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Forty-Eight Hours


The stairs at Blackwood had their own language, and I'd learned to speak it. Third step from the bottom creaked like it had opinions. The landing smelled like old wood and cold air and whoever had dumped a pile of coats by the radiator last night when nobody had the coordination to hang them properly. My shirt was somebody else's. I'd pulled it on in the dark, which meant it was probably Kaia's, given the way it barely stretched across my shoulders.

I heard the kitchen before I reached it.

Hallie's voice, bright and a little bossy, the sound she made when she was in charge of something and enjoying it. The low scrape of a stool. The coffee maker finishing its argument with itself. Underneath all of it, the smell: dark roast and butter and pancakes going slightly caramelized at the edges, the warm, clean, intimately specific scent of six women who had barely showered off the night before.

I pushed the kitchen door open and stood there for a second, just taking it in.

Hallie was at the stove. Hair still wet, tangled at the ends, sweatshirt slipping off one shoulder to show bare skin underneath. She had a spatula in one hand and her coffee mug in the other, and she was running the whole operation with the calm authority of someone who had decided breakfast was a moral imperative. Every time she reached for a mug or leaned toward the back burner, the hem of her sleep shorts rode up, and my brain took a sincere moment to forget what pancakes were for.

"Morning, baby. Coffee is a requirement today," she said, without turning around. "Don't even try to be a hero."

"Does that mean I get to eat you first" My voice came out way too low for breakfast.

Hallie glanced back over her shoulder, spatula raised like she could discipline me with it and enjoy herself. "Coffee first, baby. If you're good, I'll let you negotiate dessert."

Kaia was propped against the far counter, all legs and honey-warm skin, wearing an oversized tee that was doing the absolute minimum in terms of coverage. She had that Olympic-casual slouch going, like even gravity was working for her, and when she looked me over her gaze was slow and not even a little apologetic.

"Relax, Tater." She flicked her eyes down and back up. "If you crash before nine, that's your own fault."

"I'm fine."

"You're standing in a doorway wearing my shirt like a trophy and looking like you forgot what rooms are for."

She wasn't wrong.

Rowan stood in the rectangle of light coming off the kitchen window, hair pulled back in a quick, fierce ponytail, dark brows and a bruised-looking mouth and eyes that were already sharp and present. She wasn't hiding in the corner. She wasn't hanging back to see how the morning sorted itself out. She was just standing in the light, watching all of it, and when her gaze landed on me she gave a small, private smile that had nothing apologetic in it.

Elara moved through the kitchen the way she always did, quiet and purposeful, like she was solving a problem no one else had noticed yet. She drifted up behind Hallie and reached up to straighten the collar of Hallie's sweatshirt where it had slipped, her fingers barely grazing Hallie's neck. The touch lasted maybe two seconds. The look that went with it lasted longer, soft and serious and so easy between them it made something in my chest pull tight.

"Being seen is not the same as being owned," Elara said, voice low and clear, like she was finishing a thought she'd been holding since she woke up.

Hallie leaned back into her for just a second, then returned her full attention to the pancakes.

At the far end of the table, Briar sat with a closed folder beside her coffee cup. That was the thing I noticed first: closed. She had her tablet open, but the folder was shut, the work set aside, and she was sitting with composed stillness, as if she had made a deliberate choice about where to put her attention this morning. She looked up when I came in. Half a beat of unreadable, then a small smile, tight and real and completely hers.

Sienna had taken the chair to Briar's left. Cardigan sleeves pulled down over her hands, hair loose, pen tapping a slow, distracted rhythm on the table until she caught herself and stopped. She was watching her phone screen, not anxiously, more like she was tracking something she already suspected was coming. When she felt me looking she glanced up, blue eyes sharp and dry.

"They're calling it voluntary visibility," she said.

"Who is"

She tilted the phone toward me for a second, then set it face-down on the table. "The notification that hit four minutes ago. Very official. Very expensive language for something everyone in this house already knows."

Briar reached for her own coffee without looking at her phone. "Careful rollout usually means someone wants to pretend the consequences are accidental."

Hallie flipped a pancake with emphasis. "Coffee first. Public permanence can wait until I am caffeinated."

"Your first term is always pancakes," Kaia said.

"My first term is always correct."

I poured a cup and leaned against the counter and let myself look at them for a moment. The clothes situation alone was enough to make a man grateful for every decision that had led here: Hallie's sweatshirt slipping off bare skin, Kaia's barely-there tee fighting a losing war against her tits, Rowan in slim jeans and a thin tank with bare feet on the old tile, Elara in one of my shirts with the sleeves pushed up, Briar's silk robe managing to be both completely covered and distractingly elegant, Sienna's cardigan with the small hole at the cuff that she kept pulling over her thumb. Wet hair, damp skin, coffee cups in rotation. Plates already streaked with syrup. Someone had left a lipstick mark on the rim of my mug, and I was pretty sure it wasn't an accident.

My hand shook once when I lifted the coffee. Aftershock. I'd woken up with Elara draped across my chest and Hallie's hand already making itself comfortable and a bite mark above my hip that had Kaia's specific energy written all over it. Sienna had been curled against my shoulder with her hair in my face and her breathing slow and even, and for a second before I moved I'd just stayed there, listening to all of them.

I was thinking about that when Sienna's phone lit up again, and then mine did, and then Briar's buzzed, and the sound went around the table in a little staggered wave as all six screens came alive at once.

Phase Three. Official notice. Forty-eight-hour window, commencing now.

Nobody panicked. Hallie stacked another pancake and didn't look at her screen. Kaia glanced at hers, made a face that was more competitive than concerned, then set it down. Rowan didn't even pick hers up. Elara read the notification and then looked at me, steady and waiting.

Briar scanned it once and closed the app. "There's already commentary on Blackwood Spotted. I expect memes before brunch."

Sienna, dry as the cold air outside: "They could have saved themselves about two dozen words."

"None of you are content," I said, and my voice came out rougher than I meant it to. "You're my girlfriends, and you get to answer for yourselves."

Kaia smiled at me, wide and wolfish. "A plus," she said. "Very boyfriend energy. I'll allow it."

Hallie crossed the kitchen and pressed my coffee cup handle more firmly into my palm, then hovered close enough that I could smell her shampoo and the sugar from the pancakes and something underneath both of those things that was just Hallie. Her mouth was near my ear when she said, "You can touch me, you know. Even if campus is watching."

I touched her. Of course I touched her. Her waist, the curve of her hip through the sweatshirt fabric, the warm little press of her body as she leaned into my hand for one sinful second before stepping back to rescue the pancakes.

Rowan slid in at my other side, unhurried. She pressed her shoulder against mine, then slipped her hand into the back pocket of my sweats and left it there, fingers loose, completely unbothered by who might see.

"If they're going to look," she said, "let them look at the truth."

Elara moved in behind Hallie and wrapped both arms around her from behind, settling her chin on Hallie's shoulder. Hallie reached back and found Elara's hand without looking, laced their fingers together. Briar set her closed folder on the chair beside her rather than the table, like she was making room. Sienna put her phone face-down, looked around at all of us, and then looked at me.

"Obvious seems likely," she said.

Kaia snagged a piece of pancake off Hallie's plate and ate it with zero remorse. "Get it together, Tater. We're not hiding in the kitchen."

We weren't. That was the thing. The screens had lit up and the forty-eight-hour clock had started and not a single one of them had flinched toward the exit. They just kept doing what they were doing: passing mugs, stealing food, leaning into each other, making the morning happen on their own terms.

We finished the pancakes in a loose sprawl around the island, elbows bumping, feet tangling under the stools, someone's playlist starting up from a forgotten phone on the windowsill. Syrup sticky on fingertips. Sienna stole someone's fork, obviously. By the time Hallie declared herself properly caffeinated and went looking for her jacket, the routine had already closed around us like a habit, warm and solid and ours.

I don't remember how Rowan's hair ended up in my hand. I know I was laughing at something Kaia said, and Elara was smoothing a wrinkle in my shirt at the shoulder like it was the most important task in the room, and Briar was watching all of it with a look that had stopped being analytical and started being something softer. Sienna was already at the door.

We crashed out of the kitchen in a loose wave. Blackwood House looked like it had survived a very good night, which it had. I pulled the front door shut behind us and followed their lead into the cold.

***

The porch steps were slick with morning frost, but Hallie hit the concrete path first without slowing. She'd swapped the sweatshirt for a cropped tee, her hair still half-wild from sleep, and when the cold air hit her bare stomach through the gap in her jacket she didn't even flinch. She just laughed at something and kept walking.

Kaia slotted in at my right before I'd cleared the bottom step. Her hand found my bicep and stayed there, fingers curling in with a deliberate squeeze, nails barely biting. The grip left a memory.

"Campus is going to lose its mind today," she said, conversational, like she was discussing the weather.

"They'll manage."

She gave me a sideways look. "Hope you stretched, Tater."

Hallie glanced back over her shoulder. "You know what opens people's minds Pancakes."

"You already used those."

"I have more. I am a woman of infinite pancakes."

Rowan came down the steps on my left, boots on the frosted concrete, and didn't look for a gap to fill. She just walked beside me like that was where she'd always been, chin up, eyes moving across the street and the campus roofline and the cold pale sky. She wasn't performing composure. She just had it.

Elara caught up at the bottom of the walk, scarf straight, and found her place at Hallie's side with the ease of something practiced. She reached out and tugged the back of Hallie's jacket collar up against the wind, then let her hand drop to Hallie's hip and stay there, loose and warm and public.

Briar and Sienna came last. Briar had her folder, because of course she did, but she carried it under one arm instead of open, and her eyes were on the street, not the contents. Sienna watched her phone for exactly four seconds, then tucked it into her cardigan pocket and moved closer to Briar. Her pen was still in her other hand, but it had stopped tapping.

Ninety seconds and we were moving down the sidewalk like a unit. Not a formation, not a performance. Just seven people who knew each other's rhythms well enough to fall into step without negotiating it.

The stares started at the first intersection.

A group heading the opposite direction slowed, then split around us, necks turning. Two girls near the bike racks stopped pretending to check their phones. A trio of guys in Greek letters did a full register: Hallie's stride, Kaia's grip on my arm, Rowan's face in the morning light, Elara's quiet steadiness at Hallie's side, Briar's composure, Sienna's sharp blue eyes. One of them said something to the others, and they all looked at me, and I could see the exact moment they decided to be jealous instead of surprised.

The coffee cart outside the student union had a line already, students in heavy coats, breath fogging in the cold. The barista was mid-order when Hallie arrived at the front, and he fumbled his grip on the cup he was holding.

"Seven coffees," Hallie said. She had her most winning smile going. "Please don't judge. It was a long night."

The barista recovered. "Not judging. Just impressed."

Hallie beamed at him. "Smart man."

Kaia pressed in at my side, both arms looping through mine now, her shoulder against my arm, and the warmth of her was immediate and sharp through my jacket. She wasn't subtle about it. She wasn't trying to be. She tilted her face up toward the sky and then back down, and the casual ownership in her posture said everything she wasn't bothering to put into words.

Rowan stayed out of the coffee cart crowd, taking up a spot in the center of the footpath where the light was best. She drew more stares than anyone, I think. Something about the way she stood in open space, like she was daring the world to have a problem with it.

Elara drifted behind Hallie at the counter, her fingers finding the back of Hallie's waistband, low and easy. Every time Hallie leaned toward the register, Elara steadied her. Once, she reached up and tucked a strand of Hallie's hair back, then let her hand settle on my shoulder, brief and warm, before dropping away.

Briar surveyed the crowd with the quiet efficiency of someone calculating social math. She didn't posture. She didn't perform. She read the perimeter, decided nobody needed rescuing, and let the other women fill the space around her. When the line moved, she placed her order with the smooth, dry precision of someone who had never once lost composure in a coffee queue and did not intend to start.

Sienna stood close enough to me that I could feel the sleeve of her cardigan against my forearm. At some point her hand found my wrist, thumb moving slow and deliberate on my pulse point. She wasn't watching the crowd anymore. She was watching me.

"Blackwood Spotted just updated," she said, quiet, for me specifically.

"What does it say"

"Something envious. The usual."

The voice came from behind us, male, campus-hoodie casual, phone up and already filming.

"Hey. Are you actually dating all six of them"

I turned. He wasn't hostile. He was hungry for the story, the way people get when they've been following a rumor and suddenly the real thing is standing in front of them.

"Yeah," I said. "They're my girlfriends. They can answer for themselves if they want to."

Kaia twisted in my grip and looked at him. "Envy's rough in the morning, huh"

Hallie, without missing a beat: "Do you want an autograph or just a pancake"

He laughed loud enough that the barista looked up again. "Just making it official. You guys are trending, by the way."

"We know," Sienna said, dry and precise. "You should check the story before you post. The real thing is usually better than the caption."

I ordered the coffees, kept the line moving, and Hallie managed to turn the whole transaction into a small performance anyway, hip cocked, mug raised, grinning at the crowd like she was delighted by the attention rather than being consumed by it.

We moved into the quad.

The cold hit harder in the open space, wind off the green, bare trees at the edges. Students were moving between buildings, and the ones who spotted our group did the full register: count the women, locate me, try to work out the math. Two guys near the bookstore steps tried to get a shot without asking. Hallie caught them and winked. Another cluster started a whispered count, matching faces they'd apparently seen on Blackwood Spotted to the real versions. Kaia tightened her grip on my arm and made sure her profile was good for it.

Sienna read the new Spotted update without looking away from where she was walking.

"Cohab Couple x6." She paused. "Question mark, question mark, THE DREAM TEAM WALKS AGAIN."

Rowan, still in the best patch of light: "Do they know how to use question marks correctly"

"Apparently not."

The final stretch across the quad, I had Kaia's arm through mine on the right, Hallie's hand at my back on the left, and Elara's fingers looped through my back pocket. Briar walked close enough that her shoulder brushed mine when the wind pushed us together. Sienna had stopped analyzing and just walked beside me, and the warmth of all of them, the actual physical warmth in the cold air, was enough to make the stares feel like confirmation rather than pressure.

At the center of the quad, a gust cut through and caught Rowan's hair, whipping it across her face. She pushed it back, eyes sharp and bright, and then she turned to me and kissed my cheek, hard and deliberate, the kind of kiss that doesn't apologize for being public.

Spotted caught the clip. Sienna read it back.

"Seen just now: Sterling and his girls, main quad. Not hiding. Looking hot as hell. Show the world, I guess."

I laughed. Six women, all directions, everyone watching, and not once had the attention cracked anything between us. If anything it had made them closer, hands tighter, bodies warmer, the family pulling in instead of scattering.

The hottest part wasn't the envy. It was the choosing. In front of all of it, they kept choosing.

We peeled off at the bookstore sidewalk and followed the path back toward Blackwood, and even then nobody let go.

***

The porch steps were cold under my boots when we came back up, all seven of us in a loose, easy cluster, coffee cups in hand and the campus still visible down the hill behind us. The morning had done what it was supposed to do. Students had looked. Spotted had posted. The math had been done out loud by at least a dozen people, and none of the women had flinched.

Hallie dropped onto the porch rail and wrapped both hands around her mug. Kaia leaned against the post beside her, hair catching the thin March light. Rowan sat on the top step, back straight, face tipped up. Elara stood close to Hallie, their shoulders touching. Briar had set her folder down against the house siding and was reading her phone with the focused stillness that meant something official had arrived. Sienna stood beside her, reading the same thing over her shoulder.

My phone buzzed. Briar's buzzed at the same second.

Phase Three public protocol: live. Visibility contacts notified. Forty-eight-hour window, commencing immediately. Voluntary engagement, monitored but not managed.

I read it twice. Briar read it once, then lowered the phone.

"Voluntary engagement," Sienna said. Voice flat and dry. "Monitored but not managed. They could have saved themselves about two dozen words."

Briar's mouth pressed together. "The language is careful. That usually means someone wants to pretend the consequences are accidental."

"What consequences" Rowan asked, from the step. She wasn't being difficult. She genuinely wanted to know what they were calling a consequence.

"Campus attention," Briar said. "External visibility. The family becoming a data point for public reaction."

"We already did that," Kaia said. "The barista was a data point."

Hallie made a face. "My first term of public engagement is at least three more pancakes."

Kaia laughed, the real version, loud and bright. "Your first term is always pancakes, Hails."

"My first term is always correct."

"If we're playing round three on campus," Kaia said, cocking her hip and giving me a slow scan, "we're making people notice. The hotter and more obvious, the better."

Rowan rolled her shoulders, still loose from the walk. "If they're going to look, let them see the truth." She said it to the campus skyline, not to any of us specifically. That was what made it land.

Elara had been quiet, tracking the conversation with the careful attention she gave to things she'd already thought through. She looked at Briar. "Visibility matters," she said. "But being seen is not the same as being defined by it."

Briar nodded once, something loosening in her posture. "I want the story, not the spin." Her eyes moved to Hallie, then to me. "That includes keeping us together. Not scattering for the optics."

Hallie poured a little coffee into Rowan's cup without being asked, because Rowan's was getting low and Hallie noticed things like that. Rowan took it without a word and with a look that was entirely thank you.

"Solidarity, coffee, and breakfast," Hallie said. "That's the play."

Sienna had been scrolling past the official language, reading the actual study text beneath the summary. She looked up. "They called this voluntary visibility on the record," she said, "but the tone reads like they're expecting permanence. People are already talking like we are." She considered that for a moment. "We don't have to become content. We can just be us. But visible."

Everyone looked at me. Not waiting for permission. Waiting for the call, which was different.

"We decide the terms," I said. "Not the study."

Nobody blinked.

Kaia stepped in and hooked two fingers into the front pocket of my jeans, pulling me a half-step toward her. Hallie reached out and drew Elara in by the waist. Rowan stood up from the step and pressed her front against my back, arms sliding around my middle, chin at my shoulder. Briar and Sienna moved in from either side, close enough that the contact was complete without anyone making a production of it.

Elara looked around at all of us, then at me.

"What do we want these forty-eight hours to look like" she asked.

Hallie went first. "I want us in the open. Coffee carts, quad, bookstore, everywhere. And I want to not have to pretend it's strange to want to kiss you before class."

Sienna: "I would like a few hours without being a case study. Just breakfast and bookstores and getting to hold your hand in line."

Kaia: "I want the competition. If we're going public, we're winning. The hotter and more obvious, the better."

Rowan: "No hiding. Even if it gets loud."

Elara: "I want to choose. Not have it chosen for us."

Briar, voice softer than usual: "I want to be in the story, not just running it from the outside."

The March wind pushed through the porch, cold enough to bite, and I stood in the middle of all of them and felt the warmth anyway. Skin and breath and heartbeat, six different flavors of present.

"Done," I said. "We walk, we show up, and we don't hide."

Six pairs of eyes on me, all different and all the same thing underneath.

We were still laughing about something Kaia had said when my phone buzzed again. Different buzz, specific buzz. I looked at the screen and the moment changed shape.

Harrison.

"Coming to see you and Elara," the text read. "Be at Blackwood soon."

Elara felt the shift in me before I said anything. She looked at the phone, then at my face, and her breath caught in a way that was brief and private and not quite hidden.

I stepped in and took her hand. Ran my thumb across her knuckles, slow and steady. Didn't try to explain it or fix it. Just held on.

Hallie was already moving. She stretched, yawned with theatrical commitment, and leaned into Elara's shoulder.

"If Harrison is half as cute as Tate," she said, "this is going to be a very good day."

Kaia snorted. "Good luck getting him to compete with Tater, Hails."

Sienna, without looking up: "He's not the type to go quietly."

Briar and Rowan both read the room, and neither of them said anything, which was exactly right. Briar's hand found Sienna's. Rowan squared her stance and waited, not defensive, just ready.

Elara's eyes cleared. She looked at me and nodded, small and sure.

"It's fine," she said. "He deserves the truth."

The nerves folded back into laughter, hands finding hands again, someone suggesting a second round of coffee because obviously. The porch felt warmer than the temperature had any right to allow.

Forty-eight hours. That was the window. We could run it like a dare or turn it into home.

I looked at all of them: elbows and smiles and hair moving in the cold air, fingers locking together without ceremony. The life you wanted to believe was possible, right here on a frost-bitten porch in March.

Harrison was coming, and for once the past didn't feel like something waiting to punish us.

It was something we might finally get to meet together.


Harrison Chooses Love


The Blackwood porch carried the same crackle the kitchen had: coffee, bright sunlight, bodies pressed together in a cold morning blast, and the low hum of campus still echoing in our blood. Hallie was the first girl out the door, hair up and shirt cropped, bouncing with every step. Kaia braced her shoulder against the porch railing and let her gaze cut through the neighborhood. Rowan, all muscle and calm, leaned one hip on the banister and sized up the world like she was ready for whatever showed up. Briar and Sienna hovered just inside, the airlock between family warmth and the chill outside.

Elara stood to my left, scarf pulled high at her throat, fingers interlaced with mine. She was warm, steady, and the way she didn't let go belonged in some kind of slow-motion movie. We made a picture, and we knew it, but the porch belonged to us, and the whole family felt it.

The only thing we hadn't planned for was how much the sight of Harrison would land.

He cut a line up the walk, coat buttoned tight, dark hair every bit as careful as the shoes on his feet. He radiated big-brother energy, the kind loaded up with good intentions and buried bruises. Not the type to stomp up and cause a scene, but you could feel the old weight every time his jaw moved.

Elara went quiet, but she didn't step away. She just shifted her fingers against my palm, like she was making sure the story we were telling was real.

Hallie, never one for a bad mood, tipped her mug in Harrison's direction. "Morning, Harris! Hope you brought enough coffee for the class."

The joke could have gone brittle, but Hallie's voice was all sun, not a trace of venom. She leaned closer to Elara, shoulder to shoulder, and winked at her like they'd been hatching a prank.

Kaia didn't move. She didn't need to. Her eyes stayed on Harrison like she was clocking every breath for the record. All that sharp energy, reined in and waiting to see if the moment would crack.

Rowan played it way cooler than I felt. She flicked her gaze from Harrison to me and back again, like the bigger story was whether I'd meet the charge or fold.

Briar, cool as ever, read the whole room in a blink. She pressed a hand to Sienna's back, whispered something low, then guided the last cluster of women inside. Strategic, but not cold. Nobody abandoned us. They just gave the conversation its own little arena.

The door clicked shut behind them. The shift was instant: five voices muffled behind old wood, March air slicing over my bare arms, and three of us on the porch, all history and no place to hide.

I stepped forward, Elara matching me without hesitation. She still had her scarf snug around her neck, hair catching in the cold light, cheeks flushed pink from the wind.

I didn't let go of her. Not even for a second.

Harrison reached the first porch step. He paused, gave the front door a long, searching look, then landed his focus on us. Not a smile, but not a scowl either.

"Morning," he said, voice low, like he had extra words to swallow before the real ones would come out.

"Thanks for coming, man," I said, and meant every syllable.

Elara didn't speak. Her nails pressed into my hand, not hard, just enough to say, I'm here.

If Harrison noticed, he didn't show it. But his eyes tracked her scarf, the small movement at her throat, the way her body stayed angled toward me instead of away from him.

I didn't try to hide the truth. I stood beside her, close enough that no one could mistake her for alone.

Harrison exhaled, long and steady. "I came because I wanted to talk," he said. "To both of you. Not because I want to fight."

He glanced at our hands, the space between bodies, and I knew what he saw. We were a unit, even if his memory had written a different script.

Elara's shoulders eased. Not much. Just a gradual release, like she realized he hadn't shown up to re-litigate the past.

Kaia watched from the front window, just a flash of gold hair and challenge before she vanished.

Hallie's face peeked from behind the curtain, all bright eyes and silent hope.

Rowan, probably, stood just inside the door, ready to back us up if anything got ugly. But it didn't.

Harrison ran a hand down his coat like he needed to keep the warmth inside. "It's cold as hell," he muttered, with a flash of something almost human.

Hallie called out, "You want a scarf, take Elara's. It works."

I couldn't help it. I laughed. Even Elara's mouth quirked at the corners.

Harrison almost smiled, but the real work stayed in his eyes. He watched us, calculated the new shape of the world, and decided to set down whatever punch he'd been carrying.

He didn't try to talk over me. He didn't try to rewrite the story.

"I didn't come here to fight you," he repeated. "I just want to say what needs to be said."

Under the porch light, with Elara's body warm beside mine and nothing but the memory of old fights rattling around, I realized that for the first time, the past didn't have the first word.

I was going to let Harrison lead. But I wasn't going to let go of Elara, either.

Her hand warmed in mine, scarf soft where it brushed my wrist, heartbeat steady enough to make the whole house feel safe.

Harrison looked at me, then Elara, then at our locked hands. There was dignity there, hurt too, but the edge was gone.

He climbed the last step and waited, breath fogging in the morning cold.

Hallie's voice rang from the window. "Just don't get blood on the porch, guys!"

That time, even Harrison had to snort.

Three feet. One old wound. A new story trying to find its first sentence.

I met his eyes, Elara solid at my side, and we braced for whatever came next.

The porch boards groaned under the moment. The wind kicked up, making Elara's scarf flutter, and the rest of the world fell quiet.

Harrison nodded, jaw set. "Let's do this."

***

The front door was shut tight, holding back the murmur of five women and the scent of coffee and pancakes. The porch felt naked, three bodies braced against cold wind and whatever came next.

Harrison shouldered a little closer, breath fogging, eyes fixed on the spot where Elara's hip touched mine. He didn't waste time circling.

"I'll start." His jaw worked, like chewing glass. "It looked bad, Tate. You and her, headline news. It hurt. I fucking admit it."

The words dropped like weights at our feet. I didn't look away, but I felt Elara's hand flex in mine, scarf pressed tighter to her throat.

He kept going, voice rough. "Part of me wanted to be pissed. Hell, I wanted to burn it down. But it doesn't hold, because when I look at you two, I don't see what I thought I had with her. I see something she never gave me."

His eyes flicked to Elara, and for a second, he wasn't older brother or ex or anything except a guy trying to make sense of the ground shifting.

"Elara, you look more alive right now than you ever did with me. And I'm standing here, freezing my ass off, realizing maybe you never belonged in the box I built for you."

He exhaled, a hard, shuddering thing. "That's not hate. That's just me realizing you deserve to be as you are."

I drew breath, ready to say it. "I love you, man," I said, voice shaking a little, not from the cold. "I do. I grew up wanting your approval, maybe too much. I don't want to be happy at the cost of losing my brother."

Harrison's gaze dug into mine, like he was searching for the faintest lie.

"But I can't erase what's real to make it easy. Elara's not a mistake. She's not a regret to soften the hit. If the only way to keep you is to say I wish I'd chosen different, I won't do it. That's not fair to anybody."

Elara let go of my hand, not to pull away, but to reach for Harrison. She touched her scarf, then steadied her voice, warm and direct.

"I cared about you," she said, every syllable slow and clear. "I still do. I never wanted to hurt you, Harrison. But something about loving Tate, and being part of that family, is the first time I've felt..." She paused, searching for the only word that fit. "Real. In my own skin."

Harrison's hands clenched, white-knuckled, but there was no venom in his stare. He looked at Elara, at me, then at the distance that would never quite close again.

"I wanted you to be happy," he said. "I did. I just thought I'd be the guy to do it."

"That wasn't your fault," Elara said, so gentle it cut. "Sometimes the truth hurts more than the lie. But it lets you breathe afterward."

He nodded, blinking away the ache.

"I kept trying to see you as a girl who'd fit," he said to Elara. "But you were always more. I don't know why I refused to notice. Maybe it made me feel like I was enough."

"You are," she said, without hesitation. "Just not in the way we used to think. It doesn't make it less true."

Harrison finally looked at me, eyes ringed with red. "You could have lied. You could have hidden her, kept coasting on my ignorance for years. You didn't."

"Wasn't an option," I said. "Not after knowing what we have."

Harrison scrubbed his palm across his face, then gripped my shoulder. Hard. Like a warning and a gift in one.

"You should be happy, Tate. I want that for you. Just don't let go of family, okay?" His voice dipped. "It's not worth it if you have to do it by yourself."

"I won't," I said. "You're my brother. Always."

He didn't hug me at first. He just held my shoulder, fingers digging through the fabric, like he wanted to memorize the shape of things before letting go.

Then, with zero warning, he pulled me in and hugged me. Full-body, real, the old way we did when nobody else was looking. I hugged him back, scarf and all, and felt the crack of old wounds giving way.

He let go, looked at Elara, and his whole body softened.

"Thank you," he said to her.

She startled. "For what?"

"For being honest. For not letting us do some half-lived life. I was never going to be what you needed. Maybe you did us both a favor by refusing to fake it."

Elara's lips parted, but she just nodded. Her eyes were glassy, but she didn't look away. She looked stronger than I'd ever seen.

Harrison gave my shoulder a final squeeze, then reached for Elara's free hand. Not to reclaim her. To say goodbye.

"I want you happy, El," he said. "Don't waste a second thinking you should apologize for that."

She smiled at him, the kind that left nothing unsaid.

"I won't," she said. "You don't have to, either."

He turned, coat snapping in the cold, and started down the steps with his head high and the wind in his face. He didn't look back, but he didn't have to.

Elara and I stood there, side by side, neither of us flinching. The porch felt lighter. So did my chest.

Inside, I could hear Hallie's bright voice call out, toasting pancakes or maybe the end of a battle.

I watched Harrison walk all the way to the car before letting my breath out.

When he was gone, Elara's hand found mine again. She was trembling, but it wasn't fear. It was relief, raw and sharp, peeling off the old skin.

We stood together, not talking, just breathing in the new shape of the world.

The door behind us stayed closed. The past was still there, but it had stopped standing between us.

And for the first time, I didn't feel like I'd stolen anything.

I felt right where I belonged.

***

For a second, neither of us spoke. Elara's scarf fluttered at her collarbone, her blonde hair catching little flecks of sunlight on the porch. The old chill in the March air bit our cheeks, but it was nothing compared to the release simmering under her skin and mine.

Her hand slipped from mine, but instead of pulling away, she folded both arms around my waist. Head on my chest. I held her without thinking, just breathing in the clean, sweet smell of her hair.

"You okay?" I didn't bother with more words.

She nodded against my chest. "It doesn't feel like punishment now."

There it was. The past, unspooled.

Elara lifted her head, hazel eyes locking on me. The tenderness there wasn't just for me. It was for herself, a new thing, bold and bright.

She reached for my hand, fingers threading, and led us straight to the front door. I shouldn't have been surprised by how she did it. No hesitation, just a quiet certainty that said: this is what I want, come with me.

We pushed through the door. Hallie sat perched on the arm of the living room couch, bare legs swinging. She clocked us in a split second, saw the flush in Elara's cheeks, the new airiness in her walk, and grinned, wild and proud.

"Hey, hero," she called. "Everything good?"

Elara looked back at her. "Yeah. It really is."

Kaia and Rowan both stood, like maybe they'd rush to us if the mood called for it. But they didn't move. Kaia just nodded, reading every flicker of emotion and choosing not to crowd us. Rowan traced my face with her eyes, saw the difference, and let out a breath I didn't know she'd been holding.

Briar and Sienna peeked down from the landing. Briar arched a brow at Elara, a little smirk in place, but if she was going to say anything, she held back. Sienna's eyes darted between us and the open door, her cardigan sleeves tucked over her hands, but her smile was quiet and real. They all read the shift and let it land.

We took the stairs slow. Up the old steps, her fingers tight on mine.

Elara's room wasn't big. It didn't need to be. Scarf looped on the back of the chair. Curtains open to the winter-bright sky. Mug of tea at the edge of the desk, still warm from earlier, leaving little rings in the dust. Bed unmade, the covers kicked down like someone had been tossing restless, waiting for this exact moment.

She led me in, then shut the door. Soft click, no drama. She faced me, her whole body radiating calm.

She didn't rush. She didn't play coy. She just closed the space and pressed her palm flat to my chest, right above my heart. Her hand was warm, her eyes something blazing gold.

"I want you," she said.

I caught her wrist, ran my fingers across her knuckles. The charge between us was brutal. Not pain, not even hunger. Freedom. Her freedom.

"Tell me," I said.

Elara's lips parted, but the answer lived in her eyes. She stepped closer, bringing my body flush to hers, curves molding against my hips, her sweater soft against my forearms.

"I want to feel it," she whispered. "All of it. Without making it smaller."

Something in her voice made my vision crackle. The relief, the appetite, the permission to want, full force, no apology.

She looked up at me, cheeks flushing, not an ounce of performance in her face.

I bent down, caught her mouth with mine, and kissed her for real.

She didn't hold back. Her hands found my sides, palms slipping under my shirt, splaying across bare skin. The first brush of her fingers on my ribs made me shiver, but that only made her double down, clutching, pulling, putting her whole body into the press.

This wasn't a rush. This wasn't fucking away the pain.

It was her, choosing me, choosing herself.

When she broke the kiss, she left her hands tangled in my shirt, steady and clear.

Her eyes never left mine.

"I want you right here, right now," she said again, softer this time, but surer. "Please."

I braced her waist, felt the racing pulse under her skin, and knew I'd never say no.

We had nothing but the truth, the bed, and the fire building in Elara's hands.

***

She kissed me at the door, and that was the end of anything resembling patience.

Her mouth met mine, soft at first, then deeper, slower, heat pooling between our bodies. She tasted like tea and need and last chances finally forgiven.

Her hands slid up my shirt, palms pressed to my abs, fingertips tracing every sharp line. She reached for the hem, tugging up with intent. The shirt left my skin, and her hands found my chest. Flat palms, then nails, raking down, a shiver all the way to my spine.

Clothes were obstacles. She made sure they vanished.

She got my shirt over my head, then dropped one hand straight to the button of my jeans. The way her eyes tracked the bulge there, the way her breath caught when she grazed me, nothing shy about it. She undid the button, the zipper, then eased her hand inside, wrapping around my cock like she'd been waiting all year to touch me bare.

I pressed her against the closed door, both of us standing, her sweater soft under my hands, curves fitting perfectly against me. I grabbed her waist, squeezed, and pulled her high enough that her body lined up with mine, knee between her legs to feel the heat radiating from her pussy through the layers.

She worked me out of my jeans, leaving my briefs clinging to the hard, aching outline of my cock. She paused to look. Just look. At what she'd uncovered, and the flush in her cheeks got even deeper.

"Beautiful," she said, under her breath.

It nearly undid me.

Then she moved my hands to her sweater, fingers curling around my wrists, guiding me to the hem. "You can go slow," she said. "But don't be careful. Not with me."

Message received.

I pulled her sweater up, slow roll, letting my palms memorize the curve of her back and the softness of her ribs. Her body arched into my hands. Every inch was heat and velvet. The sweater peeled past her breasts, thick fabric grazing her nipples, and she shuddered, eyes half shut, lips parted, so fucking gorgeous.

Sweater over her head, hair wild now, she let it fall to the floor. Her scarf was next. I didn't yank it. I threaded a hand under the wool, traced her throat with my thumb, then unwound the fabric slow as honey, letting every inch drag over her bare shoulders.

Skin revealed. Goosebumps. Gold hair falling loose. I draped the scarf over the back of the chair, but she didn't let my hands wander far.

"Touch me," she said, and she wasn't asking. She was claiming.

I cupped her breasts, big and impossibly soft. The tips were flushed red, peaked hard for me, and I ran my thumbs over them, watching her inhale like she'd been holding her breath for years.

Her hands dove into my hair, pulled my mouth down to her throat. I kissed her there, felt her pulse pounding against my lips. She hummed and leaned back, offering more, bringing my mouth to the hollow of her neck, then lower, to the curve of her breast, the swollen edge of her nipple. I licked and sucked, gentle at first, then harder when her hands scratched at my back.

"God," she gasped, head tipped back against the bedroom door.

Her whole body vibrated, hips writhing, thighs clenching, already unsteady on her feet.

I kissed my way down her stomach, mouth open on every patch of bare skin, tracing the dip of her waist with my tongue. She grabbed my hair again, guiding me lower, making it impossible to mistake what she wanted.

When I got to her waistband, I knelt. Pulled her leggings and panties down, slow and patient, kissing every inch of exposed thigh on the way. Her skin was crazy soft, flushed with need, and as soon as her pussy was bare, she let out a tiny, involuntary moan.

I spread her thighs, hands framing the softest part of her, and looked up. She was watching me, eyes glazed and hungry, not even trying to hide what she needed.

I licked her, slow, from the bottom up, tongue flat and pressure perfect, teasing her clit and enjoying the stutter in her breath. She clamped her thighs around my head, not gentle, grinding herself against my mouth like she wanted me inside her with every pass.

She got louder, less filtered. No performance. Just pure, honest need.

"More," she whispered, hips rolling.

I obliged. Sucked her clit, circled with my tongue, used my fingers to part her folds and probe her entrance. She was dripping, so fucking wet, and every time I curled my tongue or pressed a finger inside, her whole body broke into another wave of tremors.

She thought she could stay quiet, but pleasure had other ideas. Soon she was gasping, whimpering, her hand locked in my hair while my tongue drove her higher.

I got her to the edge, then eased off just enough to make her chase it. She bucked, tried to pull my face closer, her thighs shaking.

When I moved back up her body, she was flushed, nipples tight, breath a living thing.

She gripped my shoulders, hauled me upright, and kissed me hard, tasting herself on my lips.

"I want you," she said, eyes slicing into mine. "I don't want to apologize for wanting you."

I let my cock press between her thighs, felt her heat slick against me. My hips rocked once, and she moaned, not shy at all.

"Then don't," I said.

She guided me to the bed, edge of the mattress biting into her knees. She dropped back, pulling me with her, legs spread and hands already up to my waistband.

She freed my cock, stroked it, tip already soaked. She angled it to her entrance but didn't let me take her yet. She wanted to make the choice, make the first move. Her hand wrapped around me, her eyes glued to my face.

She wanted proof. She wanted more.

I was going to give it to her.

***

We crashed onto her mattress, Elara yanking me right between her open legs. The press of her thighs was insane: warm, slick, trembling with need. She didn't hesitate. She gazed straight at me, eyes burning with choice, and guided the tip of my cock right to her entrance. "I love you," she said, voice as soft as an angel.

She angled her hips, and I felt the head of my cock part her folds. Fuck, she was dripping for me. Every movement dragged heat and wet up my shaft, and the way she let out a half-moan, half-laugh at the first nudge made my balls draw tight with wanting.

I didn't just push in. I watched her face, every flicker and gasp, while I slid the first few inches in. Her pussy clamped down around me, tight, wet, velvet, already fluttering with anticipation.

She wrapped her legs all the way around my back and pulled me deeper. I bottomed out, hips flush to hers, fully sheathed in warmth, and I swear, I nearly saw stars.

She breathed, "God, yes," voice raw and unveiled.

I started slow. Each stroke was deliberate, long, and steady, cock gliding through her slick and then buried again, our pelvises grinding together. Her tits crushed up against my chest, nipples hard, and every thrust made them bounce and sway in time.

She clung to me, hands in my hair, nails digging, mouth open to moan my name. "Tate. Oh, fuck, baby, don't stop."

Her hips moved with me, tilting for angle, chasing the friction, grinding her clit against my pubic bone. Every time I rocked deeper, the shudder in her body told me I'd found the spot.

