every motion.

“He loves it when you squeeze him like that,” Hallie coached, her voice sultry. “Try using your thighs, honey. Clamp down and hold him.”

Lila did, and the pressure was insanity. My cock rocked inside her, every nerve ending set on fire.

Hallie’s hands roamed, kneading and teasing Lila’s tits. She leaned in and sucked a nipple into her mouth, rolling her tongue over the tip, making Lila shudder.

Lila grabbed Hallie’s hair, holding her close, as if she’d fall apart without an anchor.

I kept fucking her slow, maximizing the friction. Her moans rose in volume until they were louder than the rain or the movie or anything else in the universe.

“Harder now,” Hallie urged, her nails scoring my lower back. “She’s almost there. Give it to her deep, baby.”

I obeyed, picking up the tempo, cock plunging in and out of Lila’s soaked pussy, every thrust slamming home with a new intensity. Lila cried out, back arching off the sofa, her body a live wire of sensation.

“Yes—oh fuck, yes—don’t stop—” she begged, every word a detonator.

Hallie’s hand snaked around to rub Lila’s clit, fingers working in savage rhythm to match my thrusts.

That was all it took.

Lila exploded, orgasm tearing through her, thighs clamping around my waist, pussy spasming in bursts so strong my vision went white at the edges. She screamed, the sound echoing off the walls, her whole body convulsing as I kept driving into her, refusing to let her down from the high.

Hallie held her, cradling her head as she rode out every aftershock. “That’s it, Lila. Let it all out. Fuck, you’re beautiful when you come.”

Lila collapsed against Hallie’s chest, shivering, her pussy still rippling around my cock.

I was so close it hurt.

Hallie must have sensed it. She locked eyes with me, her hand tightening around the base of my shaft.

“Don’t pull out,” she ordered, her voice fierce. “I want to watch your face when you fill her up. I want to see what it does to you.”

That was it, the final trigger.

I drove in deep, cock pulsing, emptying myself in hot, savage waves. Cum flooded Lila, leaking out with every aftershock. The three of us clung together, every cell fused by the shared pleasure.

Lila moaned, still shaking, as she felt me finish inside her. It set off a new round of trembling, her body greedy for every sensation.

Hallie watched, eyes huge and dark, her hand milking the last drops out of me as I softened inside her friend.

The rain outside intensified, pounding the glass. We were slick with sweat, skin glowing in the blue television light, tangled in each other’s arms.

There was no guilt or weirdness. Just honesty, and relief, and the knowledge that we had rewritten every rule, and that none of us would ever want to go back.

Hallie was the first to speak, brushing hair off Lila’s flushed face. “I knew you’d love him,” she murmured, voice proud and soft. “I knew once you had him, you’d want him just as much as I do.”

Lila nodded, still breathless. “I think I’m addicted already.”

We stayed entangled, the three of us, hands exploring, bodies refusing to uncouple even as the afterglow swept through.

Time blurred. I held Hallie and Lila, each nestled against me, their skin sticky, their chests rising and falling in perfect sync with my own.

What we’d just done wasn’t just sex. It was something bigger, something that made sharing feel like the most natural thing in the world.

On the screen, the movie played. But the real action was right here, three bodies welded together, every past boundary gone.

And I knew, even as exhaustion started to creep in, that this was just the beginning.

***

For precisely ninety seconds, we sprawled in the afterglow, Lila slumped against the cushions, Hallie draped over my chest, my own body buzzing from the high-voltage aftermath. But there’s no such thing as “done” with Hallie Mercer. She’s not wired for passive. The moment she caught her breath, she swung a leg over me and settled into my lap, all blonde, mischievous heat and muscle memory.

Lila watched, still stunned, maybe, but her eyes hadn’t left my cock, which pulsed in time with my own racing heartbeat.

Hallie smirked, glancing over her shoulder. “Told you he had stamina. He always recovers in under a minute. Drives me insane.”

She locked eyes with me, her hands on my chest, nails biting enough to provoke, and lined herself up without breaking her gaze. The head of my cock, still slick from Lila, nudged at her pussy. With a practiced, greedy move, Hallie sank down, swallowing me whole.

The heat and friction was so intense, I almost lost it right then. Hallie moaned, tossing her hair back so it fanned across her shoulders, her tits bouncing in the blue light.

“This is my favorite part,” Hallie breathed, starting to ride me, her hips churning in a rhythm that was instantly, unmistakably hers, more dance than routine, more invitation than challenge. “When he’s already fucked someone else, but he still has more for me.”

Lila’s lips parted. “Is it really that good?”

Hallie grinned, leaning forward so her breasts hovered in front of my face. “It’s better. He makes you feel like nothing else exists. Watch.”

She picked up speed, every drop down hitting the base, her pussy clamping and flexing around me, the sensation amplified by the raw friction still lingering from the last round. I grabbed her waist, let her set the pace, and just tried to anchor myself in the reality of what was happening.

Lila grew bolder, scooting close, fingers tracing lazy patterns over my thighs, sometimes reaching to stroke my balls as Hallie ground on my cock.

But it was Hallie’s show, and she owned every second of it.

She ground forward, the angle perfect, her clit rubbing against my pubic bone. Her moans shifted from cute to desperate, and her hands braced on my chest, nails dragging lines up my torso.

Lila’s hand drifted up to Hallie’s hips, helping her steady the rhythm, then higher, palming Hallie’s tits, rolling her nipples between fingers. Hallie shuddered, mouth falling open.

“Do it, Lila,” I coaxed, voice shredded. “She loves mouth on her nipples.”

Lila’s shyness lasted about three more seconds. She leaned in and caught one of Hallie’s nipples between her lips, flicking the tip with her tongue.

Hallie lost it, a sob of pleasure followed by a buck of her hips that drove me impossibly deeper. “God, yes—just like that—baby, you’re perfect—”

Lila switched to the other breast, sucking gently, her tongue drawing little circles that made Hallie’s whole body tremble.

The sight was straight out of the world’s best fever dream: Hallie riding me, her hair wild, sweat beading on her breasts, Lila pressed to her side, mouth worshipping her nipple, their voices and moans tangled in a feedback loop that had my balls aching for release.

Hallie’s movements became a force of nature, no more rhythm, no choreography, just desperation and raw nerve. Every drop onto my cock was a ragged jolt, her body clamping me like a vice, her head thrown back so far I could see the white of her throat, the line of her jaw flexing through every pulse of sensation. Lila’s mouth never left Hallie’s breast, her tongue and lips working in perfect, greedy sync, switching sides whenever the urge struck. The sounds they made, Hallie’s broken, wild moans, the wet noises from Lila’s mouth, my own stuttering grunts, echoed around the dim living room, loud enough to drown out the surround sound and the rain.

I braced my feet against the carpet, thrusting up into Hallie each time she came down, countering her frantic rhythm with my own. The friction inside her was almost too much. She was so slick, so tight, and I could feel the exact moment when her whole body decided, in some deep, animal way, that it would never let me go. She dug her nails into my shoulders for leverage and just fucking let go, hips slamming against mine again and again.

“Don’t stop, don’t ever stop, please, I’m so close—” Hallie’s voice broke up the words, every other syllable shot through with a gasp or a sob. “Lila, keep going. Tate, fuck, you’re going to make me—”

The wordless cry that ripped out of her as she came was part shock, part surrender, part accusation and thank you and fuck you and more, all at once. Her pussy slammed tight around my cock, spasming in endless waves, her thighs shaking so hard she had to clutch at me for balance. She collapsed forward, her body folding onto my chest, her hair wild and damp and half-covering my face.

But I couldn’t stop, not when she was still milking me for everything I had. I curled my arms around her back, holding her close, using her trembling weight as leverage to keep thrusting. Each movement sent another aftershock through her, another ripple of clenched heat, until she was sobbing little, helpless gasps into the hollow of my neck.

And then Lila, never content to just watch, slid her hand down between Hallie and me, wrapping it around the base of my cock where I was still inside Hallie. Her grip was perfect, tight but gentle, like she was trying to make me remember this touch for the rest of my life. Every time I pumped into Hallie, Lila’s hand stroked in perfect counterpoint, as if the two of them had one brain, one shared, insane goal.

“Lila—” I managed, voice shaking, but she just leaned in, lips brushing my ear.

“Come for us,” she whispered. “I want to feel it. Do it, Tate.”

The command detonated something inside me. The pressure that had been building finally snapped, and I shot deep into Hallie, pulse after pulse of hot release, every spasm magnified by how Hallie’s pussy was still vibrating, how Lila’s hand squeezed every nerve ending like she was determined to wring out every last drop. I barely heard my own groan, but I felt Hallie’s body seize around me in response, clamped so tight I could barely move.

We weren’t three people anymore, just one overloaded circuit, burning with pleasure, fused together by every muscle and drop of sweat. Hallie’s whole body shuddered with each pulse, her hips refusing to let me go. She wailed my name, Lila’s, then a string of fucks and yesses and wild, grateful laughter.

The come filled Hallie, overflowed, and started leaking out around my cock, wetting the inside of Lila’s hand. She looked down, wide-eyed, then brought her hand to her mouth, licking it clean with a wicked, delighted smile. The sight of that, the taste on her tongue, the way she looked at me while she did it, almost made me come again, even though I thought I was spent.

Eventually, Hallie’s grip softened. She sagged against me, breathing in quick, shallow pants, her face buried in the crook of my neck. I stroked her hair, her back, anything I could reach, and felt the aftershocks running through her, smaller now but still insistent.

Lila crawled up Hallie’s back, kissing along her spine, her hands gentle and reverent now, as if she needed to touch every part of Hallie just to confirm it was real. She kissed Hallie’s shoulder, then my cheek, then pressed her forehead to Hallie’s, both of them giggling and crying and just barely holding it together.

“Hallie?” Lila whispered. “You okay?”

Hallie nodded, but she was still too wrecked to speak. She turned her head and kissed Lila, slow and deep, their lips moving so softly it was a miracle after all the chaos. When she finally pulled back, she looked at me, her eyes wet with tears and still glazed with pleasure.

“I fucking love you,” she said, laughter and disbelief and pride all tangled in her voice.

I could only laugh, still shaking myself, still locked inside her. “You’re insane,” I told her. “Amazing, but insane. I love you too, Hails.”

Lila looked at us both, her lips pink and swollen, her face shining. “I think you broke her, Tate.”

Hallie groaned, rolling off me and onto the cushions, but even then she kept her hand on my thigh, stroking lazily. “I wanna do that again,” she murmured, already half asleep. “But next time, Lila’s on top.”

When the shudders faded, both women seemed fused to me, tangled in sweat and endorphins.

We barely made it up the stairs. I carried Hallie, Lila clutching my arm, all of us naked and still desperate for every scrap of contact.

My room was a sanctuary, a king bed, sheets thrown wild, windows streaming with rain. The three of us collapsed together, Hallie curled on my left, Lila on my right, their limbs tangled over my body.

Hallie nuzzled into my chest, her hair plastered to her cheek. Lila tucked her head in the hollow of my shoulder, her thigh slung over mine.

Our hands found each other instinctively. Lila’s fingers laced through Hallie’s, then both wandered down to wrap my cock together, lazy and possessive even in the afterglow.

“This changes things,” Hallie murmured, voice thick with sleep and satisfaction. Her nails traced circles across my ribs. “But in the best way. I hated the idea of sharing until I realized it means more of this. More of you. More of her.”

Lila hummed in agreement, her hand softly stroking me. “I’ve never felt so… connected. Like we’re all plugged into the same current.”

The rain hammered the windows, and the three of us fused beneath the covers, the rest of the world slipping away.

It wasn’t just sex. It was permission to be unfiltered, to want and be wanted without apology. To trust that whatever happened next, we could handle it together.

Even as both girls drifted off, breathing deep and slow, rainwater lullaby soft, I stayed awake a little longer, soaking it in.

The armful of warmth. The steady, grounding touch of their hands. The pulse of my cock still cradled by two perfect bodies, equal parts comfort and promise.

In the dark, I realized the house experiment hadn’t just changed what I wanted. It had reprogrammed everything about what felt possible. Every connection, every moment of wild, messy honesty, was its own homecoming.

No more waiting. No more pretending.

Just Hallie and Lila and me, naked and electric and absolutely certain that however far this went, it would always feel real.

Eventually, sleep claimed me too, the rhythm of rain and satisfied hearts lulling us into something that felt suspiciously like forever.

And for the first time, I didn’t dream of escape.

I dreamed of staying.


Hot Tub Games


The October night clung to my skin, cool and a little electric, but the steaming water of the Blackwood House hot tub made short work of the chill. Lights glowed overhead, string lights twisted through the tree branches, and warm lanterns mounted on the fence. The gold spill turned everything dreamy, especially Kaia.

She stretched out across the far bench, arms up on the ledge, black bikini holding on for dear life. Her legs, always the first thing anyone noticed, were toned and shining, beads of water racing down her thighs. The way she lounged looked effortless, but I’d known her long enough to spot the calculation in her every move. Kaia didn’t relax unless it was on her own terms.

I watched her sip from her wine glass, then let my gaze roam the rest of her, flat stomach, the subtle flex of her abs, the perfect, high curve of her breasts barely contained by the scraps of black fabric. It was the kind of sight you tucked away for later, when you needed something to keep you warm on a cold night.

She caught me looking and arched a brow. “You’re allowed to stare, you know. I wore this for you.”

“I know,” I said, voice dropping. “It’s working.”

Her smile was small, but real. She settled in, stretching her legs so her toes brushed my thigh under the water. The contact sparked, wasn’t accidental.

“So,” I said, “you really buy this whole group therapy angle? The sharing, the chaos, the ‘modern relationship’ pitch?”

She shrugged, but her eyes gleamed. “Maybe not at first. But I can see the logic. Most people fake what they want and end up resenting each other. This way, it’s honest. Even if it’s messy. That’s the part I’m interested in.”

“That’s very… clinical of you.”

Kaia’s lips quirked. “Comes with the territory. But you’re forgetting the main variable.”

I cocked a brow, playing along. “Me?”

Her foot moved higher, dragging slow lines up my calf. “Us,” she corrected. “The connections we build when we stop pretending. House dynamics aren’t about sex. It’s about territory, energy, setting the rules without anyone realizing.”

I could have argued, but she was right. Kaia was always right about social physics.

Before I could take the conversation deeper, the back door creaked open, and a new energy flooded the deck.

Piper arrived with zero subtlety. The porch light flashed off her copper-red hair, and her skin gleamed under the white-hot glow. But it was the bikini, white, tiny, the kind that might set off a decency alarm in three states. She walked with a kingmaker’s confidence, hips swinging, abs tight, every step a deliberate test of boundaries.

“Room for one more?” she called out, her grin pure mischief.

Kaia’s eyes went to slits, but not in a territorial way. The air between them was all competition layered with deep, mutual respect.

Piper didn’t wait for an answer. She dropped her towel, exposing the full effect of the bikini, and slipped into the water. The second she let herself sink, the fabric went almost transparent, hugging every inch of her curves. Her nipples peaked through the wet cotton, and the outline of her pussy was visible if you bothered to look, which, of course, I did.

Piper let out a happy sigh as the heat soaked in, then slid up between Kaia and me, stretching her arms to claim the space. “God, this is heaven. You two look like something out of a commercial, sexy, mysterious, maybe a little dangerous?”

Kaia shot her a look. “Only a little?”

Piper’s laugh carried across the yard. “Okay, maybe a lot. Especially with the way you’re spacing out, Tate. See something you like?”

I didn’t bother dodging. “Plenty.”

She edged a little closer, her thigh now flush to mine under the surface. Heat jumped between us, hotter than the steam.

Piper turned her gaze up, watching the string lights above. “You know, this is a pretty sweet setup. Makes you wonder what we’re all really doing here.”

Kaia’s voice was lazy, but the challenge underneath was sharp. “You mean besides fucking and fighting over who gets dibs on Tate’s time?”

“Exactly,” Piper said, pouncing on the opening. “Because, plot twist, there’s more to it. Some of us have new contracts to prove it.”

That landed like a dropped grenade.

I leaned in, unable to resist. “What do you mean, ‘new contracts?’ This study just leveled up?”

Piper shrugged, playing it off, but the glint in her eyes was all calculation. “Nothing major. Just means the rest of us, tier two girls, you know, Jules, Lila, Harper, Nora, Cam and me, our scholarships and stipends got bumped up. But the catch is we have to spend at least twenty hours a week in the house. On site. Even if it’s just hanging out, studying, watching TV. They want the interactions. Like we’re part of the core group, just… not always in the spotlight.”

Kaia didn’t react, but I could see her brain working, cataloging the implications.

Piper leaned back, arching her chest above the water, nipples poking clear through the bikini. “It’s not mandatory orgies, sorry to disappoint,” she said, winking at me. “But it does mean a hell of a lot less alone time for the OG’s.”

“Sounds like a pressure test,” I said, deliberately casual. But inside, the warning bell was screaming.

Sienna’s words from before buzzed in my skull: “They’re introducing new variables, people, challenges, things meant to throw us off balance.” Here it was, gift-wrapped in the world’s hottest bikini.

I played it cool, eyes on the water. “Kind of wild to contract people just to lounge around drinking wine and binging Netflix.”

Kaia said, “Or spy on whoever’s in the hot tub. Surveillance is the main event.”

Piper’s lips curled. “Right? There are like six new cameras out here since last week. My guess? They want more footage with fewer edits. More honesty. More moments where people forget they’re being watched.”

She let her foot brush my shin under the water, then drifted a hand onto the tile next to Kaia’s, just shy of contact.

“So, you’re not worried about it?” I pressed. “No fine print in the contract?”

She shook her head, water beading down over her chest. “Nope. I mean, there’s some legalese about confidentiality and not sabotaging the study, but the big thing is the time requirement. Twenty hours, give or take. If you miss a week, it comes out of your stipend. They want bodies in the house, Tate. Constant. That’s all.”

Kaia nodded, but her attention flicked to Piper’s mouth, then back to her eyes. “You think it’ll change the vibe?”

Piper grinned, her tongue tracing her lip for effect. “Bet your ass it’ll change the vibe. More people means more chemistry, more randomness, more… possibilities.” She let that last word hang in the steam.

I caught the undertones, even as I tried to play dumb. “Any other surprises?”

Piper tipped her head back, closing her eyes. “Not yet. But you’ll be the first to know. Promise.”

She nestled against me, the curve of her breast brushing my arm, and it was suddenly all I could do not to stare.

Kaia turned her attention to me, voice softer now, as if the heat and secrecy had knocked down her last guardrails. “If the rules are changing, do you think we’ll keep up?”

I locked eyes with her, then reached for her hand under the water. “We’ll do what we always do. Adapt, win, and make it look easy.”

Kaia’s expression softened, and she squeezed my hand, thumb tracing my palm.

All around us, the air turned thick with steam, the string lights giving every drop of moisture a gold halo.

It should have felt like a trap. But instead, with these two women and the heat and the thrill of the unknown, I felt alive.

Piper peeked at me, her voice all innocence, but her grip on my thigh saying otherwise. “So, is this a party of three now? Or should I invite more?”

Kaia grinned, slow and dangerous. “We can handle whatever you bring, Piper. But you’ll have to keep up.”

The challenge simmered between them, every word a dare.

The game was on, and the stakes had just gone nuclear.

But I was ready for whatever came next.

***

It was only a matter of time before Piper turned the conversation. She rocked forward, elbows on her knees, cleavage aimed at Kaia, her grin pure trouble. “Okay, enough business. Let’s play a game, truth or dare.”

Kaia rolled her eyes, but I saw the interest blooming. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Not even a little.” Piper’s gaze held a dare of its own. “Unless you’re scared.”

Kaia arched a brow, cool as ever. “Of you? Never.”

Piper clapped her hands. “Perfect. Tate, you in?”

I shrugged, watching the way the steam curled around her wet skin. “I’m game.”

Piper started with Kaia. “Truth or dare?”

Kaia didn’t hesitate. “Truth.”

Piper leaned in, voice gone syrupy. “When Tate’s not in your bed, do you ever get yourself off thinking about him?”

The shot landed. Kaia flushed, a genuine surprise on her, given how locked down she usually played it.

She met my eyes, a flicker of challenge underneath. “Obviously,” she said. “I’d be insane not to.” Her gaze slid to Piper, then back to me. “Sometimes it’s after I’ve heard you and Hallie in her room. The walls are paper thin.”

Piper’s eyes widened fractionally before she beamed with triumph. “So you’ve been listening to them this whole time?”

Kaia’s lips curved into a knowing smirk. “Neither of them tries to be quiet. Especially not Hallie.”

Piper cackled, then spun to me. “Your turn. Truth or dare?”

I grinned. “Go for broke. Dare.”

Piper’s lips twisted, thinking. “For the rest of the game, you have to answer every truth honestly. No deflection. No shrink routine. Just the real thing.”

Kaia whistled. “Bold.”

I nodded. “Deal.”

Piper balled her fists in excitement and turned to Kaia. “Your move. Hit me.”

Kaia’s eyes glittered. “Truth or dare, Pipes?”

Piper didn’t hesitate. “Truth.”

Kaia grinned, icy but playful. “Since we’re being honest, have you ever spied on me and Tate when you said you were leaving?”

Piper’s laugh was dirty and completely unrepentant. “More times than I can count. That door doesn’t even latch, by the way. I watched through the four-inch gap while you rode him last Friday. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.”

The admission made my cock twitch, but Kaia barely batted an eye.