Our skin slid together, sweat building fast, the smell of her pussy mixing with tea and old wood and sheets. The bed frame squeaked in protest, the old mattress creaking, but nothing could drown out the sounds Elara made: gasping, keening, every ounce of relief turned into fucking need.

She got braver, wilder. At one point she dug her heels into my ass, used the leverage to pull me in even deeper. That made her tits bounce, her body arch, and her pussy clamp so tight I thought I'd come right then.

I buried my face in her neck, licking sweat, tasting her skin, and she went off, hands wrapping my head, her thighs shaking as she met every thrust, hips rising to keep me locked inside.

We kissed hard, tongues dueling, teeth scraping, before she broke away panting. "I want more. Let me have it. Please."

She didn't wait for my answer. She twisted, rolled me onto my back, and climbed on top, straddling my hips and grabbing my cock in one hand. She lined it up, then dropped down hard, taking it all, and threw her head back in shivering bliss.

She rode me like she was born for it. Slow at first, teasing me with the squeeze of her pussy and the perfect roll of her hips. Her tits bounced with every movement, nipples flushed and begging for my mouth. Her hands roamed my chest, my abs, then planted on my shoulders to steady herself as she picked up the pace.

Her thighs flexed, ass clenching, sweat rolling down her body in tiny rivers. She started to moan louder, voice breaking, every bounce setting off a fresh string of curses and my name.

"God, Tate, just like that. Fuck, you feel so good, I want all of it."

I braced her hips, letting her set the tempo, loving the hell out of how her body owned every inch of me. My cock throbbed, thick and desperate with need, but I held back, just to watch her fall apart.

She was relentless. She ground down, hitting her clit with every bounce, fingers digging into my chest so hard I'd have marks for hours.

Her orgasm was building, hard, wild, ready to take over. She cut loose, riding me so hard the bed nearly jumped off the floor.

Then her body locked, hair wild around her face, eyes rolling back as she came. Pussy clenching, hips bucking, tits bouncing in a rhythm I'll never forget.

She screamed my name, not a shred of embarrassment in it.

The sight and feel of it, Elara completely unashamed, riding every second of pleasure, snapped me right there.

I dug my hands into her ass, thrust up into her, and let go, spilling deep inside her, pumping her full, balls tight and cock twitching against the pulse of her pussy.

We jerked and writhed together, a sweaty, beautiful mess.

She collapsed on my chest, breath broken, body still rippling with aftershocks. I rolled her to her side, staying buried deep inside her, kissing her hair, her cheeks, her mouth.

She looked up, eyes glazed but happy, and said, "I'm not sorry for wanting you. Not even a little."

"Good," I said, voice wrecked. "Don't ever be."

She was soft and bright, stretched out on the sheets, body bare and perfect, flushed and shining in the open light.

I traced my hand over her thigh, then her breast, memorizing every inch. The only thing left was peace.

No shame. No regret.

Just Elara, wild and real, and me inside her, loving every second.

We lay there, pressed together, my cock twitching with aftershocks, letting the world tilt back to normal.

The old shadow had not vanished. Life did not work like that. But it had lost its teeth.

There was only this: her breathing slowing, her pussy still milking my cock, and the promise that nothing about us needed to hide.

Not anymore.

***

For a while, we just lay there, bodies tangled, breaths mixing. Sunlight from the open window warmed what the sweat hadn't already, and the room felt slow-drunk on relief.

Elara's body was a living, golden blanket over me, soft tits pressed to my chest, her thigh slung over mine, pussy still leaking where I'd filled her. My cock had softened but stayed buried as long as nature allowed.

She stroked my jaw, slow and grounding, her thumb tracing the edge of my mouth.

Neither of us talked. Didn't have to.

I finally rolled to the side, careful not to break the new spell, and Elara followed, stretching, arching, then reaching for the scarf flung over the chair. She laughed, wrapped it around my wrist with a little ceremonial twist, and grinned like she'd just invented a better version of me.

"Official now?" I asked, voice rough with aftermath.

"Scarves don't lie," she said. "Neither do I."

We both cracked up.

She slid to the edge of the bed, bare body glowing in the afternoon. Her ass looked edible where it met the mattress, skin flushed pink from our session. She reached for the cup of tea on her desk; the mug steamed faintly, but she didn't bother to dress. Elara brought it over, cradled it in both hands, and eyed me with that steady, clear look she'd given Harrison on the porch.

She settled back onto the sheets, offered me the mug. Our fingers touched. I took a sip and nearly moaned. Warmth, sweetness, the echo of her all through it.

Elara drank, then set the mug aside and pulled the curtains wider, letting the cold light wash everything clean.

I traced my hand over her hip, loving the way she didn't try to cover up. She looked at peace, hair wild, bite marks blooming on her neck and chest, nothing held back. I could get used to this.

"You good?" I asked, voice quieter this time.

She nodded, then put her palm against my face. "I mean it. It doesn't feel like punishment now."

The words hung there, soft and fierce at once.

I kissed her fingertips, then her lips. This time, it was slow. We laughed halfway through, both of us too loose and happy to stay serious.

Downstairs, I heard the stampede of feet and Hallie yelling about pancakes. The world didn't stop. But up here, maybe we had finally won.

Elara looped her arms around my neck, scarf trailing over my shoulders, and hugged me close. Her bare tits squished against my chest. She didn't flinch, didn't pull away. Her body was soft, open, and mine because she wanted to be there.

"I like you like this," I said, running a finger down her spine.

She giggled. "Naked?"

"Unapologetic."

She beamed. "I could get used to that."

We drank tea, naked, tangled in sheets while sunlight caught every inch of us. For the first time, the past didn't haunt the air.

All that was left was belonging.

When we finally got up, Elara pulled on her scarf, naked but for the wool, hair wild, skin glowing, not an ounce of shame. She brought the mug to my lips one last time, then tugged me to standing. We traded lazy kisses, kisses with no urgency, just happiness stacked on top of happiness.

At the window, we stood together, the cold from outside banished by the warmth in our orbit. I glanced down and saw the car missing from the drive. Harrison gone, peace left in his wake.

It hadn't been easy. But fuck if it wasn't worth it.

We dressed slow, never straying far from each other. Elara's fingers smoothed my shirt collar, and I caught her by the hips and kissed her again, just because I could. She tasted like tea and victory.

The hallway was empty, but the noise downstairs was full of life. Five voices, a million jokes, and the ordinary chaos of a house that had learned how to wait without crowding.

Elara squeezed my hand, scarf bold at her throat, and smiled at me like we'd just invented new rules for the universe.

I squeezed back.

The family was waiting. The campus could watch itself dizzy for all I cared. For the first time, loving Elara didn't mean breaking the past. It meant starting the future, one step, one kiss, one perfectly chosen scarf at a time.

We went to join the chaos.

And neither of us looked back.


Hallie Makes It Fun


By three in the afternoon, the kitchen had gone through two pots of coffee, half a bottle of syrup, and at least one bad joke per person. The house felt like it was recovering from a really good party, not a showdown.

Hallie was standing on the kitchen counter.

Not because she needed the height. Hallie Mercer was five-four in bare feet and had learned a long time ago that the world was not going to rearrange itself for her reach, so she had developed a better strategy: climb whatever was in the way and make the room look up. Right now she was in paint-spattered leggings and an old Blackwood hoodie so oversized it might as well have been a dress. Knowing her, there was probably no bra under there and definitely zero shame about it.

She ran her finger around the rim of her coffee mug, eyes bright and dangerous. Every few words, she reached out to tweak the sleeve of my shirt or poke my side, like she just had to know I was still paying attention.

Kaia sprawled in one of the captain's chairs with her feet on the next seat over, honey-gold hair wild from the wind. She had changed into a Blackwood t-shirt so tight her tits looked poured into it, and the way she stretched made all the old floorboards groan. "Hails, you're definitely on a rampage today," Kaia said. "Is this your final form?"

Hallie didn't bother to answer. She flicked her gaze across the kitchen, clocked six phone screens buzzing through the sunlight, then faced the table like she'd caught the scent of blood.

"I have a new policy," Hallie announced. "If campus is going to make me a sad little mascot, I want better lighting. And snacks. Preferably salty ones. Also, I categorically refuse to be the tragic original girlfriend in somebody's campus drama."

Rowan, fresh out of a shower and dressed in jeans and a tank that made her arms look carved, barked a laugh so sharp she nearly spat coffee. "You are not a mascot. You're a one-girl riot."

Hallie shrugged like she'd heard a better compliment, but her mouth curled up at the edges. She eyed Rowan's pancakes, then snagged Rowan's fork and took a bite mid-sentence. "Mascots get cheerleaders," Hallie said, pointer finger up. "Original girlfriends get pity' That's not even a good genre. First but doomed is lazy writing."

Elara wandered in, floaty in her scarf and some old sleep tee, cheeks glowing from upstairs. She didn't bother to pour her own coffee. She just took Hallie's mug, sipped, and curled up next to Hallie on the counter like it was always her seat. "You aren't a mascot, Hallie," Elara said, voice gentle and fierce at once. "If anyone tries for sympathy, just ask for royalties."

That earned a round of snickers.

Briar sat like she was hosting a board meeting, tablet in one hand and coffee in the other, hair smooth and tucked clean behind her ears. "Visibility is up twenty percent on Blackwood Spotted in the last hour," Briar said, dry as a martini. "Whoever handles their clips knows how to make a headline out of foam on your upper lip."

Sienna, cardigan sleeves nearly hiding her hands, never looked up from her phone. "They're already moving past the scandal and into the 'how does it feel to be first' territory," Sienna said. "Public affection is changing the frame faster than the school thought it would."

Hallie smiled at me, wicked. "Maybe I should practice dramatic hand-holding. Someone has to look brave out there."

She grabbed my wrist for effect, fingers digging in so hard it almost tingled. "There. Campus-ready," she crowed.

Nobody even blinked.

It wasn't even clear who led the next joke: Kaia, quick on the draw, said, "If you're taking snacks public, at least make them hot ones, Hails."

Hallie waggled her fork like a wand. "Nope. If I am going to be famous, I am being famous near snacks. Also, I want a souvenir. And a hoodie. Oversized, collegiate, and ridiculous. You in?"

Kaia's eyes sparkled. "That sounds like a dare."

Rowan finished her coffee, then stood up, stretching until her shirt rode up and exposed a hard slice of her stomach. "If you're shopping, I'm your security detail. Nothing says 'public appearance' like crowd control."

Elara's hand looped around Hallie's waist. She nuzzled into the crook like she could shield Hallie from any storm, but the truth was, Hallie set the weather in this house.

"Blackwood House to the campus bookstore?" Elara asked, resting her chin on Hallie's shoulder.

"Fuck yes," Hallie said, and her grin could've powered the fridge. "If Blackwood wants to stare, let them watch me pick merch with better lighting. It's practically a public service."

Briar flicked her gaze up and scanned the team with corporate calm. "Main quad will be packed. Take the long way and the crowd gets juicier."

Sienna finally put her phone down, pushing her hair back with one finger. "You realize people are just waiting for the photo op, right?"

Hallie leaned in, eyes on me, and whispered, "Good. Makes my job easier."

I couldn't stop looking at her: golden hair fraying around her face, big blue-green eyes, curve of her thigh outlined just right in the leggings. She smelled like sugar and daylight and the kind of trouble you pray will follow you home. My cock pulsed at the thought of her in nothing but campus merch, wrapped around me for the whole quad to see.

She caught the look and barked out a laugh, punching my arm. "Eyes up, Tater. There will be time for sincerity later."

Kaia whistled. "Promise?"

Hallie raised both brows and pointed at Kaia. "That's a fucking guarantee, babe."

Even Kaia seemed impressed. Nice.

I tried to play it cool, but my heart did the frantic dance it always pulled when Hallie went loud and bossy. She had this way of making me want her more every time she cracked a joke or held her ground.

Hallie hopped off the counter, bare feet smacking the old wood floor. She stalked over and snatched the last bite of pancake off my plate. "Fuel is required for high-stakes public performance," she said. Then, even lower, just for me: "You don't have to rescue me, you know. You do have to stand where people can see you."

Message received. I let my hand settle at the small of her back, squeezing once. She rewarded me with a quick, bossy kiss, tasting of coffee and sugar and pure Hallie.

She stayed pressed to my side even as she started shepherding the troops. Kaia put on a fresh coat of lip gloss and fluffed her hair, shooting us a look like she was prepping for a photo shoot. Rowan slouched against the doorframe, arms crossed, wearing a smirk that said she was ready for any occasion. Elara joined Hallie's orbit, sliding her arm around Hallie's waist and nuzzling her neck, warmth radiating off her like a second hoodie.

Briar and Sienna kept up their running commentary from the table. Briar called out, "Spotted's tracking your outfit as we speak, Hallie. You're trending 'campus sunshine with secrets.'"

Hallie stuck out her tongue. "I have no secrets, only an insatiable need for carbs."

Sienna smiled at her phone. "They're betting you'll go for the pink hoodie."

Hallie shot her a look. "If you ever quote that again, I'll steal your entire breakfast for a week."

Sienna's eyes glinted. "You'd have to catch me, and you're always distracted by the syrup."

That's when Hallie decided we were done talking about it and ready to go. She slammed her empty mug on the counter and pointed at the door like some kind of adorable field marshal. "Troops, assemble! We have a bookstore to loot and a campus to scandalize."

The girls filed out in a cluster, Kaia leading, hips swaying, Rowan on her heels, Elara and Hallie arm-in-arm with Elara's scarf trailing behind them, and Briar and Sienna in the rear guard, still glued to their phones. I didn't even bother to check for my jacket. Hallie grabbed my hand and made a show of threading her fingers through mine, squeezing hard enough to make the point.

"You ready for fame?" she whispered, voice suddenly not joking at all.

"Only if you're leading," I said.

She squeezed again, then tugged me toward the hallway. "Good answer."

The entry hall was chaos: shoes everywhere, hair spray in the air, someone yelling about lost keys. Hallie took the confusion and made it look choreographed. She snatched a tote bag off the hook, tossed Elara a neon beanie, and barked at Rowan to hurry because "we are not getting upstaged by the soccer team, thank you very much."

Rowan grinned and scooped up her boots, smacking Kaia's ass on the way. Kaia didn't flinch, just glanced at Hallie to see if the challenge was worth bringing up. It wasn't. Hallie had already shifted into offense, hustling the women toward the door, ponytail bobbing.

Cold March air slammed us the second we opened the door, but the women didn't slow down. They zipped up, bunched up, and hit the path in a pack.

Hallie paused in the sunlight, hoodie blinding-bright, and looked back at me with a grin that could break glass.

"If I'm going to be famous, I want a sweatshirt and a snack at the finish line," she called. "And if I catch anybody acting sad about it, I swear I'll make them wear the mascot head."

Kaia barked a laugh, pulling her own hoodie over her hair. "You wouldn't dare."

"Try me, babe."

Even the walk felt different now, like none of us had to check for shadows on the sidewalk. Hallie held my hand like it was a banner. Kaia looped her arm around Rowan, the two of them jostling for top joke at every intersection. Briar and Sienna drifted in behind, Sienna's sleeve hooked in Briar's elbow, both of them talking trash about the best bookstore buys.

Elara hung back for a second, then caught up, linking hands with Hallie and tucking her chin on Hallie's shoulder. "Let's make it official," she said. "Nobody does merch like you, Hails."

Hallie's cheeks flushed, but she just grinned and snuggled back in. "I'm going to get a Public Permanence button and wear it on my ass if it's tacky enough."

If there was a smarter way to take the sting out of the old girlfriend rumor, I hadn't seen it.

We made it to the sidewalk, footsteps echoing up the block. Every head turned as we passed. One girl did a cartoon double-take when she saw the armload of women clinging to me. I heard someone mutter, "How does he walk upright?" and had to bite my tongue not to laugh.

Hallie heard it too. She leaned in and whispered, "Jealousy is good for the circulation."

And just like that, she had me wound so tight I could barely hide the hard-on in my jeans.

We hit Main Street in a tangle of voices, hair, and coffee breath. We rolled through like thunder, if thunder wore mismatched socks and carried you home for pancakes.

Hallie shot me one last, sideways glance. "You coming, or do you need a leash?"

I caught her around the waist and reeled her in. "If you put a leash on me, I'll wear it."

She laughed, loud, bright, lit from inside. "Deal."

Even Briar cracked a smile as she clocked the effect Hallie had on the whole campus block. "You're changing the narrative, Hails. Keep it up."

Hallie winked. "That's the plan."

And with that, she led us the final stretch, pulling me along like she'd built the sidewalk herself. The quad was ahead, bookstore sign gleaming, and I could already picture Hallie in some ridiculous merch, making the whole world wish they could be us for a day.

I didn't have to think about what came next. Hallie always knew the next move.

We hit the crosswalk just as the sun broke through the clouds, lighting her up like she'd ordered the weather to get in line. Her hand found mine, firm and sure, and the march to the bookstore began for real.

Let the campus watch.

We were going to give them a show.

***

The main quad was cold enough to freeze your dick off, but the sun made everything gleam like a magazine advertisement: old stone columns, trimmed grass, waves of students pretending not to stare as we hit the bookstore.

The merch table was parked just outside the doors, right at the crossroads where every tour guide angled their herd. Someone had lined up a dozen hoodies on a rack, colors so bright it looked like a highlighter had exploded. The table was stacked: Blackwood House notebooks, glossy joke stickers ("Permanence Means Never Having to Say Goodbye"), coffee mugs, cheap plastic buttons with tacky slogans, and enough public permanence to last a lifetime. It was a wonder nobody had thought to sell popcorn.

Hallie strutted up to the table and immediately ignored every normal option. She made a beeline for the most hideous hoodie: campus red, Blackwood House logo in cartoon bold across the front, "Public Permanence" stitched in neon green. She held it up, arched a brow at me, and grinned.

"Too much?" she stage-whispered.

Kaia, eyes flashing, didn't miss a beat. "Not enough. See if they have one two sizes bigger."

Hallie threw the hoodie over her head, yanked it on, and let the hem fall to mid-thigh. The fabric clung to her tits in a way that made my tongue go numb, then ballooned out below like she'd invented collegiate lingerie.

She turned a slow circle, wriggling her ass. "I call this look 'stunted personal growth with carbs.'"

Rowan snorted so hard she had to cover her mouth. "Sweetheart, you look like the world's sexiest caution sign."

Hallie planted her hip against me and used both hands to reach for the table again. She rifled past the boring pins until she found the ugliest "Public Permanence" button, a plastic badge the color of toxic lime, and, without hesitation, pinned it dead-center to my shirt.

"There," she announced. "Status: permanent. Hold still, I want a picture."

Before I could get my bearings, her ass was grinding into my hip and her hand was inside my jacket, flattening the logo against my chest like she was branding me for campus history.

Kaia snatched a handful of stickers and started peeling them at random, slapping one onto my sleeve and another onto Hallie's thigh, just below the hem of the hoodie. She upped the ante: "If you don't wear at least three pieces of merch, the spirit squad comes and shames you."

Hallie plucked a sticker from the sheet and held it up between two fingers. It said FIRST BUT NOT LAST in blocky campus-red letters, which should have been insulting and looked obscene in her hand.

"Oh, that one's mine," she said.

She peeled it slowly, made eye contact with me while she did it, and stuck it to the hoodie over her left collarbone. "First but not last," she said, tapping it once. "That's not a warning. That's a flex."

"Put that on a banner," Rowan said.

"Put it on Tate's forehead," Kaia said.

"Do not put it on my forehead," I said.

Hallie looked me up and down, then smiled like she had found three better places to put it and was saving them for later. "We'll revisit."

Hallie slid her hand up my shirt, just enough to make it obvious for whoever was watching, and whispered in my ear, "We should make out right here, just to see who cracks first."

My cock jumped. I barely resisted the urge to haul her into my lap, but she was already working the crowd. Hallie tossed her hair, stepped into the sunlight, put her arms around my neck, and leaned in.

"Smile for the weirdos," she said, voice bright as the wind.

She kissed me, slow and showy, right in front of the table.

Phones came up everywhere. I spotted at least four girls with their cameras half up, trying to look casual about it.

Kaia moved in, wrapping both arms around my bicep, pulling me like she wanted a piece of the spotlight. "If Tater kisses anyone else, I'm calling a lawyer."

Hallie laughed and nuzzled my jaw. "Take a number, babe."

Elara hung back, barely. She rested against the side of the table, scarf and gold hair catching the sun. She watched Hallie work and let it happen, eyes glinting with approval every time Hallie got louder.

Even Briar ran a finger down the buttons on her coat, dryly observing, "You're trending. Spotted has you on the main page before you even get through the register."

Sienna's phone buzzed, hard, and she actually paused to read it. "Clip is already up," she announced, voice low. "Student government already has a debate about whether Public Permanence hit too hard."

Hallie didn't bother to look up. She rolled her shoulders back, put her weight into my side, and did her best impression of a trophy wife, minus the trophy. "You know what's weird?" she announced, to absolutely no one and everyone. "This is the first time I've felt like the official version of me is more fun than the rumor."

Rowan barked a laugh. "Because you're not a rumor, you're the fucking recipe."

Hallie stuck out her tongue, but you could see the way her cheeks flushed at the compliment. Then she turned her attention back to me, looping her arms around my neck and yanking me down for a second kiss. This time, she bit my lip, just a little. I nearly lost my balance.

Every student nearby stopped even pretending to browse. A trio of girls in Greek Row hoodies gave me an up-and-down scan that said, I want to be you in a past life. One guy in a ratty soccer jacket muttered, "Bro must have a third leg."

Kaia heard it. She shot him a look that could turn milk sour. "Envy's a fucking disease," she called. "Careful not to catch it."

Hallie let go and fluttered her lashes, then grabbed a notebook off the table and flipped it open. She scribbled something quick, then showed it to me: "Campus Mascot: Demands Snacks."

Rowan ruffled Hallie's hair. "You are so full of shit."

Hallie shoved her back and grinned. "Only on weekends."

Elara, softer, stepped around the side and fixed the collar of Hallie's hoodie, smoothing it down like she could anchor Hallie to the ground. "You're doing great," she whispered. It wasn't for the crowd, it was for Hallie.

Briar eyed the register. "If you pay, I'll run interference on press."

Sienna drifted closer, almost hiding behind Briar, but her eyes were glued to Hallie. "Official feed is reframing you as the new face of Blackwood, Hallie. Like, you're the leader."

Hallie barked out a laugh. "I'll take mascot paychecks only in pancakes, please."

Every phone in a hundred-foot radius was up now, but the charge felt more like a tailgate dare than a scandal. Cold March wind hit my face. Hallie pressed against me, smelling like pure trouble, Kaia clung to my arm, and the heat of being envied made it impossible not to get hard.

Then, right as Hallie was prepping another joke, a bold, pretty girl in a cropped campus hoodie stepped right up to the merch table. She was holding her phone out, ready to record. "Sorry if this is weird," she started, "but is it hard' Being the first girlfriend now that campus knows there's, what, six of you?"

Her words landed in the air and stuck. The register bell dinged. The whole crowd went silent.

Hallie's hand tightened on my sleeve. I felt her breath catch before she steadied it. The cold air made my skin prickle, but it was nothing compared to the fire in Hallie's body as she squared up, smile still locked on her face.

Even the staff behind the table looked up, frozen mid-scan. Every set of eyes, bored, horny, envious, waited to see if Hallie was going to fold or throw down.

Phones now aimed right at us. Sienna's was pinging in real time: "FIRST GIRLFRIEND SHOWDOWN LIVE AT THE BOOKSTORE," the Blackwood Spotted headline read.

First girlfriend. Like Hallie was some museum plaque.

Hallie didn't blink. Neither did I.

Let them watch. The next move was ours.

***

The question landed ugly and bright. "Is it weird being the first girlfriend now that everyone knows about the six?" The girl's eyes were hungry for the kind of answer people could clip, caption, and send to every group chat on campus. Every student within fifty feet had lost all pretense of not listening.

I didn't give them the satisfaction.

I stepped in, met the bold girl's eyes, and said, "Do not talk about her like she is waiting to be replaced."

That landed. Even Sienna's phone stopped buzzing for a heartbeat.

But that was as far as I went. The rest was Hallie's.

She squared her shoulders, hoodie bright enough to stop traffic, and flashed the kind of grin that could break bones. She yanked the radioactive "Public Permanence" button off my chest, waved it for the crowd, and laughed. "Okay, first of all, you think I'm the opening act here' I'm not the original pancake. I am the damn recipe."

A ripple of laughter shot through the crowd. The girl's phone wobbled, and the rumor-feed next to her started recording in earnest.

Hallie kept going, voice loud and clear. "Starter girlfriend is a shit label," she announced. "First does not mean disposable. First but not last does not mean first but threatened. It means I was smart enough to pick him before anyone else knew to try. I helped build this family. I helped make the house livable. And if campus wants to turn that into tragedy, campus needs better writers."

Kaia let out a low, lewd whistle. "Facts," she called.

Rowan grinned so wide her cheeks dimpled. "She wrote the rules. You're just catching up."

Hallie spun the button on her finger and pointed it straight at the girl with the phone. "I'll take the merch. I'll take the headline. But if anyone tries to make me campus tragedy, I'm going to end up on a syrup commercial instead."

The crowd went nuts for that one. Nothing cruel, just a surge of honest laughter that turned the whole thing from pity into envy.

Hallie pinned the badge right onto the ass of her new hoodie, then turned and kissed me, hard, right in the middle of the quad. Full contact, nothing faked. Her mouth was sugar, teeth, and challenge.

Phones clicked. I heard at least two gasps and three "oh my god's".

Even the girl couldn't keep the edge. "That's...wow," she said quietly, lowering her phone. "You're not what I expected."

Hallie broke the kiss, thumbed the corner of her mouth, and grinned. "Nobody is."

Then, one last time for the books, she turned to the silent crowd. "If you're going to make me a mascot, I want better lighting! And actual snacks, please."

The register kid near lost it. Sienna's phone pinged again, the Spotted headline already rewritten: "Mascot with Teeth: Hallie Takes Over Campus Merch Table." The clip ran with zero tragedy, pure envy. Kaia's laugh echoed across the quad.

Elara tucked in, wrapping both arms around Hallie from behind and whispering, "Perfect," just for her.

Briar didn't smile, but her eyes screamed respect. "Well played," she murmured.

I felt the crew at my back: Rowan, steady as a wall. Kaia, riding the high of the moment. Even Sienna, who couldn't look away from Hallie's performance-art style victory.

Hallie turned to me, eyes shining, and dropped the act for just a second. Her hand found my sleeve, and when her fingers brushed the skin at my wrist, I caught the tiny tremor, quick, almost invisible.

She shoved her hand deeper into my jacket, anchoring herself.

I squeezed her tighter. "Hallie," I whispered, "you killed it."

She winked, but this one was shaky. "Damn right I did."

We peeled away from the merch table, a slow-motion exodus past the crowd, every step making Hallie's hold on me stronger. The campus behind us was a wall of heads craning, voices muttering, phones scrambling to catch up.

Rowan flanked us and murmured, "Never let them see you sweat."

Hallie grinned through it, but her grip told the real story.

Sienna read off her phone: "Spotted says you 'owned the afternoon.'" She said it like it mattered.

Kaia brushed Hallie's shoulder, then aimed at me, "Walk her home, Tater."

That was the cue. We took the long way, Hallie pressed up against me so close I could feel her heart slam in her chest. She didn't talk, didn't make a joke. She just let me lead her away from the noise, hoodie collar mashed under her chin and her hand steadying in mine.

Behind us, the campus buzzed, the crowd already moving on, but the envy hung in the air. Nobody was thinking "poor Hallie" anymore. They were thinking: fuck, I wish that was me.

We hit the edge of the quad and I slowed down. Hallie's breath was shaky, but her face was still bright and bold.

She stopped, faced me, and said, low so only I could hear, "If you ever look at me like I'm breakable, I'll kill you. I hate that one."

She meant it. I kissed her forehead, pressed our hands together, and said, "You're not breakable. You're home."

She blinked, then laughed. "Good. I want to go home properly."

We found the others on the old sidewalk, the house in sight, the story already rewritten. Hallie's hand stayed in my sleeve the entire walk.

Nobody, not even the March wind, could shake her loose.

***

The second we hit the porch, it was pure victory lap. Hallie's hand never left my sleeve, and her smile blitzed every attempt to call her breakable. The girls buzzed around her: Kaia called the merch-table throwdown "top performance," Rowan made syrup jokes until Hallie lost it laughing, Elara wrapped around Hallie like a safety net, and Briar provided a running commentary off her phone. "Spotted says you turned the whole clip into a Hallie fan club." Even Sienna, dry as coffee grounds, said, "Official feed: nobody can stop Hallie."

Hallie lapped it up. She strutted into the kitchen, still in her ridiculous new hoodie, and immediately started bossing the food situation like she'd missed a meal. She grabbed a mug, filled it to the rim, and stole pancakes off Sienna's plate, fork, not fingers, but only to tease.

"Public appearances require carbs," she declared. "And maybe a shot of something, if we're still trending."

Kaia winked. "Someone's got a taste for the spotlight."

Hallie waggled her "Public Permanence" button at Kaia. "If I'm going to be famous, I want better lighting and my own catchphrase."

Rowan, not to be outdone, tossed a pancake her way. "Maybe start with a line of mascot pajamas."

Hallie caught the pancake in midair and actually bowed. "Trademark pending."

Elara, melted into the kitchen island, pulled Hallie close, hands around her waist, and nuzzled her ear. "I liked you best at the moment where you stopped letting them decide what first meant."

Hallie's cheeks went a little pink, but her eyes locked on mine. "Best trophy I ever won was this guy right here."

Kaia faked a swoon. "If you two get any cuter, the neighbors will call the cops."

Briar scrolled her phone, tossed it down, and said, "Campus is now officially jealous and rooting for Hallie. The pity headline got buried under pure envy in two minutes flat."

Sienna stabbed a bite of pancake and eyed us both. "Spotted's posting Hallie/Tate edits. You're internet famous."

Hallie looked at me like she had just dared me to top it.

So I grabbed her, spun her around, and kissed her, deep and hot, fingers laced up the back of her new hoodie. The kitchen exploded in whoops, Kaia banging the table so hard the salt shaker fell over.

Hallie wrenched away, laughing, and yanked my hand up like she was raising a trophy.

"I'm going upstairs," she said, voice full of daylight. "And I'm taking him with me. Any objections?"

Kaia cupped both hands around her mouth. "Just remember the wall's not soundproof."

Rowan leaned against the counter and lifted her mug. "Try not to break the bed."

Elara smiled over the rim of her tea. "Have fun."

Her face said, go win.

Briar's voice was soft but precise. "Take the syrup with you. Victory demands a sugar rush."

Hallie scooped the squeeze bottle in one hand, dragged me up the stairs with the other, and never looked back.

The stairwell smelled like coffee, old wood, and the dust of a hundred pancakes. Hallie kept her grip tight, marching me past bedroom doors, until we crashed into her room.

The place was a shrine to organized chaos. Bed unmade, sheets tangled and soft. Three coffee mugs on the desk, all half full, next to a pile of loose notebooks and the world's ugliest blue sock. The new hoodie was already half unzipped, and the infamous "Public Permanence" button winked from the top of her dresser. Campus merch stickers scattered across the nightstand.

She flicked the door shut, locking out the rest of the universe. Then she let go of my hand and shifted, hoodie big and ridiculous, hair everywhere, eyes locked on me like she could see right through my bones.

I opened my mouth, but she was already on the move.

"You know what I want?" Hallie said, voice pitched low. "I don't want sad comfort. I don't want you holding me carefully and telling me it's okay. I hate that one."

"I know you hate that one."

"Good." She grabbed the front of my shirt with both hands, like she owned it, which she did. "Then want me. Like you know exactly who I am. I don't want to fight for it tonight. I want you and I want you to want me. Not because you're supposed to pick sides, but because this is the best thing that's ever happened to you."

She yanked the hoodie over her head. Static crackled in her hair, cheeks red and wild. Underneath, she wore a little white tank, braless, and her tits immediately made my dick rage against denim.

She strutted over, straddled my lap, and ground her ass down until her hips fit perfectly against my groin. The friction made my vision tunnel.

"You okay?" she whispered, biting my ear.

I could barely speak. "Yeah. But you're killing me."

She laughed. "Good."

She started on the buttons of my shirt, slow, teasing, like she had all night. "I don't want you careful. I want you needing me."

She kissed me, hard. Her mouth was warm and insistent and sweet with a punch of syrup and coffee. The taste of her fucking rewired my brain.

I grabbed her ass with both hands, squeezed, and pulled her in tighter.

She braced her arms on my shoulders and just rocked against me, making my cock stand up and salute. Her tank rode up, slim waist twisting, her body hot and alive. She broke the kiss, eyes glazed, and said, "Don't you dare start treating me like I'll break. I want you, all of you. Don't hold back."

"Never," I said, and meant it.

Hallie shifted her hips, lined us up, and for a second just lingered, nose to nose. She stroked my jaw, thumb tracing the stubble, eyes wide and open.

She undid my shirt, pushed it off my shoulders, and ran her hands down my bare chest, as slow as syrup dripping from the bottle she'd left on the desk. Her touch was heavy, deliberate, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

"Look at you," she whispered. "Best thing I've ever done."

She licked my neck, nipped my jaw, and started kissing down my throat while her hands mapped out every muscle she could reach. I shuddered, cock hard and beating under her.

She pressed her tits to my chest, grinding again, and it got serious, fast. Her breath was shaky now, her hands urgent.

"Don't stop," she breathed.

I tugged her tank up, freeing her breasts, big and soft and perfect. Her nipples were already hard, begging for my mouth.

I sucked them, first soft, then hard enough to draw her right to the edge. Hallie arched and shuddered, laughter bubbling out when the pleasure hit her all at once.

"Oh, fuck, Tater. Yes."

She gripped my hair, rocked on my lap, and moaned for real. Tank twisted up under her arms, hoodie bunched around her waist, skin flushed and blushing wild, she looked like every fantasy of home I'd ever had.

She went for my belt, still bossy, still in control. "I get to drive," she said.

I had no objections.

She freed my cock, hands hot and hungry, and stroked me right there, slow and steady, her palm warm and slick from sweat and syrup. I throbbed in her grip, so hard it felt borderline dangerous.

She bent and kissed the tip, then looked up at me, eyes shining. "You want this?"

"Always," I managed.

She stroked me again, then braced herself, tits swinging as she pushed me back onto the bed. She straddled me, grinding, body hot and slick, and started to lower herself toward my cock.

She stopped just short. "You know what else I want?" she whispered.

I nearly lost it. "Tell me."

"Don't make this careful. Don't make this comfort. Want me like you're never letting go."

She didn't wait for my answer. She just pressed down, wet, open, ready.

And the world flipped upside down.

***

She wasn't joking about driving. Hallie lined the tip of my cock at her entrance, every inch of her thighs tense, and lowered herself inch by inch until I was seated deep inside. I could barely breathe. She was wet, hot, and snug enough around my shaft that my balls nearly climbed up into my chest.

Hallie froze for a second, like the pleasure caught her off-guard, then dropped her head and burst out laughing.

"Oh my god," she panted, hair flying into her eyes. "You're going to ruin me, Tater."

She sank down again, and this time she didn't stop. Her pussy gripped me in deep, velvet heat, and every time she rolled her hips, I felt her tits drag along my chest, nipples tight and begging for my hands.

I grabbed her hips and let her set the rhythm. She braced on my shoulders, riding me face-to-face, sweat gathering at her hairline and laughter breaking up the moans every time I hit the perfect spot.

Her whole body was working for it: tight ass, thighs flexing, tits bouncing every time she rocked down. I wanted to eat her alive.

She found the tempo she liked, slow at first, and started riding me with heat. Up, down, grind. Her pussy milked my cock with every stroke, and the friction was pure, fucking heaven.

She started talking. Maybe to hold onto control, maybe because it drove me crazy. "You like me like this, don't you?" she asked, voice sharp with need.

"Hell yes," I rasped. "I want you."

She clenched around me, hard, greedy, and giggled when my eyes rolled back.

"Don't let go, okay?" she said, voice wobbling for a second. "Don't you dare let them make me the sad story."

I grabbed both handfuls of her ass, squeezed, and pulled her down hard. "Never. You're the home base."

She shuddered, and her rhythm went faster. Hallie panted so loud I thought she might wake the whole house.

"Fuck. That's it. Don't stop."

She started to lose words, so she just rocked harder, using my shoulders as leverage, nails digging in until I was probably marked for life. Sweat ran between her tits and I couldn't resist cupping them, sucking a nipple hard enough to make her crumble around me.

She threw her head back and howled, full volume, no filter.

When she came back down, her hair was a mess and her face was pure need.

Hands still wrapped behind my neck, she looked me straight in the eye. "If first doesn't mean forever, what does it mean, Tate?"

I met her stare, cock buried in her, and said, "Means you're the foundation. The reason the rest exists."

Hallie blinked once, twice, and then went quiet, just for a beat.

She crushed her mouth to mine, swallowing every word, and rode harder, hips slamming down until her pussy was clenching with every pass.

I tried to hold back, but the way she ground on me, using her whole body, sapped every ounce of self-control.

She let out a string of curses and started to tremble for real.

Hallie rocked hard, wild, tits jiggling and cheeks flushed. The smell of sex and sweat and leftover coffee made the room feel like her: messy, sweet, filthy, and completely alive.

She started laughing again, desperate, almost wild. "You're so fucking good, babe. Don't stop. Please, please."

I braced her hips, let her ride, and just worshipped every second of it.

She bent at the waist, pressed her tits into my face, and let me suck and lick her until she was close to breaking.

Her thighs shook. Her pussy fluttered around my cock, and she clung to my hair, grinding out every lick of pleasure.

She looked down at me, eyes glassy, voice raw: "That's it. That's what I want. I want you to fuck me like you know exactly who I am."

I couldn't have stopped if I tried.

She pumped up and down, rhythm stuttering but never quitting, until her entire body trembled and I felt the first real finish building under her skin.

She was going to take it, on her terms, at her pace.

I was just along for the best ride of my life.

***

Hallie's pussy gripped me like a vice, rippling with every bounce, until the pressure inside her snapped. She threw her head back, wild gold hair everywhere, and her thighs shook around my waist as the first orgasm tore through her.

She screamed, no, not screamed, but gasped, then laughed, voice cracking with pure pleasure. "Yes. Yes. Oh, fuck, yes, Tater!"

Her nails raked over my shoulders. She rode me hard, hips slamming down until her clit mashed into my lap and a shudder ran right up her spine. You could see it hit her, face flushed, tits bouncing, mouth open, eyes rolled up. God, it was so fucking good I almost came with her, but I held back, just to feel her body milk my cock with every pulse.

She jerked, bounced, cursed, and then collapsed chest-to-chest, lips hovering at my ear. "Don't stop," she pleaded, so soft it was basically a prayer.

I couldn't have stopped if I tried. I thrust up from below, slow and deep, letting her ride it out, then eased her onto her back in a move that left both of us panting.