She just leaned in. “You could’ve joined us.”

Piper’s eyes rolled with pleasure. “Don’t tempt me.”

Now it was my go.

I locked eyes with Kaia. “Truth or dare?”

She pursed her lips. “Truth.”

“What scares you about this house? About us?”

For once, the mask slipped.

She took a breath, searching for words. “Losing relevance. Becoming replaceable.” She traced a hand along my thigh under the water, voice softer. “It’s not about being ‘the only one’, Tate. It’s about mattering when the group changes. I need to know I’m never just a placeholder.”

“Kai,” I said, leaning close enough that only she could hear me, “you could never be replaced. Not to me.” I brushed my lips against hers, not hungry or demanding, just a promise sealed in the steam between us.

Piper’s turn. “You too, Tate. Truth or dare.”

“You stacked the deck, so… truth.”

She leaned in, eyes surprisingly gentle. “Are you actually falling for any of the original six, or is this just a physical thing?”

I didn’t blink. “I’m falling for all of them. Hallie’s warmth, Rowan’s loyalty, Elara’s depth, Briar’s brilliance, Sienna’s perception.” I squeezed Kaia’s hand beneath the water, my thumb tracing her palm. “And you, Kai, your fierce honesty strips me bare every time. The way you see through everyone but still choose to stay.” Her eyes widened slightly, that rare vulnerability I treasured. “It’s not just physical, though God knows that part’s incredible. I replay your words when you’re gone. I wonder if I’m giving any of you what you need. I didn’t expect this, but it’s real.”

Kaia’s reaction started as a slow, genuine smile, then transformed into something more. She leaned forward, water rippling around us, and pressed her lips against mine with a tenderness that contradicted her usual intensity. When she pulled back, her eyes held mine. “I feel the same way,” she whispered, her voice catching. “You’re the only one who’s ever seen past my walls and still wanted to stay. That matters more than you know.” Her fingers traced my jawline, leaving trails of heat that had nothing to do with the water temperature.

Piper put a hand over her heart. “God, you two are adorable.”

Kaia snorted. “Are you going to cry, Pipes?”

She shrugged, all bravado. “Not yet. But I might if you keep looking at him like that.”

The tension shifted, from confessional to anticipation. I could feel the energy building, the way muscle tenses before a sprint.

Piper’s eyes went full predator. “Okay. Dares now. Kaia, lose the bikini top.”

Kaia’s answer was pure dominance. She reached up, flicked the clasp, and let the fabric slide down her arms. The reveal was blinding, her tits, big, round, high and perfect, caught the moonlight like spotlights. The nipples immediately responded to the chill, tightening into hard, dark peaks. She didn’t cover them. Just leaned back, letting Piper and me stare.

Piper’s breath caught audibly. “Holy fuck, you’re gorgeous.”

Kaia’s only reply was a knowing smile.

Piper looked at me, checking for any hint of possessiveness. When she didn’t find it, she turned back to Kaia. “Can I…?”

Kaia nodded, just once, slow.

Piper slid over, gathering water on her chest as she leaned in. Her hands were reverent as she cupped Kaia’s breast, then playful as she circled the nipple with a careful thumb.

The effect was instant. Kaia’s eyelids fluttered, and for a second her entire body arched up, pushing the tit deeper into Piper’s palm.

Piper watched her own hand like she was being blessed. “I’ve wanted to do that since freshman year,” she breathed. “You have no idea.”

Kaia grinned, then pulled Piper in by the back of her neck and kissed her, open-mouthed and hungry. Her other hand found my cock under the water, squeezing enough to make me see stars.

The game was over. This was a new contest.

Swimwear dissolved, all three of us stripping in synch. The heat of the water was nothing compared to the fire burning across my skin as Piper’s fingers found me, stroking me under the surface while Kaia pressed her body to my side, slippery and soft in all the right places.

Kaia went for Piper’s top, baring her friend’s breasts, full, round, freckled, nipples salmon-pink and stiff from want. The girls devoured each other, mouths pulling while their hands tangled on my cock, working me with a tag-team rhythm that left me gasping.

I caught Piper’s face and kissed her hard, water splashing everywhere as she climbed into my lap. Her wet pussy found my cock, gliding along the shaft until she was shivering from anticipation.

Kaia draped herself behind me, hands roaming my chest, her mouth nipping at my earlobe. “She wants you, Tate. She has for over a year. Give it to her.”

I didn’t need baiting. I lined up, and Piper sank onto me in a single, greedy slide. Her pussy clamped down, velvet and tight, a different kind of grip than Kaia’s, higher friction but somehow wetter, hungrier. She took me to the root, jaw dropping.

“God, you feel insane,” she moaned, starting to ride me slow.

Kaia watched, her breath hot against my neck, both of her hands fondling Piper’s breasts while the other guided my hands to her own. “You can compare all you want,” she whispered, “but you know I like being first.”

Piper rolled her hips, bouncing on my cock, moonlight gleaming off her tits as she matched every movement to the twist of pleasure on her face. She never took her eyes off me, full, direct eye contact, as if she wanted to memorize what I looked like every time she bottomed out.

The steam swelled around us, growing thicker with each passing second, until the world was only sound and skin and an overload of sensation. Piper’s raw, unfiltered moans echoed off the stone, rebounding against the darkness and setting every nerve alight. Kaia’s hands, one on my chest, the other threading through Piper’s hair, kept the rhythm, keeping all three of us locked in the moment. The water sloshed and frothed, heated by the jets, but it was nothing compared to the fire beneath the surface.

I lost myself in the push and pull of their bodies, the way Piper’s thighs clamped hard against my hips as she rode me, her nails scrabbling for purchase across my ribs before digging in, desperate and wild. Kaia’s breath feathered my ear, her tongue flicking at the lobe before she bit gently, a tease and a promise.

Piper broke pace just long enough to dare me, her voice all grit. “Don’t hold back, Tate. Give it to me. I want to feel it.”

Kaia’s lips at my ear, softer but just as sharp: “Fill her up, Tate. I want to watch your face when you come inside her. Don’t you dare hold back.”

Their words detonated something inside me, the last shreds of restraint atomized by the hunger in their voices.

I seized Piper’s waist, fingers biting into her soaked skin. She yelped, a sound halfway between laughter and a challenge, then braced herself with both hands on my shoulders and started riding with a vengeance. I could feel the thud of her heartbeat in the way her pussy clenched around me, the way her hips stuttered and then surged forward, faster each time. The friction and heat were perfect, every nerve ending alive with it.

She was louder now, voice echoing off the patio. “Fuck, yes—Tate—don’t stop—”

Kaia’s hands moved lower, cupping Piper’s tits, kneading them as she watched her friend fuck herself senseless. Her other hand dipped between Piper’s legs, fingers searching and finding her clit. Piper’s whole body jolted at the contact, her mouth dropping open in a wordless gasp. The muscles of her cunt rippled along my cock, making me see stars.

I was close, so close, but I wanted to drag it out, memorize every second of this. I leaned forward, teeth grazing Piper’s neck as she writhed on top of me, her hair plastered to her face and neck in wet, tangled strands. Kaia’s hand never let up, stroking Piper in time with every bounce, every shudder.

Piper’s moans turned to begging: “Harder—fuck, please—I want you to come in me—”

Kaia’s mouth pressed against my ear, a private, guttural whisper: “She’s so greedy. Don’t let her win.”

The competitiveness in Kaia’s voice snapped something inside me. I gripped Piper tighter, moved in time with her, matching her thrust for thrust, the sound of skin against skin growing frantic. I could feel Kaia’s tits pressed against my back, her arms wrapped around both me and Piper, pulling us all together, making sure none of us escaped.

The heat built until it was unbearable. Piper’s head fell back, eyes rolling up. Kaia’s hand worked her clit with an expert, relentless pressure. Piper’s whole body locked, then bucked, and she screamed through her orgasm, high and sharp, no holding back, the sound echoing into the night. Her pussy clamped down on my cock, a vise of perfect, pulsing friction. That was it. I exploded inside her, every muscle tensed, the world collapsing to a single point of white-hot release as I filled her, pulse after pulse, shot after shot. It was so intense I nearly blacked out, the pleasure so absolute it bordered on pain.

Piper collapsed against me, shaking and gasping. The water sloshed, cooling around us as we all tried to catch our breath.

Kaia wrapped her arms around both of us, squeezing tight, keeping everyone together as the aftershocks ran their course.

When Piper finally slid off, she curled against my side, face glowing.

She reached for Kaia, stroking her pussy under the water, her touch both gentle and hungry. “You next,” she whispered, flicking Kaia’s nipple for punctuation.

Kaia didn’t hesitate. She climbed into my lap, facing me, her breasts flush against my chest and her arms wrapping around my neck. The difference in energy was immediate, where Piper had been wild chaos, Kaia was precision, calculated hunger, and total surrender, all at once.

She lined me up, and I guided her down, inch by inch, savoring every twitch of anticipation. Her eyes went glassy, and she bit my shoulder as I bottomed out.

She moved slow, a lazy grind that spiraled higher with each rotation. Her pussy was different, more velvet, more suction, like she was designed to milk me until I couldn’t move.

Kaia’s hips rolled with breathtaking purpose, every upstroke bringing her breasts against my chest, the razor-sharp points of her nipples painting streaks of pleasure across my skin. She moved with a kind of tension I’d never felt before, like every muscle in her body was pulling double-duty to hold herself together. Water lapped around us, heated jets and our own thrashing churning the air into a haze of steam and ozone. Each motion pulled her closer, until I could feel the staccato thrum of her heartbeat right through her skin. Her hands tunneled into my hair, fingers twisting with growing desperation.

Piper sat on the submerged bench, still breathing hard from her own orgasm, but not letting herself be sidelined. She watched Kaia ride me, her gaze hooded and hungry, lips parted like she was on the edge of prayer or blasphemy. The moment Kaia started to slip into that place where sensation overrides thought, Piper’s hand found her, palm flat against Kaia’s pubic bone, thumb circling her clit with surgical precision. The effect was instant. Kaia’s breath hitched, her thighs clamped tighter around me, and she started to tremble in slow, gathering waves.

She buried her face in my neck, every sound she made going straight into my ear, every exhale flooding my brain with her need. I wrapped both arms around her, anchoring her, grounding her shaking body with my own. In that moment, the look Piper gave me was pure approval. She wanted to see Kaia fall apart, wanted to witness her friend drop every pretense and let go. Piper’s free hand closed around my wrist, her grip steady, making sure I didn’t miss a single twitch or gasp.

Kaia’s voice, when it came, was shattered glass and velvet. “I can’t—fuck, Tate—I can’t—” She bit down on my shoulder, teeth grazing my skin, and suddenly every wall she’d ever built came down at once. Her body clamped around my cock, wet velvet squeezing and rippling until my own self-control was a memory. She came with a violence that shook us both, hips spasming, her legs quaking with the force of it.