Hallie hit the mattress, gripped my neck, and yanked me close. Her legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into my ass. She looked up at me, cheeks flushed, eyes shining with tears she'd never admit to.

"Fuck me, Tate," she whispered. "Like you're home already."

I braced, pressed the head of my cock at her entrance, and pushed in deep. That first thrust made her arch up and clutch at my shoulders, nails finding flesh.

The way she moaned made my balls clench, tight and ready to blow. But I wanted to see her take it again, harder this time, every inch.

I set the tempo, long, hard drives. Skin smacked and the old house creaked, but the only sound that mattered was Hallie: breathless, laughing when the pleasure spun her out, crying out when I bottomed out inside her.

"God, yes, that's it. Fuck, keep going."

I caught her wrists above her head for leverage, loose enough that she could move and firm enough to make her grin like I'd finally gotten the assignment.

"You're so fucking good at this," she gasped, voice rough from overuse.

I bent, took her nipple in my mouth, and sucked until she arched and her pussy clamped down again, already milking for a second finish.

I hammered into her, unfiltered, hips slapping her ass into the mattress. Our sweat mixed, sheets tangling under her back, and Hallie directed me with every part of her, legs locked at the small of my back, hands in my hair, mouth glued to my neck.

She started talking again, this time lower, almost unfocused. "Yeah, you like that, don't you. You want to fuck me for real. You want to fill me up."

Fuck. I nearly lost it.

She pulled me closer, lips at my ear, and said, "I want it. I want you to come inside. Make it count, Tater."

I set my palm on her hip and pounded in hard, determined to give her one more before I lost my mind.

She went quiet then, real, raw, the bossy edge gone. She looked up at me like she'd never seen the world more clearly.

I felt her body tense, pussy fluttering, and then she came again, no laughter this time. Just silent, honest pleasure, eyes locked on mine while her body melted around my cock.

Watching her fall apart like that, because of me, fired off every instinct I had.

I drove deep, felt my balls draw up, and burst inside her with a release so hot it was like someone had poured molten iron into my spine.

I filled her, hard, every pulse of cum flooding her pussy until I couldn't move.

I held there, locked tight, Hallie's legs keeping me in place, her hands trembling on my arms.

When the last twitch faded, I collapsed onto her, breath mingling, hearts racing.

She laughed, giddy and gorgeous. "You do realize you just made me a campus legend, right?"

I tried to catch my breath. "You already were."

She beamed, tangled her fingers in my hair, and rolled us sideways so we hit the soft part of the bed.

I slipped out of her, cock wet and sticky with her release and my own. It felt fucking perfect.

She sprawled back, bare except for her socks, one blue, one pink, and the way her pussy leaked my cum onto her thigh made my cock twitch again, even as I softened.

Hallie stretched, reached for a mug on her nightstand, and cracked up when she realized it was half full, cold coffee. "Post-game refuel," she joked, then took a sip and handed it to me.

I drank. I'd never tasted anything better.

She grinned, grabbed the syrup bottle, and ran her finger through the sticky mess before licking it off.

"You want some?" she offered, wiggling the bottle at me.

"Yeah," I said, not even embarrassed.

She dabbed syrup on her nipple, and I licked it off, sucking her breast until she moaned and yanked my head up to kiss me.

We rolled in the sheets, sticky and high and happy.

Hallie finally sat up, scanned the room for my shirt, and put it on. It hung off her like a flag.

She looked at me, face open and a little raw, and said, "Say it. Say what this is. Even if it's just for me."

I took her hand, traced my thumb over her knuckles, and answered honest: "You're home. The one I always come back to."

Hallie's smile was slow and dangerous.

"Good," she said. "Then come home properly."

I pulled her in, kissed her like it was the last oxygen on earth, and let the feeling explode.

The room narrowed to us. I barely noticed the old house sounds, the dead phones, the March light spilling through the window.

All I cared about was Hallie, sticky with syrup and cum and coffee, giggling and rolling on top of me, pinning me like I was her prize.

"You're mine, you know," she said, and for once, didn't joke it off.

I nodded. "Yours."

She grinned, wolfish, and nibbled my lip. "We're going public again tomorrow. I want pancakes and a date."

"Done," I said, and knew I'd take her anywhere.

She collapsed on top of me, mismatched socks kicking under the covers, and hummed pure happiness.

We drifted for a while, bodies mashed together, her head on my chest, the world perfectly aligned.

Nothing left to prove. Every sting covered by warmth.

Tomorrow would bring the next round of campus attention, but for now, we had bed, syrup, and each other.

Hallie deserved her own parade.

I'd lead it every time.


Date Night Rotation


Blackwood House had survived a lot, but it had never seen a front hall blitz like this.

Coats hung off the stair banister. Someone's boots had gone belly-up by the umbrella stand. The air was layered: cheap perfume, old wood, and underneath it, the impossible mix of hair spray, damp shower skin, and anticipation. If home had a flavor, it was six women yelling from different rooms about whose turn it was to use the mirror.

Hallie called first dibs. Of course she did.

She planted herself in front of the old hall mirror, legs braced, cropped shirt showing off her waist and the kind of ass that could make a priest rethink his life choices. Hallie was armed with two shades of gloss and a determination that could move wars. There was a smear of pink on her lips, perfectly even, and she studied her reflection like a sniper lining up a shot.

"Collar, babe," she said, not even looking back. "We are not going out with your collar situation like that."

She spun, grabbed me by the front of my shirt, and did a tidy little fix that definitely left me half hard and all in. Then she winked, swiped gloss across her mouth, and pivoted to check her work in the mirror.

"Try not to drool on me until we leave the house," Hallie said, voice loaded with temptation.

Behind her, Kaia entered the scene like a fashion bomb. Honey-blonde hair, windblown and wild, shrugged into a brown suede jacket that hugged her arms and made her tits look indecent. She scanned the hall, then let her eyes drop straight to my lap. No mistake in what she was clocking.

"Wow, Tater," Kaia said, slow and dangerous, "if you're going to pitch a tent before trivia, at least pretend it's for the team."

She edged closer. Ran a hand down my arm. The jacket she wore was half zipped, and she leaned in just enough that her perfume, vanilla, sex, and challenge, made my vision do a hard reset.

"If I was trying to kill you," she murmured, "this would be the way."

I almost believed her.

Rowan wasn't interested in the mirror. She sat two stairs up, jeans cuffed, tank top showing the sharp lines of her shoulders, and laced black boots with a methodical rhythm. She flexed her calves on purpose, I swear it. Her dark hair was tied up, but a few strands hung in her face. She looked up, caught my stare, and grinned like she'd scored a private goal.

"You look like you're prepping for war," Rowan said, voice blunt as ever.

"Maybe I am," I said. "Booth could get ugly."

Rowan just laughed, low and rough. "I like our odds."

Elara ghosted in behind Hallie, scarf wrapped double around her throat, hands gentle as she reached up to fuss with Hallie's wild blonde hair. She had a delicate touch, fingers threading and smoothing, and the way she tugged a loose wisp behind Hallie's ear was weirdly intimate for something so public.

"Here," Elara said, barely above a whisper. "Let me."

Hallie let her. She even closed her eyes for the half-second it took, total trust even in the chaos. Elara's gold hair caught the light, but she focused on Hallie, soft and sure, anchoring the moment.

Briar leaned against the wall, holding her phone at an angle that lit up her cheekbones. She was all sharp lines and cool evaluation, scrolling with precise flicks. If there'd been a check-in desk, she could've run it bare-handed.

"Trivia reservation is at seven sharp," Briar announced. "If we are late, we enter under penalty. Also, pop quiz: how many beers does it take for Tater to forget which girl he's sitting next to?"

I didn't even rise to the bait.

Kaia answered, "None. He likes the rotation."

Hallie chimed in: "Date rotation, babe. We're making it a thing."

Sienna arrived last. Her hair was in soft waves, and her outfit, navy skirt, cream sweater, little gold necklace, was calculated genius. She pretended she didn't notice the attention, phone clutched in her hand, eyes on the trivia stats like it was just another Tuesday.

She clocked me while double-checking her hem. "You're on the hook for drinks and at least eighty percent of the answers," Sienna said. "No pressure."

The family buzzed in the old front hall, bodies in motion and voices tangling as everyone prepped for what had suddenly become The Date. Not damage control, not study theater, not even a flex for Blackwood Spotted. The girls decided it. They set the terms.

This was a real fucking date.

I don't care how many times you get called lucky. Stand in the center of six women prepping for an actual night out, and you can barely remember your name.

Hallie swept gloss one more time, then planted a kiss on my mouth that left the taste of sugar and demand. "We are going to be hot as hell, but you don't get to take me private until I win trivia."

"Not a scam," Briar said, dry as gin. "A delayed reward."

I kind of loved that.

Kaia watched the exchange, predatory in the best way. "Tater likes it public. So do I."

Rowan finished with her boots, then stretched her arms over her head, muscles tight and exposed. "Nobody's going to remember the answers. They're going to be watching to see if we survive the booth."

Sienna smirked at her phone. "Or who picks the first move."

Elara, still fussing over Hallie, gave me a look that said she caught every word. "If tonight is about being visible," she said, "then let's be honest. This is not strategy. This is a date."

Hallie's hand mapped my collar again, more gentle this time.

"Exactly," she said. "If anyone asks, we're not being handled. We're being dated."

Kaia looped her arm around mine, then leaned her breasts into my bicep.

Sienna eyed us, mouth twisting. "It's not a press event," she said, softer. "It's just...us. Out loud."

Briar put her phone away, slid it into a tiny cross-body bag, then took over voice-of-reason mode. "We will not be late. We will not cede the top booth, and we will not let the campus treat this as spectacle when it is actually a privilege."

She shot me a look, smooth as glass. "You good, Sterling?"

I was so fucking good.

"Bring it," I said.

Front hall turned into a slow-motion parade. Elara looped her scarf, then helped Hallie get her jacket over her tee in the gentlest, most couple-coded maneuver I'd ever witnessed. Hallie let herself get wrangled, then bounced in place once, all energy and heat, before dragging me toward the door.

Rowan blocked the exit for a second, just to make us laugh. "If confusion breaks out, I get Tater on my trivia team," she said.

Kaia shot her a look. "We all get Tater."

"Rotation, babe," Hallie said, quick. "That's the fun of it."

I didn't even know whose hand I was holding by the time we clustered at the door. Hallie slipped her fingers between mine, warm and alive. Kaia claimed my other arm, thighs pressed up to bracket me. Elara came up on Hallie's side, hip-to-hip, and for a second, the way they moved together made my brain short-circuit.

Briar, orchestrating as always, herded Sienna and Rowan into the best exit order. Sienna pretended to check her phone, but when she caught her hair in the glass, she didn't bother to flatten the static. She looked fucking amazing.

We made it to the porch with a commotion that could have woken the neighbors. Main Street air was cold and sharp, but nobody hesitated. Hallie buttoned my jacket on principle, then stole the first step off the stoop.

"I call shotgun," she said, which didn't make any sense since we were walking. But Kaia and Rowan raced her anyway.

Briar swept the door shut behind us, hair perfect, phone tucked away, but eyes still running the perimeter like she was security.

We hit the sidewalk, a six-pack of women and me at ground zero.

More than ready for whatever Breakaway could throw at us.

Date night. Not a protocol. Not a defense.

Just us. And there was nothing fake about it.

***

The Breakaway was a disaster zone, and that was before we even got our asses in the booth.

The second we walked in, wall of sound. Old speakers blasting pop hits, bar crowd yelling over trivia questions, and the sticky reek of beer layered with fryer grease and too many cheap colognes. Neon signs lit up the walls, Bud, Coors, and one with a cartoon chicken that looked roasted out of its mind. Fries littered tables. Condensation ringed every glass.

But the minute we hit the main floor, every head turned.

Correction: every head zeroed in on Hallie, then Kaia, then the full orbit, and finally landed on the fact that all six women were attached to me like the universe's hottest personal flotation device.

We scored the corner booth near the trivia screen. Table still wet from some last call, crumbs in the cracks, the best seat in the house if your only goals were visibility and not dying of boredom.

Hallie made the first move. She wriggled over the booth bench, hair bouncing, and claimed the seat right beside me, then flagged down the server before even breathing. "We need two pitchers, four sodas, fries, triple order, and whatever burgers are the least sad tonight," she announced.

The server, barely twenty, looked like she needed a break and therapy, but she wrote down the order and shot me a look that bordered on suspicious admiration.

Kaia slid in on my other side, no hesitation. Her thigh glued itself to mine, and her hand found my knee under the table, squeezing just hard enough that my cock snapped to attention.

"You're not surviving the booth," Kaia whispered. "I'm claiming the first rotation."

Rowan landed next to Kaia, shoulder-to-shoulder, then draped her arm across the seat backs like she was marking territory. Her tank top hugged every sharp line of her body, abs cut tight when she shifted, and her cleavage strained the neckline in a way that deserved its own campus tour.

She smirked. "You look smug, Sterling."

"I have six girlfriends in a corner booth," I said. "Smug is the least of my problems."

Elara went for the inside edge, next to Hallie. She immediately pressed her knee to mine, tucked against Hallie's side, and did that thing where her scarf trailed over my wrist every time she reached for a napkin. She was soft and real and so fucking affectionate it made my teeth hurt.

Briar, always in control, took the far end, phone already out to scan the trivia schedule and mark the minute the first question dropped. She looked at the chaos, then at me, and didn't even blink.

"If we win, I get to manage date rotation for the next outing," Briar said. She arched a brow. "I believe in incentive structures."

Sienna sandwiched in next to Briar, then made a show of smoothing her skirt and folding her hands in her lap. "He's not picking a winner," she said, dry and sharp. "He is trying to survive the booth."

The food arrived, fast and heavy. Fries, burgers, napkins in a heap, pitchers sloshing with every pour. Hallie stole the first handful of fries, shoving three at a time into her mouth, and fixed her gaze on me like it was my responsibility to keep her supplied.

"Eat up," Hallie said. "Public permanence burns calories."

She swiped a fry through ketchup, offered it to me, then cackled when she made a mess on my chin. "Told you. Not allowed to look like a slob in public," she whispered, then wiped it off with her thumb, slow, deliberate, owning every ounce of touch.

Kaia's hand stayed on my thigh, moving higher every time I shifted, occasionally brushing my cock. She knew exactly what she was doing. She loved the pressure, loved being seen loving the pressure. Her nails scraped gently through the fabric, and once or twice, she squeezed so hard I nearly lost track of the conversation.

"If anyone asks who gets the real date," Kaia said, "I'm throwing a fry."

Rowan leaned in, her arm flush with mine, and pointed out a table of guys trying hard not to drool. "Our section is trending," she murmured. "Make it obvious."

So I did.

I slipped my arm around Hallie's shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her temple. She nuzzled in like it was the most natural thing in the world. Kaia laughed, grabbed my other arm, and draped it around her own shoulders, effectively locking me in with two women using my body as a bench.

Next round, Hallie popped a fry in her mouth and snorted, "Date rotation sounds like a spreadsheet until you put fries on it."

Elara, never to be left out, smoothed Hallie's hair off her cheek and whispered something that made Hallie's eyes go wide and soft, then warm. Elara's hand found mine again, fingers tracing the back of my palm.

"Public restraint is a scam," Hallie whispered.

Elara's lips brushed her ear. "Not a scam. A delayed reward."

I nearly lost it under the table.

Briar surveyed the crowd, marked a trivia answer, and checked the tab without missing a beat. She ran her finger down my sleeve, quick, secret, but ice-cold and hot at the same time, then handed me a folded napkin.

"You're supposed to manage the table, not just be decoration," Briar said.

"I can multitask," I shot back, because I was falling apart and everyone knew it.

Sienna ignored the wild, dumb energy at our end of the booth and went straight for the next trivia answer. "Which northern European country has the world's oldest operating parliament?" she said, voice dropped low, and stared right at me.

I blinked. "Iceland?"

She grinned, sharp and private. "Althing."

Hallie whistled. "Si, you closet genius."

Sienna shrugged, but her cheeks went pink. For the first time, she looked at the crowd instead of her phone and let herself enjoy being seen: the envy, the curiosity, the constant low-level flirtation that hung around our booth like smoke.

Then the trivia host circled by, reading the next question into her mic, and I noticed the table nearest us, a trio of overprepared undergrads, whispering and side-eyeing our corner like they were dying to jump in.

It didn't take long.

One of them, a girl with ponytail and power eyebrows, leaned over the booth divider. "Okay, I have to ask. Which one of you gets the real date tonight?"

She said it loud enough for half the bar to catch it.

I looked her dead in the eye and said, "All of them."

That got a laugh from two other tables and a choked sound from the server.

The ponytail girl went for gold: "Cute answer. Let us make it worse."

Kaia leaned in, eyes all glitter and mischief. "He can handle it."

Rowan grinned. "We don't do rankings. We do rounds."

Hallie popped a fry to punctuate the moment. "Tonight is about excess, not exclusivity."

Elara pressed closer to Hallie, hand on her thigh. "Life is richer when you stop pretending there's only one seat at the table."

Briar checked the trivia sheet, then raised her glass. "Or in the booth."

Even Sienna, precise as ever, drew her finger down the sweaty beer glass and said, "He's not picking a favorite. He's being picked."

The ponytail girl just shook her head, laughing. "I'm going to need a better life."

And with that, campus attention blew up. You could see the phones going up, Blackwood Spotted notifications spinning, even the trivia host clocking the drama in the corner. Every gap in the banter was filled with a new beat of public touch: Hallie snagging my hand under the table, Kaia's nails digging into my thigh, Rowan grinding her shoulder against mine on purpose. Elara's scarf grazed the back of my neck every time she shifted closer. Briar ran cold fingers along my wrist and left goosebumps in her wake. Sienna's leg brushed mine, her knee snug and focused between two plates.

I could feel the heat crackle. Could taste how badly every girl wanted to drag me home and finish what the night had started. But we stayed public. Stuck in that gorgeous tension where everything was allowed except giving in.

Hallie wiped sauce off her thumb, then aimed her hand at Elara. "Can you be useful, El?"

Elara smiled, wiped her hand clean, then, without breaking eye contact, kissed Hallie's cheek. The softness of the moment made the whole booth pulse.

Briar recorded the trivia points, slick and suppressed, then whispered to me, "You're dying, aren't you?"

"Absolutely," I said.

Kaia heard, and squeezed my thigh again, harder. "Stay alive until we get home, Tater."

Around us, the bar noise built to fever pitch. Every time I poured a new round, Hallie poured for Elara first, and Elara always offered it to Hallie before herself. Kaia upped the ante by feeding me a fry, holding it at my lips and making a show of it. Rowan licked salt off her own finger, and, for a second, I thought she might just crawl into my lap.

Briar handled every request with the efficiency of a shark, but when she leaned in for a fry, she let her hand rest on my knee, just once. It nearly undid me.

The trivia host tallied points. Sienna and Elara had aced the hard ones, and our booth was definitely on the winner board. But nobody cared about the prize.

All anyone cared about was the public spectacle: six women wrapped around me, every touch escalating, phones up, mouths open, envy dripping off every spare inch of the bar.

If I'd had a secret, it was gone now. Nobody forgot a date like this. It got posted, shared, and made half the campus wish they could audit my schedule for a night.

And for the first time, I didn't want to take it private. I wanted the world to watch us want.

We nailed it.

***

The last trivia question landed. The check hit the table. The whole bar was officially pretending not to watch our booth.

Hallie had migrated halfway into my lap. She'd rolled the sleeve of my shirt in her fist and was cuddling it like a teddy bear, dropping fries in her mouth or mine, alternating between bossing the group and making out with my cheek.

Kaia's hand never left my thigh. She'd worked her way up to the inner seam, fingers tapping like she was counting down to some private challenge. "Next time, I want a booth with a lock," she whispered, not subtle in the least.

Rowan was living for the chaos. She'd kicked her boots up on the seat, boxed Kaia in, and was making an actual game out of calling every set of eyes trying to look away.

"That table over there is definitely betting on whether you'll survive the walk home," Rowan said. "Odds are not in your favor."

Elara had turned into pure, focused warmth. She hovered close to Hallie, hand on her waist, cheek pressed to Hallie's shoulder, and in between, she trailed fingers over the back of my hand. Every touch from Elara was a tiny, perfect confession.

Briar tallied trivia scores, sorted the bill, and paid it with a swipe so fast the server didn't know what hit her. In the lull, she pressed her palm to my wrist and met my stare, then, voice dry as a bone, said, "Public boyfriend of the year. Don't get cocky."

Sienna was all curves and intellect tonight. She handled the trivia card with surgical strikes, fielded every answer, and when the host announced us as winners, she didn't even blink. "We were never losing," Sienna said, and for a second, the confidence was almost feral.

The ranking question from earlier was already moving around the bar, mutating every time someone retold it. You could hear it from the next booth, then by the dartboard, then near the bar where the trivia host kept pretending she was not listening. Who gets the real date? Who gets top billing? Who wins?

I put my hand on the table where all of them could see it. Hallie caught two fingers first. Kaia claimed my wrist. Rowan knocked her shoulder into mine like a dare. Elara's hand settled over Hallie's, gentle and sure. Briar watched the whole arrangement like she approved of the structure. Sienna set down her glass and gave the room one cool look.

I grinned. "Still all of them."

Kaia braced her elbow on the table, all business. "You want a ranking, try a spreadsheet. This is a date."

Hallie stole a fry, pointed it like a sword. "If anyone tries to pit us, I start throwing food."

Rowan's smirk could have stopped a train. "He's not picking a winner. He's literally just trying to make it out of here alive."

Elara's hand was on Hallie's, gentle but so visibly real it made the whole booth hush. "Public's only fun if it's honest," she said. "This isn't about being first. It's about belonging, all at once."

Briar sealed the deal: "You're witnessing balance, not competition."

Sienna leaned forward, precise and bright. "Nobody in this booth is waiting for a turn. It's more like six people setting the rules."

Phones flashed. The trivia host caught the reply, and within seconds, you could hear the reaction whip around the room. Blackwood Spotted pinged Hallie and Sienna's phones with a new headline: "THE DATE ROTATION BLACKWOOD CAN'T STOP WATCHING."

Kaia and Rowan high-fived. Hallie tucked herself into my neck and actually purred.

Then Elara leaned in, brushed the side of Hallie's jaw with her thumb, and murmured, "You have sauce here, baby."

Hallie melted. Full stop. The bossy edge faded and for two heartbeats, she was soft and perfect, looking at Elara like she'd invented new gravity. Hallie didn't joke it off. She just sat there, staring, and for a second, I saw the pair of them as the real center of it all.

Elara dabbed Hallie's jaw, then laced their fingers together under the table.

The heat from seeing it nearly burned my nerves clean.

We bundled out the door. The cold hit like a shock, but nobody let go. Under the neon beer signs and the Main Street awning, the family huddled tight, six girlfriends, a public boyfriend, and tonight's win running like a current through everybody's spine.

Phones in hand, Hallie read the Spotted post aloud, laughter shaking her ribs:

"BREAKAWAY BOOTH SIGHTING: Sterling, date-rotation legend, flanked by all six girlfriends, sharing fries and trivia like it's an Olympic sport. Who gets the real date? Blackwood Spotted says the answer is all of them. Jealousy is trending."

Kaia crowed. "That's right. Campus can keep up or get out."

Rowan bumped my hip. "You sure you can handle two at once?"

"Try me," I said.

Hallie looked at Elara. Elara looked at Hallie. The spark was so beyond obvious, even Sienna arched a brow.

Hallie went for it first. "Okay, next date rotation? Elara and I are up. We want a night."

Elara's hand slid around Hallie's waist like it belonged there. "No complaints here."

Kaia grinned. "I'll allow it. But only if you actually leave him standing when you're done."

"Not likely," Hallie shot back, "but challenge accepted."

Even Briar cracked a real smile. "I expect a full debrief."

Sienna just watched, calculating, eyes dark with permission.

I didn't have a single objection.

Under the awning, the air was brisk, bodies hot, and the only thing anyone wanted was more. More touch, more claim, more proof that the booth hadn't been a show, but a promise.

We hit the sidewalk, collective energy still burning off.

Campus could watch all night. Blackwood Spotted could post until their thumbs fell off.

The only thing I wanted was to get Hallie and Elara somewhere soft and private and see what happened when public restraint finally broke.

We'd set the terms. Next time, the rules were ours, and so was the win.


Home And Peace


Elara's room smelled like warm skin, old wood, and leftover adrenaline. The air lingered long after the crowd noise died and the front door finally stopped rattling with war stories and pancake jokes. If there was a single molecule of "sad mascot energy" anywhere in the house, it wasn't here.

On top of Elara's bed, two very real women were doing their best to pretend the rest of the world didn't exist.

Hallie sprawled half-across the covers, hoodie already flung over the nearest chair, long bare legs tangled with Elara's. Her hair was a mess from wrestling with the wind and probably me, and her cheeks still glowed like she was riding the afterburn of winning the merch table standoff. She reached for the coffee on the nightstand, barely missed, then fell back and giggled, loud and bright as the morning had been. Hallie could light up any space, but right now, she was using every watt of it to make Elara laugh.

Elara lounged beside her, scarf loose and tangled at her neck, delicate hands perched on Hallie's thigh like she couldn't bear to stop touching. Her sweater was half-off her shoulder, lips faintly pink from the trail of kisses Hallie kept sneaking in. She looked at home in her own body for the first time in forever, like the charge of the public date had finally landed, and she was high on the aftermath.

There was a snack bag crumpled on the duvet, half a cookie poking out, and two mugs cooling off next to the rumpled edge of the sheets. Neither one cared about the mess. Their focus was strictly on each other.

Hallie held up a finger, blue-green eyes locked on Elara's face. "Pause. You still have sauce right here, babe. Leftover from the bar. It's a crime against femininity."

Elara's lips parted. Her smile was soft, secretive, and dangerous. "Is this you angling to lick it off?"

Hallie snorted. "For science, yes. I am a dedicated professional."

She climbed Elara like she wanted to pin her whole body to the bed. Elara didn't resist. If anything, she melted, eyelids fluttering as Hallie cupped her chin and squished her cheeks together in a way that would have been undignified on anyone else.

I leaned in the doorway, heart hammering, and watched the two of them spiral into each other. Hallie feigned intense study, head tilted, thumb stroking Elara's jaw.

"Still there," Hallie announced. "You need a hero."

"Is that you?" Elara's voice was barely more than breath.

"Hell yeah." Hallie didn't wait for permission. She dropped in, kissed Elara's cheek, then her jaw, then lowered her mouth to Elara's lips and took her in a kiss that started as a joke and ended as a fucking statement.

It was open-mouthed, slow, and more honest than half the shit I've seen on the news. Hallie's fingers splayed over Elara's collarbone, thumb dipped under the edge of the scarf, peeling it back so she could get closer.

Elara hummed. She ran her fingers up Hallie's bare waist, twisting in until Hallie's hips jerked, then pulled her all the way on top. If I didn't know better, I'd have sworn Elara was in charge of gravity itself.

The kiss broke, but Hallie stayed inches away, breathing hard.

"That was good science," Elara whispered.

"You tasted better than the fries," Hallie said.

They both giggled. The sound was pure, private, all its own.

Then Hallie's eyes snapped to mine.

"Quit hovering, Tater. We already talked. We want tonight together." Her voice had that warm, bossy edge she used to cancel tension at the table.

Elara's gaze followed. She looked at me, then at Hallie, and said, calm as a sunrise, "You aren't choosing, Tate. We already chose."

Something in me cracked. The last dregs of old "whose turn" logic snapped like a bad wire. No competition. No waitlist. Just the two of them, radiant and a little dangerous, with every inch of the room coded for belonging.

I stood there, cups of coffee forgotten, hard as stone and twice as stunned.

"Are you sure?" It was stupid, but my cock wasn't the one asking. It was the leftover bones of a guy who used to think he had to earn every inch.

Hallie rolled her eyes and patted the bed, daring me to come closer. "Home and Peace, Tater. Sounds like a candle, but we're much less behaved than that."

Elara nodded, a slow, sensual movement. Her hand reached for mine, fingers curling around my wrist. "Sit."

I let them pull me in. The bed was small, but I barely felt the mattress. All I knew was skin, hot breath, and two bodies ready to erase the line between public and private.

Hallie cannonballed into my lap, thigh bracketing my knee. Her tank rode up, exposing the perfect cut of her hips and the soft curve of her stomach. She threw her arms around my neck, then used my body as leverage to climb higher, planting herself almost in my lap. She leaned into Elara, lips shiny, hair wild, and said, "If you're scared, you can just watch."

"Not happening," I said, and grabbed her ass with both hands.

Elara slid closer. Scarf trailing, hair gold and a little tangled, she slipped her hands under Hallie's shirt, technically mine, but Hallie had called dibs, and drew circles on her bare back. Hallie's spine arched, pressing her tits into my shoulder, but her focus was still on Elara.

Hallie traced her finger down the side of Elara's face. "El, look at me."

Elara's eyes fluttered open.

"I have you," Hallie said. Then, wicked grinning, she added, "Tater too, but you get the first magic trick."

Elara's answer was a yes, no noise needed. She tilted her head, inviting Hallie's mouth, and closed the space between them.

The next kiss was slower, deeper. Hallie took her time. She used both hands to cradle Elara's cheeks, thumbs stroking over the delicate bones. Elara let her, but started to fight back, her hands slid up under Hallie's shirt, stroking the skin along her ribs and making Hallie shudder.

The sound those two made together was ridiculous, soft gasps, little hums, laughter breaking every few seconds when Hallie got too messy with it and "accidentally" bit at Elara's lower lip. Elara didn't tap out. She just tangled hands in Hallie's hair, holding her in place, then upped the pressure until the air was thick with heat.

I watched, unblinking, cock already hard enough to ache. The vision of Hallie and Elara wrapped together, not competing, but collaborating to destroy any leftover rules, was the hottest fucking thing I'd ever seen.

Hallie broke for air. Face flushed, eyes blown wide, she nudged the scarf off Elara's shoulder and dragged her mouth down the side of Elara's neck. She murmured, "You like it when I boss you around, don't you?"

Elara's voice was liquid. "Only if I get to answer you back."

They both laughed, bright and clear, and then Hallie switched targets, she kissed Elara's jaw, her neck, then lined up to mouth open against her collarbone. Elara trembled, and this time when she shivered, her thighs clamped down on Hallie's waist.

The scarf slid off, soft wool pooling on the sheets. Hallie's hands found Elara's hair, threading it in her fingers, then drew her in for another kiss.

I edged closer, unable to keep still. Hallie clocked the move and smirked. "You want in?"

"Desperate," I said.

"Say please," Hallie fired back.

"Please," I said.

She motioned me forward. The bed creaked when I sank in, knees flush to hers, and Hallie pressed her ass back into my lap like she'd been waiting for it all night.

She reached for my shirt, fingers quick and greedy, and slid it up until her palm met my bare abs. I wasn't the only one in need, Hallie's pulse hammered in her wrist. Even so, she didn't rush.

Instead, she focused on peeling Elara's sweater away, gentle but firm. Elara shrugged it off, arching her back so the fabric fell, leaving her upper body bare except for the faint echo of scarf prints on her neck and shoulders. The sight of Elara undressed by Hallie, golden hair fanned out, nipples flushed and high, made the air go electric.

I wanted to jump in, but Hallie shot me a look. "No stealing the fun, babe."

Elara was bolder this time. She hooked two fingers in the waistband of Hallie's tank and yanked it up, exposing Hallie's tits in one smooth motion. Hallie did a little shimmy to get the fabric over her head, tossing it to the floor.

Now they were skin to skin, messy waves and golden hair, breasts almost touching, and Hallie's hand flat to Elara's ribcage.

Hallie cupped Elara's tit, squeezed, rolled the nipple between her finger and thumb. Elara arched under the touch, moaning, actual sound now, no more hiding.

Hallie whispered, "God, you look edible right now."

Elara grinned, grabbed Hallie's hair in a fist, and pulled her down to suck her own nipple into Hallie's mouth.

The visual fucking floored me.

I went to pull my shirt, but Hallie did it for me, dragging the fabric up and over my head, leaving my cock bulging beneath the thin cotton of my briefs. She ran her hand down my abs, nails scratching lightly, then turned her attention back to Elara.

The pair kissed again, Hallie's breasts mashed against Elara's, their thighs tangled. They broke only to giggle or gasp, and when Hallie got handsy, Elara outdid her, her palm slipped all the way between Hallie's legs, pressing against her pussy through the thin fabric.

"God, you two," I breathed.

Elara looked at me, eyes high and wild. "You want in, Tate?"

"Always."

She reached for my hand, drew it up, and laid it gently on Hallie's waist.

"Start here," Elara said.

So I did. My fingers traced along Hallie's hip, slid up to her ribs, then cupped her breast. She hissed, shivered, then leaned back against my chest even as she kept her lips on Elara's.

Elara was not about to let Hallie have it all. She licked up the side of Hallie's neck, nipped the shell of her ear, and when Hallie giggled, Elara bit down, gentle but with enough intent to draw a moan.

On the bed, the three of us were a fucked-up masterpiece, skin everywhere, tangled hair, the scent of arousal and coffee mixing with the sweetness of leftover cookies. I reached to touch Elara, but Hallie covered my hand.

"She's first," Hallie said, voice soft but absolute.

Elara beamed at her, then at me. She wriggled up, kissed me square on the mouth, and pulled me into their private heat. For a second, Hallie and Elara devoured me together, four hands and two mouths working in perfect sync.

They didn't compete. They multiplied.

Hallie nudged my leg open, then scooted around so all three of us had room. My cock ached against my waistband. Elara's hand found it, bold and reverent, stroking through the fabric so every nerve ending screamed.

"Like that," I whispered.

Elara smiled. "We like this too."

Hallie pressed in, her hands joining Elara's, both of them stroking, teasing, peeling the briefs down just enough to let my cock spring free. It slapped up, hard and ready, and both women paused to stare at it like they'd just unwrapped a present.

"Still think we can't break him?" Hallie whispered to Elara.

Elara grinned, tongue flicking over her lips. "We should try."

The laughter collided with the hunger, making the air so thick you could drown in it.

Then Hallie leaned over, mouth right to my ear. "You know this isn't about picking, right? We want you, but we want each other. No ranking. No turns. Just ours."

My heart thudded, my cock twitched, and I just nodded.

Hallie smiled, satisfied, then brought me back to the present by wrapping her hand around my shaft and squeezing.

Coffee cooled on the nightstand, all but forgotten. Sweat beaded on every exposed inch. My chest was slick with Hallie's hair, Elara's arm wrapped around my neck, and the teasing touches just kept coming, never dull, always right where I needed them.

The three of us didn't just fit. We clicked, locked, and fired like a chain reaction.

Hallie twisted, lining herself up behind Elara, and for a second the two of them stared at each other, foreheads pressed together, hands clasped.

I was there. I was more than there, I was inside the bond, not a trophy to be won, but a fuse to be lit.

"You survived date rotation," Hallie said to me, grinning like a fiend. "Barely. Now let's see how you survive us."

And with that, the night belonged to Home and Peace and the dirty, beautiful unbroken line between.

I braced for impact.

Because it was abundantly clear that Hallie and Elara were just getting started.

***

Hallie had always been quick with her hands, but tonight, watching her go to work on Elara, she was operating on some kind of boss-bitch autopilot.

She straddled Elara's hips, hair wild, hoodie long gone, her tits spilling over the edge of her new campus tank like they wanted to make a speech. She pinned Elara down with one thigh, then reached both hands up to cup Elara's jaw, tracing the line like she was sculpting it out of gold. Elara didn't even pretend to resist, she arched into Hallie's touch, eyes closing, cheeks flushed with anticipation.

I hovered at the edge of the bed, shirtless, hard as rebar, and one nudge away from doing something extremely stupid. But Hallie shot me a look, blue-green eyes wicked, and said, "Not yet, babe. You know the rules."

Which, apparently, was: Watch and learn.

Hallie bent down and kissed Elara, slow at first, lips parting with an audible sigh. Her hand stayed tight to Elara's face, thumb stroking the apple of her cheek. Elara answered immediately, no hesitation, no apology. She kissed Hallie back, deeper, tongue flicking over the seam of Hallie's lips until Hallie let out a shocked, happy laugh.

Then it was chaos, giggling, gasping, hands all over, hair in knots, mouths finding patches of bare skin. Hallie rucked Elara's sweater higher, revealing the softest slice of stomach, and Elara responded by yanking the length of Hallie's tank up over her own head. The move left Hallie topless, her big, gorgeous tits swaying, nipples stiff from the cold air and maybe from the electric touch of Elara's hands.

Elara went for broke. She cupped Hallie's breasts, squeezing, rolling the nipples with her fingers, and the way Hallie moaned made my cock jerk so hard I nearly came on the spot.

Hallie was not outdone. She peeled Elara's sweater up, slow and hot, making a ceremony out of every inch. I couldn't breathe from watching. She edged the fabric over Elara's tits, exposing full, flushed softness and tips so tight every inch screamed for my mouth.

Hallie ditched the sweater and the scarf in one smooth move. The scarf landed on the floor next to the chair, a wild tangle of gold and color. Hallie dropped her mouth straight to Elara's breasts, sucking a nipple, flicking it with her tongue, then biting until Elara gasped and pulled Hallie's hair hard enough to drag a gasp from her too.

"You like that?" Hallie purred.

Elara's voice shook, but it didn't fade. "Yes. Do it again."

So she did. She latched onto Elara's other breast, drew lazy circles with her tongue, and used both hands to keep Elara pinned to the bed, grinding her hips in for effect. Hallie's ass looked edible, thighs flush to Elara's, and when she squirmed, the friction made both of them shudder.

Elara was active as hell about it. Her fingers mapped every inch of Hallie's back, tracing up her spine, then sliding down to cup Hallie's ass. She squeezed, hard, hauling Hallie lower so their stomachs, and their pussies, if I read the angles right, rubbed together. The movement was slow, filthy, and deliberate.

Hallie broke the kiss long enough to look at me. "See, Tater? You can be the flagship man of public permanence, but we do just fine on our own."

She punctuated the line by licking a stripe up Elara's torso, pausing to suck a tiny bruise into the hollow above her breast. Elara shuddered, head back, mouth open.

"God, Hallie, "

"Tell me you want it," Hallie whispered.

Elara blinked, gold hair everywhere. Her voice was clear as a bell. "I want it. I want you."

Hallie grinned, then bit Elara's ear. "Good girl."

It was so perfectly them I almost lost my mind.

Elara didn't just take it; she gave it back. She twisted, rolled Hallie onto her back, and lined up over her like a slow-motion freight train of need. She pinned Hallie's wrists above her head, then dipped down to kiss her, deep, neck arching, tits mashed together, the kind of contact that made even the old house shudder.

Hallie's laugh went ragged, full of awe. "Fuck, El. I didn't know you had it in you."

Elara smiled, small but lethal. "You're not the only one who gets to lead."

She ground their hips together. Hallie's leggings were thin, Elara's were non-existent at this point, and the friction sent both of them into a loop of moans and giggles.

I got dizzy just looking. I wanted to eat them alive.