“I love you,” she whispered. So quiet, barely a breath. Not for show. For me alone.

The confession hit me in the sternum, hard enough to knock the air out of my lungs. The world stopped. Every noise, every thought, every sensation telescoped into that single, impossible phrase. I couldn’t have held back if I’d tried. I crushed her to me, mouth on hers, no restraint, just a raw need to answer her with my body and words together.

“I love you too, Kaia. I fucking love you,” I said, and the minute I did, the last of her composure blew apart. She sobbed my name, head thrown back, every inch of her wracked with pleasure and relief.

The sight, the sound, the feel of her, every nerve ending in me lit up. Piper’s hand never stopped working Kaia’s clit, even as she watched, captivated, like she was seeing something sacred. Her other hand found my jaw, and she pulled me into a searing kiss, tongue exploring, demanding my attention even as my cock pulsed inside Kaia with a second, blinding orgasm. My hips jerked up, hard, filling her with everything I had, and the intensity of release made my vision swim.

Kaia clung to me, nails raking down my back, her own body not done yet. Piper, never content to spectate, pressed in from the side, kissing Kaia’s cheek, her neck, her breast, tracing after Kaia’s tears with her tongue. She kept her thumb teasing, not letting off for a second, and Kaia’s aftershocks stretched on, little spasms and full-body shivers as the pleasure wrung her out.

It felt like time dilated. I couldn’t tell how long we stayed tangled, just breathing and holding each other, letting the world outside fade to a dull, irrelevant murmur. Kaia’s head lolled to my shoulder, her hair fanned out wet and wild. Piper tucked herself under my other arm, giving me a sly, knowing smile, her eyes soft despite the mischief.

“I knew it,” Piper said, voice gentle. “You two are so gone for each other.”

Kaia managed a wobbly laugh. “Shut up, Pipes.”

But there was no malice in it, just a dizzy joy. Kaia looked up at me, eyes swollen and shining. “Don’t let me regret this.”

“You won’t,” I promised, and I meant it with every molecule.

We floated in the aftermath, the jets humming softly beneath us, the air dense with pheromones and chlorine and the faint, electric smell of ozone. Piper stroked lazy circles across my chest, her hand occasionally drifting lower to cup Kaia’s thigh or run along my abs. Kaia relaxed in my lap, muscles gone to jelly, her body radiating satisfaction and a strange, bright calm. Every now and then, she would tilt her head up and kiss my jaw, like she wanted to reassure herself I was real.

Piper pressed closer, the three of us a knot of tangled limbs and shared heat. She hooked her leg over mine and traced a line up Kaia’s calf, her eyes flicking between us. “You know, if the researchers are watching, they probably need a cold shower right about now.”

Kaia smirked, regaining her edge. “Good. Let them see what happens when they try to engineer feelings.”

The idea made me laugh, and the sound finally broke the trance. Piper, not to be outdone, reached down and found my cock again, already half-hard despite everything. She looked at Kaia, then at me, and said, “Round two, or are you both officially dead?”

Kaia’s body shivered, but her grin was pure challenge. “Bet I can outlast both of you.”

Piper slid on top of me, guiding my cock to her slick entrance, and dropped herself down with a practiced, greedy ease. The sensation was different this time, less frantic, more decadent, as if we were all savoring the afterglow. Piper rode me slow, grinding down with each stroke, while Kaia cupped Piper’s ass, guiding her rhythm. It was a circuit of sensation, pleasure rebounding between us, amplified every time someone gasped or laughed or moaned.

This time, I managed to last, drawing out every second, letting Piper and Kaia play off each other. Piper’s orgasm was a slow burn, building in increments until she shuddered and clung to me, her body milking my cock with each aftershock. Kaia got off just watching us, her own hand drifting down to play with herself, her eyes locked on the point where our bodies joined. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

When I finally came again, it was with both of them pressed against me, their mouths on my skin, their hands everywhere at once. The release was softer, but no less intense, more like a wave washing over us than a detonation. Piper collapsed against my chest, breathing hard, and Kaia curled in from the side, sandwiching me in their warmth.

After, all three of us were spent, fused in the warm water, touching and kissing and basking in the impossible high of bodies and hearts wide open.

The air above the water was chilly, but nothing could touch the heat inside us.

When we finally moved, it was together, with no walls and no hesitation.

Every old rule had been broken. Every line erased.

This was what truth or dare was always meant to be.

***

We could have lingered in the hot tub until the sun rose or our skin shriveled. But Kaia, always the one to reassert control, led the way out. The cool night air hit, but we didn’t bother looking for towels or cover, just made a mad dash from the back deck, dripping wet and bare-assed, through the empty kitchen and up the stairs to her suite.

Kaia’s room was everything you’d expect: king-sized bed, sheets soft as rumors, gold fixtures, and fresh candles on the dresser. It felt like a sanctuary, deliberately insulated from the chaos of the rest of the house.

We crashed onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs, nobody bothering with modesty. The mattress barely creaked with our weight. It was built for more than one body at a time. I ended up in the middle, Kaia curled along my right side, Piper sprawled over my left, her head pillowed on my shoulder, hand already laying claim to my cock.

We didn’t talk, not at first. Just let the sweat and sex fade out, the haze of post-orgasm warmth amplified by the softness of cotton sheets and the muted city lights sneaking in through the window.

Piper was the first to stir. She grabbed Kaia’s phone, thumb flying across the screen, grinning as she queued up TikToks. The first video was Lila dancing with me in the kitchen, her back pressed against my chest, our hips swaying in perfect sync to some viral song. The next was Hallie feeding me a strawberry in the library, her eyes locked on mine, her hair fanned out like she’d just stepped out of a shampoo commercial. Then Briar and Jules, pulling me into frame during a game of pool, their arms draped over my shoulders as they pressed exaggerated kisses to my cheeks.

Each video just amped up the affection. There was zero jealousy, just laughter, pride, and a sense of shared victory. Kaia pressed closer into my arm, cheek pillowed on my chest, watching her own highlight reel with the satisfaction of someone who’s both coach and star player.

Piper giggled at the Hallie video. “She’s a menace. I thought she was going to choke you with that strawberry to prove a point.”

Kaia smirked. “She probably wanted to. Hallie loves being dramatic.”

I drew lazy circles on Kaia’s hip, soaking up the feel of her skin. The memory of her whisper, those three words, played on repeat in my brain. “I love you.” It lingered in the air, louder than any viral song, more permanent than any contract or study rule.

Kaia’s breathing got heavier, slower. I could feel her body winding down, toes dragging along my calf, her grip on my hand tightening before it went slack.

Piper’s thumb drifted lower, tracing the line of my cock like she didn’t want to let go, even as her eyelids drooped.

The moments stretched, soft and endless. I listened to them breathe, the heat of their bodies anchoring me in place. For the first time, there was no urge to leave, no need to hide. This was home.

Piper snuggled closer, pressing her lips to my jaw. “Is this what winning feels like?” she mumbled, half-asleep.

I smiled, pulling her in tighter. “If it isn’t, I don’t want to know what is.”

She hummed, satisfied, and her hand squeezed my cock with the lazy possessiveness of someone who knew exactly what was hers.

Kaia murmured something I missed, then shifted so her leg draped over mine, her tits flattened against my chest, hair tickling my chin.

The TikTok montage kept rolling, each clip innocent enough for public viewing but loaded with meaning for us. One showed Hallie and me lying on her bed, faces close, her whispering “I love you” as I smiled and whispered it back. Another captured Kaia teaching me some dance move, our fingers intertwined, her laugh genuine for once. These moments that once seemed like separate stories now felt like chapters of the same book, a narrative where everything connected.

I thought about the contracts, the cameras, the study’s relentless structure. But none of it could touch what was happening here, in this bed, with these women. Our feelings were as genuine as it got. If the researchers hoped to break us, the were doing a lousy job.

Kaia dozed with her cheek pressed to my heart, her whispered “I love you” echoing every time she exhaled.

Piper’s hand didn’t let go, even as her breath slowed and her body melted into mine.

I wasn’t sure what tomorrow would throw at us, more confessions, more dares, maybe a storm of new rivalries from the “tier two” crowd.

But tonight, naked and fused between two women who’d just dismantled every one of my defenses, I knew we’d already broken the old experiment.

This was our version, our rules.

No more masks. No more waiting.

We were finally, savagely, alive.


Café Showdown


Irolled into Harbor Café so early the air smelled like fresh pastry, disinfectant, and desperation. The place was warmth incarnate: sunbeams hammered straight through wall-to-wall windows, painting the honey wood tables gold and making me forget, for thirty seconds, that outside, fall gnawed at every edge.

The back room was technically meant for study groups, but with the double doors closed, it felt like a bunker. Or maybe a war room, seven chairs, big battered table, and one window with a half-dead spider plant clinging on for dignity.

I paced the perimeter, dragging chairs into a lazy oval, not quite round, not quite executive. I didn’t want a CEO vibe. I wanted “family dinner, but everyone’s got a secret agenda.” Every inch of me buzzed with the need to get this right. My fingers drummed out a tattoo on the table, a tip from my dad for when you needed to bleed off excess nerves without looking like you were about to bolt.

I rehearsed the speech a dozen ways. I could start with the “science experiment” angle, the betrayal, the way Sienna’s confession spun the whole game on its head. I could open with the emotional pitch, talk about family, about how every woman in my life refused to fit any box, and that was the best thing about them.

Or I could just wing it.

The front bell jangled, and a flash of gold hair announced Hallie Mercer before the rest of her caught up. She wore the look that always killed me: vintage Blackwood hoodie, leggings, and sneakers barely clinging to clean. Her eyes locked onto me with a rush of blue-green, and the way her cheeks pinked under the morning sun looked illegal. She moved fast, like if she slowed down the nerves would catch her.

Hallie dropped her bag on a random chair and zeroed in, smile going nuclear as she wrapped both hands around my arm. “Hey, baby,” she breathed, squeezing like she could wring the stress out of me.

She didn’t let go. Not even a little. “You okay? You look like you’re about to get called into the principal’s office.”

Her warmth hit different, always had. I squeezed her hand, anchoring us both. “Just want to make sure everyone gets the truth. No more mind games.”

She beamed, the kind of grin that turned every day into a highlight reel. “Whatever it is, we’ll handle it.”

Seconds later, the door creaked open, and Kaia Rousseau drifted in with the kind of poise that would make a cat jealous. She wore flawless jeans, a cream top that hugged every curve, and boots that could kick down a boardroom door or seduce a senator, depending on the angle. Kaia’s gaze swept the room, first the exits, then the seating, then me. I could almost hear the gears turning.

She assessed the available spots, weighed her options like a chess grandmaster, then settled two chairs down from Hallie, facing the door and keeping every player in view. She nodded at me with a smile equal parts ice and sunlight. “Nice choice of venue. Non-territorial, lots of privacy. Smart.”