Elara went for Hallie's breast, sucked a nipple, and the noise Hallie made was so filthy my cock twitched, aching for relief. Elara ran her tongue in a slow circle, then nipped at the edge, then switched to the other side. She was greedy, methodical, relentless.

Hallie's thighs shook. The bed creaked. Both of them were leaking heat and noise and the kind of wet that made the air smell like sex and sugar.

Hallie tried to get her hands free but Elara just laughed and held her down. "Not yet," she whispered. "Let me show you."

She slid down Hallie's body, lips marking every patch of skin. When she got to the waistband of Hallie's leggings, she looked up, daring Hallie to stop her.

Hallie never flinched. "Do it," she dared.

Elara peeled the leggings slow, kissing every inch of thigh as it was exposed. Hallie's pussy was soaked, the fabric sticking between her legs. Elara pressed her mouth against the wet patch, inhaled, then looked at me, eyes shining.

"You want to watch?" Elara asked, voice a summer wind.

"Fuck yes," I said.

Hallie looked like she was about to combust, cheeks bright, pussy tight and glistening, body vibrating with need.

Elara took the hem in her teeth and tugged the leggings down. Hallie lifted her hips, helping, and Elara dragged them off, leaving Hallie in nothing but a scrap of panties so wet they were basically useless.

Hallie snorted. "Well, that was not the outfit I started with."

"Nobody's complaining," I said.

Hallie twisted to face me, ass bare, pussy peeking out, and yanked at the waistband of my shorts, eager as hell.

But Elara stopped her. "You wait," she said, soft but firm. "I want to finish this."

Elara dragged her palm up the inside of Hallie's thigh, kissing low, then mouthed over the panties, soaking her lips with Hallie's wetness. Hallie bucked, hands tangling in the sheets, but didn't push her away.

When Elara finally slipped the panties down, Hallie's pussy was soaked and pink, begging for someone to do something about it.

"God, look at you," Elara whispered, and it was so reverent, so awed, it almost made Hallie cry.

Hallie grinned, unrepentant. "You did this to me, babe."

Elara ducked in and licked a flat, slow stripe from Hallie's entrance up to her clit. Hallie went from arching to writhing in a single heartbeat.

I stroked my cock through my briefs, the pressure nearly painful.

Elara kept going, mouth relentless, tongue circling Hallie's clit, hands massaging her ass while Hallie twisted on the bed. Hallie was loud, happy, never apologizing for it. She laughed, moaned, and called out encouragement like it was her job.

"Yes, El. Fuck, right there. Don't stop."

Elara didn't.

She flicked her tongue in little pulses, then sucked, and Hallie damn near levitated off the bed. Sweat beaded on Hallie's skin, tits bouncing with each shudder.

Elara rocked her with mouth and hands, eating her out like she was building a map of every responsive inch. Hallie bucked, giggled, then gasped, riding the edge but refusing to let go.

It was so hot I nearly forgot how to breathe.

When Elara finally eased off, Hallie groped for her, grabbed her by the hair, and pulled their faces together for another open-mouthed, greedy kiss.

The flavor of Hallie on Elara's lips sent a shudder through all of us.

Hallie, panting, finally aimed her weaponized sex drive at me.

"Get over here," she ordered, snapping the waistband of my briefs. "Or do you want to be left out?"

I didn't need more than a single dare.

I yanked the briefs down, cock springing free, fully hard and leaking.

Hallie's eyes popped wide. "Told you we'd break him."

Both women went for me at once. Hallie grabbed my length, stroking hard and fast. Elara kissed my hip, my abs, then licked up the shaft, moaning at the taste. Their hands tangled on my cock, both stroking, both teasing, until I was seconds away from losing it.

"Not yet," Hallie said, reading my mind. "We're going to ruin you, but it starts with Elara."

Elara smiled, and there was nothing shy left in it. She kissed me, lips slick and open, then kissed Hallie, sharing the taste.

"Ready?" Elara asked, voice low.

"God, yes."

They stacked together, Hallie guiding Elara into position, both of them on knees and elbows on the bed, asses tilted up, bodies perfectly lined for both woman-to-woman and man-to-woman touch.

Hallie kept her hands on Elara, stroking her back, whispering in her ear, while I lined up behind them. The angle was pure invitation.

But Hallie stopped me cold.

She leaned in, pulled Elara's head up, and said, "Hey. Look at me." Elara met her gaze, breathless and glowing.

"I have you," Hallie promised. "We're doing this together."

Elara nodded, eyes shining with gratitude and desire.

Then Hallie looked back at me. "Tate, behind her. Now."

I did as I was told.

Hands and bodies, mouth and heat, three of us tangled in the middle of the bed, no winner, no loser, just a private, perfect unity.

The scene was set.

The only thing left was to fuck it into forever.

***

Elara climbed the bed like she was floating, bracing on hands and knees with her golden hair framing her face and her ass arched up in perfect, wet invitation.

Everything about her begged to be touched, filled, worshipped.

Hallie didn't let go of her for a second. She knelt on the bed in front of Elara, legs spread for balance, and cupped both sides of Elara's face, thumbs drawing gentle lines along her cheeks. They kissed again, slow and tender at first, but it quickly turned hungry. Elara moaned into Hallie's mouth, chasing every lick and tease, wanting more.

"You ready, El?" Hallie whispered, breath hot against Elara's lips.

Elara didn't answer with words. She licked Hallie's lower lip, sucked it shamelessly, and then nodded, cheeks burning.

Hallie grinned and stroked Elara's hair off her face. "You're perfect. Don't you dare hide from me."

She pressed their foreheads together, breath mingling.

I lined myself up behind Elara, cock throbbing, guided by the slick heat of her pussy. My hand shook as I ran my palm down her back, feeling every ridge of her spine, every tremble. She was more than ready: dripping, folds swollen and open, practically begging for my cock.

With a slow, steady thrust, I pushed in.

The sensation nearly blacked me out.

She was hot and tight, velvet and muscle, clamping down around me like she wanted to keep me forever. Elara gasped at the first intrusion, her whole body bowing under Hallie's touch, head dropping to rest on Hallie's thigh as I bottomed out, balls snug against her ass. The sound she made was so pure, so needy, it went straight to my fucking soul.

Hallie didn't look away. She held Elara steady, stroked her cheeks, then kissed her hard. "You good, babe?"

Elara could barely speak. "So good. Don't stop."

I set my hands on her hips, started a rhythm, long, slow, deliberate strokes, pulling all the way out to the tip, then slamming back in until her body jolted forward with every drive. Her pussy gripped me tighter with every thrust, milking the length, wetter with every pass.

Hallie stayed right there, kissing Elara, talking her through it, never letting her drift.

"God, El," Hallie murmured, "you're so fucking hot when you take it. Look at you. Look at me, babe."

Elara shuddered, eyes fluttering open to lock with Hallie's. "More. Please."

"Harder, Tater," Hallie shot over her shoulder. "I mean it."

I obeyed. I clamped my hands around Elara's waist, lifted her ass into a better angle, and fucked her harder, deeper, rougher, the slap of flesh and the slick mess of her pussy making obscene music. Her tits bounced with every thrust, skin flushed and sweat glistening.

Elara was anything but passive. She braced both hands on the mattress, using the leverage to push back against me, moaning with abandon as my cock drilled into her. Occasionally she reached for Hallie, clutching at her forearms, pulling Hallie closer for kisses or just anchoring herself in contact.

Hallie loved every second. She licked sweat off Elara's upper lip, mouthed her jaw, sucked her tongue, and kept a running commentary of encouragement and filth.

"That's it. Take it, El. You're so fucking brave. Let him hear you."

Elara didn't just let go. She soared. Her moans got louder, more ragged, every word a different plea for more.

"God, yes. Yes, don't stop. Please, please."

I went harder, pace building, the urge to fill her and claim her and also never stop touching her tearing me up at the seams.

Hallie reached under Elara's body, cupped her tit, squeezed it, thumbed the nipple until Elara screamed into her mouth. When Hallie let go to tweak the other breast, Elara shattered, her pussy clamped around my cock, milking me, nearly making me blow.

I bared my teeth, pushed through, craving every detail: the sound of Elara's body taking mine, the slick velvet inside her, the shake in her thighs. Her ass bounced with every drive, and I couldn't resist grabbing it, spreading her open, watching my cock disappear into her over and over.

Hallie kept her mouth on Elara, feeding her every drop of affection and hunger she could muster.

"You love this, don't you?" Hallie taunted, tongue flicking out to capture a bead of sweat from Elara's cheek.

"Yes," Elara gasped. "God, I love it. Don't stop. Please, Hallie."

Hallie kissed her, sweet for one second, then filthy the next. "I've got you, babe. Want his cum inside you?"

Elara sobbed, hips grinding back harder. "Yes. Yes, I want it so bad."

I lost any sense of time. The three of us became one closed room of sweat, skin, slick heat, and bodies straining for more.

Every time I thought Elara might have had enough, she surprised me. She arched back, making me hit deeper. She called out for harder, faster, and Hallie backed her up with every demand.

Hallie never faded. If Elara slipped, lost rhythm, or shivered, Hallie cradled her face, or leaned in to whisper dirty things right into her mouth.

"Tate's loving this, you know. He's obsessed with you. With us. Look at his face, El. He's going to fill you up."

I was panting, sweat slicking my abs and back, cock hammering into Elara with a rhythm that was half love song, half war cry.

Hallie moved her hands lower, between Elara's thighs, and started rubbing Elara's clit while I fucked her. That sent a shockwave through all of us.

Elara jerked upright, moan high and uncontrolled. Her pussy went wild around my cock, spasming, squeezing, juice leaking everywhere. She came, hard, body shaking so violently Hallie had to hold her up so she didn't collapse.

I nearly blew, but Hallie, genius that she was, slowed me, pressing back against my body to force me to take a breath.

"Not yet, Tater," she coached. "Save it for the main event."

I saw stars. I wavered, barely able to keep my hands steady.

Elara, still quivering, turned her face up and pulled Hallie in for a desperate kiss, teeth and tongue and gratitude. Then she twisted her torso, fingers reaching for me, needing skin, needing proof that this was real.

Every angle was perfect: Hallie cradling Elara's head, their bodies flush, my hands bracketing her hips, my cock still buried inside her.

I started to thrust again, slower this time, letting the aftershocks ride out while Hallie and Elara made out in front of me.

"You want to come in her?" Hallie asked, eyes half-shut, voice a whiskey burn.

I could barely think. "Yes."

"Switch it up." Hallie grinned wicked. "I want us stacked. Girls on girls, then you wreck us both."

Elara shivered, but nodded, still wild and hungry.

Hallie eased off, smoothing Elara's hair, then motioned me to back out slow.

All three of us trembled with the need for more.

The first round was over.

But the main event was only just beginning.

***

Hallie twisted Elara onto her back, then swung a leg over and straddled her, tits swinging free, hair everywhere. Hallie didn't bother with subtlety. She lined up their bodies in a tight, filthy stack, then crashed her mouth down on Elara's, smothering her in a kiss so wild it left both of them gasping.

Elara didn't flinch. She grabbed Hallie's waist, digging fingers in, and arched up so their breasts mashed together, nipples hard, skin slippery with sweat. The urge to touch them both fucked with my brain.

Hallie broke the kiss just long enough to look at me, mouth already shining with spit. "You coming back there, Tater, or just admiring the view?"

"Best thing I've ever seen," I said, and it wasn't even close.

Hallie wriggled, ass in the air, and wagged it at me. "Then put your cock to work."

I did. I lined up behind her, both hands bracing Hallie's hips, and pushed in. Hallie's pussy gripped me instantly, hotter, tighter, wetter than any memory, her ass bouncing against my thighs as I drove deeper.

The move shoved Hallie forward, tits flattening to Elara's chest, their bodies pressed tight. Their moans melted together, a perfect dirty harmony.

Hallie didn't hold back. She rocked into me, then crushed her mouth to Elara's, kissing her deep, fucking her with her tongue. Elara moaned, hands all over Hallie's body, stroking her back, palming her tits, sometimes sliding lower to stroke her own clit or just to squeeze Hallie's ass as I slammed in from behind.

Every angle was raw and filthy. My cock sliding in and out of Hallie, balls smacking her and sometimes even thumping Elara's thighs underneath. Sweat ran down my body and pooled where our stomachs touched, bed shaking, old house creaking in time with every thrust.

Hallie glanced back, hair wild, eyes sparking. "Harder," she panted. "And don't you dare slow down."

Her voice was nearly unhinged. It made me want to rip the universe apart for her.

I hammered into her, pace brutal, every slap of skin making Hallie moan into Elara's mouth. Hallie's tits bounced with every jolt, sometimes knocking against Elara's chin or cheek, and Elara loved it, she licked, kissed, even nipped at the bouncing flesh, tongue greedy for every drop.

The two of them barely broke contact. Even when Hallie lost her balance, bracing both hands on either side of Elara's head, Elara hauled her back down by the waist. She buried her face in the curve of Hallie's neck, nuzzling and biting, and Hallie answered by laughing, gasping, and demanding more.

"Fuck, El. You feel so good. Don't you love this?"

Elara's answer was to rake her nails down Hallie's back and then suck her tongue into her mouth.

The bed sheets got twisted under them, coffee mug teetering at the edge of the nightstand. Elara's scarf wound up tangled in Hallie's fist, and Hallie's hoodie ended up somewhere behind my left knee. I didn't care where anything landed, so long as the sight in front of me didn't stop.

Sometimes I'd pull out of Hallie, slick with her wetness, and drag the head of my cock down to nudge at Elara's entrance. She was so ready, still pink and swollen, dripping, clit begging for attention. I'd slide in just long enough to rock her world, then switch back to Hallie, giving her everything until her knees buckled.

Hallie noticed every move. She never stopped talking, even when her words slurred into moans.

"Yeah, Tater, make her feel it. God, that's hot, fuck, do it again. Both of us, babe. Don't let up."

Elara clung to Hallie, kissing her open-mouthed, sometimes muffling her own cries in Hallie's hair. When my cock pounded into Hallie from behind, Elara used the movement to rub her own pussy up against Hallie's thigh, grinding herself to new heights.

Their hands tangled, fingers interlocked, even as I railed Hallie so hard the mattress threatened to buck us all off.

I locked eyes with Elara, and she smiled, wild and glowing. Hallie kissed the side of her face, then grabbed Elara's breast and squeezed, using it for leverage as she rode my cock.

"Look at us," Hallie gasped, voice somewhere between laughter and delirium. "No ranking. No turns. Just ours."

I couldn't argue. All I could do was give them everything they asked for.

Hallie angled her hips, tilting her ass up so I hit deeper. Sweat dripped down my back, every thrust driving her harder into Elara, every groan and moan making the world smaller and more perfect.

Then, for a stretch, Hallie leaned back, torso upright, tits bouncing, hair flying, while she used both hands to brace Elara's thighs. That gave me an insane view: my cock disappearing into Hallie's pussy while she wriggled on top of Elara, pinning her with heat instead of weight, making her cackle with pleasure.

I grabbed Hallie's hips, pounded deep, and felt her start to come, her pussy fluttered, then squeezed hard, and she wailed her release without apology.

Elara's hands moved frantically, rubbing her own clit, kissing Hallie's face, and even grabbing my balls at one point to squeeze me closer.

Hallie collapsed forward, shaking and whimpering, her whole body draped on Elara, who just kept kissing and cuddling her even when Hallie went limp.

"God, you're good," Elara whispered, stroking Hallie's hair.

Hallie grinned, still wild. "Told you. Family is better in bulk."

I was losing my mind. I wanted them both at once so bad it bordered on violence.

Elara shifted under Hallie, never breaking contact, and brought her legs up to wrap Hallie's waist, then reached for my cock, guiding me into herself. I slid between her thighs, cock gliding into a pussy so wet it made my knees buckle.

This time, Hallie stayed on top, making out with Elara in a way that left their mouths glued together. I pinned Hallie in place with one hand, braced Elara with the other, and started to fuck Elara from below, missionary, but with Hallie's tits and face mashed to Elara's, mouths devouring each other with every thrust.

The world got dirty. Sweaty. Gorgeous.

I alternated, sometimes pulling out of Elara to slam back into Hallie from behind, sometimes splitting the difference and grinding all three bodies together until we all forgot whose orgasm belonged to who.

Hallie set the rhythm. She bounced, rocked, and sometimes just screamed for more. Elara grabbed at her any chance she got, nails in skin, voice raw and honest.

When the arrangement shifted, Hallie would sometimes straddle Elara, and I'd fuck them both at once, my cock buried in Hallie, Elara's clit mashed up against Hallie's pubic bone, so every drive made both girls see stars.

They never let go of each other. Even when Hallie was cursing and demanding harder, her hands were always on Elara's tits, her mouth on Elara's lips, or her fingers laced with Elara's as we lost control on the sheets.

At some point, Elara took Hallie's hand and sucked her fingers, eyes locked on mine, and the way the girls played off each other wrecked me.

I could've lived in that sweat-soaked, messy universe for the rest of my life.

Coffee cooled and the snacks got ignored. Nobody paid attention to anything but each other: tits, breath, skin, cries, and the need to be filled, over and over.

"Again," Hallie cried, when I paused, "in me this time. Come on, Tater. Take us home."

She wanted it hard, and she wanted it filthy, and she wanted Elara right there for every second.

They kissed, they clung, they laughed and fucked like it was the only thing that would ever matter.

And for once, I knew that was the truth.

It was unity, and it was joy, and it was so fucking hot that I thought I'd never recover.

But the girls weren't done.

Not even close.

The next round was about to get even dirtier.

***

Hallie braced herself on hands and knees, hair flying wild, ass cocked up in perfect, greedy readiness. She looked back at me, face flushed, voice tearing out of her like she meant to crack the windows.

"Harder. I mean it. Fuck me like you mean it, Tater."

I grabbed her hips with both hands, lined up behind her, and slammed my cock in to the hilt. The impact drove Hallie's ass against my thighs, the slap echoing through the little room. Her pussy was a furnace, slick, tight, practically sucking me in with every thrust. I hammered away, and for a second, the whole world was just skin and sensation and the wild, happy sound of Hallie losing her mind.

Elara didn't fade out, not for a second. She curled up in front of Hallie, kissing her, hands cupping Hallie's tits, stroking her hair, murmuring encouragement and filth in equal measure. Sometimes she'd catch Hallie's lower lip in her teeth and tug, making Hallie moan, or she'd lick the sweat off Hallie's collarbone and kiss her even harder.

Hallie lost language two seconds in. She just screamed for more, then collapsed against Elara's shoulder, giggling and sobbing out her happiness while I railed her. Her tits swung wild, sometimes mashed to Elara's chest, sometimes bouncing under my hands when I yanked her upright for leverage.

"God, yes, that's it, right fucking there," Hallie yelled. "Do not make this careful unless I ask. Just give it to me. Fill me up."

My cock throbbed. I couldn't have stopped if I tried. I pounded her, hard, and every time my balls slapped her clit, Elara would reach down and rub it, making Hallie lose all control.

Elara anchored her the whole time. "You're not alone, Hails. I've got you. You're so beautiful like this, look at us, babe."

Hallie did. She twisted, looked at Elara, and their hands locked tight, fingers clutching, trembling. Hallie let out a sob of pure pleasure.

Every thrust jolted me, sweat stinging my eyes, the sight of the two of them joined at the lips and the hips burning into me. The bed battered the wall. My cock was so deep in Hallie, I could see her shiver with each stroke.

"Again," Hallie begged. "Don't stop, Tater. Make me yours."

Elara pressed their foreheads together. "You're not his. He's ours. All of this is ours. Take it, Hallie, "

Hallie did. She fucked back on me, greedy and perfect, and I felt the first tremor of her orgasm. Her pussy clamped around my cock, milking, dragging every last drop. I couldn't hold out any longer.

I exploded inside her, thick, hot, full-body pulse that made my vision go white. Cum gushed out, flooding her, and Hallie arched back so hard she nearly threw me off the bed.

She howled, then laughed, wild and beautiful. "I did it. God, I can feel it, fuck, that's so much, Tater, I love it."

The mess was instant. My cum spilled out, leaking down her thighs, slicking her pussy and making everything glisten. Hallie didn't bother to clean it up. She flexed her hips, loving the wet, dripping proof of what we'd just done.

Elara kissed her, pulled her down, stroked her hair until Hallie was breathing normal again.

But the girls were not close to done.

Hallie twisted around, pushed Elara back so her ass was in the air, and then tugged me down by the wrist until I landed on my knees. My cock, still dripping, was pulled straight to Elara's mouth.

"Bring him back, El," Hallie whispered, and Elara opened up for me, eyes locked on mine, tongue already reaching for the taste.

They took turns.

Elara licked the mess from the tip, hot, salty, and still twitching with aftershocks, then wrapped her lips around the head and sucked, deep, humming her pleasure. Hallie joined, tongue flicking my shaft, hands stroking my balls, occasionally kissing Elara just to share the taste.

The sight of it nearly undid me a second time.

The girls were a team, passing my cock between them, kissing each other with it, licking and sucking and worshiping like it was a contest. Hallie took me to the root, gagged, then laughed, drool all over her chin. Elara cleaned up the mess with kitten licks, then moaned, loving every drop.

They touched each other the whole time, Hallie's hand on Elara's thigh, Elara stroking Hallie's cheek, giggling and messy and alive.

"Can you feel that?" Hallie whispered to Elara. "He wants you so bad. Let's show him."

They worked me together, one mouth on my cock, one mouth on my balls, sometimes both tongues swirling at the tip. I lost any sense of dignity. All I could do was grab fistfuls of hair and fuck their faces, slow and deep, because they begged for it.

They didn't flinch. They drank down everything, licked the cum off each other's tongues, and made out mid-job, sometimes talking shit just to hear the other laugh.

When Elara swallowed my cock, Hallie kissed her, sharing the taste, then stroked my shaft until I was hard enough to bruise steel.

They never let up.

They never made me feel like an outsider. If anything, I was the heat they kept pulling back into the center of their story.

When I was hard and dripping again, Hallie looked up, voice bright and bossy. "In her this time. She needs it. You want that, right El?"

Elara nodded, eyes wild, mouth shining with spit. "God, yes. Please. I want to feel him come in me."

I didn't need a second invitation.

The girls lined me up on my back, Hallie cupping my balls while Elara swung one leg over and climbed onto my lap. She straddled me, body flushed and shaking, tits heavy and shining with sweat. Her pussy hovered above my cock, open, dripping, desperate.

Hallie got right behind her, wrapping both arms around Elara's waist. Hallie's hands went everywhere: stroking Elara's stomach, squeezing her tits, pinching her nipples, sometimes dragging a palm down to thumb her clit.

Elara lined me up, rubbed the head of my cock through her folds, and then sank down, slow and perfect, taking every inch. She moaned, long and low, eyes rolling back, nails carving lines into my shoulders as her pussy stretched to grip me.

Hallie nuzzled her hair, whispered pure filthy poetry in her ear. "You feel that? He's inside you, babe. Taking every drop. You're so fucking brave, ride him, show him how you want it."

Elara rocked her hips, up and down, clenching around me in greedy pulses. Every slide bottomed out, her ass smacking my thighs, tits bouncing wild against her chest. Hallie helped, holding her steady, sometimes biting Elara's shoulder or kissing her neck.

Elara rode me with abandon. At first, she was gentle, just working for the angle, loving the stretch, but as Hallie ramped up the dirty talk, Elara let loose. She ground down, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, rolling her hips until both of us were breathless.

"You make me feel so good," Elara groaned, hips circling. "God, I want to keep you inside forever."

Hallie kissed her, hand sliding down to work Elara's clit while I fucked up into her. The double sensation, Hallie's fingers and my cock, made Elara twitch, sweat pouring down her back.

She grabbed my face, kissed me, tongue wild, then pulled back and found Hallie's mouth to kiss her, too. They made out over my lap, the heat of it enough to scramble my brain.

I braced Elara's hips, lifted her, and started to piston up, hard and deep, letting her pussy milk my cock while Hallie pressed in from behind, fingers always working, always knowing exactly what to do.

"Take it, El," Hallie whispered. "Let him come in you, don't think, don't slow down, just let him fill you up."

Elara wept with pleasure, hips shuddering, pussy clenching so hard I felt like I was being pulled apart inside.

I pounded up into her, chasing the finish, loving the way her body melted for me, for us, for this family.

Hallie kept kissing her, licking sweat, nipping Elara's earlobe, sometimes leaning across to suck my tongue or bite my jaw.

The air was thick with sound, moans, curses, the wet slap of bodies, the creak of the old bed, and the girls' laughter breaking through like a pulse.

The first time Elara came, she screamed, arms tight around my neck, legs quaking as her pussy spasmed and spilled slick all down my cock.

I wasn't far behind.

Hallie hooked an arm around Elara's chest and held her upright so I could fuck her even harder. "Do it, Tater, give it to her. Show her it's not just for me."

The words broke me.

I grabbed Elara's ass, hammered up, and came in a blinding rush, cock pulsing deep inside her. I filled her hard, every pulse spilling into her until it overflowed and dripped out, making a gorgeous, sticky mess all over my lap and the sheets.

Elara didn't stop moving. She kept rocking, eyes glazed, fucking me through every aftershock, loving every second that she could feel the cum inside her, leaking out around my cock.

Hallie held her, nuzzled her, and whispered the best filth in her ear: "You're so full, babe. Look at you. Fuck, I could eat you right now."

The sight of it, both girls, both dripping, both grinning, wrecked me.

I pulled Elara down for a final kiss, slow and deep, Hallie hugging her from behind, and the three of us tangled up so tight it would have taken crowbars to pull us apart.

Nobody even pretended to be ashamed of the mess. If anything, Hallie and Elara showed it off, loving how the cum leaked down their thighs, pooling on the sheets, marking them as mine, no, as ours.

The exhaustion was cosmic, but so was the happiness.

Hallie flopped sideways, hauling Elara with her, and both girls collapsed onto the bed, giggling, breathless, arms and legs everywhere.

I lay back, letting them tangle together, the evidence of what we'd done leaking warm and wild from both of them.

There were no words.

But if the universe had a language, it would have sounded exactly like the laughter and pleasure and love in that room.

We'd gone from Home and Peace to something even bigger.

Family. Forever. No ranking. No turns. Just the three of us, owning the night and the future.

And fuck, if it wasn't everything I'd ever wanted.

***

The bed looked wrecked in the best possible way: sweat, skin, sheets, and sex everywhere.

Hallie and Elara tangled together, still leaking my cum, sheets twisted under bare asses and honey hair everywhere. Hallie giggled, wiped the mess off Elara's thigh with her fingertip, and then licked it, slow, showy, proud of every filthy drop.

"Product of excellence," she said, popping her finger in her mouth. "You could start a new line of skincare, Tater."

I laughed, too wrecked to do much else. My cock was still smeared with their spit and cum, sticking to my thigh. Elara curled into Hallie's side, scarf limply trailing over her shoulder, and pressed her lips to Hallie's cheek.

"I've never been this happy," Elara whispered, and Hallie just squeezed her hand, nuzzling their faces together like they were made to fit.

The room glowed with dirty aftercare: heat, breath, the old house creaking, the mug on the nightstand, and the two most perfect women on earth refusing to hide how much they loved every trace I left on them.

I got up just long enough to grab a handful of towels and a half-full bottle of water. When I waddled back, Hallie cackled. "Look at him, El. He's walking like he just won a date with immortality." Elara giggled so hard she nearly splattered more cum on the pillow.

They let me clean them up, but Hallie went for round two with the towels, making sure to wipe every drop from Elara's pussy with a kind of reverence that should have earned a crown.

"This is what the study should really be tracking," Hallie announced. "Not turns. Quantity."

Elara almost blushed. "I like the mess," she whispered. "Proof of unity."

I dropped between them, towel still in hand, and let both girls curl up around me. Hallie draped her leg over mine, still sticky and warm, and Elara hooked her arm across my chest. I wrapped both arms around their waist, and for a second, I was strong enough to hold the fucking moon.

Nobody moved for a while. Coffee cooled. The air got thick and slow, the only sound our breathing and occasional hums of approval. Hallie's hand found Elara's, and they traced each other's fingers, slow and endless, like measuring the new edges of forever.

"Hey," I managed, kissing Hallie's hair, then Elara's cheek. "You are both... fuck, I don't even have a word. Sacred. Perfect. Mine."

Hallie grinned. "Speak for yourself, Tater. I'm nobody's ranking."

Elara kissed my jaw, soft and steady. "He doesn't need to choose."

Hallie twisted so she could see both our faces. "You survived date rotation. Barely. But this is permanence, babe. No swaps needed."

Her voice caught a little, so I leaned in and said it, no apologies. "Hallie. I love you. I will always love you."

She shuddered, just for a second, blue-green eyes going glassy. "I love you too, Tater. Hell, I loved you first."

I turned to Elara, found her gaze steady and wide, and said, "Elara. I love you. You're peace and wildness at the same time, and I don't ever want to lose this."

Elara melted. "I love you," she whispered. "Both of you. Best home I've ever had."

Somewhere under the sheets, Hallie and Elara twined their hands together, and I could feel the sticky heat of their skin marking me as much as I'd marked them.

We slumped sideways, bodies a gorgeous mess, limbs tangled, faces pressed together. Hallie started giggling again. "You know, most guys would pass out after that, babe." But she cuddled in, letting Elara tuck in behind her so the two of them glowed, fortressed by my arms.

We drifted. Maybe someone ate a crumb of cookie. Maybe Hallie sampled cold coffee. Maybe Elara kissed my neck and Hallie's at the same time so she could call it "maximum snuggle density."

Time stopped mattering. The old house settled, the world outside vanished. All that counted was skin, trust, belonging.

As they fell asleep, Hallie and Elara stayed locked together, fingers laced, thighs pressed, perfect in the mess they'd made.

I watched them, heart pounding, and for the first time, I understood what the family was building.

Not a ranking, not a turn.

Just Home and Peace, crowned in warmth and cum and laughter, forever.

I closed my eyes, pulled them close, and let the universe envy us.

We'd earned every second.


Gray Comes Back


Rowan and I cut down the steps and across the wet concrete like we had a searchlight trained on us. Rec-center afternoons always had a crowd, sweaty cardio junkies, Greek Row types who did more posing than curls, and the parade of girls who must have practiced the art of slow-motion locker exits. The March wind slammed in from the quad, yanking hair and chasing the cinnamon-coffee stink up and down the block.

Rowan looked like she was built to break necks.

Open jacket, Blackwood tank plastered to her chest, leggings painted onto thighs built for sin, and that fucking walk, loose, mean, like she didn't care if she left the building standing. Her dark hair was all over the place, wind whipping it across her face so only her eyes flashed through the chaos. Green and sharp and locked dead ahead, like she was daring anybody to so much as breathe wrong.

She didn't keep to my shadow. If anything, Rowan crowded in closer, arm brushing my side, hips aligned, letting the whole world see the pairing and the fact that she wasn't apologizing for any of it.

It did things to my brain.

Under normal circumstances, I'd have made an ass of myself staring at her tits and the hard planes of her waist; now I added the subtle flex in her calves and how every time she caught me glancing, she grinned like she was the one feeding the beast.

We hit the campus coffee cart and the steam was rising in huge clouds, half of it cinnamon, half straight rotgut espresso. The barista didn't even look up, too busy pouring burnt shots for a line of girls in sorority sweatshirts, but the whole vibe shifted as we approached. Phones dipped. Heads tilted. Even the guys leaning on the bikes out front stopped in mid-trash talk to clock me and Rowan.

They wanted blood.

You could feel it: the whispers, the expectation, all that pent-up boredom from two weeks of Blackwood Spotted rumors, and now, finally, the main event practically gift-wrapped. Me and Rowan, side by side, right outside the rec-center where Gray spent half his life.

I snagged Rowan's hand, just to see if she'd pull away. She didn't. For a split second, she relaxed into it, fingers strong and sure, then right back to jaw-clenched confidence as we waited for our order.

The barista set a paper cup down on the counter and Brown Sugar Christ, Rowan's cleavage was so front-and-center that the girl nearly knocked over her own tip jar.

Rowan shot me a look. "If you keep ogling, someone's going to start charging you cover."

The fuck of it was, she wasn't wrong.

I tried to keep my voice low. "You wore that on purpose."

Rowan rolled her eyes, but her cheeks went a little pink. "Like you're suffering."

"Not suffering. Just getting dumber by the minute."

She snorted, low, then yanked her cup off the counter and took a greedy sip. "You could try hiding it, babe. Or you could grow a pair."

"Working on it," I said.

Before she could crack wise, a noise behind us cut the air. Not a shout, just the sound of doors swinging open too hard. The movement made a dozen bodies slow down at once.

Gray.

He stalked out of the rec-center with two Sigma Tau guys in tow, both of them built like they'd been bred in a weight room, matching gait and all. They were mid-laugh, then one caught sight of me and Rowan and the whole unit pivoted, slowing as they hit the coffee cart perimeter.

Rowan felt it. She went stone still. Not fear, because Rowan didn't do fear. Just a ripple that made every muscle in her arm tense against mine like she was waiting for a play to call.

Let the world think what it wanted. Nobody was getting a public meltdown. Not from me.

Gray spotted me instantly. He held my stare. Then he clocked Rowan, really clocked her: hair wild, body unreal, all that daylight strength lined up behind the old headlines about broken friendships and campus drama.

A lesser guy would have hidden behind Rowan, or put her up as some human shield for pity points.

Not my style.

I stepped forward, closing the two-foot gap.

"Gray," I said. No apology in it, just the name and the weight of everything else left unsaid.

Half the campus went silent.

Even the cinnamon steam hung in the air. The bikes stopped squeaking. One of the Sigma Tau guys looked at me, then at Gray, like he was about to place a bet.

I let go of Rowan's hand, not because I was backing down, but so she could decide where she wanted to be. She took one small step forward so our shoulders were flush, her posture so hard and sure it made my heart jump.

The cold air made Rowan's top tighten across her chest. You could see every fucking contour: the line between her breasts, the way the fabric rode up along her abs, even the subtle stutter in her breathing as the tension hit home.

She glanced at Gray, then squared up to whatever was coming.

But Gray didn't go feral. He just jerked his chin at his friends.

"Go wait up," he told them. "I'll catch up."

A flicker of surprise from the Greek Row guys. They hesitated long enough for the crowd to clock it, then peeled off toward the quad, boots crunching on wet pavement.

Not a fight. Not a scene.

Just three people outside a coffee cart, with every fucking student in range pretending to scroll their phones while they leaned in to watch.

Rowan's jaw ticked. She nodded at Gray, silent. She'd braced for war, but she wasn't giving them a hint of apology. If anything, she expected crazy. Which made me want to crack my knuckles and prove everyone wrong.

I cut the silence with a little more bite. "Gray. You want to talk here or somewhere else?"

He glanced at the patio tables, then shrugged. "Here's fine."

My hands felt stupid cold, but my heart hammered with a weird sense of relief, like finally somebody had hit the reset button.

I waited, braced, but Gray just sipped his coffee and looked at both of us, eyes clear, not angry.

"Long semester," he said, voice gruff but not cruel. "Guess we're overdue."

Rowan was the first to break eye contact. She stared at the coffee cart sign, then back at Gray, then at me. "You don't have to if you don't want," she said, but her tone was pure steel.

Gray cracked a smile. "I want."

A mini earthquake kicked under my ribs. Rowan went soft at the edges, just for a heartbeat, then right back to self-contained.

He nodded toward the wet benches beyond the coffee cart. The crowd shifted with us, hungry for the version where somebody swung first.

Nobody did.

We broke from the coffee cart, out of the main sightline, and left the rumors spinning in neutral.

The crowd was so bummed there was no blood, I almost laughed.

But this wasn't for them.

This was for us.

And there was nothing fake about it.

***

Gray led the way off the concrete, steps slicing through the wind and the aftershock of a non-event. Campus eyes followed us, hungry for disaster, but we drifted just far enough from the coffee cart that the rest of the world blurred into background noise. Nobody here to run interference. Just us, a wet bench, and the ground slick with too much rain and not nearly enough dignity.

Gray took a breath, jammed his hands into his jacket, and leaned his shoulders back like he was prepping for a penalty kick. The old posture was there, but the bite was gone. If anything, he looked tired, tired of acting like nothing stuck.

He shot me a look, then side-eyed Rowan. "You know," he started, voice surprisingly even, "I was hurt. I am not pretending I wasn't. I just hated how everyone else wanted that to be the punchline."

Rowan locked in immediately. "Not a joke to me." She said it flat, but her eyes flared to life, the way they always did when she was pinning down truth.

Gray nodded, lips twisting. "Didn't think it was. But it gets old. Like campus only wants to see if I'll throw a fit. Makes you want to burn the place down just for the headline."

I matched his tone, nothing performative, just the facts. "Doesn't matter how the rumor gets spun. You got the worst version. I think about it more than I let on."

Gray snorted. "You better not be about to say you're the real victim, Tate."

"Come on. You know me better than that." I cracked a smile, let it linger. "I'm sorry for the hurt. Not going to dress that up. But I do miss you, man. Thought maybe we could get back a piece of that."

His eyes flicked down, lit up again, something human in there. "Yeah. Me too."

Rowan planted a boot in the gravel. "I am not apologizing for loving him." She shot me a sidelong glance, then squared back to Gray. "But I did not want you made small so I could be happy."

Gray exhaled, mouth twisting like the words stung, then healed. "Never thought you were softening the blow. Always figured if you were going to bail, you'd have called it in public and made it count."

Rowan's laugh was dark, but it was real. "Coward's not my genre."

"You two fit," Gray said, and there was no drama in it, just the flavor of an old truth finally said out loud. "I hated seeing it at first. Then I fucking hated that I could see it."

He looked at me, then at Rowan. "But I'm tired of letting everyone else turn that into my whole personality. I miss my friends more than I want to keep being right."

Shit, that hit harder than I expected.

Rowan's jaw shifted. "Friends?"

Gray gave her a small, crooked smile. "Yeah, Calloway. If I don't get to be the guy, I'd still rather not lose you completely."

For once, Rowan didn't have a fast answer.

I met his stare. "You want to do this? I'm in. You can even set the terms."

Gray didn't flinch. "Terms are, we don't let campus make it about them." He stuck out his hand, old-school, but firm.

I took it. The handshake was rough, then one of those quick shoulder-grips, a flash of old brotherhood, not a second more than needed. That was all it took: years of bullshit, reduced down to a squeeze and release.

He let go, not awkward, just honest, then turned to Rowan. "Be happy, Rowan. Seriously."

She huffed out a breath, fighting the smile, but in the end gave it daylight. "I am. For what it's worth, I hope you are too."

Gray's grin was sharp, brighter than all the campus expectations put together. "Don't worry about me. I'll find a way to make the next headline even dumber. Take care of each other."

"Working on it," Rowan shot back, but there was no edge in it now.

Gray nodded, then peeled off, pacing the wet sidewalk like he had places to be and zero regrets left to air.

Sigma Tau guys barely looked up as he rejoined. The whole Greek Row extrovert factory turned away, already chasing after some new shiny drama.

Behind us, the campus crowd sagged so hard it probably echoed on Spotted. No fight. No fallout. The rumors just kind of wilted in the cold.

I almost wanted to pump a fist. But the win here wasn't about gloating.

It was the first time since everything blew up that I didn't feel like an extra in my own fucking story.

Rowan must have felt it too. She stood there, breathing deep, cheeks a little flushed, the tension bleeding out like sweat after a championship run.

We watched Gray go.

Nobody needed a script. Nobody needed to hurt more.

Just the three of us, and all the sharp, perfect silence in Gray's wake.

I turned to Rowan. There was grit in her jaw and relief in her eyes, and I wanted to drag her somewhere private and show her exactly what freedom felt like.

She clocked the vibe instantly. "Should we let them keep staring?"

I shook my head. "Let them eat their hearts out."

We hit the walk, side-by-side, and this time, every step had its own internal music. The part where love didn't have to hurt anybody else. The part where nobody in a ten-block radius ever wanted to forget what Rowan looked like when she stopped having to brace and just held my hand, out loud, for the rest of campus to see.

The world was in daylight, and this time, nobody got to call it stolen.

Not even us.

***

We took the long route home. Rowan's hand hovered near mine, a dare in every stride, her body dialed up like she'd just run a triathlon and won every event. She flexed her calves on the curb, then bumped my hip. I could see every muscle in her leg tensing under the stretch of those leggings, her jacket flapping open just enough to show off that insane rack and the curve of her waist.

Cold air nipped at my skin, but I barely felt it. All I wanted was to get her alone and watch her mouth melt when she stopped pretending this was just another campus walk.

Rowan clocked my stare. "You got punched in the face by feelings or just planning your next move?" She didn't bother to lower her voice.

"A little of both," I answered.

She grinned, feral, and spun a slow half-circle, hair wild and eyes alive. "Looks like Gray's not going to murder us after all. Everyone on campus must be so disappointed."

"Let 'em choke on it," I said. "We're still here."

She laughed. The sound cut through the air, louder than any rumor. "Damn right we are. Didn't even get bruised."

I arched a brow. "You want a rematch?"

Rowan glanced down at her own body, smirked at the way my eyes couldn't leave her tits, then flicked her tongue along the edge of her lip. "I think we both know who'd win that."

Couldn't argue. My cock was already hard just from watching her walk. She made it so easy to want: the power in her shoulders, the lean stomach, the hard curve of her thighs under spandex, and a confidence that should have been illegal in daylight.

She jogged up the Blackwood House porch steps two at a time, boots nearly shaking the old wood loose, then waited just inside the hall to see if I'd follow.

I did. Fast.

Inside, the air was softer, but the tension didn't break. Rowan paused at the foot of the stairs, like she was catching her breath from the run, but I knew the real reason: she wanted me to chase.

I did that too.

The way up was a blur: creaky steps, her ass flexing ahead of me, hair flying from the static. Rowan didn't slow down. She took the last step at a jump, then bee-lined for her room. She flicked the door closed, locked us in, and in that second, the rest of the world could have dropped dead for all we cared.

Late-day sun bled through gapped curtains, dust and gold in the air, painting her whole body in light. I caught my first full look: the tank clinging to her chest, barely hiding the perfect slope of her breasts, abs sharp, and thighs bracketed by bands of fitted black. Sweat dampened the hollow of her neck, and the way she planted herself against the door made it seem like she wanted to pin me to it.

She didn't waste time.

Rowan closed the gap and kissed me so hard it scrambled my thoughts. It wasn't a gentle hello. It was bite, demand, and a promise that whatever anger had lived under her skin was now just pure fucking want.

Our teeth clicked. Her tongue invaded my mouth, greedy and rough, hands winding in my shirt and tugging me forward until my body mashed flat to hers.

I couldn't help it. My hands found her waist, fingers splaying to feel the ridge of muscle under her shirt, migrating up to cup her breast, firm, full, and so perfect my knuckles went numb.

She moaned, quiet, like she didn't want to give me the satisfaction, then broke the kiss to wrench my shirt off over my head.

"Don't get careful now, Tater. I'll break you if you try to treat me like glass."

I couldn't have if I tried.

She went for my pants, yanked at the waistband, nearly snapping the button in her rush. I followed, peeling her jacket off, letting it hit the floor, then ran my palms down her arms. The biceps flexed under my touch, hard, athletic, buzzing with adrenaline. All I wanted was more.

Rowan flung her hair over her shoulder and smirked. "You're staring again."

"I'm allowed," I said.

She made a show of twisting her torso, arching her back so her tits thrust forward, then hooked her fingers under the hem of her tank and dragged it up, slow and brutal. The moment her breasts bounced free, I nearly blacked out.

She was so fucking gorgeous it hurt. Big, high, and begging for hands. Nipples flushed, skin dewy from sweat, muscle everywhere you looked. My brain short-circuited, and I couldn't think of a single thing but getting my mouth on her.

Before I could move, she caught my collar and yanked me down, her mouth crashing to mine again.

We shuffled back and forth, banging into the door, hands roaming, mouths never stopping. I fisted the back of her head, tugging her hair, loving the heat of her scalp. She groaned and flipped us so my spine hit the wall, then straddled my leg, grinding her pussy against my thigh.

Even through her leggings, she was soaked. I could feel it, slippery and hot, as she rocked back and forth, never breaking the kiss.

I gasped for air. "Rowan, fuck, you're driving me crazy."

She grinned, blunt and breathless. "Good. I'm not letting up."

I ran my hands along her back, tracing every muscle, then dipped under the waistband of her leggings to clutch her ass, tight, round, and made for grabbing. Her skin burned under my hands.

She pushed my pants to my knees, freeing my cock. It bobbed up, hard as rebar, and Rowan licked her lips when she saw it.

"Forget the rumors," she whispered, voice trembling. "Freedom feels different when nobody is waiting for me to be ashamed."

I wanted to answer, but she silenced me with another kiss, hands urgent, body wild. She wedged a thigh between my legs and made a show of writhing, begging to be touched, to be claimed, to be fucked so hard the old stories never stuck.

I palmed her tit, squeezing, savoring the weight, then ran my tongue down her throat. Rowan shivered, her tough edge crumbling with every pass. She tried to stay composed, but her breath hitched, tiny, involuntary, honest.

She didn't hide it. She just dared me to keep going.

Her leggings rolled down, strip by strip. I helped, desperate to see more skin, more Rowan, more of the body that haunted every dirty thought I'd ever had. Her thighs flexed as she kicked them off, muscles firing so hard the sight made my mouth water.

She ripped my boxers down. My cock sprang free, nearly slapping her in the stomach. Rowan caught it in her fist, squeezing until my knees buckled.

"Don't get soft on me, Tater. Or do, but only after."

Her laugh was a bark, hungry and bright.

We slammed together, mouths open, hands bruising, both of us locked in a fight to see who could make the other break first. The bed was a blur behind her. What mattered was the heat, the sweat, and the raw force of the need that had nowhere to go until now.

She braced herself on the wall, thigh hiked high around my hip, muscles bunched, ready to launch us both into next week.

I wanted to worship her, ruin her, make her feel everything she'd been denied when the only story was pain.

Rowan's voice went ragged, but her grin never faded.

"Don't stop. Don't ever stop, or I'll find another way to win."

Pretty fucking clear I was already losing.

And it was the best feeling I'd ever had.

***

Rowan pinned me to the door, thigh hitched almost painfully high around my hip, her athletic body flush to mine. Nothing about her was delicate. This was not a scene from a romance movie. This was Rowan turning relief into hunger and daring me to keep up.

She fisted both hands in my hair and kissed me hard, tongue rolling over mine, teeth scraping my lower lip until I groaned. Her tits mashed against my chest, sweat sliding between us, the heat of her skin making me dizzy. She used her grip to steer my mouth wherever she wanted, and I didn't even try to fight it.

My cock stood straight up, desperate for friction, and she ground her pussy along my thigh, the wet spot growing every time she rocked her hips.

Rowan broke the kiss just long enough to gasp, "God, I want you to fuck me like you mean it. Not careful, not comfort, just take me."

I reached for her ass, fingers digging in, and Rowan arched against me, pressing harder. "Fuck, yes." Her breath was stiletto-sharp in my ear. "That's it. You want it, don't you?"

"Could lose my mind for it," I muttered, and meant it.

She grabbed my hand and dragged it over her breast, making sure I squeezed. The weight in my palm was unreal: perfect, firm, her nipple wild under my fingers.

"I need it," she growled. "I need you. Now."

I shuffled us toward the bed, but she barely let me move: one more bash of lips, one more hand wrapped around my cock like she wanted to see if she could bruise it.

The back of my knees hit the mattress. Rowan shoved me down onto it, then straddled me, her leggings and panties halfway peeled to her knees. She planted a palm on my chest and held me pinned, then used the other hand to finish stripping herself off.

No hesitation. No hiding.

Her pussy was already soaked, lips flushed, and her thighs flexed as she planted herself above me. She lined up the head of my cock, hovered with a smirk, then slammed down, taking every inch in a single, dirty move.

We both gasped. The shock of her, tight and hot around me, was so good it made my vision spot.

Rowan rode, slow at first, like she wanted to wring the pleasure out of every fucking stroke. Her tits bounced with the movement, sweat slicking the valley between them, the sight so raw my brain flatlined.

She braced her hands on my shoulders, fingers splayed, then used them for leverage as she bounced, grinding her clit into the base of my cock.

"God, you're so fucking good," I rasped.

Rowan's hair stuck to her neck, cheeks flushed, mouth open as she worked me harder. "You feel that?" she demanded. "This is what I want. Nothing careful, nothing stolen. Just you. Inside me. All of it."

She flexed her thighs, clamped down, and rode so hard my hips rattled against the bed.

I couldn't help myself: hands obsessed, couldn't stop roaming. I cupped her ass, then slid up to grip her waist, then worshipped her tits, squeezing and kneading, then let my thumbs trace the hard ridges of her abs as they rippled.

Rowan never looked away. Her eyes locked on mine, wild and hungry, daring me to flinch. Every time I moaned she'd laugh, low, then clench down harder, chasing the next high.

"Look at you," she taunted. "You like being under me, don't you? You want to get ridden hard."

Fuck, if that wasn't the truth.

She braced both hands on my chest, then upped the pace, slamming her hips down until the slap of skin echoed off the window. Her pussy milked my cock, wetter and messier with every grind.

I was losing control, and she knew it. "Don't you dare hold back," Rowan warned, voice cracking on the edge. "I want you to make me scream. Make me feel it."

I did.

I rocked my hips up to meet her, thrusting in counterpoint to her rhythm. Her tits swung in my face, sweat flying, hair wild. I leaned up, sucked her nipple, rolled it with my tongue, and she nearly shattered in my lap.

Rowan's hands were everywhere, scratching my biceps, pinning me, then sliding up to tangle in my hair and yank my face back for another desperate kiss.

She bit my lip and moaned, "God, I love you. I fucking do. You wreck me every time."

Hearing her say it knocked the air out of me.

I grabbed her hips, held her down, and choked out, "I love you. Not as a secret. Not for anyone else. Just for you."

She went wild. Rowan twisted and threw herself into riding me, muscles tensed like she was deadlifting the world, every ounce of energy aimed at making the sex last and last. Our sweat mixed, her pussy clenching, my cock swelling, both of us desperate to see how far we could take it before one of us broke.

"Forever, Tate," she gasped. "You're mine. This is it. I'm not running from it anymore."

I believed her.

She fucked me so hard I thought she'd break the bed.

It was perfect: her wild hair, the sunlight glittering off sweat on her back, the way her tits bounced and her stomach clenched every time my cock bottomed out inside.

I let her ride as long as she wanted.

And it was everything she needed.

Raw, daylight, undeniable.

Just the way she deserved it.

***

Rowan was a fucking champion, but even champions crack.

When I felt her rhythm change, like her legs were going to give, I braced and flipped her onto her back. She landed so the late sun lit up her whole body: tits glassy with sweat, wild hair smashed out in all directions, thighs parted and trembling around my hips.

She looked at me, eyes blown, mouth open, and for a half second she was pure, unfiltered Rowan, no armor, no script, just raw want.

I stroked her cheek, gentle just to let her know I could be, then lined up my cock at her entrance, rubbed it slow through her folds, and pushed in. She arched up, gasping, arms latching around my neck, nails raking down my back as I bottomed out inside her.

She was so hot, so tight, every inch of her squeezing me, milking me, like she didn't want to let go even if the house caught fire.

I set the pace slow, deep, letting her feel every inch. The air went thick with sweat, the bed creaked, and Rowan clung to me, staring dead into my eyes.

"This is it," I said, voice nearly gone. "You're my forever, Rowan. You always fucking were."

Her breath caught. She didn't look away. "I love you. That still scares the hell out of me. But I'm saying it anyway. Forever. I'm not running from that."

I thrust in deep, then picked up the tempo, hips driving into her with more force, every slap of skin a new spark between us.

Rowan broke open. The wall she'd built to survive campus, Gray, all the bullshit, it just fell away.

She sobbed, clung tighter, then moaned so loud it made my ears ring.

Her pussy pulsed around my cock, squeezing me so hard I nearly exploded.

You could see the tears, the sweat, the wild joy all smashed together on her face as she came for real: fierce, honest, shaking apart in my arms.

Her body locked, quaked, then milked my cock for every drop.

I lost it.

I pumped into her, once, twice, then let go, dumping cum inside her until it spilled out, thick and messy, running down to stain her ass and the sheets.

She felt it. Loved it.

Rowan grinned through a haze of sweat and tears and said, "God, look at the mess you made. Hope you fucking meant that forever."

"Every second," I groaned, still shuddering with the aftershock.

I slid out and watched my cum ooze from her pussy, painting her inner thighs. She didn't flinch, didn't hide a thing, just splayed her legs wider, hands dragging me down for one last breathless kiss.

Sunlight caught the mess, glinting off sweat and cum and her wild, perfect skin.

We tangled together, Rowan half on top, her tits smashed to my chest, both of us soaked and happy and so fucking alive it nearly hurt.

There was nothing left to prove.

No rumor, no scandal, no old heartbreak could ever touch what we'd just made here.

Just me and her, wrecked in the best way, bodies leaking, hearts clear, the daylight burning away anything that tried to call it stolen.

If forever had a taste, it would be Rowan: sweat, salt, and sunlight, with just enough bite to make it last for days.

***

We sprawled across the bed, sticky and too wrecked to move.

The sun hit Rowan full-on, curtains open, hair plastered to her jaw, her wild body half-sunk into the old mattress. My cum leaked from her, making a slick mess on the sheets and her thighs. She didn't close her legs to hide it. If anything, she let it drip, like she was proud of every mile we'd just run.

I rolled onto my side, spooned in sloppy, and ran my palm down her bare back: slick with cooling sweat, muscles still twitchy, skin fever-hot even after the finish.

Rowan let out a lazy half-laugh. "Don't tell me you're already thinking about round two."

"Not counting it out," I said, mouth against her ear. "But I could just do this for a year."

She snorted. "You mean nap for a year."

I squeezed her, cupped her tit, and played her nipple just to see her face react.

She arched into the touch, but the fight was gone. She was all heavy limbs, breath slow, letting herself belong.

"You know," I said, tracing the lines of her waist, "if I could keep you like this forever, I would."

Rowan cocked a brow, then laughed, voice hoarse from earlier. "You say that like it's a curse."

"It's not. It's a win."

She grinned, sharp but happier than I'd ever seen her. "Yeah? That's what forever means to you?"

I nodded, then kissed the sticky side of her neck. "You're my forever, Rowan. For as long as you'll have me."

For a blink, she actually blushed, real, stunned, not a tease.

She was quiet, then twisted to look at me, eyes clear in the daylight, no shadows left. "I love you. Still scares the hell out of me, but I do. Forever." She paused, then let it breathe. "Yeah. I'm not running from that anymore."

My heart went totally fucking sideways.

I cupped her cheek, thumb soft on her jaw, then let us both just melt into the tangle of ruined sheets and sunlight.

Somewhere outside, I could hear campus noise, whispers, maybe a half-hearted rumor trying to get legs, but the only thing that mattered was the heat between us, the raw proof of what we'd just survived and made.

She rested her head on my chest, hair damp, lips curved in a rare, gentle smile. Her whole body just gave in, heavy, safe, finally free to let the armor drop.

I stroked her arms, then down her back, memorizing every inch I'd ever wanted.

For once, Rowan didn't try to take the edge off. She just let me have her, soft and bare, and the feeling was better than any campus win.

Sticky, sweaty, marked by my cum and hers, she looked like the queen of the goddamn sunbeam.

We drifted like that, her dozing, me not wanting to move, until my phone buzzed on the windowsill.

Rowan cracked her eyes open. "If that's a group chat, I'm throwing it out the window."

I snagged the phone, thumbed it quick.

Gray: "Coffee next week? My treat. Bring her."

Rowan rolled her head my direction, cocked a brow, then read the text. For a second, she just stared, like she was waiting for some punchline.

Then she grinned. "Told you we could pull off functional adulthood."

I kissed her forehead, then fingered beads of sweat off her spine. "He meant it, you know."

Rowan hummed, relishing the touch. "Good. Means I can stop prepping for a guilt trip every time I come."

I laughed, then pressed her tighter.

The sun kept climbing, lighting up the mess around us. Cum, sweat, skin, hair, all tangled and impossible to separate.

She nuzzled in, hair wild in my face, and whispered, "If you ever get careful with me, I'll kick your ass."

"Not even tempted."

She tilted her head back, eyes glowing with real happiness. "Yeah, I know. That's why you get to stay."

We lay there, everything open, nothing left to defend, and it was nothing short of fucking perfect.

Campus could spin a thousand stories. None of them would top what we'd just written in this room.

Rowan and me, daylight, disaster, and all.

Forever.


Kaia Takes Tate Home


The first forty-eight hours of Phase Three passed without the family breaking, shrinking, or letting the study take the wheel.

If anything, the pressure made us stronger. We faced campus before campus could turn us into a rumor, held hands in public before anyone could decide what those hands meant, kissed who we wanted, laughed too loud, took up too much space, and gave Blackwood no room to pretend we were anything but exactly what we were: polyamorous, visible, happy, and not asking permission.

So Kaia Bennett, because apparently winning one public test meant immediately choosing a harder one, invited me to Vermont for a ski weekend.

Technically, that was the cover story.

The real story was that she wanted me to meet her family, though Kaia’s pride would rather drive us into a snowbank than say that out loud.

The road to Vermont was all hard ice, March snow, and Kaia pretending she wasn’t nervous in the passenger seat.

We left Blackwood under a bruised sky, the kind of blue-gray that looked like it might change its mind and dump another foot of snow before the hour was up. I still had the taste of Blackwood House on my lips: perfume, clean laundry, the ghost of syrup from Hallie's breakfast routine, all of it fading as the highway whipped past, mile by mile.

Kaia manned the playlist. She cued up pop hits, then replaced them with eighties synth, then circled back to some Vermont indie band she swore would make me smarter by osmosis. Every time a new track spun up, she checked the sound, looked at me with that cocky dare in her eyes, then pretended she didn't care if I liked it.

I watched her more than the road.

She wore a heavy, sand-colored sweater that clung to her chest and a pair of black leggings that made her thighs look long enough to win medals. Her honey-blonde waves were caught in a high ponytail, but they kept coming loose and falling across her face. She pretended not to notice. Every time she caught her own reflection in the window, though, she'd adjust her hair, check the flush in her cheeks, or scroll through her phone like she was waiting for a message from the CIA.

"You sure you don't want to text the family live updates?" I teased.

She flicked a look my way, eyes all sharp honey and low-key panic. "If they wanted me on Find My Friends, they'd have bribed me in middle school."

"Just saying. You look like you're prepping to walk the plank."

Kaia made a show of swiping through her phone. "Please. This is a routine victory tour. Do not make the Vermont thing weird, Tater."

She went back to scrolling, but when she thought I wasn't looking, her lips parted just enough to let out a tiny, nervous exhale. It almost made me want to stop the car and call her on it, but I let her have her armor.

The drive was pure New England: winding roads, snowbanks that made the car feel like a toboggan, clusters of pine trees bristling with icicles, and the occasional flash of a ski-town billboard advertising two-for-one lift tickets. Kaia didn't say much for a while. She zoned out on the scenery, legs folded up under her on the seat, fingers tapping against her thigh in time with the beat.

Every time I glanced over, I thought about what her family knew, what they thought they knew, and how much of Blackwood Kaia had actually let them see.

"You have a game plan for this?" I asked.

She shrugged, breezy and fake as perfume. "Show up. Eat food. Remind Lily not to blackmail me in front of company."

"Sounds solid."

She grinned, dangerous. "If you get bored, just name-drop Hallie. They'll lose focus."

"Noted."

"I am not responsible for anything my family says after the second bottle of wine," Kaia added. "Also, if Lily forgets how words work, ignore her. She's dramatic."

"You ever nervous about bringing someone home?"

Kaia's answer was a smirk edged with truth. "Only if they plan to stick around."

That one hit a little closer than I expected. I let the silence stretch, the only noise the slap of tires on salted asphalt and the shiver of Kaia's playlist as it switched to something with an embarrassingly horny saxophone solo.

She finally looked my way. "You're staring."

"You're hard to miss."

"You're corny. Also, watch the road."

I did, but only because I liked the idea of arriving in one piece.

Vermont opened up like a snow-globe, every mile pushing us deeper into mountain quiet and sharp, pine-heavy air. By the time we hit the ski town, the sun was setting behind the hills, painting all the rooflines with pink and gold. Main Street was lined with fairy lights, parking lots full of SUVs, and a tangle of shops promising hot cider, expensive gear, and maple everything.

Kaia pointed at a sign. "That's the place we get cider donuts at Christmas. Try not to get crumbs everywhere or my mother will put you on a training schedule."

"Noted," I said, stealing a look at her thighs. "You ever let her win at anything?"

Kaia laughed, honest and open. "She still thinks she can out-ski me. It is adorable."

The GPS steered us out of town, up a long, winding drive that looked more like the lead-up to a boutique hotel than a family house. The car's headlights swept over chunks of dark stone, layers of clean white snow, and a few pine trees that might have been older than Vermont itself.

Kaia's family home was something else.

It was all modern mountain lodge: walls of stonework and glass, huge windows spilling gold light onto the snow, wide eaves heavy with icicles, and a wraparound porch stacked with firewood. A whiff of wood smoke hit the car as soon as I parked. Somebody had lit the kitchen hearth, and it smelled like home, real and warm.

Kaia hesitated with her hand on the door handle, then rolled her eyes at herself and said, "I swear to god, if my dad has the camera rolling, we're leaving."

I got out, grabbed our bags from the trunk, and rounded the front just in time to see her check her hair one more time in the side mirror.

"You look incredible," I said.

Kaia made a face. "Not the point, Tater. Now let's get this over with before I decide to become an orphan."

The front walk had been freshly shoveled, but enough snow still coated the edges that I could see her footprints as she led the way. Her ass moved like a work of art in those leggings, and I had to force my eyes up just to keep pace.

The front door was massive, dark wood with a burnished brass handle. Kaia didn't bother to knock. She nudged it open and marched inside, pulling me after her.

First impression? Warmth everywhere. The air inside was thick with the smell of roasting something, meat, root veggies, maybe a hint of sweet spice, and the undertone of wood smoke from the open kitchen hearth. Polished floors, stone walls, and a staircase made of hand-hewn beams gave the whole place a low-key resort vibe, but you could see right away that it wasn't just for show. There were boots dumped by the door, a jacket thrown over the banister, and a line of family photos running up the wall beside the stairs.

Kaia paused just long enough to scan the room, then fake-whispered, "Place hasn't changed since the eighties. If you see wallpaper, shield your eyes."

A voice called out from the kitchen. "Kaia? That you?"

She dropped the sarcasm for a split second. "Hey, Mom. Brought a souvenir."

Footsteps on hardwood. Kaia's mother appeared, wiping her hands on a towel. Up close, she looked like Kaia with a few more laugh lines, tall, sharp-featured, hazel eyes that missed nothing, hair lighter than Kaia's, pulled up in a braid that left her cheekbones on full display.

She hugged Kaia hard, then turned to me with a grin that was both assessment and welcome.

"You must be Tate," she said, voice warm but direct. "I'm Claire. Come in, before you freeze."

Kaia's dad followed, taller than I expected, with big hands and a wide, infectious laugh. He shook my hand like he already knew me, then yanked me into one of those back-pat hugs that made it clear you were on the team, but they could still break you if you blew it.

"Daniel," he said. "Glad you made it up the hill. Weather can be a beast this time of year."

"She drove," Kaia deadpanned.

Daniel grinned. "She likes to win. Blame her mother."

Claire snorted. "If I recall, you're the one who put a medal around her neck before she could tie her shoes."

Kaia rolled her eyes, but the blush in her cheeks was pure warmth.

Then, from the next room, a commotion, a dropped fork, a voice tripping over words, and a slam of panicked footsteps on hardwood.

Lily.

She burst in, a tangle of dark hair and oversized flannel, face red as a ski jacket, and then just...stopped.

She looked at me. Blinked.

Looked again, like her brain had to do a hard reset.

Kaia groaned. "I told you not to make this weird, Lily. Did you rehearse?"

Lily ignored her, eyes never leaving my face. "Kaia said you were tall. She left out the rest."

Kaia arched her eyebrow, savage. "That's enough."

Lily flushed harder. "I was not staring. I was observing. For family reasons."

Kaia shook her head. "You are two seconds from being exiled to Canada."

I grinned, holding out a hand. "Hey. I'm Tate."

She shook, light as a feather, then yanked her hand back to stuff it in her pocket. "I'm going to stop talking now," Lily mumbled, and retreated behind her mother like a spooked deer.

Claire laughed. "You'll have to forgive her. At her age, being starstruck is considered contagious."

Kaia fixed her gaze on me. "If you encourage this, I will not come to your funeral."

Daniel snorted. "She'd probably be the one digging the grave."

Lily made a noise like she wanted the floor to open up.

Kaia caught my eye, and even though she was playing it cool, I could see the way her jaw flexed, reading every second of my body language, like she was bracing for a hit that probably wasn't even coming.

The foyer opened into a great room: high ceilings, more stonework, floor-to-ceiling windows with mountain views, and a kitchen that looked like you could host a cooking show. Every wall had a framed picture or a shelf of trophies. Young Kaia in full cheer regalia, Kaia in a homecoming queen sash and crown, Kaia grinning with a trophy half her size, Kaia at the top of a ski slope, even one where she looked about twelve and was flanked by half a dozen medals, hair in a messy braid and face flushed with pride.

Kaia noticed me noticing.

"One day," she said, dangerously level, "I will break every piece of evidence in this house."

Claire smirked. "We have the negatives. Don't waste your energy."

Daniel nudged me. "You were homecoming and prom queen? Of course you were."

Kaia's smile was a murder weapon. "You have to keep the crown somewhere."

"Most kids hide their past," I said, looking up at the crowded wall. "Yours looks like a hall of fame."

"It was that or join a cult," Kaia fired back.

I clocked the rest of her family history in the background: ski trip photos, Lily in her own athletic gear, a shelf of art school ribbons, a few shots of Daniel with a fishing pole and Claire with her arm around the girls at a finish line. The Bennett family didn't do mediocrity. They didn't even do neutral.

Claire guided us into the kitchen. The warmth hit like a blanket, and the smell, garlic, roasted veggies, crusty bread, something sweet underneath, made my stomach rumble.

Kaia went straight for the cheese platter and started sniping olives off the end. Lily hovered at the far end of the counter, stealing looks in my direction every few minutes until Kaia caught her and made a "stop or I'll end you" gesture.

Daniel leaned against the fridge, eyeing me. "Guessing Blackwood's been a little noisy this year?"

"Understatement," I said.

Kaia snorted, mouth full of cheese. "You have no idea. If you get no news alerts for a week, assume the place burned down."

Claire prepped a salad, handed Kaia the tongs, and set me to work on the wine glasses.

Kaia watched me arrange the glasses and snickered. "Putting him to work already?"

"He looks capable," Claire said. Then, to me: "Thank you, Tate."

Kaia passed by with the tongs and brushed my arm, slow, like she was taste-testing more than just salad. I wanted to grab her hand, spin her onto the counter, and fuck her right there, but family night wasn't the time for my cock to win.

Instead, I made do with the feel of her hips bumping mine when she thought nobody was watching.

Lily gave me another shy glance. This time, she almost managed a smile. "So. Are you...like...on the football team?"

Kaia nearly choked. "Lily. Stop."

I shrugged. "Not even close. Kaia wins all the trophies in this family."

Lily looked at her sister with wide eyes. "She said you were, like, the anchor. For a study or something?"

Kaia squinted, dangerous. "You make it sound like they're picking specimens from a zoo."

Lily blushed straight down to her collarbone. "I am not helping."

Kaia rolled her eyes again, but I could tell she was loving the energy: family safe enough to roast her, a kitchen alive with low-key comedy, and the background thrum of her body always clocking mine.

She loaded the salad bowl, then leaned in, whispering: "First test, Tater. If you survive dinner, you get the good champagne."

"Noted."

Daniel flicked the oven light, checked the roast, and called over his shoulder, "We're running a little behind. Kaia, show him the living room. Or whatever you two call a tour these days."

Kaia shrugged, snagged my hand, and led me from the kitchen.

The great room was even more gorgeous in low light. Windows looked out on a backyard buried in snow, while a line of pine trees loomed like sentinels against the night sky. Comfort ran wall-to-wall: leather couch, stone fireplace, heavy throw blankets everywhere, and more family photos than I'd seen in my entire childhood.

Kaia flopped on the couch, kicked her feet up, and grinned at me. "You are dying to ask about the trophies. Go ahead."

I sat beside her. Her legs stretched out, lining up thigh-to-thigh with mine, and I couldn't help but let my hand graze her knee. "How many of these are yours?"

She pretended to count. "All the ones that involve winning, drama, or public humiliation."

"You ever take it slow?"

Kaia shot me a look. "Why?"

"Because it's a hell of a thing to see you here. Not as, you know, Blackwood's main character, but just...this. Family, ass on the couch, hair a mess."

Her cockiness flickered, then snapped back online. "Flattery is not getting you out of dinner. But nice try."

I let it land, then snuck another glance at the photos: Kaia with a dance team, Kaia with a medal, Kaia in a ski jacket, Kaia with her arm around Lily, both beaming like they owned the mountain.

I caught her eye. "You ever miss it?"

Kaia's voice got soft, almost private. "Sometimes. But there's better things worth wanting now."

She didn't say it, but her hand curled around mine, hidden under a throw pillow on the couch.

We sat there for a minute, just breathing the quiet. You could hear her mom in the kitchen, her dad humming along with a playlist, and the tick of snow melting off the back deck.

Kaia's body pressed up against mine, and even though she was still queen of Vermont, every second of her was permission to touch.

She finally stood, stretching like a lazy cat, and said, "Come on. If I leave you on the couch, my family will assume I murdered you."

She yanked me up, padded down the hallway, and showed me the family photo wall in person. Some of the shots broke your heart: little Kaia with wild hair and bruise on her shin, holding a soccer ball as big as her head; Kaia perched on her father's shoulders, both grinning at the camera, her eyes already sharp enough to slice. There were ski school plaques, high school certificates, a dance trophy from ages ago.

She let me look, really look, and didn't kill me for noticing the details.

From the hallway, I could see the kitchen light glowing and the table set for five: warm wood, linen napkins, the fancy wine glasses I'd lined up, every plate in the right spot. The whole house felt like a snowed-in refuge, safe from the world.

Kaia ran her fingers down the banister. "History is sticky," she joked. "You can't peel it off even if you set the place on fire."

"Not sure I want to," I said, catching her hand.

She stopped. Looked at me, vulnerable for half a second.

"You can be sweet or you can be hot. Pick a lane," she whispered.

I edged closer, brushed her jaw with my thumb. "You look perfect here. I love seeing where you came from."

Kaia stared at me, then blinked so hard I thought she might actually hit me. Instead, she shook her head, cheeks pink, and yanked us back toward the kitchen.

***

Dinner in the Bennett house felt like a cross between a family roast and an Olympic medal ceremony.

Claire had set the table with enough precision to make any restaurant jealous, white cloth napkins, heavy plates, candles flickering even though it was barely after six. You could smell the roast before you hit the kitchen: rich, savory, with a garlic kick that made my mouth water. Warmed bread, perfect salad, and a bottle of red that looked like it cost the price of two textbooks rounded out the setup.

Kaia slipped into her chair, barely hiding her grin. She went right for the breadbasket, tore off a chunk, and fake-tossed it at Lily, who ducked and nearly knocked her water glass across the table.

"Coordination. It's a family trait," Kaia said, but the look she shot Lily was pure mischief.

Lily reset her water, cheeks pink, and tried to pretend she hadn't just blown her first move. She stole a glance at me, then immediately looked away, like she was worried she might melt if our eyes met again.

Daniel did the carving honors. "Kaia always insists on the drumstick," he said, raising the knife like a prop. "When she was six, she tackled her cousin to get it. Olympic form, according to the witnesses."

Kaia rolled her eyes. "You told that story at homecoming, Dad. It's only gotten dumber."

"Gotta keep the legend alive," Daniel shot back, loading her plate with the biggest cut.

Claire raised her glass, smile more gentle. "To new faces at the table, and to the fact that Kaia actually made it home safely."

Kaia grinned. "I'm a monster on winter roads. You know that."

Daniel jabbed his fork at her. "Once you learn to ski, driving is nothing."

Nobody mentioned Blackwood at first. The banter was all food and family: Kaia giving Lily shit for slicing her potatoes weird, Lily making fun of Kaia's "ruthless salad technique," and me getting roasted by everyone when I tried to call the vinaigrette "fancy."

Claire wasn't shy about asking questions. "So, Tate, how do you handle six different personalities under one roof?"

Kaia coughed, almost choked on her wine, then said, "With shame and snacks."

I shrugged. "Mostly, I try not to die."

Lily perked up, voice gaining confidence. "But it's true, right? The campus feed makes it look like chaos, but Kaia always seems, I dunno, centered."

Kaia shot her a side-eye. "I will tell Mom about your failed TikTok."

Lily blinked. "First of all, rude. Second, I was doing research."

Daniel jumped in. "That's my girl. Never be afraid to go on offense."

Kaia smirked. "We've noticed."

Through it all, Kaia's hand never left my thigh under the table. Her nails pressed in, sometimes slow, sometimes electric. I let my fingers drift over hers, just enough to let her know I felt it.

The kitchen light made her hair glow, a golden waterfall down her back. She looked less like a campus goddess and more like a daughter, a sister, a woman who knew how to win but didn't mind laughing when Lily said something so awkward it nearly derailed dessert.

At one point, Claire asked about my family. Then she wanted to know how on earth we managed to keep all the drama off Spotted, or if maybe we didn't. I told her about the booth, about date rotation, about the way Kaia's entire vibe drew people to her like a gravity well.

Kaia pretended to hate the attention, but she kept sneaking glances at the family photos, like she was proud to have someone see them.

A lull hit, just long enough for the real question.

Daniel wiped his mouth, set down his fork, and fixed me with a look that cut through every joke.

"Serious question, Tate. I know you've said all the right things, and it's clear you and Kaia have a real bond. But I need to know, what are your intentions toward her?"

The silence was surgical. Even Lily stopped fidgeting.

Kaia's hand found mine, hard this time, and her thigh pressed in.

I didn't blink.

"I am in love with your daughter," I said. "This is unconventional, but it's not casual. I want to build a future with Kaia. She matters to me, outside of Blackwood, outside of the noise. Not as a phase. As Kaia."

For a second, nobody breathed.

Claire's eyes went glassy. Daniel gave a tiny nod, like he'd found what he was looking for. Even Lily looked serious, lips parted like someone had just given her a script she didn't know how to read.

Kaia's breathing changed. She looked away, but not before her eyes went shiny, the kind of look you had to earn, not just see. She squeezed my hand so hard I thought I'd lose circulation.

Lily broke the moment, blurting, "You just made Kaia cry. Not even the time she lost the ski race hit that hard."

Kaia barked a laugh, wiped at her eyes, and fixed Lily with a death glare. "If you ever say 'cry' again, I'm putting you up for family trade."

Lily grinned, no fear left. "You can't afford the transfer fee."

Daniel cracked up, and even Claire snort-laughed, the tension fading into pure domestic joy.

Kaia finally looked back at me. Her eyes still shimmered, but she wore the smile like armor.

"You're not making this easy, Tater."

"What fun would that be?"

She banged my leg under the table, then switched the topic with a sharp pivot back to stories from Blackwood. More wine, more laughter, and the unmistakable glow of a family that refused to judge its own.

When dessert hit, Claire passed around a plate of cookies that disappeared in about forty seconds. Kaia fished out the last one and broke it in half, handing me the bigger piece.

I grinned. "You always share the trophy?"

Kaia leaned in, voice low. "Only if I want someone to take it home."

After dinner, we lingered in the living room. The air was heavy with wine and wood smoke. Kaia sprawled beside me on the couch, legs thrown over mine, like she'd always belonged right there. Lily got in one last shot, muttering that Kaia had gone "full domestic," which triggered another round of affectionate hell from the entire family.

Claire caught us sneaking off after nine. She just smiled, warm and knowing, and told me to make sure Kaia didn't raid the wine cellar.

As we headed for the stairs, Kaia paused, eyes still shining from earlier.

She waited until we were clear of the kitchen, then sagged into my side.

"You said future like you meant it," she whispered, fierce and soft at the same time.

I cupped her face, thumb tracing the flush on her cheek. "I do. Every word."

She let me hold her, just for a beat.

Then she straightened, bossy even as she pretended not to care.

"Hot tub first. Then my room. I am not giving the mountain air that much credit."

She didn't wait for a reply. Just grabbed my hand and towed me down the hall, away from the family noise, toward the hush of snowy windows and the promise of something hotter than anything Vermont had ever seen.

I followed, more than willing to let Kaia set the terms.

Upstairs, the past and future waited.

Tonight, they both belonged to her.

***

Vermont at night is better than any ski ad.

You want to know why? The second Kaia hit the deck in her bikini, she owned the entire fucking mountain.

She didn't flinch at the cold. She just shrugged out of her sweater in the mudroom, left it for dead on the nearest hook, and strutted barefoot onto the snowy back deck as if frostbite was a rumor spread by losers. Her suit was black, tiny, barely covering her high breasts or the perfect slash of her waist. The bottoms hugged her ass so tight they probably needed a permit. Her hair was up, but already wet at the edges from melted snow.

She didn't wait for me.

She popped the cover off the hot tub, punched the button for jets, and let the steam billow around her like she was the queen of winter.

I followed, trying not to slip on wet deck boards. The snow fell in lazy spirals, dotting my bare shoulders, then vanishing in the rush of steam from the tub. Kaia grabbed two glasses, filled them with cold champagne, then handed me one with a look that said I'd better make it count.

"To surviving dinner," she said, raising her glass.

"To making you blush at dinner," I shot back.

She grinned, wolfish. "Not possible, Tater. But good luck."

We clinked. She sipped, lips shiny and cold, mouth open just enough that I could see the bubble trail of champagne on her tongue.