Hallie shot her a look, not hostile, just wary. Kaia ignored it, instead leaning back, one leg crossed, her vibe as calm as the surface of a very deep lake.

Next up was Rowan Calloway, who slipped in with such little fanfare it was almost magic. She wore faded denim, a leather jacket, and a brooding dark ponytail that somehow looked like it might commit a felony if I blinked too slow. She clocked every detail, the light, the angles, who’d already arrived, then slid into a seat by the window, back to the wall, eyes steady.

But her confidence wasn’t the whole story. She glanced at me, quick and sharp, and for the briefest second, guilt flickered in the green. Rowan didn’t do apologies, but her silence said what words never could.

Briar Callahan was next, never late, never flustered. She wore killer business casual, black blazer over a fitted top, skirt that was maybe five percent longer than campus policy required. The notebook in her hand was her trademark; she set it on the table but didn’t open it, as if unsure whose rules dictated this game.

She sat upright, one chair from Rowan, posture perfect, but her eyes lingered on the notebook like it was a safety harness. I watched her scan the table, evaluate the dynamics, then settle with a deep, quiet breath.

Elara arrived next, and with her came the feeling of a sigh you didn’t know you were holding. Her approach was gentle but decided, a blue sweater and jeans, golden blonde hair down and loose. She didn’t hesitate; instead, she let her hand brush my shoulder, squeezing once, a pulse of calm leveled directly at my nervous system. Then she slid into the spot beside Briar with a grace that made everything less jagged.

Sienna was last, always strategic. For the first time ever, she walked in like she belonged in the group photo: soft black jeans, a wine-colored tee, a tiny necklace I’d never seen before, and hair pulled up in a messy bun that made her look ten times more dangerous than any clipboard ever could. She’d left the clipboard elsewhere, and when she smiled at me, it hit me square in the chest. She looked more like my girlfriend than my handler.

She threw herself into the last open chair, stretched her legs out, and gave me a look that said: “Go ahead. Drop the bomb.”

Seven bodies, one table, the nerves blurring into the steam as mugs of coffee started landing in front of us, courtesy of the café’s morning crew. The aroma was sex and comfort and maybe a little fear, tensing the air.

I cleared my throat. For half a heartbeat, nobody moved, as if the invisible cameras from Blackwood House had followed us here.

“First, thank you,” I said, letting my voice go low and clear. “For coming somewhere off-grid, where we can actually talk.”

Six pairs of eyes, six types of hunger and wariness, all waiting for the next move.

I didn’t fuck around with preamble. “Here’s the truth, straight from Sienna’s desk. The research team isn’t just watching. They’re deliberately introducing new women to the house, Piper, Lila, Jules, the whole ‘Tier Two’ crowd as Pipes calls them. All of it is strategy. I have nothing against these amazing women. Quite the opposite, in fact. It’s the researchers who are trying to fracture us, see if jealousy or rivalry can rip us apart.”

Kaia made a noise low in her throat, a laugh with no humor. “So the chaos is engineered.”

Sienna nodded, the vulnerability stripped raw by her lack of armor. “It’s all deliberate. Every social landmine, every shift in the schedule, even how the rooms are arranged. They want to record the point where things break.”

Elara’s hand lingered on my shoulder again, this time stronger. “But why us?”

“They hand-picked everyone,” Sienna said, her voice thin. “History, old feelings, every possible angle for conflict. Then they added external pressure, offers, contracts, and more cameras.”

Hallie’s knuckles whitened around her mug. “So we’re supposed to just… fight until someone wins? Or until we all quit?”

I shook my head. “Not happening. If we’re going to do this, it’s our rules, our pace. Not theirs.”

I let the words settle, then looked around the table, making sure every woman got my full focus. No dodges. No shrink routine.

“I asked you here because what’s happening between us isn’t fake lab drama. It’s real. It matters to me… more than I want to admit. I don’t care how many new faces they throw in the mix. You’re not replaceable. None of you.”

Holy hell, did the table go silent.

I started with Hallie, who suddenly looked like she might shatter or fly apart, depending on which way the wind caught her. “You, Hallie, are the heartbeat. Your honesty, the way you see me, hell, the way you see everybody. I wouldn’t last a day in this mess without that. You matter to me, more than you could ever know.”

She blushed, tears pricking, but her voice was squared up. “Even when I get petty? Even when I want you all to myself, even if it’s not fair?”

I reached across, squeezing her fingers. “Especially then. That’s the real you.”

Next was Kaia. She held my gaze, chin lifted, as if bracing for a verdict.

“Kaia, you keep me honest. No bullshit, no hiding. You challenge every pattern, every easy answer, and you’re the only one who can make me see my own blind spots. I need that. You push me further than anyone ever has.”

For the tiniest second, her mask slipped. The corner of her lip trembled, and her nails tapped out a silent code on her mug.

Then Rowan. The air shifted, weightier.

“Rowan, with you, it’s about freedom. The way you live, your intensity, it liberates me. You don’t let me get away with my own self-denial. Even when it’s messy, you make me want to be braver.”

She blinked, once, and her voice was hoarse but steady. “I never wanted to pull you into my mess, Tate. But now that you’re here, I want every second of it.”

I nodded, no flinch. “Same.”

Briar was next, her hands knotted in her lap, notebook finally forgotten.

“Briar, you’re the challenge I never saw coming. Your mind, the way we argue, debate, pin things down. You force me to expand past old logic, to see possibilities I’d never consider on my own. I’m always learning from you even when you think I’m not listening.”

She almost smiled, then shook her head, voice soft. “Sometimes I worry it’s all performance, like I don’t know how to be real. Not the way Hallie or Elara does.”

I caught her eye, meaning every syllable. “You’re real to me. Maybe the truest of all.”

Elara, soft as sunrise, met my gaze like she’d been rehearsing for this moment.

“Elara, you’re the safe place. Not comfort or complacency, but an understanding that goes past words. When I’m with you, I can stop trying to impress, to protect, to script every move. You just… see me, and you let me see you. That means everything.”

Her eyes shimmered, but she didn’t look away. “You don’t have to thank me for that, Tate. You just have to accept it.”

“I do,” I promised.

Last was Sienna. She looked like she might burn up from the inside, no defense left.

“Sienna, you risked everything by choosing this. By choosing me. You could’ve kept your professional distance, played it safe, but you stepped over the line for something real. That takes more guts than anyone gives you credit for. I see it. I never stop seeing it.”

She swallowed, then nodded, voice low. “I want this. I want you. More than the research, more than the degree. I’m not backing down.”

The golden hour hit the back wall of Harbor Café like a religious experience. Everything glowed, polished wood, little crystal lamps, even the steam rising from our mugs. If the setup had been a trap, I half believed we’d slipped the snare. But nobody moved, not even to reach for sugar or check a phone.

This was where it got raw.

Hallie was the first to break. Her fingers twisted the handle of her coffee so hard I thought the ceramic might snap. “I know it’s supposed to be hot, this thing, the idea of you with a harem, but sometimes… I hate it. Not them, not the feeling of family, but—” She squeezed her eyes shut for a beat. “Sometimes it makes me feel like I’m half a person. Like if I don’t fight for you, I’ll get edited out of my own story.”

She dared a glance at Kaia, then me. “I tell myself I’m open to sharing, but the truth is, it still wrecks me. I just want to be irreplaceable, even for a second.”

Kaia sat so upright she could have passed for marble. She didn’t blink. “I spent my whole life making sure I was never ‘the other woman.’ I engineered every step, grades, friends, even hookups, so I’d always be first in line. But this house…” Her voice actually wobbled. “Every time you’re with someone else, or when you call Hallie first, there’s this voice in my head: you’ll never be enough. He’ll always want someone brighter, softer, more everything.”

The air was so charged it felt dangerous to move. Then Hallie, who I’d pegged as a world-class avoider, reached across the table and covered Kaia’s hand. The touch detonated in real time.

“I’m sorry,” Hallie managed, color rushing her cheeks. “I know I tried to lock you out, make it so you couldn’t matter as much as me. I thought if I acted first, you couldn’t steal him, or maybe just that I wouldn’t get left behind.”

Kaia stared at their hands like she’d never seen her own fingers before. “That’s not what I wanted. I wanted to prove I mattered at all.” She exhaled, breath shaky. “Making you jealous was a way to feel powerful. It’s pathetic, but I didn’t see another path.”

The grip between them tightened, then relaxed, the old bitterness dissolving until all that was left was the unfiltered honesty.

Rowan, who’d been silent so long I was about to check her pulse, finally leaned forward. “You two are lightweights compared to what I’m carrying.” She hesitated, then pushed through: “Gray was supposed to be the forever plan. We fit, on paper. But the second I let myself look your way, Tate, I realized I was lying to everyone, including me. I don’t want to be the cheater. I don’t want to be the person who trashes her boyfriend for a new distraction. But I can’t let this go.”

She looked around, straight at Hallie, then Kaia. “So if you’re worried I’ll wreck the family, you’re not wrong. I already have. But I don’t want to stop anymore.”

Nobody judged. If anything, Hallie reached for her, hand outstretched across the table, solidarity in a single move.

Briar set her notebook so far from herself it nearly toppled off the edge. She didn’t touch her coffee, just stared into the soft gold of the sunset until the light caught on the edge of her jaw. “I have no idea how to be ‘the real me’ in this setup. My entire life is structure, data, games I know I can win. I thought if I mapped every interaction, I’d anticipate every threat. But that never works with you, Tate. Or with any of you.” She looked up, catching every gaze in turn. “What if the only reason you want me is because I’m the odd one out? What if you wake up one morning and realize the rest of them made you feel more alive?”

I reached for her, traced my thumb along her wrist, grounding her. “You’re the variable that makes the formula work. I’d be less with anybody else. You’re the proof that there’s more than one way to be wanted.”

Briar let herself breathe, finally, the tension unspooling from her shoulders.

Elara’s voice came so soft it was almost easy to miss, but the words landed like a precision strike. “I still get scared sometimes that if I reach for what I want, I’ll destroy everyone else’s happiness. I think about Harrison every night. Did I do the right thing by leaving him? Did I make it worse by loving you, Tate? Or is it possible for two things to be true, hurting and healing, both at once?”

She looked at Hallie, Briar, Kaia. “I’m not good at taking up space. But I want to be part of this even if it means facing the past.”

Her hand found mine under the table, palm open, pulse rabbit-fast. That single touch did more to anchor me than any speech ever could.

Sienna, stripped of theory and clinical detachment, spoke her truth in a whisper that vibrated with more intensity than shouting ever could. “I thought I could do both. Run the experiment and have you. But I can’t. Every time I see you with them, or sit in these meetings, the only data I care about is whether you’ll still want me if everything else falls apart.” She looked at the group, then back at me. “I never learned how to be part of the story. I was always just the observer in the glass box.”

Her voice went thick with feeling. “I don’t want to be on the outside anymore.”

If the group was a tangle of live wires, every confession just soldered them tighter. By then, the room glowed with a sunset that made even the coffee stains look holy. The old isolation was gone. Fused, unavoidable connection had replaced it.

I let the moment hang, then said what wouldn’t shut up in my brain. “We’re not just six different relationships. We’re something else now, a family. Not the Hallmark kind. But one where you can admit every fear, every ugly impulse, and not lose your spot at the table.”

Rowan grinned, rough but real. “So instead of a harem, it’s a wolfpack?”

Kaia’s laugh was pure pride. “Can you picture anyone at Blackwood messing with us now?”

Elara’s hand squeezed mine. “That’s the point, isn’t it? This is ours, not the experiment’s.”

Sienna found her old fire, eyes lighting up. “They’re going to keep testing us. New girls, new drama, new chaos. But we can decide what the story is. That’s how we beat them.”

Briar echoed the promise: “We’ll keep it honest. Always. No matter who joins the table.”

Hallie nodded, tears gone, replaced by steel. “Even if it means I have to get better at sharing. Or at least at not sabotaging what works.”

Kaia pulled Hallie’s hand close, unafraid this time. “I’ve got your back, Hails. All of yours.”

We didn’t need a ceremony. The pact was a thrum beneath the words, a mutual consent to face whatever came next with the armor of radical honesty and belonging.

We filed out of the café, sun paling into blue dusk, wind sharpening the air and sending leaves spinning in every direction. The street was mostly empty, but the group didn’t scatter, didn’t fall into the old rivalries. There was no need for assigned seats or rules. Instead, they flowed around me in an organic formation, fluid and fierce.

Hallie tucked herself into my left, arm through mine, head on my bicep like it was made for her. Kaia strolled on my right, hand steady at my back, eyes scanning ahead, part lookout, part queen on parade. Rowan ranged just past Kaia, always holding ground for herself, but never drifting too far. Briar eased alongside Rowan, not touching but close, as if building a firewall against the world. Elara flanked Hallie, one hand on my shoulder, the other always soft on Hallie’s arm or Kaia’s wrist, little gestures that said “I see you” in every movement. Sienna drifted at the edge of the pack, watching everything, but always one step behind so she could close a gap if it appeared.

We made our way toward campus, autumn leaves in full drama all around us. Orange, red, gold, kicking up in little swirls with every footfall. The sound of boots and giggles and the occasional snarky comment from Rowan was better than any film score.

Cars slowed as they passed, probably wondering what the hell had happened at study group to fuse seven people into a single, impossible unit. Heads turned at the crosswalk. Half the undergrads tried not to stare. Maybe it was the way the girls moved, as if they’d trained in formation, or maybe it was the unbroken force field of arms, hair, and linked hands that left no openings at all.

This wasn’t a harem orbiting a prize.

It was a family, reshaped and rebuilt by every fight, every night of sweat and confession, every risk taken when the cameras stopped rolling.

We reached Blackwood House just as the last light bled from the horizon. Instead of scattering to our old corners, nobody let go. We paused at the gate, every body still anchored to the next like nobody wanted to break the spell.

Hallie’s hair glowed in the streetlamp, Kaia’s grip strong and unwavering. Rowan flashed the world’s middle finger in her strut, daring anybody to break the new peace. Briar’s laugh, tight and quick, blended with Elara’s soft calm. Sienna lingered at my back, her hand ghosting across my lower back, promising she wasn’t going anywhere.

If the researchers still watched, good luck parsing what they saw now.

Because this wasn’t a study anymore.

It was a home.

And no variable in the universe could shake it.


Harem Sisters


They didn’t text ahead, didn’t drop a hint, just showed up at my door like they were about to rewrite the rulebook. Hallie was first, a vision in this second-skin sweater dress that plunged so low I honestly worried about buttons giving up the ghost. Her hair was down and wild, lips glossed, and the fabric hugged her curves like it was on a death mission. Kaia? She went the other direction, tightest jeans on campus, daring black t-shirt with a neckline that was more empty air than cotton. It draped perfectly, giving mouthwatering glimpses of cleavage whenever she leaned or shrugged. Her hair was sleek, eyes sharp, and her boots promised they’d leave an imprint if anyone messed with her.

The second the door opened, the vibe changed. Instead of their usual ice-and-fire contrast, they stood together in perfect, wordless solidarity. Like a pair of superheroes, only the superpower was driving me insane.

“We’re taking you out,” Hallie announced, grabbing both my hands. “No debate. You’ve been working too hard.”

Kaia’s arm was already hooked in mine, possessive and casual. “You need a break, and we need to show off.”

There was zero hesitation, zero rivalry. Gone were the days when I worried about which would try to one-up the other. Tonight, it was like they’d practiced moving as a team.

Outside, the autumn air was crisp enough to sting. The driveway glistened with leaves caught under streetlamp glow, and every breath tasted like distant bonfires and rain. Instead of letting me lead, both women pressed against me for warmth, Hallie looping her arm through mine and pressing her chest right up to my bicep while Kaia anchored to my other side, hand tucked snug around my waist.

They didn’t leave a millimeter of daylight between us. If the neighbors were watching, they got a free show.

The walk to The Breakaway was short but dangerous. Hallie’s perfume, all vanilla and citrus, tangled with Kaia’s more expensive, musky thing. They stole glances at each other, but instead of old tension, it was pure inside-joke territory.

Kaia squeezed my waist. “We’re going to break so many hearts tonight.”

Hallie grinned up at me, eyes sparkling under the streetlights. “Not ours, though.”

The Breakaway had a line out the door, music and the scent of fried food and spilled beer spilling into the night.

The bouncer clocked the three of us and did a double take. “Power trio,” he muttered, then stamped our wrists without asking for IDs.

Inside, the party had already detonated. Every screen flashed with college football, the music thumped under a thousand decibels, and everywhere you looked, people eyed the door, hungry for the next drama.

Hallie and Kaia didn’t even pause to check the scene. They maneuvered me through the crowd, steering us to the left where it was a little quieter and the booths gave you perfect views of the action.

The first thing Hallie did was turn and plaster herself to my chest. “It’s freezing outside. Warm me up,” she demanded, but her grin turned it from complaint to dare.

I wrapped my arms around her, drawing her close. Kaia didn’t skip a beat. She slid her hand into my back pocket and pressed up behind, her body heat sinking straight through my shirt.

Maybe it should’ve felt greedy. Instead? It was a team move, pure and simple.

Hallie didn’t hold back. She stretched up and pulled me down for a kiss, nothing chaste, slow and deep, her lips soft, tongue flicking mine with the kind of practiced familiarity that used to happen behind closed doors. The crowd didn’t fade, but I forgot to care.

Before I could catch my breath, Kaia’s hand closed possessively on my side. She gave Hallie a little nod of thanks, then spun me to face her.

She didn’t waste time. Kaia kissed me like she meant it, all heat and tongue and a soft moan reserved just for my ear. Her grip on my hip tightened, sending shockwaves straight to my cock.

Hallie watched, not jealous, not even a little. She looked proud, satisfied, as if she’d coordinated the whole thing and wanted to see every second.

When Kaia finally pulled away, her lips flushed, she looked at Hallie. “Your turn?”

Hallie just laughed and grabbed my hand. “Dibs on next round.”

We made it to the bar, and the bartender didn’t even bother hiding his stare. He poured bourbon for me, something pink and dangerous for Hallie, and a double tequila for Kaia.

“Lucky bastard,” he whispered as he handed over the drinks.

At the dartboards, the mischief levels went nuclear. They started with trash talk, Kaia bragging that she’d played intramural in high school, and Hallie swearing she was “obnoxiously accurate” after two drinks.

The game itself? Total afterthought. The real sport was bodies, hands, and who could drive me closest to the edge without actually crossing the line.

Hallie lined up first. I slid in behind her, hands circling her waist, chin at her ear. Her scent filled my lungs, and the body contact was pure adrenaline. I guided her arm, low and slow, making sure my hands brushed her curves with every fake “instruction.”

She shivered, grinding back just enough to make me dizzy.

“Like this?” Hallie murmured, pressing her ass into my crotch.

“Perfect,” I said, barely keeping my voice level.

Behind us, Kaia watched, her tongue tracing her lower lip.

Hallie threw the dart. Bullseye. She turned with a grin and caught me off guard with another filthy kiss, a hand flat against my abs to remind me who was leading this particular round.

Kaia was next. She arched a brow, daring me.

I wrapped her up from behind, my hands deliberately high, fingers splayed below her breasts. Her chest brushed my forearm with every breath, and her jeans were so tight I could feel every twitch of her hips.

Kaia let out a low, appreciative hum. “You always play teacher, but you know I’m a quick study.”

She twisted her head up to kiss me, lips demanding, tongue insistent. The contact detonated any buffer of restraint I’d been pretending to keep.

She threw her dart, didn’t even look to see where it hit.

“Don’t care about the score?” I asked.

She smirked, still flush from the kiss. “Already winning.”

We cycled through a couple more rounds, each one an excuse for more contact, Hallie pressed against me, Kaia’s fingers tracing my wrist, both of them taking turns spinning me into dizzy little interludes of heat.

That’s when I knew the old rivalry was officially dead. They’d leveled up to something new, and whatever it was, it was driving me absolutely insane.

After darts, we grabbed a table near the pool corner. The place was packed, energy high, but in our booth, it felt like another zone entirely.

I slid in first, and both women flanked me, Hallie on the left, Kaia on the right. This time, Hallie’s hand rested on my thigh, fingers tracing small, lazy circles up near the inseam. Kaia’s tactic was different. Her hand took position on my shoulder, then drifted lower, nails teasing the skin under my sleeve.

When the nachos arrived, Kaia fed me the first chip by hand, her eyes never leaving my mouth.

Hallie leaned over and licked the salt off my lips, then beamed at Kaia like they’d just staged a coup.

“Think we’re scandalizing anyone yet?” Hallie asked, her voice pitched just loud enough to carry.

Kaia’s smile was dangerous. “I hope so.”

Pool was next-level. Hallie strutted to the table with a sway of her hips that had every eye in the bar swiveling. When she bent over to line up a shot, the sweater dress hiked up slow, showing off the golden skin of her thighs and the unmistakable curve of her ass.

I had to physically stop myself from groaning.

Kaia noticed, because of course she did.

She slid her hand up my thigh under the table, fingers halting a dangerous inch from my zipper.

“Do you like watching her?” Kaia murmured, nails just grazing the inside of my leg.

I couldn’t even answer. I just squeezed her hand and let the pleasure spike.

Kaia grinned, then turned to watch Hallie as she sank a ball in the side pocket. The two girls exchanged a glance, pure mischief, pure pride.

They fed off each other’s heat, dialing it up every time one caught me reacting.