Kaia waded deeper, water lapping at her thighs, and then perched on the edge like she was built from nothing but appetite and muscle. Her skin glowed in the blue light from the tub, drops of water catching every curve. She watched me strip down with the kind of lazy interest that could have been science or sex or both.

I tossed my trunks at the steps, shivered at the slap of cold air on my chest, then slid in after her.

The heat was instant. I let out a groan, shoving my hands through my hair, and for a second, I forgot my name.

Kaia clocked it. "Is that your 'I'm so happy to be here' face?"

"It's my 'I can't believe you look like this and expect me to act normal' face."

She laughed, loud, then leaned back against the tub wall, legs stretched out to bracket mine. Her tits bobbed just above the waterline, wet and high, nipples tight from the cold. The sight alone should have been illegal.

She ran one toe up my thigh, grinning. "You earned this, you know."

"Earned what?"

"Hot tub. Champagne. Not being murdered by my family."

I made a show of swirling my glass. "Honestly, I think Lily was the real threat."

Kaia snorted. "She will get over it. Or she will tattoo your name on her notebook and write poetry until she dies of embarrassment."

"I like her. She's honest."

Kaia shot me a look, but her cheeks were pink for real now. "You like being watched."

I shrugged. "I like being wanted."

She chewed that for a second, watching the snow fall. "You said future at the table. Like you meant it."

I scooted closer, water sloshing between us. "I do mean it."

She stared at me, the banter draining out for a beat, replaced by something raw.

"I did not think that would hit me like that," she admitted, voice almost a whisper.

I set my glass down on the tub edge, reached for her hand under the water, and brought it to my thigh.

She let me.

Steam curled around us, drowning out everything but the thump of my heart and the sound of her breathing. The jets roared, lighting up the space with soft blue. Outside, the snow kept falling, dotting the tops of the pines and melting on the deck.

Kaia finished her champagne in one go, then pressed the glass to my lips. "Try it like this."

She kissed me as I drank, her tongue flicking into my mouth, the flavor of bubbles and pure Kaia overwhelming. I licked it off her lips, loving the way she moaned when my hands slid around her waist, under the water, gripping her just above the curve of her ass.

Kaia climbed onto my lap, not even pretending to be modest. She straddled me, bikini bottoms barely in place, tits right in my face, and every inch of her instantly soaked and hot to the touch.

She ground down, pussy pressing hard against my cock, using the friction to make both of us shudder.

"God, you're gorgeous," I muttered, tasting the snowflakes in her hair.

"Keep going."

I dipped my head, bit her shoulder, then ran my tongue down to the top of her breast. She tilted her head back, laughing at the cold, then at the heat when I stuffed her nipple in my mouth and sucked hard.

Kaia squirmed, hands in my hair, nails scratching down my back even as she arched to offer more. Her thigh muscles tensed, skin slick with water, clinging to me like she wanted to imprint the moment.

She kissed me again, slow and greedy, hips rolling.

I got my hands under her bikini, fingers tracing the shape of her ass, thumbs digging in to pull her closer. The feel of her, skin, sweat, hot water, champagne, cold snow melting in the crease of her neck, scrambled my brain.

Kaia whispered, "You want it right here, don't you?"

"Obsessed," I said, pinning her hips.

She pushed her tits into my face, teasing me, gasping whenever my tongue circled her nipple.

Her voice dropped, dangerous. "Not in the tub. Not for this."

I grinned, nipped her jaw, and let my hands run over her thighs, up and down, never stopping.

She moaned, quieter this time. "Love me here. Love me everywhere. But if you want in, it happens in my room."

The way she said it, soft but bossy, hungry but honest, almost broke me.

We settled into a rhythm: kissing, grinding, her mouth on my neck, my hands on her ass, underwater, over and over. The longer we stayed, the more honest the noises got. Kaia's lips hovered on my ear, whispering all the ways she wanted to be fucked, all the ways she'd let me take her if I earned it.

She made me promise, more than once, to remember what her body felt like here, wrapped in steam and cold and nothing but desire.

I promised.

She rode my thigh, clit pressed into my skin, hips rolling harder each time I flexed. When she came, it was quiet, but wild, a shudder that ran from her chest to her toes, a flush that left her dizzy, laughing, almost too happy for words.

I held her, loving every second.

She slid off my lap, breathless and shining, then tackled me for one last kiss before she grabbed a towel and hustled for the door. She didn't even look back, just called over her shoulder, "If you want more, get upstairs before I lock you out."

I followed her, towel around my waist, cock still rock-hard, desperate for the real homecoming.

Inside, the hallway was dark, house asleep, everyone else miles away.

Kaia led the way up the stairs, snow still melting in her hair.

Whatever she had planned, I was all in.

***

Kaia's bedroom was a time warp wrapped in cashmere.

She shoved the door open, flipped the lock, and threw herself across the pale-blue comforter without a second look. The room was insane, floor to ceiling trophies, ribbons, framed shots of Kaia in full cheer uniform, sashes for homecoming and prom queen tacked above the headboard like battle flags. A shelf above her desk was packed with medals and little figurines, ski trophies, even a "Best Smile" plaque that made me snort.

She rolled onto her side, propped her chin on her hand, and gave me a look that dared me to say something.

"Welcome to the gallery of judgmental photos," she said, voice sharp but shaking at the edges. "If you look too long, I'll start charging you rent."

I let my towel drop, tossed my trunks in a heap, and crossed the room slow, taking in every inch of her. She was still damp from the tub, bikini clinging to her curves, skin flushed and hair wild from the snow.

"You were a monster even back then," I said, finger tracing a row of medals.

"Still am. But don't let that scare you off."

I paused at her desk chair, spun it so I could sit and face her. Her eyes glittered in the dim light, all calculation and challenge, but the way her hands trembled when she went to undo her bikini made me want to pin her down and never let her go.

She arched a brow. "You planning to stare all night or do something about it?"

I grinned, slow. "You are the most beautiful thing in this room."

She snorted, but her cheeks went red. "You say that in front of a homecoming crown? Scandal."

I got up, crawled onto the bed, and hovered above her, arms braced on either side of her head. She didn't move, just let her legs drift open, inviting.

I kissed her.

Not a polite hello. Not a rush.

I kissed her so slow she shivered.

At first, she played boss: grabbing the back of my neck, grinding her hips up, daring me to get cocky. But the more I touched her, the more the room changed. Her trophies weren't just props. They were proof of every version she'd ever been, bossy, brave, a little scared, desperate to be chosen.

I ran my hand down her side, over the damp bikini, thumb tracing the soft skin under her ribcage.

She gasped, pulling me closer. "You know they're going to make a movie out of your life if you keep this up."

"Only if I get to cast you as yourself," I whispered.

She nipped my jaw, but her hands gripped my arms like she was starving.

I kissed down her neck, mouth sucking at the spot just above her collarbone while my fingers teased the tie at her bikini top.

She didn't play coy. She just leaned back, let her tits spill free, and gave me the full view.

God, she was magnificent.

High, full, perfect breasts, nipples flushed and tight from the cold. I grabbed both, squeezing, rolling the peaks between my fingers until she moaned deep in her throat.

Kaia brought her knee up, foot sliding the length of my thigh, and used her leverage to draw me closer. My cock was already hard, leaking at the tip, desperate to be inside her, but I wanted to savor every damn second.

She watched me, waiting to see if I'd blink.

I dropped my mouth to her breast, licking and sucking, loving how she arched when my teeth grazed her nipple.

She tried to talk shit, but it turned into a gasp. "God, you, don't stop. Fuck."

I switched to the other side, tongue flicking, teeth pressing, both hands kneading her tits like I was starving.

Her hands went to my head, shoving my face in deeper.

"You love this," I said, voice a groan.

She nodded, lips parted. "Yeah. More."

I slid down, kissing every inch, loving the way her body trembled when my tongue traced the lines of her abs.

I stopped at the edge of her bikini bottoms, kissed the spot just above the waistband.

She made a noise. A real, helpless noise.

I hooked my thumbs in the fabric, pulled it slow, dragged the wet suit down her hips, over her thighs, off her calves. She watched me do it, no shame, just the kind of wild pride that made me want to worship her forever.

I spread her thighs and dove in.

She was already wet. Already primed. I licked a line up her pussy, slow, savoring the taste, then circled her clit with my tongue until she shuddered.

Kaia tried to give orders, but it fell apart. "God, fuck, right there. Don't stop."

I sucked her clit, then flicked it, then pushed my tongue inside her, using my hands to keep her legs wide.

The bed shook from the power of her body. Her thighs clenched my head, then loosened, every second a new hit of adrenaline.

Above us, the photos watched, Kaia as a goddess, Kaia as a champion, Kaia as a woman who'd finally let someone see her off the podium.

I ate her like it was the only job I'd ever wanted.

Kaia grew louder, hips rolling, hands grabbing at the bedding until she nearly ripped it.

When she came, it was like the air cracked, her whole body shaking, voice ragged, pussy clenching around my tongue.

She didn't collapse. She just pulled me up, kissed me with the taste of her on my lips.

Her thighs locked my hips in place. "Now you."

She yanked at my cock, squeezing it, then guided it to her cleavage, sandwiching me between her soft, perfect tits.

She pressed them tight, moved up and down, making every fantasy I'd ever had about her come true in five seconds.

She kept eye contact, never letting me forget who was in charge, even while she let me fuck her tits.

When she'd had enough, she shoved me onto my back and straddled my face, balancing with one hand on the headboard.

The view was obscene. Wet pussy in my face, tits bouncing, gold hair everywhere.

She rocked against my mouth, using me, riding it out, moaning louder each time my tongue found her clit.

I grabbed her ass, wide and strong, and held her there, eating her until she was shaking again.

Kaia came a second time, slower, more dangerous, hips grinding down on my tongue hard enough to make me dizzy.

She slumped forward, tits mashed to my chest, sweat mixing with the mountain air leaking in from the window.

She kissed me, deep and dirty, then lined up over my cock, ready to take me for everything I had.

But she paused, forehead pressed to mine, voice shaking.

"This is where I was before I learned how to win every room."

I looked at her, nothing but truth. "I love you here. I love you everywhere."

Kaia's walls broke, just for a breath. "I love you too," she said. "More than I know how to say."

She kissed me, soft and slow, then shifted her hips, guiding me home.

The next round would leave a mark.

And I was ready to make it count.

***

Kaia didn't bother with a warning shot.

She pumped her fist on my cock, lined me up, and then dropped her pussy onto me in a move so slick and savage it nearly knocked the air out of my lungs.

She sank down, inch by inch, the heat of her wrapping my cock so perfectly, it felt like a childhood fever dream.

She groaned, loud, louder than I'd ever heard her, then set her hands on my chest and started to roll her hips, grinding, not bouncing, using her thighs and ass to milk every drop of sensation.

The window glowed in the dark, snow falling outside like a movie set.

Kaia's hair tumbled down her back in wet waves, and her tits bounced with every grind, nipples hard, chest flushed pink.

She was a fucking goddess, no, a queen, riding her throne, prom crown on the wall and every old photo watching.

She didn't hide it. Didn't fake it.

She wanted me to see.

She rode me slow at first, fucking herself on my cock with lazy, greedy circles, her pussy clutching me so hard I thought I'd lose it right out of the gate.

She squeezed her tits together, then let them bounce, knowing exactly what it would do to my brain.

I hooked my thumbs under them, dragged her nipples to my mouth, and sucked until she shivered.

Kaia moaned, low and honest, the kind of noise that came from pure want.

"God, you stretch me so fucking good," she gasped, head thrown back. "You like seeing me like this?"

"Best thing I've ever seen," I choked out. "You, here. On me. Nothing else matters."

She bucked, hard. Milked me for every inch.

I grabbed her ass, squeezed until she yelped, then used both hands to guide her rhythm.

Her confidence was nuclear: she set the tempo, she rode until her thighs shook, she grinned when my eyes rolled back in my head.

But I saw where it cracked, too.

Sometimes she clung to my shoulders, holding on a little too tight.

Sometimes her laugh turned into a hitch of breath, a sob, a sound she'd never let anyone else hear.

I worshipped her body, not just her heat.

I traced the planes of her stomach, kissed every patch of skin, fucked up into her so hard she nearly snapped in two.

She rode it. Greedy as hell.

Her bed creaked under us, the bedding soft and expensive, and above our heads, the evidence of her old life watched like it was rooting for the home team.

She lost her rhythm for a second. Slowed. Searched my face.

"You mean it," she whispered, voice breaking.

I pulled her down, cradled her, brought our foreheads together.

"I love you," I said. "Want you now. Want you always. That will never change, Kai."

She shivered, once, like her whole system reset.

And then she went off.

She ground her clit into my pubic bone and rode me, wild, laughing and crying at the same time, and when she came, it was a fucking avalanche.

She screamed, tried to muffle it in my shoulder, but couldn't hide the quake in her body, the way her pussy clamped and rippled, the way her hands found mine and held on like I was the last solid thing in the world.

The release hit her so hard, she nearly threw me off the bed.

Kaia collapsed forward, tits mashed to my chest, hair in my mouth, every inch of her trembling.

She started to laugh, weak, then cried, then kissed me so deep I saw stars.

We stayed like that, bodies locked together, barely moving, just her pussy milking me, my cock pulsing and alive inside her.

She pulled back, looked at me, eyes glassy as hell. "You still with me, Tater?"

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

She grinned, wiped her nose, then snuck her hand between her legs and started to stroke my cock while it was still buried in her.

"Not done until you come, babe. Need it. Want to feel it in me. Promise."

I let her have it.

I pinned her, flipped her to her back, lined up, and fucked her slow and deep.

Every pass was a promise.

The trophies watched. The window glowed. Outside, the snow fell.

Inside, Kaia's body took every inch, every push, every snap of my hips.

She hooked her legs around my waist, heels digging into my back, nails scratched my arms, and her moans went from wild to desperate.

"Fill me. I want it. Prove it, Tate."

"Anything for you," I groaned.

I hammered her, hard enough to leave a mark, but never letting go of her hands, never breaking eye contact.

Kaia's eyes locked on mine, all the bravado stripped away, just raw fucking love and want.

She came again, quieter this time. Just a shudder, a gasp, and a pussy that fluttered around my cock like she was trying to keep me forever.

That wrecked me. “Fuck, baby. I’m gonna come.”

I drove in deep and let go.

I came inside her, hot and thick, dumping every drop I had into her.

She felt it.

She loved it.

She pulled me even deeper, hips grinding, milking my cock for everything I could give.

We clung, kissed, fucked through the aftershocks, not caring about anything but the proof between her legs and the heat on her skin.

She kept me inside for as long as she could.

Finally, I rolled off, pulling her on top of me, letting her collapse into a heap of limbs and sweat and shaky relief.

The room was a mess: bedding twisted, bodies leaking, the air heavy with sex and snow and the future we'd just written on her childhood bed.

Kaia started to giggle, at first just a tremble, then full-on laughter.

"Hope you didn't think mountain girls went easy on you."

I kissed the side of her face, grinned back. "You could break the world and I'd still chase you."

She laced her fingers with mine, throat still raw from coming so hard, and buried her face in my neck.

"I fucking love you," she whispered.

I squeezed her hand, gave her everything. "Love you. Always."

We lay there, hearts slowing, sweat cooling, her thigh thrown over my hip, my cum dripping from her pussy and painting her inner legs.

She looked at the chaos, the old trophies, and then at me.

"I needed this," she said. "More than I thought."

I kissed her, gentle this time. "I want all of it, Kaia. The wins, the mess, the real you."

She pulled me up, still naked, and yanked me toward the bathroom.

"Shower," she demanded. "You're not getting my sheets that dirty."

I followed, unsteady, so full of her I could barely stand.

She led the way, and for once, I wanted the quiet after as much as the heat.

***

Kaia's private bathroom was all spa tile and mountain air.

She yanked me inside like she was late for a meeting, then twisted the dial until the water was straight-up volcano.

Steam hit instantly, fogging up the glass, and Kaia shoved me into the shower ahead of her. She followed, skin flushed, hair wild, tits bouncing with every exaggerated sigh.

She grinned. "You look destroyed, Tater. Did I break the main event?"

"Not even close," I said, steadying her against the slick tile.

She pushed me up to the wall and went to work. Her hands, so strong in competition, traced every line of my body, shoulders, chest, abs, even my ass, using soap like she was mapping a path.

She didn't rush. She ran her fingers through my hair, massaging the scalp, then tipped my head back and let the hot water rinse us both.

I slid my hands over her back, down to her waist, and started washing her in return. Slow, almost reverent. I wanted to see every inch, memorize the way her skin felt under my palms when she wasn't trying to win.

She let me.

She turned, showing off her back and her perfect ass, then braced her arms on the wall, groaned as I ran the loofah down her spine.

"You're spoiling me," she said, voice lower. "If you keep this up, I'll never cook dinner again."

"I could get used to that."

She laughed, then spun to face me, gold hair stuck to her cheeks, eyes shining.

I washed her breasts, gentle, loving the weight and feel in my hands. She arched against me, moaned once, then melted under the touch.

"You going to survive my family?" she asked, quieter now.

"I'd let them roast me every day if it got me this."

She grinned, then leaned in, resting her head on my chest, just letting the water run over us both.

We lingered, neither in a rush.

I kept washing her: arms, stomach, thighs, everywhere. Sometimes I soaped her up just to rinse her again, loving how soft she got when the world faded out.

She did the same, hands rough at first, then softer, tracing circles on my back or just holding me.

It was private. It was perfect.

And for once, there was no competition, just two people so tangled up in each other, the rest of the world could drop dead.

Eventually, she grabbed a towel, wrapped me in it, and kissed my chin.

"You clean up nice."

"You're unreal," I told her.

She went a little pink, but didn't say a word.

We dried off, dripped our way back to her room, and slid into the bed without bothering to dress.

Her hair was wet, skin warm, sheets cool from the mountain air leaking in.

She curled up on my chest, leg thrown over my hip, hand on my heart.

Outside, the snow kept falling, silent, endless, silver light washing the window.

Inside, it was just Kaia: unguarded, raw, breathing slow against my skin.

Her old trophies glinted in the shadows, but she didn't look at them. She kept her eyes on me.

"This is the only place I ever felt safe," she whispered. "You get that, right?"

"I do now."

She shivered, maybe from the cold, maybe from happiness.

I held her closer, ran my hand through her hair, and just let it all land.

We didn't talk after that. There was no need.

She drifted off first, body soft, face peaceful, all the bravado stripped away.

I lay there, watching the snow, the light, the history on her walls.

I realized loving Kaia like this was bigger than any win, any secret, any wild campus story.

This was family. This was home.

I closed my eyes, still wrapped around her, and let the future settle in.

Whatever tomorrow brought, I wouldn't trade this for anything.

Not even the chance to win every room.

We slept naked, tangled, and perfect.

The history on the walls could keep its crowns.

Tonight, the real victory was Kaia in my arms, trusting me with every secret she had.

And I'd never let her go.


Briar Lets Go


Iswear you could feel the energy inside Blackwood House before you even opened your damn eyes.

Some mornings were all pancakes and warm bodies, Kaia’s hair everywhere and Hallie’s giggle echoing down the stairs. But tonight, the air crackled with the static of a different animal. The clocks hadn’t even hit six and already the second floor was a runway of heels, perfume, and the hush of women prepping for battle.

The reception was technically optional, which meant it wasn’t optional at all.

Blackwood’s alumni board was hosting a donor preview for the new Peyton partnership, all art-gallery lighting and champagne confidence, and Maren Vale, Sienna’s mother, had made sure Sienna’s name appeared on the student research recognition list before Sienna could politely vanish from the building. Briar had been looped in by the advancement office because nobody handled donors, student leaders, and ugly questions with more lethal grace.

So, yes. We were going.

Not because the study demanded it. Not because Phase Three had pointed us there.

Because Sienna’s mother had opened a door in public, Briar knew exactly what kind of room waited on the other side, and neither of them was about to let Blackwood decide what their absence meant.

Briar Callahan didn’t walk. She glided down the stairs in a tilt of precision so sharp it silenced even the kitchen. Shoes snapped against old wood. She wore a black dress, high at the throat, with sleeves sharp enough to cut, hips sculpted, and a skirt hemmed above the knee just to show she could. Her hair was glassy and tight in an updo, not a single strand out of place. Her perfume hit the room a full second before she did. Expensive, electric. Whoever bottled it had probably gotten a Nobel.

She raked the common room with her gaze, clocked every out-of-place mug and stray binder, and then found me at the table with Sienna.

“Smile like you belong here, Sterling,” Briar said, stacking three syllables of challenge into my name. “The trick is convincing everyone else they arrived late.”

I hid my grin. “I am with you. I belong where you brought me.”

Her lips twitched, just a whisper of approval.

Sienna fussed with her cardigan like it had done something to insult her. Under the sweater and her shy, careful posture, she wore a navy dress with a sweetheart neckline, demure but not dowdy, and black flats that looked straight out of the faculty lounge. She hadn’t bothered with much makeup, but her eyes were sharp as ever. You’d think she was prepping for trial, not a donor cocktail hour.

Across the living room, Hallie caught my stare and mimed applause. Kaia perched on the arm of the couch, phone in hand, legs crossed like a Vogue cover, and gave Briar a slow once-over. “You look like you ate a Fortune 500 company for breakfast,” Kaia called.

Briar didn’t even turn her head. “And it tasted like marketing. Row attendance at seven. No denim, no house hoodies, no campus logos. Thank you.”

Kaia made a clicking sound with her tongue, but she got the message. Hallie winked and vanished into the hallway; Rowan and Elara were probably already plotting a campus entrance nobody could miss.

I set my coffee aside and tried to gauge the temperature: Briar’s stride meant war, but her control was always quieter than people expected. She wasn’t cold because she was empty. She was cold because if she let herself feel anything in public, the room might catch fire.

She flicked her gaze at Sienna, then at me, then back to Sienna, who was now in full self-wringing mode, fingers twisting a button on her sleeve.

“Relax,” Briar said, voice low enough to pass for intimate. “The gallery crowd loves a nervous intellectual. Your mother will be pleased.”

Sienna let out a noise halfway between a laugh and a groan. “My mother does not do casual appearances.”

Briar stepped closer, inspecting Sienna critically. Her hands were quick and impersonal as she adjusted Sienna’s sleeve, straightened the cardigan’s collar, then held her shoulders for a second. No hug, nothing sentimental, but the gesture was pure armor.

“There,” Briar pronounced. “Not a hair out of place. You’ll make your mother proud. And if you don’t, I will.”

Sienna’s cheeks went a little pink. “You’re not being funny,” she muttered.

“That is correct.”

For a second, Sienna’s breathing eased.

Briar’s attention shifted to me. She took in my charcoal blazer like she was running a forensic scan, then nodded once. “Acceptable. Buttons, not zippers. Thank you for not making me defend your fashion in public.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I smoothed the lapels, just to show I was listening.

She finally let herself take a deep breath.

“Listen up,” Briar said, pulling us both close enough that nobody in the kitchen could eavesdrop. “Tonight, you will be introduced to: one, donors who care only about the bottom line; two, university board members who would sell their own mothers for a photo op; and three, faculty who haven’t updated their worldview since the Carter administration.”

She didn’t smile, but the corners of her eyes crinkled. It was almost…affectionate.

“If anyone asks about the house or the study, you are family, not an experiment. No shop talk, no protocol. You say only what you want the next five years of Blackwood history to remember.”

Sienna nodded, the tips of her ears turning scarlet.

Briar rattled off a few key donors and which wine to avoid. I caught the names, but what stuck out was how the tension never left her body. She was vibrating, but it was locked under the skin, invisible unless you knew where to look.

I wondered if anyone ever saw her like this: tuned to break, but performing perfect anyway.

“If Sienna’s mother attempts to categorize you, smile and redirect. If anyone tries to frame the group as spectacle, I will manage them personally. Questions?”

Sienna looked at me, then at Briar, then back down at her nails. “I suppose you have a chart for this?”

“Would you like me to make you one?” Briar deadpanned.

Sienna’s half-smile was almost grateful.

I cut in, “You have a plan for donor names?”

“Several. Color coded.” That time, Briar let the smirk show, for a whole half-second. “Just be sincere and let me run interference.”

She checked her reflection in the hallway mirror, then reached for a pair of thin gloves and a tiny black clutch that looked like it cost more than most cars. Even her shoes were a flex: four-inch heels, but she moved like they were sneakers.

I could see her heart rate in the way she paused to check the time. “We leave in three minutes. No coffee breath. No lecture notes. Sienna, you look flawless. Tate, try not to lose composure before dessert.”

“Noted,” I said.

The air around her shimmered with scent. Clean, expensive, a little soap, a lot of “do not fuck with me.” The only thing out of place was the way Briar kept checking on Sienna, like guarding her had become habit.

Sienna fumbled with the clasp of her cardigan again, then gave up and just let Briar fix it.

I leaned over and whispered, “You okay?”

She nodded, but the nerves leaked out anyway. “If my mother says something weird, just ignore it.”

Briar’s eyes flickered, registering every word.

“She is legendary in weird,” Briar assured. “But she is proud of you. I will make sure nothing registers as failure.”

Sienna nodded. Briar patted her arm like a second skin, then gave me the nod to follow.

I hesitated, just long enough to clock the whole picture:

Briar, poised for war, still gentle in the way she handled Sienna’s nerves.

Sienna, already trying to shrink her entire existence into a single, correct answer.

And me, about to walk into a room where every smile was a chess move and Briar was the only one keeping score.

No matter how many times I saw her in public, Briar could flip from family to flawless in a single beat.

Watching her herd Sienna out the door, I realized this wasn’t about control for its own sake. It was about protecting something precious and private by making the rest of campus too dazzled to see through the shield.

Blackwood House faded behind us, lights warm at the windows, Hallie’s voice echoing in the kitchen, Kaia’s laughter floating up from the stairs.

But out here, this was Briar’s world.

Art gallery. Glass and gold. Jazz and envy and all the loaded glances you could drink.

Every smile meant three things.

And only Briar knew all of them.

She led the way. I followed, knowing I was about to learn a whole new language.

And maybe, just maybe, I’d get to see what happened when the armor cracked.

***

The university art gallery looked like money had married memory and never let go.

The lobby was all marble and soft light, serious oil portraits glaring down from every wall. The crowd was a masterclass in status: men in tailored suits, women in sheath dresses and pearls, students on best behavior, faculty lurking in little clots near the bar. Donor badges glittered on lapels, and the air buzzed with the low hum of jazz, the pop of champagne corks, and the clink of too-thin glassware.

Briar checked us in with a wordless flash of her smile. She snagged a program from the entry table, then steered Sienna and me into the main gallery. Her hand on Sienna’s arm looked casual, but every move was pure strategy.

Sienna moved like she was headed for a medical exam. You could see the nerves in the way her mouth pinched and her fingers obsessively checked the buttons on her sleeve. She glanced around, scanning every conversation and every exit. If Maren Vale had already arrived, she was biding her time before impact.

Briar clocked the vibe instantly and adjusted. She angled us toward a quiet corner, out of the main donor crosshairs. Above us, a gigantic portrait of some Blackwood founder scowled like he disapproved of happiness.

First ten seconds in, we got swarmed.

“Miss Callahan! Blackwood’s running on your wizardry, as usual.” The voice belonged to a donor type in a navy suit, teeth professionally blinding, cocktail napkin balanced just so.

Briar didn’t blink. “You’re too kind. I see the new wing is ahead of schedule. That’s your touch, isn’t it?”

A little flattery and he melted. “Wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t made the numbers look elegant for the board. Who do we have here?”

She opened her hand to present me. “Tate Sterling, current student and editor of the Blackwood House success story. Up for any challenge.”

The guy shook my hand like he was checking for a pulse, then eyed Sienna with vague academic interest.

Briar redirected. “And Sienna Vale, the future of Blackwood’s psychology department.”

If Sienna wanted to sink through the floor, she hid it. She nodded, even managed a soft “Pleased to meet you.” The donor cackled about “rising stars” and faded into the crowd.

Briar exhaled, quietly amused. She took a flute from a passing tray and handed it to Sienna, then one for herself, then me.

“You see?” she murmured. “Not so terrifying.”

Just then, a student leader from campus, blonde and impossibly eager, floated up. “Briar! I heard you were bringing the Blackwood legend tonight. Should we take bets on drama, or will it be dignified?”

Briar’s smile was pure silk. “I’d recommend dignified, but I know you always choose chaos.”

The girl burst out laughing, then whispered, “I’m dying to know. How do you keep that house in one piece?”

Briar sipped her drink, eyes glinting. “Good friends. Better wine. And sometimes, you have to let the mess be part of the charm.”

Nobody was more efficient at getting people to move along without making it feel like a brush-off. Briar pivoted us to a glass display case, where another donor hovered, and said, “Have you seen the new collection?”

We made it ten steps in before the next volley: faculty in glasses, holding drinks like props. More introductions, more commentary about “the phenomenon,” and never one word that didn’t make Briar sound like the queen of social function.

She kept the focus on us without ever making herself the story. Every time a question got close to the family, she ran a silent pick and sent it somewhere harmless. It was an art form.

Under the lights, Briar looked even more untouchable: dress unmussed, jaw perfect, earrings set just right, hair anchored by pins and tiny gold combs. She didn’t just wear confidence; she deployed it like a weapon.

Sienna shrank a little with each new conversation, but Briar’s hand never left her arm. Not tight, just present. Any time Sienna’s breathing changed, Briar adjusted, talking her through it with invisible cues. She’d lean in to murmur reassurance, then switch to social offense so fast the donor wouldn’t even notice.

We drifted through the gallery. Champagne bubbles, the clean lemon scent of polish, and the shift of Briar’s perfume as the room warmed up. I felt underdressed, but Briar wore me like an accessory that made the whole picture sharper.

Sienna trailed just behind, quiet, not trusting her voice. She scanned the crowd, eyes locking on every impeccably-dressed blonde over fifty.

That’s when Maren Vale appeared.

The gallery didn’t announce her entrance. She just phased into existence: tall, refined, with precise dark hair swept back in a bun, subtle jewelry, and a suit that looked like it had been cut to her body by a mathematician. Her shoes were more expensive than some of the art. Her eyes, cold blue, clocked Sienna in three seconds flat.

Sienna braced, but Briar’s grip on her elbow barely tightened. I saw it: not a handler holding a variable, but a shield between woman and world.

Maren moved straight for us, cutting through the donors without a word.

“Sienna, darling.” Her voice was warm, maybe too warm. She reached out, cupped Sienna’s shoulder, and laid a kiss on her cheek. “You look extraordinary. I have been hearing marvelous things. Your new theory is the talk of the department.”

Sienna tried to answer, but her throat locked up. “Thank you, Mom.”

“You remember Briar Callahan, of course.” Maren transferred her gaze, and for a second, mother and strategist mirrored each other, neither blinking.

“A pleasure, as always,” Briar said, ice-smooth.

“And you must be Tate Sterling.” Maren appraised me as if I were an abstract painting in need of a clever title. “I am so pleased Sienna found someone who understands her value. I admit, this is a fascinating social experiment. What you and this ‘family’ have achieved is already becoming a new literature in my field.”

She said “family” like it was a living exhibit.

I didn’t flinch. “It isn’t an experiment for us. Just home.”

Sienna’s fingers went rigid on her glass.

Maren grinned, delighted. “Proof of concept, then. You have made something durable in a space that was never designed for permanence. That is remarkable.”

She glanced around the room, then at Sienna, then back at me. “Whatever this family is becoming, it is a phenomenon. You should be proud, Sienna. You are at the center of something historic.”

Briar’s hand moved to Sienna’s lower arm, subtle, steady, but present.

“Thank you, Dr. Vale,” Briar said, voice warm with just enough edge. “You have always taught us to prize innovation over habit.”

Maren almost purred her approval. “And you, Briar, are the marvel who makes complicated things presentable. I hope you are being properly recognized here tonight.”

There it was: the public pride that sounded like applause and felt like a taxonomy exam.

Sienna breathed shallow, lips tight, her mouth not moving except to parrot an automatic response. “Thank you.”

Maren didn’t even notice. She turned back to the room, scanning for her next target.

“Isn’t it thrilling, Sienna? To see your ideas brought to life, and for the world to recognize their value?”

Sienna winced at the word “value,” but she nodded, eyes glazed, trapped between pride and exposure.

Briar leaned in, whispering just for her. “You can step out if you need. I will handle the rest.”

Sienna shook her head, jaw locked. “I’m fine.”

But she wasn’t. She was catalogued, an exhibit, all the warmth of her mother’s admiration filtered through glass.

Briar clocked it. Her response was micro: a softer touch, an extra second of eye contact, a shift so subtle only someone obsessed would spot it.

Maren spun off to greet a faculty dean two displays over.

Sienna stood, anchored, but her spine had gone ramrod straight.

I looked at Briar. Her face never changed, but in her eyes, I saw the slow burn of a woman who hated watching someone she loved get dissected.

The crowd pulsed. On the surface, everyone smiled. Champagne fizzed. Jazz played on.

But inside the circle of three, the subtext was enough to make you want to punch a wall.

Briar didn’t flinch. She adjusted, protected, made sure the rest of the night would not turn Sienna into a case study.

I watched her, and I realized every word, every glance, every tilt of her head had been placed with intent.

This wasn’t just Briar in command.

This was Briar making sure nobody turned her family into evidence.

And fuck, if it didn’t make me feel a whole new kind of loyalty.

***

The more the night hummed along, the more the gallery turned predatory.

At first, it was just background static: whispers, envy, people angling to get close to the “Blackwood House phenomenon” without admitting they’d spent months talking shit about it. The champagne made everyone bold, and the soft jazz oozed through the speakers like it wanted to eavesdrop.

Briar never let a hitch show. She smiled, parried, redirected, and kept Sienna in her orbit without letting anybody box us in as a sideshow.

But the hits started coming faster.

A group of faculty wives, oldest money in the room, hovered close to admire the “beautiful young ladies” and speculate about the wild new model they kept reading about in campus magazines. One of them, pearls tight enough to stop circulation, leaned in and said, “Miss Callahan always did know how to make complicated things presentable. You keep the others so steady, dear. Remarkable.”

Briar accepted the praise with a tiny tilt of her head. “I do my best to keep up,” she said. “But the credit truly belongs to the cohort.”

They nodded, but the message landed: she was the only adult in a roomful of wild children.

I tried to let it go, but it stuck under my skin.

Next round: a student council president, not even legal to drink, but already world-weary, sidled up with three friends and nudged my shoulder. “How do you survive it?” she stage-whispered, just loud enough for the crowd. “With all due respect, Briar is the reason the rest don’t spiral into chaos. She’s got the spine for all of you.”

Briar laughed, even let it sparkle. “Somebody has to approve change orders.”

They loved it. So efficient, so selfless.

But it landed wrong. I saw the flicker in her eyes, the way her hand tensed around the stem of her glass, knuckles white.

The next volley came from a gray-haired donor with a face like he’d invented the phrase “old school.” His voice was pure certainty: “You’re a lucky man, son. A woman like this? Sensible, polished, keeps things from going off the rails. Every new model needs a handler.”

Sienna shifted, eyes darting to Briar’s face. Maren, only four feet away, actually leaned in to listen.

Briar’s reply was ice on silk. “I suppose every group benefits from structure. I just try not to make myself the headline.”

They all laughed, three seconds too loud.

I wasn’t laughing.

I let the gap hang, just long enough to get everyone’s attention.

Then I said it, calm and clear:

“Briar isn’t presenting us. She’s with us. She’s my girlfriend. Not our handler.”

The words hit the floor like a dropped bottle.

Nobody moved.

For a heartbeat, you could feel the static, the hush, the ripple of the entire gallery recalibrating.

Briar’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t flinch. She held her glass with all ten fingers, calm on the surface, but the tremor ran clear as day down the stem.

Sienna’s eyes went wide. She looked at me, then at Briar, and for once, all the analysis burned out of her face. Her mouth parted, but she didn’t speak.

Across the table, Maren’s gaze sharpened. She wore her pride like a velvet coat. “That is a fascinating reframing, Tate. I applaud your candor.”

“Not candor,” I said, “just honesty.”

Briar inhaled, slow, settling the words somewhere nobody else could touch.

The old donor cleared his throat, already over it. “Well, if you ask me, the program is lucky to have her. Keeps everything in line.”

I didn’t let it slip away.

“What makes us work isn’t that Briar controls it. It’s that she’s part of it. I don’t love her for keeping the peace. I love her for being herself.”

That shut down the table for good.

Nobody said a damn thing for the next thirty seconds. Even the jazz sounded like it had gone shy.

After a moment, Briar offered a tiny smile. “That was very sincere of you. Reckless, but sincere.”

I didn’t move. “It’s true.”

The crowd felt it: whoever had come to see a circus had just watched the ringmaster walk off and join the show.

Behind the mask, Briar’s hand only shook once, but it was enough. I watched the tremor fade as she set down her glass. Her next sentence was flawless, but the armor didn’t go back up all the way.

Sienna clocked it, her own hands clenched so tight her knuckles matched the pearls on the donor’s neck.

Maren looked at her daughter, then at Briar, and smiled with the satisfaction of a woman who already wanted language for what she had just seen.

For a second, I wondered why it took so long for anyone to notice how much it cost Briar to keep everyone safe.

She had learned to make herself useful because it was the only way she ever got to belong.

Not anymore.

Not tonight.

And if I had to say it in every goddamn room in Blackwood, I would.

Briar steadying herself. Sienna finally breathing. Maren making a mental note. The donors, all out of scripts.

Sienna stood beside us, quiet and wide-eyed, but I couldn’t look away from Briar’s hand, the tremor, and the fact that even perfection had a price.

For once, she didn’t have to pay it alone.

***

We never even made it to the kitchen.

Briar steered me through the front hall of Blackwood House like she wanted to outrun the rest of the evening. The moment the front door latched, she flattened all sound with a single glare. If Kaia or Hallie had jokes waiting, they died quick and quiet.

She led me up the stairs, stilettos biting into carpet with each step, then paused at the end of the hall outside her suite. She held the doorknob for a heartbeat, breathing slow, before clicking it open and letting us inside.

Briar’s private room was not for tourists.

The lights were low, just a couple gold lamps buzzing over shelves of hardcovers. Her desk was almost disturbingly clean, pens in a ceramic cup, not a paper out of place. The windows looked out on campus, lights winking through the glass, but the only thing you could smell in here was her perfume: cool, crisp, a little like velvet and a lot like control. On the dresser, her jewelry box stood open, neat rows of pins and studs glinting in the semi-dark. A mirror caught every movement, reflecting us back: me, still in my blazer, and Briar, still fucking immaculate, straight out of the event.

She peeled her gloves off, one finger at a time, and set them perfectly on the dresser. She didn’t rush. It would have been a performance, except for the way she exhaled between each motion. It shook, barely, but I saw it.

For a second, she stared at the mirror. Then she caught my gaze in the reflection.

“You made a spectacle,” Briar said, voice dry as gin. “At least twenty people will be sending emails about it in the morning.”

I shrugged off my jacket, hung it on the back of her chair, and leveled. “No. I corrected one.”

She huffed a laugh, almost too soft to hear. “Do you understand the logistical complications you create for me?” She started unhooking the buttons on her sleeves, motion precise. “Every time you commit public sincerity, half the campus recalibrates. I used to enjoy plausible deniability.”