Second round at the pool table, and Hallie wiggled into my lap instead of taking her own stool. She wriggled until my cock was throbbing under her, then pretended not to notice as she lined up the next shot.

Kaia’s hand, not to be outdone, locked back around my thigh, higher and tighter this time, thumb drawing lazy lines while she chatted up the couple at the next table.

I was supposed to be the center of the “experiment,” but the truth was, these two were running the whole show.

Then the sharks arrived.

A trio of sorority girls, led by an aggressive blonde in a micro-mini, locked onto us from the other side of the poolroom. The blonde made her move, fast, confident, eyes up and down my body like I was already on her menu.

She didn’t even nod at Hallie or Kaia. “Hey, you look like you know your way around a cue,” she said, aiming a smile at me. “Wanna play doubles?”

Kaia cut her off with a single, surgical look. “He’s already taken.”

The blonde arched a brow. “By which of you?”

Hallie, never one to back down, slid her arm through mine and pressed in tight. “Both of us. We don’t share outside the inner circle.”

The other two sorority girls snickered, but the blonde tried to save face. “That sounds exhausting. Usually means he’ll choose one in the end.”

Kaia didn’t blink. “Maybe, but we’re not here for ‘usual.’” She leaned in, voice cool enough to frost the beer glasses. “Some of us know how to play as a team. It’s more fun that way.”

Blondie clearly wasn’t used to being outmaneuvered. She tried for a last volley, “If you ever get tired of babysitting, call me. I’m top of the Dean’s List and have references.”

Kaia’s lips curled. “If that ever sounds interesting, we’ll let you know.” She turned her back on the trio, all but dismissing them from the universe.

Hallie’s hand squeezed my bicep, and she rested her head on my shoulder. I could feel a deep, contented pride in the gesture, like this was exactly where she belonged.

The trio bailed, grumbling, but I hardly noticed. Hallie and Kaia had closed ranks around me. There was zero tension, only this wild, electric sense of belonging. They’d spent months learning to weaponize each other’s strengths.

And tonight, the world could choke on its jealousy.

We ordered more drinks, grabbed a plate of loaded nachos, and melted into a booth that felt like the soft center of the party.

Hallie angled herself toward Kaia, their knees bumping under the table.

“I’m glad we did this,” Hallie said. “It’s better when we’re… like this.”

She reached across, lacing her fingers with Kaia’s, the gesture slow and almost reverent.

Kaia didn’t hesitate. She held the grip, eyes soft and locked on Hallie’s face. “I got tired of pretending I wanted to beat you. We get more when we work together.”

Hallie beamed, then turned to me, voice proud. “We’re done competing. We realized we’re stronger as a team.”

The sight of their hands, fingers intertwined right in front of me, made my heart stutter. There was no rivalry in their eyes, nothing but approval and fierce, mutual respect. Gone were the subtle digs, the sideways competition. In its place was an alliance so hot and so solid it made every nerve ending light up.

Kaia, never content to let the moment go quietly, tightened her grip on Hallie and said, “You should see his face, Hails. He loves this.”

Hallie laughed, eyes twinkling. “You like having both of us, baby?”

I swallowed, suddenly aware that every fantasy I’d ever had was materializing in real time.

“I love it,” I told them, voice honest and a little raw. “I love both of you. I always have.”

That detonated a blush across Hallie’s chest, but she didn’t look away.

She squeezed Kaia’s hand harder, as if they were anchoring themselves to the new world they’d built.

We lingered at the table, hands still linked across my chest, bodies pressed together, as the crowd in the bar swirled and faded. I didn’t need to check my phone or the time. The only clock that mattered was beating in the space between these two women.

At one point, Hallie leaned over and kissed Kaia’s cheek. “Let’s take him home,” she whispered. “He deserves a reward.”

Kaia smirked, then pressed her lips to my jaw, slow and deliberate. “All the rewards.”

On the way out, they kept hold of me, Hallie clinging to my left, Kaia welded to my right. Out on the sidewalk, they started giggling, trading little whispers and inside jokes, but whatever they saw in my face must have delighted them.

Neither one let go. In fact, their hands found each other behind my back, forming a chain of connection where I was the linchpin.

As we started the walk home, Hallie’s hair caught the streetlamp, gold and wild, while Kaia’s eyes stayed locked on mine, promising to finish every unfinished sentence.

We could have gone straight to bed, but the undercurrent was too strong, too sweet to waste.

Tonight wasn’t just a truce.

It was a new beginning.

And nothing had ever felt hotter.

***

There was no idle talk on the walk back, just a furnace of anticipation burning up the cool night. The second we hit Blackwood House, Hallie and Kaia marshaled me up the stairs. They exchanged one look, hot, committed, and steered me straight into my master suite, closing the door behind us with a snap that sounded like a starting pistol.

For a second, we just stood there, the three of us, silent in the golden lamplight.

Then Hallie leapt, wrapping her arms around my neck, lips hungry and urgent. I caught her, spun her, and let her grind her body into mine, sweater dress firing every nerve ending like an open flame. She tasted like tequila and wild intent.

Kaia peeled in from behind, pressing herself to my back, kissing down my neck, her hands sliding around my waist to squeeze me tight. It was a team attack, and I never stood a chance.

The clothes came off slow. First, my jacket, then Hallie’s fingertips tugging at the edge of my shirt, her hands sneaking up underneath to splay on my abs.

Kaia was more methodical. She peeled off her own t-shirt, exposing a blackout bra that seemed more suggestion than substance. The second she was bare from the waist up, Hallie’s eyes went wide.

“Holy shit,” Hallie breathed. “You’re unreal.”

Kaia grinned, self-aware and more than a little proud. But then she did something I’d never seen coming.

She turned to Hallie, cupped her face with both hands, and just… kissed her.

Not the throwaway, tipsy kind of kiss you see at campus parties, not a staged moment or a competitive flex. Kaia’s lips were soft, coaxing, drawing Hallie in with a gentleness that short-circuited the air.

It shocked Hallie at first. Her whole body stilled, blue eyes flying wide, but Kaia didn’t push or claim. She just pressed in, thumb tracing Hallie’s jaw, waiting for her to decide.

And she did.

A shiver rolled through Hallie, and she leaned in, kissing Kaia back, slower this time, her hands reaching for Kaia’s hips. They paused, foreheads pressed together, then Hallie giggled, cheeks pink.

“You’re good at that,” she whispered.

Kaia’s reply was a velvet secret: “I’ve always thought you were a goddess.”

The words detonated something between them. Hallie blinked, flustered in a way I’d never seen, but the curiosity took over. She ran her hands up Kaia’s sides, hungry to touch. Their lips met again, deeper, hands roaming over new skin, learning each other in real time.

I stood rooted, spellbound, my heart pounding.

They broke the kiss and turned to me, eyes gleaming in perfect sync.

“You’re next,” Kaia said, voice gone rough with want.

Both women reached for me, Hallie tugging at my shirt, Kaia working my belt. They didn’t rush, peeling away layers with a precision that felt ceremonial. Each touch was calculated, deliberate, as if they wanted every second of my unraveling seared into memory.

They got me naked first, but immediately turned to each other.

Hallie slid Kaia’s jeans down her hips, inch by inch, revealing thighs that could haunt a monk. Kaia grinned, then helped Hallie out of her dress, exposing breasts that made my knees weak and curves that should’ve been illegal. Hallie’s panties were lacy, blue, tiny. They hit the floor in a heartbeat.

When the last fabric fell, both women slowed down. They took each other in, hands and eyes, communicating in micro-expressions that felt like their own private language.

By the time they pressed against me, I was already painfully hard.

They didn’t push me to the bed, not yet.

First, Hallie stepped into my arms, kissing me with new urgency. Her bare skin was a fever dream. But Kaia didn’t hang back. She moved in, bracketing my other side, her breasts pressed to my shoulder as she kissed under my jaw, then my lips.

It was a relay race, Hallie’s tongue first, then Kaia’s, then both in quick succession, every pass ramping up the need.

Finally, they guided me to the bed. I landed on my back, and for a second I thought they might just eat me alive.

Hallie and Kaia crawled up on either side, eyes locked on my cock, which stood up so hard it nearly brushed my stomach.

They went at me in tandem, mouths warm and wet, trading off in a rhythm that felt orchestrated. Hallie took the tip first, swirling her tongue while Kaia licked up the shaft. Then they reversed, Kaia swallowing me down until her lips kissed the base, Hallie’s tongue lapping at my balls, tickling and teasing.

I nearly lost it in a minute flat.

“Fuck, you two are insane,” I groaned, grabbing for the sheets.

They shared a look, conspiratorial, then doubled down. Hallie wrapped her fingers at the base, stroking, while Kaia bobbed her head, moaning whenever I twitched or jerked. Then they kissed each other with my cock pinioned between them, tongues tangling, and I nearly came right then.

Hallie caught it, grinned at Kaia, and said, “Let’s see if he can handle both of us.”

Kaia straddled me, slow and controlled, her thighs bracketing my hips like she’d been built for this. She lined herself up, taking the head of my cock in hand and setting herself down, inch by inch, eyes never leaving mine.

The sensation was nuclear, wet, tight, velvet heat that clamped down with every shudder.

Kaia’s tits bounced as she started to ride, pace building with savage confidence. Hallie watched at first, hand gliding over Kaia’s hip, then leaned in to kiss Kaia’s chest, her lips closing over the nipple and sucking hard enough to draw a gasp.

Kaia’s rhythm stuttered, her whole body shuddering as Hallie worshipped her breasts, mouth and tongue working in concert with the movement of Kaia’s hips.

I grabbed Kaia’s waist, holding her steady as she slammed down harder and faster, every impact sending shockwaves straight up my spine.

Hallie kept up the attack, switching from one tit to the other, lapping at the sweat and the swell, her hand sometimes drifting between Kaia’s thighs to caress where we were joined.

Kaia started to tremble, every muscle strung out and desperate for release.

She bent down, forehead to mine, voice breaking. “I love you,” Kaia gasped, the words so raw I almost missed them.

“I love you too, baby,” I answered, no room for doubt.

Kaia’s words thundered through the room, and then she shattered. Her climax hit like a seismic event, every muscle in her body clenching around me so hard I felt my vision narrow. I’d never felt anything like it. She seized up, her honey-blonde hair flying as she threw her head back, mouth open in a silent scream before she managed to gasp, “Tate!” The velvet heat of her, the way her hips bucked and twisted, nearly unseated me from reality. I held on to her waist, letting her ride out every last ripple, trying desperately not to lose myself too soon.

But then she pulsed, squeezing my cock like a vice, and it was over for me. The flood hit, blinding and hot, and I arched into her, every nerve ending overloaded, not caring about anything except filling her up and never coming down. It was so intense that for a second I thought I’d actually black out. White spots danced in my eyes and everything went numb except where we were joined.