“You hated it.”

She glanced at me, the edge of her lipstick still flawless. “That is a bold statement.”

I stepped in close, set my hand on the dresser beside hers. “It’s true.”

Briar’s hands paused at her earring. She turned, so we were almost nose-to-nose, even with her heels making her taller than usual.

“I know how to be useful, Tate. I am very good at useful.”

“I don’t love you because you’re useful.”

The words did something to her breathing. It stuttered, just a blip, then caught again.

She went back to her earring, but the motion wasn’t steady anymore. “I do not know how to be easy. For anyone.”

“I didn’t fall in love with easy,” I said. “I fell in love with you.”

Briar snorted, tension leaking out sideways. “That is inconvenient.”

“It usually is.”

She finally managed to get the earring unclasped. She dropped it in a velvet dish, the sound tiny in the silence.

Then she looked at me, head cocked, eyes burning.

“I love you,” Briar said, careful as glass. “Do not mistake the lack of drama for lack of intent.”

I closed the gap. “Say it again when you’re not managing anything.”

She did. Voice low, unwavering: “I love you.”

I kissed her, hard enough that I didn’t have to think about what should come next.

She let me. She let her whole posture ease, just for a heartbeat.

When I broke the kiss, she was flushed, eyes glossy, mouth open for the words. “Then do not make me perform being fine,” Briar whispered.

I shook my head. “That’s not the point.”

The silence buzzed between us, charged and hungry and impossible to fake.

She hooked her thumb at her zipper. “You want to know what happens next?”

“Every second of it.”

Her laugh was rough this time, almost wild.

She arched her neck, exposing the line from her jaw to her collarbone, then turned toward the mirror. She watched me in the glass, every inch of her body straight as a blade, waiting to see if I’d meet her there.

I did.

She ran her hand up her throat, fingers lingering on the necklace I’d barely noticed before: silver, delicate, tight to her skin. Her nails trembled. She didn’t try to hide it.

“I want you to choose me,” Briar said. “Not as a solution. As a person. As a woman.”

I was behind her now, both hands framing her hips, my face close to her hair. “I already have.”

She shut her eyes, just for a second, then snapped them open, fighting like hell not to let the composure slip.

Her hand went to the back of her neck. “Unclasp it for me?”

I did, slow, thumbs brushing the fine hair at the nape. The necklace came free, falling cold into my hand. She made a noise, something stuck between a sigh and a moan.

I set it in the velvet dish, then ran my palms along her shoulders, over the fabric, admiring the strength in her spine and the way her pulse thudded under my fingertips. She didn’t move. She looked at us both in the mirror, daring me to keep going.

Her next words were soft, but they changed everything.

“Take it all off,” Briar said. “Let me see what it feels like when I am not in charge.”

She could’ve commanded it, but it didn’t sound like management.

It sounded like trust.

And it wrecked me in the best fucking way.

I nodded once, kissed the top of her ear, and let the current drag us both under.

***

Briar started by the mirror, both hands braced on the edge of the dresser like she had to anchor herself or risk floating out of the picture.

The gallery dress still clung to her, sleeves snug to her arms, fabric sculpted to every muscle, every curve. Her hair was up, a thousand pins holding it tight, and her skin still glowed with the chill of campus air and the shimmer of her own nerves. In the glass, her eyes were blown wide, cheeks flushed, lips parted. She was a woman risking every secret for the privilege of being wanted.

I stood behind her, watching us both in the mirror.

She didn’t bark orders, didn’t script it. She just said, “Take it apart. All of it.”

There was nothing strategic about the way her voice cracked on “all.”

I started at her left earring: a delicate stud, silver, tiny as a bead of ice. My fingers brushed the lobe, and she went still, not resisting, but feeling every second of it. The clasp clicked open with a sound like a secret shattering.

Off came the other earring, set in the velvet dish. I let my palm coast down her neck, feeling the pulse hammer under her skin.

Her bracelet was next, a slim silver cuff fitted so precisely it looked less like decoration than restraint. I eased it from her wrist, slow, thumb grazing the fine bones there. Her fingers flexed once, then opened.

“Next?” I murmured, just to hear her answer.

She didn’t miss a beat. “The hair. But carefully.”

I slid my hands up, fingertips tracing her scalp, the line of her hair. One pin, then another. As each ticked into the dish, her posture relaxed a degree. Strands loosened and cascaded down, dark gold spilling over muscle and bone. Her perfume changed with it, less distance, more heat, the scent of control dissolving as reality took over.

With every hairpin, her shoulders dropped. By the time I’d freed the last pin, her hair framed her face in wild, hungry, dark blonde, waves.

She met my gaze in the mirror. “You’re very thorough,” Briar said. “Is this the part where I thank you for precision?”

I didn’t answer. I kissed the side of her neck, breathing her in, watching her shudder when my lips caught the spot just under her ear.

Her breath hitched. “You shouldn’t hover,” she whispered.

“Would you prefer I kneel?”

She smirked, but her hands clenched the dresser harder. “Noted.”

I ran my palms down her arms, over the sleeves, feeling the tension under every layer. The dress closed in the back: an invisible zipper, gold pull tab, high and tight. I gave her the courtesy of watching as I eased it down, one slow inch at a time.

Each click of teeth sliding apart made her flinch, like every gap was a new exposure.

When the dress gave, I let it rest on her hips. Her back was bare, flawless, the curve of her waist begging for attention.

But first, the heels.

I knelt behind her, hands at her ankles, and let her lean on my shoulder for balance. Her calves were taut, heart thumping in the hollow behind her knee. I unbuckled the first shoe. Briar gasped, not from pain, but from the shock of losing armor. When I slipped the heel off, I kissed the arch of her foot, loving the way her body flexed, all muscle and uncertainty.

The second heel left her braced on the carpet, taller still, but somehow softer.

“Nobody ever undresses me,” Briar said, voice low. “I usually have that handled myself.”

I stood, pressed against her back, and let the dress fall.

The fabric pooled at her feet, a puddle of black silk. Underneath, she wore a matching black bra and panties, both so minimal they looked like they’d been painted on. Her ass was perfect: high, tight, made for grabbing. Her back arched, pushing her full breasts forward until the lace barely contained them, nipples hard behind the black. She made no effort to hide herself in the mirror.

I let my hands worship every inch. I stroked her spine, squeezed her waist, then gripped her hips, thumbs digging just hard enough to leave proof.

She was trembling, but proud.

“Say it,” she demanded. “Say you love me. Right now.”

I locked eyes with her in the glass. “I love you, Briar. Exactly like this.”

She nodded, sharp. “Then keep going. No speeches. Just do it.”

I spun her around to face me.

Her body was unreal: sleek lines, abs cut tight above the lace, tits big and sculpted, nipples already hard from the air. Her legs went on forever, thighs flexed, and her hair fell wild around her face. Her makeup had survived the gallery, but now there was a hint of smudge under her eyes, like she’d finally fought through the last layer.

I cupped her jaw, thumb circling her cheek. “What do you want?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I want your mouth on my breasts. Your hands between my legs. I want you to stop being careful if it’s for my sake. I do not require handling.”

I grinned, heart pounding. “Thank you for clarifying.”

She snorted. “Consider it a standing order.”

I bent and sucked her nipple through the lace, wet heat turning the black fabric transparent. Briar groaned, her hands looping behind my head, holding me to her. She arched, demanding more, and I answered by yanking down the bra, freeing her tits in a single move.

They were perfect: heavy in my palms, nipples flushed deep pink, every inch of them begging for teeth. I bit, but not hard, sucking until she moaned for real.

Her hips bucked forward, rubbing her center against my thigh.

She reached between us, grabbed my cock through my pants, and squeezed. “You’re overdressed.”

I didn’t bother with slow. Jacket gone, shirt unbuttoned, pants pooled at my ankles. My boxers barely survived her grip. She yanked them down, freeing my cock so it slapped against my stomach, already leaking.

Her eyes went wide, hungry. She stroked the length once, then let her palm glide all the way to the base, just to test the pressure.

I cupped her ass, lifting her up so we could kiss head-on. Her mouth was all precision: open, greedy, tongue tangling with mine, no patience for filler.

I backed her up until the backs of her knees hit her bed.

She braced on the edge, hair wild, tits perfect, thighs parted.

I knelt again, this time settling between her legs.

Her panties were soaked, black lace see-through and clinging to the folds of her pussy. I pressed my mouth to the heat and licked her through the fabric, slow, then harder. Briar’s hands flew to my head, guiding me with sharp, sure movements.

She gasped. “You are, fuck, very thorough.”

I peeled the panties aside, not bothering with ceremony. Underneath, she was a mess: wet, pink, swollen, folds slick and shining in the lamplight.

I licked a stripe from her entrance up to her clit, then circled it with my tongue until she started to shake. Her thighs tensed up hard, and she pressed my face closer, not bothering with words.

I sucked, licked, then slid two fingers into her, curling up to find the spot that made her hips buck.

Briar didn’t moan the way Hallie did, didn’t laugh it off, didn’t get soft. She gritted her teeth, clung to my hair, and refused to look away, even as her body started to lose the thread.

She demanded precision, and I gave it to her: every touch targeted, every flick tailored to what made her clench.

“More,” she said. “More, please. Do not make me wait.”

I hammered her clit with my tongue, worked my fingers in and out, loving the way her pussy got wetter, messier, her control fraying second by second.

When she came, it was not a collapse. It was a shudder, rolling from her chest down to her toes, a sharp cry backed by the force of a woman who had never learned to yield. She let it flood through her, pussy clamping down, thighs squeezing my head, voice breaking into something almost animal.

I kept it up, loving every wave of it. Only when she started to push me away did I back off.

She pulled me up, kissed me, hard, tasting herself on my lips. “You fucking wreck me,” Briar breathed. “Now do it for real.”

I lined up, cock in my fist, the head slick with her wet. She fisted me once, then guided me home. Her pussy opened for me, velvet and vice, drawing me in until I bottomed out.

We both froze, letting the stretch burn.

Briar’s head tipped back, jaw clenched. “Fuck, yes. That.”

I started to move, slow at first, letting her feel every inch. She wrapped her legs around my waist, heels digging into my ass, and raked her nails down my back.

We fucked face-to-face, braced on the bed, hands everywhere. Briar’s arms pulled me in, her body meeting every thrust with a snap of hips, determined to take all of it.

First, she kept her eyes locked on mine, refusing to look away.

“I want to see you,” she said. “Even when I lose it.”

Each stroke got deeper, harder, until her tits bounced with every slam and her pussy milked my cock in tight, rhythmic pulses.

She didn’t beg. She ordered. “Faster. All of it.”

I gave it to her, doubling the pace, fucking her until the headboard tapped the wall. Her body was fire, hair wild, makeup smudged at the edge, face open and honest for the first time since the night started.

She came again, but this time it was louder, a cry ripped out of her, fingers digging into my arms for leverage.

She let herself ride it out, full-body, no filter, no apology.

Her pussy clamped down, milking me, desperate for every pulse.

I was close, but I wanted to see her hit that edge again.

I slowed, drew it out, let her hips chase the friction.

She got it back together in a twitch. “Do not hold back on my account. If you’re going to do this, do it.”

I braced her thighs, pinned her to the bed, and hammered in, hard and perfect.

Briar arched, neck stretched, voice gone. She came for a third time, just a series of broken noises, each one more real than the last.

I couldn’t last another heartbeat.

I slammed in, cock swelling, and let go inside her. Hot, thick, pulse after pulse, flooding her until the overflow trickled down her thighs and onto the silk sheets.

She felt it.

She fucking thrived on it.

Briar wrapped both arms around my shoulders, holding me there, and shivered through the aftershocks.

I didn’t let her go.

We rode the noise down to nothing.

Her arms started to slack, but I stayed with her, pulling her into my lap and just holding her.

“Stay,” she whispered. “Don’t let me pull it all back together.”

I kissed her temple, wiped the smear of mascara with my thumb. I smoothed her hair, unpinned any strand that hadn’t already escaped.

She let it happen, slumped in my arms, not rebuilding, just existing.

“I do not want to be outside the family,” she admitted. “I do not want to have to perform to be let back in.”

I pressed my face into her hair, loving the raw honesty, the way her skin stayed hot under my palm.

“You’re inside,” I promised. “With me. With all of us. No handler required.”

A tiny laugh, not quite soft, but real. “That is inconvenient.”

“For everyone else?” I grinned. “Maybe.”

She let me strip off what was left of the panties, wiped the last smudge of makeup, and just…relaxed. She sprawled back on the bed, hair wild, body flushed and open, the evidence of what we’d done leaking between her thighs.

“Look at you,” I said, running my fingertips over her hip. “Exactly as you should be.”

She didn’t argue. She just pulled me down, let me hold her, skin to skin, no distance. The house was quiet, the world outside irrelevant.

For the first time, Briar didn’t rush to fill the silence. She let herself stay.

We tangled together, every inch of her warm and real.

No more managing. No more strategy.

Just Briar.

Alive, present, claimed, and finally home.

If perfection had a sound, it was the quiet hum of her voice next to mine, both of us breathing, neither one pretending.

The family was still downstairs, the future still moving, but for this one fucking perfect night, Briar was here.

Not as a function.

Not as a fix.

But as herself.

And nothing would ever matter more.


Sienna, Not The Exhibit


The morning after the gallery event, the world stripped out all the glamour and left us with bad coffee, recycled department air, and a whiteboard stained by old failed diagrams nobody cared to erase.

I walked Sienna up to the psych seminar room, acting like I belonged there, but we both knew I was just the boyfriend support unit, not the featured example or the guy anyone needed to explain.

Inside, the air was old. Not musty, but definitely the smell of ambition dying slow under fluorescent lights. Faculty lounge carpet, pilled at the edges. Burnt coffee already cooling in a line of battered paper cups. The table in the center had a ring of programs for the upcoming showcase, some still warm from the printer and all stamped with Blackwood's latest campus miracle: us.

Sienna slipped in first, all cardigan and perfect posture, eyes locked on the surface of her notes like she could will the world away by sheer force of intellect. Her hair was pulled back in a way I'd never seen, neat and a little too careful, like maybe she was bracing for something.

A couple of faculty hawks manned the head of the table, one with wire-rimmed glasses and a fondness for clicking his pen every twenty seconds, the other a woman in a creased blazer who looked like she ironed her shoes. Three student assistants huddled along the far side, all eagerness and nervous glances, drinking Maren in like she was about to hand them keys to the kingdom.

Maren Vale ruled the room. She wore navy again, crisp and custom, and the cold gleam of her jewelry caught every pulse of light from the overheads. Her perfume was so exact, polished and floral, but with this edge of steel underneath, that you knew she picked it to make people lean in.

She smiled the second she saw Sienna. "Darling, you look absolutely radiant this morning. Did you rest after last night's whirlwind?"

Sienna's pen twitched, clicked, then stilled. "I did. Thank you."

Maren reached out and touched her daughter's shoulder, not casual, but not for show, either. Like she wanted everyone in the room to see exactly who she was proud of.

She turned the smile up a notch. "You have always understood how to make feeling legible. Which is precisely what our field needs right now: clarity, and the discipline to keep complicated things from going off the rails."

If Sienna was dying inside, she hid it under a careful, tiny smile. "I think that depends on what is being kept on the rails."

One of the faculty snorted into his coffee, but Maren just kept going.

"What you have done with the study, and the home, and the phenomenon," she said, lacing her fingers together, voice ringing with pride, "it's changed what we thought was possible here. You have bridged the gap between theory and real feeling. That's what makes you extraordinary. You don't just explain the work, Sienna. You make it matter."

This time, the shoulder squeeze lasted a second longer. Sienna's knuckles went white on her pen.

Maren's gaze moved around the table. "Everyone here, I think, knows the value of what's unfolded at Blackwood House. But how that value is communicated, both to new students and to the broader academic community, will depend on your clarity, Sienna."

The side-eye from the faculty leads was almost funny: envy, admiration, and the kind of low-key hunger you only saw when early-career types realized they were outclassed in the first thirty seconds.

Sienna straightened her notes. "Is the assumption that I will be presenting the work at the showcase?"

Her tone was dry, not disrespectful, but absolutely precise.

Maren beamed. "You are the natural choice, my dear. You know every detail, you lived the theory, and, as I said, you have the discipline to make it clear for others." She paused, voice softening just a little for the private moat between mother and daughter. "You make me deeply proud. I hope you know that."

That nearly cracked Sienna. Her face didn't move but her whole body went minutely still, like she was holding her breath until it was safe to set it down.

"Yes," she said, low, "I know. That is what makes this difficult."

The faculty hovered, waiting for someone to say something brilliant. The woman in the blazer tried to pile on: "We've never had a student story capture this much attention, Sienna. If you're willing to help shape the public explanation, it'll set a precedent for the entire department. I hope you'll allow us to recognize your contribution by name in all the showcase materials."

Maren clearly agreed. "It isn't meant to expose you, darling. It's meant to honor what you helped bring into being."

Sienna barely nodded. "Understood."

She looked at the stack of programs, then at the whiteboard, which was patched with snippets of stats, a half-dead marker left drifting on the tray. Her own pen clicked against her pad, the sudden noise loud enough to make one of the faculty leads fidget.

I kept to the wall, hands loose in my jacket pockets, pretending not to notice the way her shoulders hunched a little more with every compliment.

Maren eyed me with fond amusement. "And Tate. I hope you'll attend the showcase as well. You have been, what's the phrase, the emotional anchor of the family. I think the attendees would be delighted to see the reality behind the theory."

I shrugged, let the words slide off. "If Sienna wants me, I'll be there."

That got a few tuneless laughs. Sienna looked at me, then away, chin buried in her notes.

The session was half logistics, how many seats, which room, order of presentations, and half a coronation of Sienna as the new voice of what the Blackwood "phenomenon" had become.

The more Maren talked, the more every move sounded like pride, but behind it, you could feel the expectation: Sienna would translate the family, put everything into clean lines and comprehensible packets for the world to see.

Every time Sienna spoke, she made the answer smaller, tighter, never letting the words run away from her.

"We'll need clear language," Maren said. "Not just for the department, but for the community. People want to know how something so extraordinary can function without supervision."

"I suppose so," Sienna agreed, flipping a page, eyes never leaving the margin.

Maren smiled, warmth dialed all the way up. "Nobody in this building is better equipped to answer."

The next twenty minutes bled out in tactical decisions. The faculty played hot potato with scheduling, two student assistants had a minor meltdown over the order of the poster presentations, and the only real action was Sienna's pen, which tapped, clicked, and scribbled with the violent energy of someone writing a last will and testament.

Maren never relented. No matter how academic the debate got, she kept pulling focus back to Sienna, making it clear to the room that Sienna was the core, the lens, the one who made wild things understandable.

"Sienna, darling, would you be open to offering a statement for the department's press release? Something personal, but also accessible. I think it helps people to see the human side."

Sienna glanced up. "That depends on whether the human side wishes to be seen."

It landed so dry I nearly barked, but Maren just loved it.

"Perfect," she said. "Your clarity is everything. I have absolute faith in you."

Faculty concluded their business with a round of "so proud," "remarkable achievement," and "can't wait to see you in the spotlight." The showcase programs were distributed, Sienna's name right there, bold and final.

Maren collected her clutch, stacking her papers with immaculate efficiency. She walked over, putting both hands on Sienna's shoulders this time, voice so low only we could hear.

"Whatever you choose to say, Sienna, I am with you. But I do hope you'll let me stand beside you when you take that stage."

Sienna gave a tiny nod. "I know."

Maren lingered, just a breath, then let go.

The other students filtered out quick, eyes wide, still murmuring about the significance of it all.

We stayed until the faculty excused themselves, their voices fading down the hall, then Maren smiled one last time.

"Let me know if you need anything, darling. I want this to feel like yours, truly."

Sienna's smile was microscopic, but she held it. "Thank you."

The door closed behind the last of them.

Sienna let the pen drop. The click was sharp, almost surgical.

She just sat there, staring at her hands, wrists marked by little dots of blue ink from how tight she'd gripped the barrel.

I crossed to her in two steps, then leaned back against the wall so she wouldn't feel trapped.

"You did great," I said, keeping my voice even.

She shook her head, not in disagreement, just to clear the static.

"It is never the pressure I mind," Sienna said, eyes fixed on the whiteboard. "It is being asked to explain my own love from outside it. As if standing on the stage is the only way to prove it real."

I waited a second. Then, "Do you want to walk out or sit with it a while?"

She glanced at the table, at the stack of programs, at the paper cup sweating into its own shadow.

"I want to stop feeling like I am only legible when I am on display."

Sienna stood, rolling her shoulders and gathering her notes in a single, practiced motion.

She didn't need rescuing. She just needed out.

We left the seminar room together, silent except for the squeak of her shoe on that hideous carpet, the echo of Maren's pride still ringing in the air.

On the way out, Sienna paused to scoop up one of the showcase programs, not for sentiment, but as a reminder. As if having the artifact might make it easier to write herself back into her own story later.

I didn't say anything more. Sometimes, all you can do is walk beside someone and make damn sure the next room feels like home.

We hit the main stairwell and let the world rush back in, ready to pick up whatever came next.

Her mother's expectations trailed behind us, perfume and all.

By the time we got out into the weak sun, Sienna's grip on her notes had gone vice-tight, but she held steady.

Next stop: Blackwood House.

And this time, for her, it would be real.

***

Blackwood House was quiet by late morning, everyone else either halfway to campus or sleeping off last night's social combat.

Sienna led the way up to her room, not waiting for me, just moving with this weird, nervous efficiency. She pushed the door open and dropped her bag straight onto the floor.

Her space was all order and orbit: desk shoved close to the window, flood of paper and colored tabs, sticky notes like battle scars, and her favorite cardigan draped over the back of the chair. She had three pens open, two blue and one black, plus a battered tea mug with a lipstick print on the rim, a clear sign she'd been at it long before the world demanded perfection.

She shrugged out of her jacket and slumped into the chair, legs folded up, glasses already sliding halfway down her nose.

I watched from the doorway, not wanting to crowd her, just taking in the way the sun painted everything real: pale strips of light over her shoulder, ink stains on her right hand, hair wild now that she'd undone the careful braid her mother liked.

She cracked open her laptop, stacked her notes to the left, and went straight to work, muttering under her breath as her pen hit the page.

Every few seconds, she paused.

Pen click. Pause. Pen click.

You'd think she was drafting a legal defense, not a showcase statement.

I wandered closer, hands in my pockets, letting the scent of her shampoo and old-school paper fill the air. I leaned over her shoulder but didn't touch.

She kept scribbling:

- "Blackwood House: Voluntary Cohabitation Model (Phase 3)"

- "Family expansion driven by self-authored norms, not protocol."

- "Primary outcome: durability, public resilience, refusal to fracture under external naming."

Her handwriting was angry, cleaner than most, but hammered so hard the words nearly went through the paper.

After a whole page, she finally stopped to breathe.

"What's up?" I asked, soft.

She flicked her blue eyes up at me, then back at the page.

"I keep writing about us like I am not inside the sentence," Sienna said. "Every version of the story is external. Descriptive. It turns the thing I love into a case study, and I do not know how to stop translating it for other people."

I let that land. I didn't want to say the wrong thing.

Instead, I ran my knuckle along the rim of her mug, then over her cardigan sleeve, watching the way her body tensed.

Her glasses slipped again. Her pen left a black mark along her index finger, and her hair kept falling into her eyes.

I caught her hand, just for a second, thumb smearing the ink at her wrist.

"For what it's worth," I said, "your mind is beautiful. I am not asking you to put it down."

She didn't move. "Then what are you asking?"

I crouched beside the desk, so she had to look at me head-on.

"I want you to stay in the sentence."

Silence. The kind of silence that said she might shatter if you so much as looked away.

She pressed her lips together, fighting with the words.

"I do not want to be the person who explains everyone else. Not if it means I vanish from the thing I love." She hesitated, breath shaky. "I want to be in it. Not supervising it. Not narrating it for an audience."

I nodded, not trying to crowd her with easy comfort.

"Do you want to keep drafting, or do you need to escape?"

She set the pen down, letting it roll somewhere between us.

"For once? I want to live it before I describe it."

The way she said "live it" buzzed with so much potential I could feel my pulse catch up.

Her glasses caught the light, but beneath them, her eyes glittered with a hunger that had nothing to do with explanation.

The notes stayed open, unfinished.

And right there, with the sun burning through the window and her hair a halo of wild, I knew whatever she wanted next was going to leave a mark.

We both waited.

The argument wasn't finished.

But she was about to make the next sentence count.

***

It started when she stopped.

Sienna's hand hovered over the page, pen poised to finish an argument that was probably perfect, but she just set it down. The blue ink streaked across her thumb, and she looked up at me like she was weighing the odds of what would happen if she let herself want something without footnotes.

She took her glasses off, slow. Set them beside the mug, arranged so nothing could knock them over.

Her cardigan slipped down her wrist when she reached for me, sleeve drooping just enough that her bare skin flashed in the sunlight.

"Can I ask you something?" Sienna said, voice too quiet for the room.

"Anything."

She looked me straight in the eye, nothing cute, nothing filtered.

"I do not want to be translated tonight. I want you to want me before I explain why."

That boldness, coming out of Sienna's mouth, hit me like a punch.

I stepped in, close enough to touch but not crowding.

"You want," I prompted.

Sienna licked her lips, and for the first time you could see hunger, real and raw, in her gaze.

"I want to know what it feels like to be here. Not an argument, not a report. Just me. I want you to touch me like I am not standing outside my own body."

Fuck, she was beautiful when she let herself show.

I cupped her hand, ink smudges and all, bringing her fingertips to my mouth. She watched, sharp as a knife, every shiver on display.

"I already want you," I told her. "Mind and body both."

Sienna's breath caught. Her nerves gave way to something hotter.

She tugged on my sleeve, steering me so I stood between her knees, both hands now bracing on my arms.

"You can start here," she said, and she placed my palm against her neck.

Her skin was hot. Her pulse hammered under my thumb.

I trailed my fingers up, threading through her hair, loving the way she tipped her head back, mouth parting a little.

She was waiting for me to make the first move, but also daring me to see what happened if she made the room hers.

She shrugged the cardigan off her left shoulder, the fabric pooling around her upper arm, leaving her tank top strap exposed and her skin begging for a bite.

"Take it off," she whispered. "Please."

Not a question, not passive, just precise.

I peeled it slow, down both arms, every inch revealing more of her pale, freckled skin and the soft heat of her biceps.

Once her arms were bare, she shivered, but she didn't back down.

"Glasses, too," she said, pushing them up the bridge of her nose. "Would you set them somewhere safe?"

I took them, ginger as a heart surgeon, and set them on the shelf above her desk, right next to a battered book about human desire. The symbolism nearly killed me.

I ran my thumb over the curve of her cheek.

Sienna's eyes fluttered, but she didn't close them.

"Can I?" I asked, fingers tracing the neckline of her tank.

"Yes," she breathed.

I tugged it up, slow, exposing her bra strap and the top of her breasts. Sienna arched, inviting, not coy.

She was bare-armed now, only the ghost of the cardigan clinging to her wrist where the ink mark lived.

I kissed her there, licking the ink, dragging my mouth up her forearm to the inside of her elbow.

She made a sound, low and helpless.

"Do you like that?" I asked.

She nodded, lips parted. "Yes. More."

She brought my hand to her chest, settling my palm just above her heart.

"I want you to want all of it," Sienna said, voice shaking. Her hair came loose, falling in messy curls over her shoulder.

I gripped her waist, feeling the tension, the need, and the way her thighs flexed under the hem of her skirt.

"You look perfect like this," I said, "but I need to see more."

Sienna's answer was wicked for her.

"Then take it."

I bunched the tank top up, exposing her bra: navy satin, modest but tight, and the swell of her breasts where the fabric cut deep into her skin.

Her nipples were already hard, poking through the material.

I bent and kissed the edge of the cup, then sucked at her nipple until the dark blue went nearly transparent from my spit.

Sienna gasped, grabbing my head and holding me there.

"Do not stop. You can touch them. I want that."

She said it clinical, but the way her body responded was pure need.

I tugged the bra down, freeing both tits in one go. They spilled out, soft but proud, nipples flushed and wild against the pale of her skin.

God, she was gorgeous.

I took one in my mouth, sucking and flicking the nipple until she trembled.

Sienna braced on the desk, fingers splayed, knuckles white. Her breath came faster.

"Do you want me to keep going?" I asked, not letting up.

She didn't hesitate.

"Yes, Tate. Fuck, yes. I want you to touch all of me. I want you to use your mouth, your hands, whatever you want. Please."

She blushed, wild, but the words didn't stop.

"Will you put your hands on my thighs? I want to feel it. Not observe it."

That ripped through me.

I dropped to my knees, skirt bunched at her hips.

Her thighs parted, pale and perfect, heat radiating from between them.

I kissed up the inside, hands gripping her flesh, loving the way her skin dimpled under my palms.

She arched under the touch, thighs trembling.

I kept kissing, up, up, until I hit the edge of her panties.

I looked up at her.

Sienna's voice had gone breathless.

"I want you to lick me," she said. "Right now. Like I am not a theory. Like I am the only thing you want."

My cock nearly tore through my zipper.

"You are," I said. "You're the only one."

She groaned, low, then reached down and yanked the panties to the side herself.

No hesitation, just choice.

Her pussy was already glistening, folds swollen, the scent of her so strong I could barely think.

I nuzzled in, tongued the clit, then sucked, hard.

Sienna's body snapped forward, hands slamming onto the desk for support.

She moaned, loud, then clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

I paused, made her look at me.

"You want this?" I checked.

She nodded, desperate now. "Please. More. I want to come. I want you to make me come. And then I want you inside me."

She said it mechanical, but every syllable dripped with need.

"Yes, professor," I grinned, then went to work.

I licked her, slow at first, then faster, circling her clit with my tongue and sliding two fingers inside her, crooking them until her legs shook.

She hunched over, hair flying, tits mashed onto the desk as her body went taut.

She said my name, once, twice, then just kept gasping, "Yes, yes, do not stop."

I pressed deeper, working her until she was soaked, thighs slick, pussy clenching around my fingers and tongue.

She was fucking beautiful like this: wild, blue-stained fingers tearing at my hair, cardigan hanging off one wrist, skirt rucked up to her waist, and every ounce of her finally in the moment.

She came once, hard, but didn't want to quit.

"Again," she begged. "I want more. I want to feel everything."

I kept going, every circle of my tongue drawing new noises out of her. She lost all the careful language, just moaning, begging, dragging my head closer.

When her body finally gave in, the second orgasm crashed through her. She gripped my arms so tight it left nail marks.

She didn't apologize.

Sienna owned it.

I licked her clean, loving the taste and the way her body shivered, then stood and let her pull me in for a brutal kiss.

My cock throbbed, hard and leaking.

Sienna gripped it through my jeans, then yanked my zipper down.

"Now," she said. "I want you inside me. I want you to fuck me like I am here."

She was so together, so exact, but her voice shook with hunger.

I kissed her, pressing her back to the desk.

I lined up, the head of my cock dragging over her soaked, throbbing pussy.

She looked up, met my eyes.

"No more arguments," Sienna said. "Just you and me."

I pressed in, slow, letting her feel every inch.

Her mouth popped open, eyes wide.

I stopped, asked, "Tell me what you want."

She didn't flinch.

"I want you to take all of it. I want to feel you, Tate. I want you to fuck me, not for proof, but because you can't help yourself."

Fuck, I was going to lose it.

Bodies locked, hearts pounding, cock and pussy finally together.

She squeezed my wrist, the ink smudge streaking both our skins.

"Do not hold back," she whispered.

I never would.

We were a perfect mess. Notes forgotten, ink everywhere, cardigan on the floor and her glasses safe out of reach.

The rest of the world could wait.

We were nowhere near finished.

Not even close.

***

I pressed the head of my cock against her pussy, letting the soaked heat of her nearly ruin me before I ever got started.

Sienna's body was alive: flushed tits out, skirt bunched at the waist, hair smashed wild across her face, cardigan gone and nothing but sunlight making her look edible.

"Go slow at first," she said, precise, "but do not treat me like glass."

I grinned, loving how ruthless her voice got when the nerves dropped away.

I pushed in, steady, the stretch making her mouth drop open, then clamp tight in shock.

She rocked forward, hands braced behind her on the desk, pushing her tits up and out for me to see.

I bottomed out, balls flush to her ass.

She moaned, soft at first, then louder. "God, yes. That. More."

I started a rhythm, long, deep strokes, watching the way her body took every inch, how her pussy clamped down, wet and perfect and so fucking ready for this.

Sienna rode each thrust with her whole body. Her blue eyes never left my face.

"If you're going to do this," she said, breathless, "do it like you are trying to make me forget everything else."

I hiked her up so her ass perched on the desk edge, spread her thighs wider, and went harder. Every time my cock slammed in, her tits bounced, mouth popping open in a gasp she didn't try to stifle.

Ink still marked her wrist, a blue fingerprint I'd left behind.

Her hands dug into my arms, nails biting.

"God, Tate, do not stop. I want all of it." She panted, eyes fixed on mine. "Fuck me like I am yours. In this room. In this sentence."

She was so hungry, so specific. No confusion about what she wanted.

I upped the pace, slamming into her, sweat beading on my spine.

Her legs hooked around my waist, heels digging in, using the leverage to make the rhythm slap.

Papers slid on the desk, a notebook nearly falling. She didn't care. Her world had narrowed to my cock, her body, and the fact that every second was exactly her choice.

I bent and took her nipple in my mouth, tongue circling, sucking until she shuddered.

Her fingers clamped the back of my head, holding me there.

"Harder. Do not fucking stop."

I hammered in, my hips snapping against her ass, the slap of skin loud in the sunlight.

Her pussy clenched, fluttered, soaked.

She went from precise requests to messy orders, every new touch dialed up.

"Touch my throat," she begged. "Hold me there while you fuck me."

I wrapped a hand around the delicate column of her neck, not choking, just owning the space.

She groaned and nearly came apart.

"Right there. Right there, do not let go."

I fucked her through it, fast and brutal, loving the way every barrier she'd ever built just melted.

Sienna's orgasm hit hard, every careful equation in her body breaking at once. Her body locked, thighs trembling, arms wild, pussy milking my cock so hard it nearly made me lose it.

She screamed, didn't care if anyone heard.

"God, yes, yes, yes," she howled as she came.

Her body bucked against mine, eyes rolling, sweat on her tits and belly where I pressed in.

She shattered perfectly, all nerves and logic and proud, trembling mess.

I slowed, let her ride it out, but she didn't want to slow down.

"Keep going," she demanded. "Fuck me until you come. I want to feel it. All of it."

She unhooked her ankles, then grabbed me by the hair and dragged my mouth to hers.

We kissed, desperate, messy. Her taste, her sweat, her climax, all over my tongue.

I stroked her clit with my thumb as I started pounding again.

She arched up, body greedy for it, tits bouncing, thighs parted. The desk rocked with every thrust.

She wanted more.

"Do it from behind," Sienna said, sharp as ever. "I want to feel you deeper."

I pulled out, cock slick and throbbing, then spun her around.

She braced against the desk, bent at the waist, perfect ass jutted high, skirt still bunched, and pussy so wet I could see the heat shimmer in the air.

I slid in, burying myself to the hilt.

She moaned, softer now, but every sound was pure relief.

I pounded her from behind, hands gripping her hips for leverage, loving the way her body absorbed every savage thrust.

Her face pressed to the notebook, mouth open as she gasped for air.

She looked wrecked, mascara smeared, hair wild, ink stains all over her wrist and fingers, but she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

Every time I railed her, her pussy rippled around me, pulling me closer to the edge.

"You want it?" I asked, voice barely holding.

She nodded, then gasped, "I want you to come in me. I want to feel it. I want to know it's real."

That nearly undid me.

I gripped her harder, cock swelling as I rammed in, faster, chasing the high.

Sienna came again, quieter, but somehow more intense: a series of full-body shudders, pussy clenching, thighs shaking, back arching so hard she nearly threw me off.

That second climax set me off. My balls tightened, my cock pulsed, and I exploded inside her, spilling hot and heavy, shot after shot, until I thought I'd break.

I didn't stop until I was empty.

Sienna milked every drop, moaning at the mess.

When I finally slid out, cum oozed from her pussy, painting her thighs and dripping onto the desk chair.

She slumped forward, legs shaking.

I scooped her up, still half-hard, and kissed the side of her face.

She whispered, "Thank you," like it was the best answer she'd ever gotten.

I stroked her stained wrist, loving the blue ink mark now mixed with sweat and skin.

Her whole body radiated satisfaction: relief, pride, and the clarity that came from being exactly in the moment, no analysis required.

I wrapped her in my arms, held her until she could breathe.

We didn't tidy up. Didn't mop the desk or the ruined pages. The mess was real, honest, ours.

Sienna stayed in the story.

She'd never be a footnote again.

And damn, it felt like a win for both of us.

My heart thundered in my chest, and for once, her mind and body didn't have to choose.

She could have everything.

***

We crashed onto her bed, limbs useless, every inch of us marked with sweat, ink, more cum than I'd expected, and the aftershocks still pulsing low in my stomach.

For a while, neither of us moved.

Sienna's ass was cherry-red from where I'd gripped her. Her thighs still trembled when I ran my palm down the inside, just to check if she was okay.

Her hair was everywhere, wild as a kicked hornet's nest, sticking to her cheeks in sweaty curls.

I pressed a kiss into her neck. She shivered and let her body melt over mine, boneless, happy in a way I'd never seen her.

Notes still covered the desk. One sentence trailed off mid-argument, the pen abandoned and rolling back and forth with every movement from the mattress.

I spotted her glasses on the shelf. Grabbed them, gentle, and placed them on her face.

She blinked at me, dazed, then snorted. "You realize there is semen on my arm."

I looked. She was right. A streak of it crossed her wrist, mixing with the pale blue ink stain.

I licked it clean, slow, then kissed the spot. "Still a little ink left. You want it gone?"

She seemed to think about it, then smiled. "I like the mark. Makes it easier to remember whose hands were there."

We got up, still naked, and I walked her to the desk.

She busied herself straightening the papers, but didn't race to finish the sentence.

Instead, she laughed, soft. "I could write a summary of what just happened, but I do not think I would do it justice."

"Leave it unfinished," I said. "That's the only way to keep it real."

She set the pen down and came back to me, perched on my lap, tits pressed to my chest, her pussy still leaking what we'd done together.

We just held each other. Breathing for once.

For the first time all day, Sienna looked relaxed. Satisfied and maybe a little proud, even if she'd never admit it out loud.

Her phone buzzed on the desk.

She rolled her eyes, then reached for it, still sitting on my lap.

Screen lit up: Message from Dr. Maren Vale.

She read out loud, voice dry, but not angry.

"Showcase committee would be delighted to have me speak. My clarity is essential. Should prepare a personal statement for the event. Mom hopes I will not be nervous. I am, apparently, at the center of the phenomenon."

She finished reading, then stared at the phone.

I waited, wanting to see if old nerves would come back.

They didn't.

She looked at me, eyes sharp through the glasses, ink-stained wrist curling over my forearm.