Hallie was there, her hands everywhere, stroking Kaia’s shaking thighs, sliding down my chest, tangling behind my neck. She watched us both like she was bearing witness to some force of nature. “You’re beautiful,” I heard her whisper to Kaia, in a tone as reverent as a prayer. She leaned forward, kissing Kaia’s shoulder, trailing her lips down her spine as Kaia trembled and moaned, still lost in aftershocks. Hallie’s palm found its way between our bodies, cupping Kaia’s mound, her gentle fingers softly circling where we were joined, as if to soothe the overspun nerves.

Kaia’s head lolled, her hair sticking to her cheek, face slack and blissed out. She blinked at Hallie, dazed, and Hallie smiled back, full of warmth and pride. “I told you he’d break you,” Hallie teased, but there was no rivalry left in her voice, only affection. She gave Kaia another kiss, this time on the lips, slow and lingering, before settling herself against my side, pulling us all together in a sweaty, glorious heap.

I could barely breathe, pinned under Kaia’s spent body, Hallie’s arm snaked around my waist, both girls pressing close like they never wanted to let go. The air in the room was thick with sex and heat and something rawer, a kind of unity I’d never imagined possible.

Kaia shuddered and giggled, which only made her squeeze me again, coaxing a last, helpless spasm out of my body. I let out a hoarse laugh, too wrecked to form actual words.

Hallie’s fingers traced circles on my chest while she nuzzled into my neck. “You okay?” she murmured, a little smug.

I nodded, not trusting my voice. All three of us were breathing hard, our skin tacky with sweat, the afterglow so potent it felt like a fourth person in the bed.

Kaia finally blinked herself back to reality, and I saw her expression flicker, soft, unguarded, almost shy. She reached for Hallie’s hand, threading their fingers together across my stomach. “I’ve never…felt anything like that,” Kaia said, and her voice was so small that for a second I thought I’d imagined it.

Hallie squeezed her back. “Neither have I,” she admitted. Then, looking at me, she added, “We did good, didn’t we?”

I laughed again, quiet, raw, grateful. “You did perfect.”

We lay there in silence, the three of us, tangled and sated. Hallie rested her cheek against my shoulder, and Kaia’s heartbeat was thundering against my ribs.

Hallie kissed Kaia, soft and proud, then turned to me, eyes hungry and filled with something deeper than want.

“My turn,” she breathed.

Kaia rolled off and lay beside me, her hand drifting lazily up and down my thigh, but her attention never left the show.

Hallie swung a leg over, straddling me. Her golden hair formed a curtain around us, face flushed, tits heavy and perfect, body so hot and slick it was a miracle I stayed conscious.

She guided me inside her, slow, sinking down until I was buried to the hilt.

The sensation was so different. Hallie’s pussy was a wet, greedy velvet, her grip milking every inch. She moved with a practiced, rolling rhythm that was instantly, undeniably hers, hips grinding for maximum friction.

She rode me, her hands pressed to my chest, eyes locked on mine, every bounce and twist a new kind of pleasure.

Kaia, not content to just watch, reached over to stroke Hallie’s back, her hands hungry and possessive. Sometimes she’d cup Hallie’s ass, sometimes she’d brush Hallie’s hair aside so I could see the bliss painting her features.

Hallie moaned, head thrown back, every muscle straining.

“I’ve always loved you,” she gasped, voice scattered and true. “Always.”

The words shot through me, detonating any last shred of control.

Hallie’s rhythm turned erratic, her smooth rolling grind devolving into frantic, uneven thrusts. The measured control she always carried disintegrated under the force of what was happening between us. She braced her palms against my chest, her head tossed back as a hoarse, broken sound tore from her throat. Her walls clamped down, velvet heat crushing, a feeling so intense I could barely see straight.

Her whole body started to shake, thighs quivering around my hips, knees digging into the sheets. I grabbed for her waist, trying to steady her as she lost herself, but she slapped my hands away, desperate for more. She rode me harder, slamming down until the slap of skin on skin echoed through the room, her tits bouncing wild and perfect in the lamplight.

Hallie’s eyes found mine, pupils blown wide, and she dug her nails into my chest. “Don’t hold back, baby,” she managed, her voice shredded with need. “I want you to fill me, Tate. Please.” It was the first time she’d ever begged for anything, and it detonated every remaining barrier in my head.

Kaia, stretched out beside us and still utterly naked, slid closer. She curled her arms around Hallie’s shoulders, nuzzled the side of her neck, and looked down with a wicked, hungry smile. Her hand slipped between us, fingers pressed against the root of my cock where I was buried deep in Hallie. She started to rub slow, taunting circles, stroking both of us at once. “She wants you to lose control,” Kaia whispered in my ear. “She wants to feel you come inside her so deep she’ll carry you with her.” There was awe in her voice, and triumph, and something softer I couldn’t name.

With Kaia’s hand coaxing and Hallie’s pussy gripping me so tight it was like being devoured, I snapped. My hands shot up, holding Hallie’s hips as I drove up into her, as deep as I could possibly go. I felt her clench, felt myself swelling to the brink, and then Kaia leaned in, lips brushing my ear: “Fill her up. I want to watch your face when you come inside her.”

I came so hard it was like my whole body ignited. The orgasm ripped through me, white-hot, violent, melting every muscle and thought. I gasped and shoved up into Hallie over and over, emptying myself, not caring about anything but the sensation of her wrapped around me, taking every drop. Hallie screamed, actually screamed, her orgasm detonating in endless waves. Her whole body jerked, spasming around my cock, her hands flying to her own tits as she squeezed them, desperate for something to anchor her down.

Kaia watched, greedy and proud, her hand never stopping its slow, coaxing motions. She kissed Hallie’s shoulder, then my jaw, then pressed her forehead to mine, eyes glittering with shared hunger. “You’re perfect,” she whispered to both of us, but mostly to Hallie.

Hallie kept rocking, grinding down, refusing to let the moment end. Her golden hair was a riot around her face, sweat and tears streaking her cheeks, her lips parted in a silent moan as the pleasure refused to subside. Every time I thought she’d finished, she’d start to clench again, wringing even more from both of us. My cock stayed rigid, locked inside her, as she milked every last spasm and trickle.

The room dissolved into static. I heard nothing except the harsh, ragged gasps of all three of us; felt nothing except the frantic, grateful dig of Hallie’s nails in my skin and the soft, reassuring pressure of Kaia’s hand stroking us both. Their bodies pressed in on me from either side, the heat and scent and taste of them overwhelming every other sense. I was just a vessel, a plaything for their pleasure, and I wanted it to last forever.

Eventually, Hallie’s body started to give out. She collapsed forward, her hair a curtain around our faces, as the final aftershocks shivered through her. She kissed me, open-mouthed and sloppy, then bit my shoulder just enough to hurt. Kaia held her from behind, arms crossed over Hallie’s chest, both of them fused to me and to each other.

We stayed like that for a long moment, all breathing as one, until the only sound left was the frantic thump of our heartbeats and the faint hum of the streetlight outside.

When the aftershocks finally faded, Hallie collapsed against my chest, still shuddering with little aftershocks.

The three of us stayed locked together, skin slick, breath tangling in the humid air.

There was nothing left to prove.

We’d remade every rule the house ever set, and now we were writing our own.

We didn’t rush the afterglow. Kaia curled to my left, Hallie plastered to my right, every inch of us fused by sweat and something deeper.

Kaia traced my jaw with a lazy finger. “That was next-level.”

Hallie just sighed, her cheek mashed against my shoulder, hand still tangled in my hair. “Best night ever. I don’t ever want to go back.”

The room felt different, like the air itself was charged with a kind of belonging that would never break.

I stroked their hair, drew little circles on bare skin, and let the moment brand itself on my soul.

If this wasn’t forever, I didn’t know what was.

***

We didn’t bother with clothes, just sheets and each other.

The three of us lay across my bed, me in the middle, Hallie tucked close to my left and Kaia coiled against my right. Their skin was still warm, slick with sweat and cooled by the house’s autumn draft sneaking in through the barely-cracked window. Hallie’s hair, gold and wild, pillowed my chest. Kaia nestled her head against my bicep, her thigh possessive and heavy across both of mine.

Nobody wanted to move.

Our hands naturally found each other, first Hallie’s, searching for mine, then Kaia’s, gliding in from the other side. We wound up with all three hands, fingers threaded, knotted together like none of us wanted to ever let go.

Across my chest, Hallie reached for Kaia. Their hands met above my heart, fingers intertwining in a silent, sacred promise.

For a minute, there was only the sound of our breath and the slow thump of my pulse under their touch.

Hallie exhaled, her voice soft but sure. “We had nothing to fear from each other. You have enough love for both of us.” She squeezed Kaia’s hand as if to anchor the words.

Kaia’s answer was softer than I’d ever heard: “We’re stronger together than apart.” She kissed Hallie’s knuckles, slow and gentle, her lips feather-light. “Harem sisters,” she added, voice shading playful right at the end.

That broke whatever solemn spell lingered. Hallie snorted a laugh, then Kaia, then me, all three of us shaking the bed with the easy, unguarded joy of it.

We didn’t fill the dark with more words. Hallie’s hand stroked my chest, tracing circles where my heart thudded loud and alive. Kaia nestled tighter, her body barely a breath away from mine. Sometimes their hands found each other, sometimes they held on to me, but none of us let go.

There was total comfort and pure belonging. A bubble of rightness that cut through every bullshit thing the study had ever tried to build.

My mind drifted, thoughts blurring at the edges with exhaustion and the afterglow of something permanent.

What the university set up as an experiment in rivalry had become the opposite, a shared affection that rewrote every hypothesis on the wall. Hallie and Kaia, once rivals, now moved as a unit, protecting, cherishing, holding space for each other in a way nobody could have gamed out.

It wasn’t just that they loved me. They’d learned to love each other. To build a partnership, not a power struggle.

This wasn’t a harem for show. It was an alliance.

A family.

The rest of the night faded into a perfect haze, breathing, touching, holding, the silent agreement that whatever came next, it’d be faced as a team.

Eventually, I let myself drift, Hallie’s hair on my chest, Kaia’s breath soft at my ear, our hands still tangled in a knot of trust and promise.

The feeling was simple, and it was everything:

Home.


Where to Next?


Coming Next: Breaking Rules

Book 2 of House Experiment

The rules were only the beginning.

The experiment is still running. The house is getting hotter. And now that the first lines have been crossed, Tate has to survive what happens when everyone starts testing the limits.

Releasing May 26th!

Follow Rex Sterling on Amazon so you don’t miss it.
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Not ready to wait?

If you want another house full of tension, chemistry, forbidden temptation, and rules begging to be broken…

Borrowed Boyfriend delivers exactly that.

The full trilogy is available now, including an exclusive bonus scene.

Start reading here

[image: ]



Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.
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Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.
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Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.
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