"I want her to be proud. I do," Sienna said. "But not if it means explaining my own love from outside it."

I nodded, letting her own it.

She saved the message, let the phone drop onto the desk without replying.

Bed, desk, the whole space still smelled like sex and paper and her skin.

Sienna looked at the unfinished notes, then at me, and finally let something soft light up her smile.

"I think," she said, "I will leave the rest unsaid. Just for now."

She didn't rush to put the cardigan back on.

She didn't bother to fix her hair.

She just curled into me, glasses askew, and let the silence mean something.

The showcase could wait.

For once, Sienna was staying right here.

And so was I.

Next time, if she had to stand on a stage, I'd be right beside her.

But for now, the only audience that mattered was us.

She turned off the phone. Closed her eyes.

The unfinished sentence hovered in the air, not proof, not argument.

Just the beginning of something real.

And neither of us would let it go.

My heart thundered in my chest.

And for once, Sienna's story belonged to her.

Right where it should.


Blackwood House Party


Blackwood House always felt electric, but tonight, the front walk practically shivered with anticipation. String lights dripped over the porch and flashed across new arrivals, coats bunched on the stair bench, music shaking the windows in a steady bass that could probably be heard all the way down to Greek Row.

From the first step, I could smell it: beer and something citrusy, cheap perfume layered over old wood and the charge of bodies packed wall to wall.

This wasn't just party noise.

This was campus legend in the making.

That was the point. The family had decided together that hiding would only let everyone else tell the story first. Hallie called the party hospitality. Briar called it controlled access. Kaia called it narrative control with better drinks. I called it the smartest thing we could do before the campus feed turned us into someone else's punchline.

Briar managed the door like a social assassin, eyes quick, smile practiced, greeting every pair of guests with the efficiency of a CEO and the steel nerve of a woman who could delete your entire social life with a single look. "Keep the coats neat, leave the mess on the dance floor," she murmured as a trio of campus leaders sidestepped the pile by the stairs. Her hair was up and her posture perfect, black dress barely moving even when a wind of underclassmen drifted in, already trading rumors about who would hook up with who before the night was over.

I had to hand it to her. Briar ran a tighter ship than most campus clubs.

Inside, the living room pulsed with bodies fighting for space. The old wood floors, usually homey and warm, flexed with every stomp and step. Cheap LED strings tangled above Rowan, her dark hair shining as she threaded through the party with the confidence of a woman who'd survived the campus rumor mill and come out hotter. The kitchen island, the one I'd used for midnight pancakes a hundred times, was the party's command center. Red cups in perfectly-stacked pyramids, mixers lined up next to a bucket of ice, every surface sticky with the residue of campus anticipation.

Up front, Hallie manned the playlist. She wore a ribbed peach top that barely contained her tits, and her leggings clung so tight to her ass I wanted to bend her over the nearest surface and make a new campus rumor right there. Instead, she bounced from speaker to crowd, laughing so sweet you could almost see the sugar trail. Every guy in the room watched her, even if they pretended they weren't.

Kaia stalked the kitchen in a teal crop and black jeans, high tits and narrow waist on full display, honey-blonde hair down and wild. She clocked me before I even grabbed my drink, and her mouth twisted into a slow, hungry smile.

"Strategic placement at the kitchen island," Kaia said, sliding a premixed vodka soda my way. She hooked two fingers in my belt loop and drew me in like I was more interesting than ninety percent of the room. Her eyes flickered up and down my body, taking in the tee, the fit, then landing on my mouth. "You sure you can handle this crowd, Tater?"

"If not, you'll have me dead before dessert," I shot back.

She grinned, squeezed my hip, and let go only when Hallie burst in, cheeks flushed and smelling like vanilla and mischief.

Hallie's fingers wrapped around my cup, and she yanked it out of my hand before I could even protest.

"Sorry, hero, but I need this more," she chirped, then kissed me, sugar-soft but deep enough to leave a taste. Her body pressed up against mine, tits mashed to my chest, and her hand lingered on my abs before she let me go. "Music room's a jungle. I need reinforcements."

She skipped off as fast as she arrived, my cup hers and the room barely noticing she'd stolen the spotlight.

I watched her ass bounce away, and honestly, so did everyone else.

Kaia made a show of rolling her eyes.

Then Rowan breezed in, fresh from some hallway scuffle, her shoulders flexed and her smile sharp.

She hip-checked me as she sailed past the drink table. "Keep your hands to yourself, Sterling. Or don't. I appreciate a little chaos."

"Noted."

Elara arrived behind Rowan, all soft hair and gentle heat, freckles dusting her chest where the neckline dipped just enough to make me want to stare. Her body pressed up to mine in a hug that looked platonic on paper, but her thigh grazed my leg and her hand squeezed mine as if she was measuring my grip. She gave a quiet smile, then slipped Hallie's hand into hers, and the two of them vanished into the music like a daydream that sang.

Briar circled the kitchen island, scanning the space for problems. She paused in front of me, reached out without warning, and plucked a stray thread from my shirt.

"Do not embarrass me," she muttered with a dry edge, but her eyes lingered on my chest a heartbeat too long. "If this gets messy, Hallie is in charge of the first-aid kit."

"Where do you want me?"

"Right here. Central, but visible. They need to know the man at the center is not for sale."

She checked the kitchen again, then drifted off to monitor high-value guests near the stairs.

Heat prickled at the back of my neck. Everyone in the room had noticed at least one of the women touching me in the past five minutes. The ones who hadn't were lying.

Sienna appeared next to me, phone in hand, glasses slipping down her nose. She wore a blue cardigan, nothing wild, but her curves looked soft and inviting in the party light. She sidled up, tapped my wrist with a finger streaked with blue ink, and gave me a dry glance.

"You are under discussion," she said. "How does it feel to be the campus topic at your own kitchen island?"

I grinned, covering her hand with mine. "Honestly? Hot. Kind of want to know what they're saying."

She snorted, shook her head, and retreated to a side bench, where her legs curled underneath her and she surveilled the scene like a cat with a calculator.

In the front room, bodies packed closer. Bass thumped, laughter bounced off every old wooden surface, beer sloshed in red cups, and flirty eyes darted my way every time I so much as moved a muscle.

Campus had always been a jungle, but tonight felt more like theater, and I was somehow standing under the spotlight.

We weren't hiding. We owned it.

Movement at the front door. Gray and two Sigma Tau guys. The entry rolled like a reunion, all fake bravado and genuine muscle memory. Gray's grin was wide, easy, and his arms went right around Rowan before he even saw me.

"Ro! Tell me you haven't killed a man since last semester."

Rowan bared her teeth. "Not since you left me in that bar with the hockey team and half a box of tequila. You are lucky to be alive."

They traded a hug, loud and unfiltered, and Gray finally turned on me.

"Sterling. Look at you. This a Blackwood House party, or did you rent out the fucking admissions office?"

I shrugged. "You know Briar. She doesn't half-ass it."

Kaia snorted behind me. "No ass jokes, please."

Gray's two Sigma Tau guys flanked him, both jock-casual, both more interested in the drink table than the room's emotional history. One of them shot me a knowing look.

"You're living the dream, man," he said, voice full of lazy admiration. "Six girlfriends and no waiting list? That's criminally inefficient."

Gray spit out his beer, nearly choking on the foam. "He can barely keep these ones organized. Besides, everyone knows the real power's in the management."

Rowan broke in, dry as ever: "Wrong frame, boys. We run the show. Tate's just smart enough to say yes when it counts."

The Sigma Tau crew cracked up. I raised my hand in surrender. "I have never denied being the luckiest idiot in this house."

Kaia floated past, shoulder brushing mine, and tossed a line over her shoulder: "Don't let it go to your head, Tater. This is a closed system."

Laughter bounced off the fridge. Hallie reappeared just long enough to grab my elbow, twist me around, and give me a quick kiss on the lips, her body molded perfectly to my side.

"You holding up?" she whispered.

"I could get used to this," I told her, letting my hand circle her waist, right over the curve of her ass.

She hugged in, fucking delighted, then whispered, "Good. Because the campus feed is about to blow up."

Kaia slid back in, finger still hooked in my belt loop. I could feel her against my hip, hungry and territorial, even as she grinned at Gray and the Sigma Tau guys with bored queen energy.

Rowan took a perch at the counter, grabbed a cup, and planted her elbow right next to mine, so close I could smell her perfume over the lemon sugar of the mixers.

For a second, even the music seemed to bow to the family vibe.

I tried to focus on the party, but all I could think about were the six gorgeous women who could dismantle me in seven different ways. Every time they touched me, it was like a new claim, a kick of fresh air even in the sweat and beer haze.

Elara drifted through again, hand catching mine, fingers soft as silk. She leaned in, brushed a whisper over my ear. "You're doing beautifully, just so you know." Then she slipped away, blonde hair catching in the light as she found Hallie on the edge of the dance floor. They spun up together, and even drunk college kids had to admit the eye candy was Olympic-level.

Briar? She ran the periphery like a security detail, but every so often, her palm ghosted over my chest, straightening a fold, brushing invisible dust, or just letting her touch linger a second too long.

Sienna's ink-smudged fingers traced my wrist again, as if she was taking data, but when I caught her staring, she looked away, lips curving in a secret smile.

I'd never been the prize before. It was a fucking rush.

Campus kids hovered near the kitchen door, not brave enough to ask, but bold enough to watch. I heard the whispers:

"So which one's actually his girlfriend?"

"All of them. Look, they're not even subtle."

"Shut up, you'll get caught staring."

Hallie laughed, sharp and lovely, then dipped her head to say something only Elara could hear. Kaia, sensing blood in the water, only pressed closer to my side, hip-to-hip.

It was a masterclass in public ownership.

The party rolled on: beer spilled, music got louder, and the family carved out territory with touch, gaze, and the kind of confidence you couldn't fake.

I barely noticed the two girls until they were close.

Not inner-circle, not regulars, just two of the bolder, hotter, more self-assured campus women leaning over the kitchen island as if they belonged there. The brunette had her eyes locked on my mouth; the giggly redhead sized up every inch of my chest before landing her gaze. They didn't care who saw them.

They wanted to test the rumor for themselves.

And I could feel Hallie and Kaia both clocking the moment from opposite sides of the room.

This was the game.

I might have been the bait, but my girls? They were the trap.

The next move was coming fast.

***

The girls hit the island in a slow-motion collision of hair, perfume, and skin.

The redhead led, curves baked into the tightest jeans I'd seen all night, tank top cut low enough to make a rumor. She flicked her hair off her shoulder, took in my body with a gaze so hungry I half-expected her to lick her lips. The brunette was right behind her, taller, legs for days, and an easy smile that said she was here for the social experiment, not a boyfriend theft.

These weren't wallflowers. These were the kind of women who didn't get told no.

They flanked me at the island, bracing elbows on the sticky surface. The redhead set her chin on her palm, all fake innocence. "So," she said, voice pitched just below a dare, "is this whole thing actually exclusive, or is that what the campus feed wants us to believe?"

The brunette traced a neat little circle on the counter with her finger, eyes locked on my biceps. "Six girlfriends and no waiting list? That doesn't sound very Blackwood. Feels like you're leaving demand on the table."

She let her finger crawl up my forearm.

I felt the jolt. Ego, yes, but not enough to make me stupid. The whole house was watching, and even if they hadn't been, the only thing I wanted was my own damn girlfriends.

I took a breath, let myself enjoy the attention, but didn't move an inch closer.

Before I could answer, Hallie appeared out of nowhere, hips swaying, smile so bright it could flip the power grid.

She slid between us, body pressed to my side, and ripped the cup out of my hand. One gulp, and she gave it back, lips shiny and eyes wicked.

"He's adorable, I know," Hallie said, aiming her line right at the girls. "But we're not accepting applications. It's a policy thing."

She grinned, sharp and soft, so pure you almost missed the possessiveness.

The redhead's eyebrows shot up. "That's a little harsh."

Hallie didn't even blink. "I'm sweet, not soft. There's a difference."

The brunette cackled, rolling with it. "And if you were accepting applications?"

"References," Hallie fired back. "And patience. Lots of patience."

Right on cue, Kaia slid in on my other side, cool as a blade, hips tucked against mine, her hand curling around my lower back.

"If you want open enrollment, try Greek Row," Kaia murmured, looking the two girls up and down. "Blackwood is a closed set."

The redhead didn't slink away. She winked at Kaia, then at me, and leaned closer. "We had to ask. It's campus news at this point."

Kaia grinned, predatory and amused. "That's the rumor, yeah."

For a second, it almost felt like I should say something cocky. Instead, I just let it hit.

I pulled Hallie into my side, full boyfriend mode, squeezed her hip and let my hand rest just above the top of her leggings, fingers splayed possessively across her ass. Kaia's arm looped around my waist, her fingers tugging at my shirt like a leash.

"Hallie and Kaia are not kidding," I said, enjoying the hell out of it. "Wondering is allowed. Auditioning is not."

The girls broke. Like, actually laughed. The redhead caught her breath first. "Man, you do know how to make a girl feel seen. I had to try."

The brunette just shook her head, grinning. "Seriously, hats off. I don't think anyone on campus has ever managed to shut down the rumor mill with that much style."

Hallie smirked, nuzzling into my chest. "We're just getting started."

Kaia made a face like she was bored, but her hand squeezed my hip, hard. "Next time, try the math department."

The duo started to melt back out into the party, but their smiles stuck around. No drama. No crash-and-burn. If anything, they looked even more turned on by being shut out.

Hallie let her lips brush my jaw, so soft nobody else noticed, then whispered, "Not that you were going anywhere, but thanks for making it obvious."

"You had it handled," I whispered back, running a knuckle up her spine.

Kaia caught the move, eyes glinting. "You learn, Tater. Just keep saying yes when we want it."

My cock was half hard under my jeans, no lie, and all I wanted was to take them both upstairs and make it perfectly clear who I belonged to.

But tonight? The show wasn't private.

It was public. And the next move was going to be watched by everybody.

The island moment was over, but the new reality had landed.

Every campus guest that passed the kitchen after that line gave me a double-take, then recalibrated. The legend was alive.

We were just the answer.

***

The girls dissolved back into the party, all easy laughter and sly glances over their shoulders, but the effect was instant and electric.

The entire house picked up on the shift. Conversations paused, a couple of drinks hovered in mid-air, and even the half-drunk junior from the math department near the fridge turned to catch what had just landed.

Not accepting applications.

That was the line they'd remember.

Gray and his Sigma Tau teammates swooped in before the echo faded, cups raised in a mock salute.

"Man, you really are living the fucking dream," one of them said, voice full of awe.

The other Sigma laughed. "Campus infrastructure, dude. Give it a week and you'll have a statue on the quad."

Gray barked a laugh, clapping me on the back. "I leave you alone for one semester and you become a goddamn institution. How does it feel?"

Rowan swooped in, catching the beat, mouth tilted in a smirk that could have made a priest blush. "Wrong frame, boys. Tate's just the lucky idiot who knows it's smarter to let women run the show."

Laughter detonated in a ten-foot radius. Even Briar cracked a smile, hidden behind the rim of her cup.

I let the truth hit. "I mean, look at them. I've never pretended to be in charge."

Kaia's voice, lazy and lethal, slid in from behind: "We like a man who knows his place."

Gray just shook his head, still grinning. "Never seen anyone happier to be benched by six girlfriends."

Hallie snorted, hugging my side tighter, tits soft against my ribs. "You had to ask. Everyone's been wondering."

(That line would be on Spotted in less than a minute.)

In the aftershock, bodies orbited closer. Every girlfriend made the claim again, just a little more obvious.

Kaia stole my cup, this time flashing a wicked grin as she darted into the hallway, hips swaying in a way that made it impossible not to follow. I caught her by the belt loop, spun her slow against the wall, and she let her hand ride under my shirt, nails scraping just above my jeans.

"That's for showing off," she whispered. "Don't make me work for it next time."

She shoved the cup back in my hand and darted off, laughing.

Back in the kitchen, Hallie reclaimed her territory, hair wild and cheeks flushed, and stayed pressed to my side until Elara lured her into the front room for a dance. The two of them moved like they'd rehearsed it, hands linked, hips rolling, hair flicking in the colored light. Even some of the campus girls who had sworn they liked men more than air couldn't stop staring.

Briar let herself move closer now: a touch on my arm, a quick once-over of my clothes, a nod of approval like I was a deliverable that had exceeded expectations.

She scanned the crowd, then nudged my shoulder.

"The applicant pool appears underqualified," Briar said, bone-dry.

Sienna slid next to me, blue cardigan wrapped tight, ink-stained fingers drifting over my wrist. She looked at the swirl of bodies, the girls melting in and out of my orbit, and gave a little sigh.

"Closed systems do not require outside variables," she muttered, almost to herself.

Then she caught my eye and smiled, small but totally real, like she actually lived here now.

I let the six of them move me through the room, each one carving a mark in public.

Rowan's hand dragged up my shirt, her nails just rough enough to make it clear I was hers. Elara slipped a hand into mine and squeezed, then ran her palm down my arm, warm and soft like she owned the vein underneath. Hallie made small, quick kisses when nobody was looking and even more when they were. Kaia pressed up behind me, arm around my waist, her breath on my neck. Sienna lingered by the table, marking my skin with a new blue tab, grinning as she caught every glance from the math girls on the far side of the room. Briar did the final pass: brushing my collar, fixing my hair, then whispering, "Don't get used to this level of social efficiency."

The party rolled on.

Every time Spotted refreshed, the "not accepting applications" moment blew up harder. It was all anyone was talking about in the kitchen, the hallway, even upstairs on the stairs where someone had started a new round of "what would it even take to break in?"

Hallie and Elara spun through the dance beat, their laughter floating back through the doorway like music. Kaia hooked a finger in my waistband every time she passed, enough to keep me grounded. Rowan and Gray did a real shoulder bump, no drama, just plain old friendship. I could feel the difference: the past had finally shut up. All that mattered was the warmth under my hands.

Every time someone tried to slide in for a shot, Briar or Kaia ran the block. Never cruel, but efficient. Some of the women floated back for another try, but each time, the family's touch landed first.

By the end of the night, if you'd asked anyone at the party, they'd have told you the Blackwood family didn't just work. They ran the table.

At one point, a new set of girls tried to sidle up to the kitchen island again. Sienna glanced at them, then at me, then at Briar, and said, with perfect timing, "As previously established, our family does not require additional variables."

The girls blinked, then melted away, impressed.

Briar just nodded, like she'd written the script herself.

This was the real story: not drama, not chaos, not a guy trying to wrangle wild girlfriends, but six women choosing the same answer every damn day.

Me? I just tried to keep up.

The house never cooled off. Even when campus legends crowded the stairs, angling for a better look or another round of shots, the six women I loved kept the center locked.

Whispers trailed every move, from the way Hallie stretched against me to the way Kaia tapped my ass in the hallway. Even Sienna's blue ink marks became part of the "how do you join?" myth.

By midnight, the clips were everywhere. Phone screens glowed with repeats of the kitchen scene, the "not accepting applications" line now Blackwood gospel.

People wanted to know the secret.

I could see it brewing in the corners, hear it in the kitchen, even taste it in the late-night air when Briar pressed close and murmured, "Campus isn't satisfied with envy. They want to know how it works."

Even Sienna clocked the next challenge. "Being envied is simple. Explaining permanence is going to be harder."

Hallie just wrapped both arms around my waist and squeezed, face buried in my chest.

There was no doubt left.

If being claimed was a drug, I was strung out and happy.

And for the first time, I could tell: being envied was the warm-up.

Explaining it, making them understand why this worked, was going to be the real show.

But for tonight, we owned Blackwood House.

No one would forget who chose who. No one would forget who belonged.

The only answer that mattered was the heat of six different hands on my body, the laughter in the walls, and the fact that everywhere I walked, I was never alone.

The "not accepting applications" legend was born.

And I hoped it would never die.


Campus Wants What They Have


Iwoke up feeling famous, only to discover my body had turned into a monument to bad decisions.

The sunlight through my bedroom window hit me square in the eyes, hot and merciless, and made the whole bed glow. The sheets were wrecked, twisted around my waist and legs, and somehow one of my arms was trapped under a mess of Hallie's blonde hair. The other arm was tangled up with Kaia's thigh, warm, smooth, toned, and pressed way too tight against me to move without risking my life.

I stretched, nearly yelped, then let my head fall back to the pillow in surrender. Everything from my neck down felt like I'd run a triathlon I wasn't even trained for. Every muscle sore. My abs, my legs, hell, even my jaw. The things these girls could do to a man should be illegal.

If this wasn't winning, I didn't know what was.

Hallie's body fit perfectly against my right side. She wasn't shy about it, either. Her bare tits were mashed up against my ribs, one hand resting proprietary on my chest, and her hair smelled like vanilla and sex and something even better than sleep. Whenever she shifted, her thigh slid over mine under the sheet, soft and hot and totally not an accident.

Kaia was sprawled on my left, half-draped across me like she'd been dropped from a great height and decided this was her final resting place. Her hair was wild as hell, all tangled honey-blonde, and her head was pillowed on my shoulder. I could feel her breath against my neck, and the lazy satisfaction in her body language was impossible to miss: one arm flung across my stomach, her leg tossed over my morning wood, claiming both territory and prime real estate.

Not that I minded. The only thing I didn't love was the fact that my brain was barely operational. After last night, it was a miracle I could even keep my eyes open.

I tried to remember what time it was, but Kaia hadn't moved an inch, even with the sun covering her bare back. I figured it was early, or maybe late, or maybe I was dead and this was some kind of extremely specific afterlife.

And damn, I'd earned it.

The room was a disaster. The sheets were half off the mattress, the comforter shoved to the end of the bed, and the floor looked like a clothing graveyard: Hallie's leggings, her skimpy tank top from last night, Kaia's crop top and jeans, bras, underwear, even a couple of stray socks. My own tee was somewhere under the bed, probably plotting revenge.

I was naked under the sheet, and so were both of them.

I shifted, and Kaia made a pleased, dangerous little noise in her sleep. Her hand slapped my stomach and stayed there, like a cat pawing at her favorite cushion.

Hallie laughed, voice muffled under the pillow. "You wrecked her," she said, not quite awake but loving it. "You definitely wrecked me."

Not subtle.

I grinned, then let my fingers trace up her arm, over her shoulder, loving the heat of her skin and the way she squirmed closer whenever I touched her.

"Am I the only one who can't move?" I asked.

Kaia didn't even open her eyes. "You're a wimp," she muttered, lips brushing the side of my neck. "You act like you've never had to keep up before."

Hallie giggled. "We could get you a trophy, if you like."

"I'd wear it with pride," I said, even as I tried to pry my arm out from under Hallie. "But I'd need a ten-hour nap first."

Kaia finally cracked one eye open, looked at the carnage, then at me, and gave a lazy, smug smile. "You look like you're having an out-of-body experience, Tater."

"You broke my body, that's for sure."

"Oh my God." Hallie snorted, shaking with glee. "Look at the sheets. It's like a tornado hit the bed."

She rolled onto her side, sheet dropping to expose her tits, and propped her chin on my chest. Her hair was a disaster, but her face was pure sunshine. "Did you think last night would go that hard?"

"I didn't think I'd survive last night at all," I admitted, because honesty was easier than lying when your cock had been put through the gauntlet.

Kaia snickered, then dragged her nails up my thigh under the sheet. "You kept up. Not bad. For a boy."

I groaned, but secretly? I loved it.

The three of us just melted together in the wreckage. Naked, sore, covered in sunlight, and owning the aftermath like it was Saturday morning at the Hall of Fame.

Hallie snagged her phone from the mess of pillows and started scrolling before her eyes were even totally open. "Oh my God, you guys. Blackwood Spotted is already up. They're talking about us."

I tried to play it cool, but I couldn't help it. I leaned over her shoulder, peeking at the screen. The Spotted logo glowed in the light, and the posts were stacked so fast Hallie had to refresh twice to keep up.

She started reading with delight.

"Great party. Six girlfriends. No waiting list. Every rumor confirmed, and the kitchen island is officially closed for business." Hallie giggled. "Was the 'not accepting applications' moment staged or did we really improvise that beautifully?"

Kaia made a proud little sound. "Improvised. Duh."

Hallie read another, voice going sing-song. "Can confirm: the family is real, he is hotter in person, and the rest of us just have to live with it."

Kaia rolled her eyes, but not with much heat. "You're going to make his head explode," she groaned. "He'll need a bodyguard to walk him to class."

Hallie poked my side. "Campus is obsessed," she said. "Listen to this one: 'all six girls touching him in the kitchen was hotter than any official party. Is there a how-to guide for getting recruited?'"

"I think they're asking for references," I said, half-joking.

Kaia snorted. "Still not hiring."

Hallie snuggled closer, scrolling rapid-fire and reading the best ones out loud.

"'Honestly, it's not even fair. Blackwood should be forced to run boyfriend clinics for the rest of us.'" Hallie giggled harder, then tackled the next one: "'Can you imagine waking up between Hallie and Kaia? Some people win the genetic lottery and never look back.'"

Kaia preened, turning so the sunlight hit her bare shoulder. "Smartest comment so far."

I tried not to let my ego inflate, but the vibe was too good. I was never going to be the kind of guy who thought he deserved six girlfriends, but on mornings like this? Surrounded by the best, most beautiful women I knew, every one of them choosing me, even my brain had to admit it was lucky.

Hallie read the best comment yet, laughing so hard she almost dropped the phone. "'If they made a reality show about Blackwood, I would skip class to binge-watch every second. Can someone please post a morning-after selfie, or is that illegal on campus WiFi?'"

"And that's our cue," Hallie declared, rolling onto her back and stretching like a satisfied cat. Her tits almost escaped the sheet, but she yanked it up at the last second.

Kaia sat up, dragging the fabric high enough to cover Hallie and herself, but not before flashing enough bare skin to make anyone with eyes blow a fuse. "You really think posting a selfie is going to help his ego?"

Hallie's eyes sparkled. "It's my duty as founding girlfriend."

I groaned, faking resistance, but Hallie had already flipped the camera. She scooted closer to me, pressing her cheek to mine, and tugged Kaia in too.

Kaia resisted for two seconds before giving in, slinking up to my left side and planting her head on my shoulder, hair wild and perfect, mouth curled in a smirk designed to cause a campus incident.

Hallie pulled the sheet strategically high, barely covering the good bits, but leaving enough bare skin, tangled hair, and bedroom wreckage in the shot to make it instantly obvious what had happened last night. My head was tipped back, still dazed and satisfied. Hallie's face was bright with pride, eyes sparkling, and Kaia's was smug, lips curled like she'd just won every trophy in the house.

All three of us, side-by-side. Sheet up, bodies tangled, faces flushed and happy.

"Ready?" Hallie sang.

"Don't you want to fix your hair?" I asked, already knowing the answer.

She grinned. "I want real, not polished. Smile, babe."

She snapped the shot.

Kaia checked the preview and made a face. "You look like you just survived an earthquake."

I checked. She wasn't wrong. Hair a disaster, eyes half-open, one side of my neck covered in what was probably Hallie's lipstick, the other side marked up by Kaia's teeth.

Honestly, it was perfect.

Hallie picked her favorite, then added the caption: "Great party. No applications were accepted."

She hit post.

The reaction took exactly three seconds to detonate.

Notifications flooded in. Messages. Likes. Shares. Even Kaia's phone, abandoned on the nightstand, started buzzing with the aftershocks.

Hallie cackled. "It's blowing up. Oh my God, Tater, you're going to have to hire security."

Kaia rolled her eyes. "If your head gets any bigger, we'll need to resize the bedroom door."

I shrugged, loving every second. "I could get used to this."

Hallie curled against my side like she was born there and beamed at the phone as the numbers started stacking.

"Look at them," she said, scrolling the flood. "Everyone is obsessed with the kitchen scene. There's like three hundred comments already."

Kaia nudged my ribs with her elbow. "Don't let it go to your head, superstar."

I looked down at the two of them, hair messy, bodies pressed against mine, and couldn't help grinning like an idiot.

Not even the hangover could take the edge off this feeling.

Hallie read the new comments out loud, one after the other.

"'This is the hottest thing on Blackwood since the milk-chugging contest.' Oh my God, do you remember that?"

Kaia laughed. "I thought campus social life peaked last year. This is better."

Hallie found another: "'Spotted: Tater living every man's fantasy. Please explain how he survived the night.'"

Kaia muttered, "He barely did. Trust me."

I pulled them both tighter, as if maybe I could find a way to keep this exact morning forever.

The sunlight hit Hallie's hair, her smile lit up the room, and Kaia looked like a cat who ate the competition.

The three of us, tangled up, posting the only thing hotter than a campus rumor: the reality waiting in my bed.

Hallie glanced at me, eyes soft but wild. "We should do this every weekend," she joked. "Campus would probably riot."

Kaia yawned, not trying to cover her mouth. "Only if you can keep up, Tater."

Challenges accepted.

Hallie leaned in, kissing my cheek, spilling phone hair and vanilla scent everywhere.

The sheet stayed firmly in place, but the truth was all over our faces.

In the second it took Hallie to refresh her feed, the post doubled again. Our faces were everywhere, the caption already being copy-pasted into new Spotted posts by people who wanted the world to know.

"Not accepting applications," Hallie read, nearly crying with laughter. "Someone made it a meme already."

Kaia looked almost proud. "Peak culture."

I let my head fall back, arms around both of them, and drew a mental line in the sand: this, right here, was the dream.

It didn't matter what names people called it.

It didn't matter how fast the campus story spread or how obsessed everyone got.

I had Hallie. I had Kaia. They had me, surrounded, claimed, and too happy to care.

For once, I didn't mind being the guy everyone was trying to figure out.

Hallie kissed me again, then Kaia, and the two of them settled in like we had nowhere to be for the next twelve hours.

The sunlight, the mess, the heat from their skin. This was the win that mattered.

Hallie scrolled the feed like a sports ticker, reading out the wildest takes and telling Kaia whenever her hair got mentioned. Kaia started rating the comments by wit and audacity, never missing a chance to drag me if anyone suggested I was the real catch.

I let them have their fun.

If waking up tangled with these two made me campus famous, I could live with it.

If they wanted to post the morning, all the better.

As long as every morning started right here, with Hallie and Kaia and the promise of another impossible, beautiful mess, I'd take it, viral fame and all.

Hallie's phone kept buzzing as the post circled the campus globe.

Kaia watched the screen, pretending not to care, but her smile gave her away.

I closed my eyes, let the sound of their voices and the heat of their bodies finish the job, and let myself be completely, utterly claimed.

No applications accepted.

No apologies, either.

Just pride, and the three of us, winning the morning.

Let the next round of mayhem come.

We'd answer it together.

That was the point.

***

We hit campus around noon, and it was like walking onto a movie set where everyone already knew your name.

The air had that March chill that made your ears sting and your balls regret every step. My only protection was Hallie on one side, bundled cute in her favorite Blackwood hoodie and leggings (the same ones that had been on my floor five hours ago), and Kaia on the other, jeans painted on, high-collar jacket zipped up, and her hand hooked in my belt loop like she owned the franchise.

Behind us, the rest of the family fell in: Rowan, dark hair loose and jaw set with her usual "don't fuck with me" vibe; Elara, soft scarf and warm eyes that could probably make a murderer confess; Briar, heels and perfect posture, her coat so sharp it could have starred on the cover of a donor magazine; and Sienna, all cardigan and coffee-smarts, blue ink even on her fingers this early in the day.

We stopped at the coffee cart outside the student union, and instantly the world started pretending not to stare.

Not a single person was subtle. Phones out. Heads together. You could see the Spotted post open on three screens before we'd even ordered. A couple of the girls behind us in line tried to whisper, but Hallie caught every syllable.

"Applications remain closed," she chirped, tossing her hair. "Thanks for coming to Blackwood!"

The girls blushed red and scampered off, but you could tell they'd be retelling the moment for years.

Kaia watched the chaos with lazy amusement, hand squeezing my waist as she eyed the barista over the counter. "If this coffee stand doesn't hire a bouncer, they're going to need riot insurance."

"Couldn't be worse than last night," Rowan said, giving Kaia a knowing look. "I heard the kitchen scene is already historic."

"Great party, no applications accepted," Elara added, voice soft but proud. "The caption alone is campus art."

Briar didn't break stride. She surveyed the line, then adjusted my collar like she was prepping me for a headshot. "Try not to let this go straight to your head, babe. You are already history's favorite cautionary tale."

Hallie kept her arm looped in mine, chin practically glued to my shoulder. She made a show of reading new Blackwood Spotted comments out loud while we waited. "Listen to this: 'Confirmed sighting outside the union. Kitchen island king lives. If you get close enough, Hallie will smile at you and you'll know true joy.'"

I snorted. "Was that your burner account?"

She grinned. "I wish. The next one's even better: 'Not only is Kaia hotter than rumor, she's got a death grip on that man's belt. You love to see it.'"

Kaia barked a laugh, looking at me sideways. "You do realize you're campus fantasy fuel now, right?"

"My ego's still catching up."

Sienna, deadpan as always, chimed in. "It is not possible for him to become more mythologized. At this point, the campus narrative is recursive."

"Wow." Hallie giggled, popping up on her toes. "How's it feel to be academically famous, baby?"

"Intimidating," I said, faking a shiver.

The coffee cart was chaos. Fragrant espresso steamed up the cold air, and every other student in line tried to sneak a look, ask a question, or just soak up the drama.

A barista with a nose ring and a "no sleep, only espresso" tee handed us our drinks with a grin. "Is this the Blackwood harem, or am I hallucinating again?"

Kaia winked at her. "Depends if you're seeing double."

"Triple, now," Hallie piped up, holding her cup like a victory trophy. "Try the pastry, it's like a sugar bomb."

We moved to the side, juggling hot coffee and the world's worst attempts at subtlety from the passing crowd. A guy in a varsity jacket gave me a not-so-discreet thumbs up. A trio of sorority girls openly debated whether Hallie or Elara had the better smile (Elara edged her out, but only by a decimal).

That's when it happened.

A freshman, barely five feet tall, approached with the terror and hope of a kid about to ask for an autograph at the World Series. She clutched a print-out of the Blackwood Spotted screenshot, our bed selfie blown up to way beyond safe-for-work, and a notebook covered in pink highlighter.

She cleared her throat, cheeks bright neon with nerves. "Um. Sorry. I know this is weird, but could you..." She glanced at Hallie and Kaia as insurance. "Could you sign this? My roommates said I'd chicken out, but you're basically a campus icon now, and we made a bet."

I tried to look serious, but Hallie was already giggling, and Kaia looked like she was about to die from pride.

"I am not signing an autograph," I said, but my hand was already reaching for the pen she offered anyway.

Hallie squealed. "Oh my God, that is adorable. Sign it."

Kaia, for her part, faked deep concern. "If his head gets any bigger, we will need wider doors."

The freshman did her best not to faint. "You can...um...make it out to the Blackwood Harem Fan Club if you want?"

Kaia's head snapped toward her. "There's an actual fan club? Seriously?"

Hallie made a tiny delighted noise. "Oh my God. That's adorable. We should get shirts."

"Absolutely not," Kaia said, but she was smiling too hard to sell it.

I kept my cool, scrawled a quick "applications remain closed" with my name, and handed it back.

Hallie grinned at the girl. "Thank you for making his entire week."

Kaia tugged me a little closer. "Still not hiring," she said, voice crisp.

The freshman beamed, even more in love than before, then scurried off, clutching the page like it was a golden ticket.

I looked at Hallie and Kaia, waiting for the roast.

Hallie shook her head, delighted. "There are six of us, babe. Campus is just going to have to accept it."

Kaia hooked her arm tighter at my waist. "They can keep admiring. But there's a difference between curiosity and an open bar."

The attention didn't let up as we walked the quad. Students slowed down to stare, more than one guy did a double-take, and even the girls who claimed not to care kept sneaking looks. I could hear the whispers:

"That's them. The Blackwood group. Look, it's real."

"They're all, like, holding hands? Is that allowed?"

"If it works, maybe it's time to expand my standards."

Every step felt like walking through a parade thrown for the strangest celebrity on campus, but the best part was how everyone in the family handled it. Rowan's arm wrapped around Elara's shoulder, Briar towered over the crowd with effortless elegance, and Sienna walked just a half-step behind, always watching, always calculating.

Every time Hallie caught someone watching, she'd nuzzle in or squeeze my hand, proud as a trophy wife with a new diamond. Kaia alternated between smug eye-rolls and little jabs at my ego, but she never let go of my hip. Even outnumbered six-to-one, I never felt like I was carrying the show. The girls made the scene.

The path past the quad was even worse: two guys from my ethics class tried to get a selfie with Hallie, which she allowed only if I pulled her in tight. Four different students bought us coffee or pastries, and at least six people loudly asked about the kitchen moment last night like we were Blackwood's official ambassadors.

Hallie loved every second. "It's cute," she told me, kissing my cheek right in front of the dining hall. "Campus is obsessed with us."

Kaia just smirked. "They can keep watching. Applications closed."

We stopped near the bookstore path for a second, soaking up the sunlight and the sounds of campus. Sienna leaned on Briar's arm, voice low as she muttered, "The feed thinks fascination is enough, but it never is. They will want a how-to manual by Monday."

Briar nodded, then adjusted my jacket again. "Let them want. As long as it's admiration, not entitlement, they can stare from a safe distance."

Rowan caught my eye and grinned. "You realize you're gossip fodder for a thousand GroupMe's, right?"

"Could be worse," I admitted. "At least they're not throwing tomatoes."

Elara flashed her softest smile. "You look happiest when it's public."

Hard to argue when Hallie's arm locked mine in place and Kaia's hand claimed my hip.

The attention didn't slow down. If anything, it built up. Students trailed behind us, took photos, quoted the meme, and even asked Kaia if she'd give lessons in "how to hold onto a man that hot." Kaia just told them to eat more protein and ditch the math major.

We hit the entrance to the dining hall, past the crush of the student union, and the final wave of "that's them!" whispers hit.

I tried to keep my feet on the ground, but with Hallie's lips on my cheek, Kaia's hand on my waist, and every single girlfriend running their own victory lap, it was impossible not to walk tall.

We were a rumor made real.

And the whole damn campus couldn't get enough.

Even as fans tried to get another selfie, I couldn't help feeling the high: viral heat, public pride, and the girls who made every ridiculous second worth it.

I signed the autograph, yeah, but the real payoff was always them.

Always.

***

We camped out at the top of the student union steps, coffee cups in hand, seven-deep, a walking fuck-you to the idea that rumors ever quieted down in daylight.

If anything, they got louder.

It was the perfect setup: Hallie's arm locked in mine, Kaia's hand welded to my belt, Rowan braced next to Elara, Briar and Sienna holding court at the edge of the steps like they'd invented confidence. The world buzzed around us. Phones out. Sneaking photos. The "applications remain closed" meme everywhere.

The crowd skirted the edge of the steps, some brave enough to pretend they wanted to talk to us, most waiting for the first hot take to go viral.

Then he showed up.

Campus influencer. That was the only way to describe him. Designer jacket, phone in hand, hair gelled within an inch of its life and a smile tuned for likes. The guy waltzed up like he'd just been cast in a reality show, paused in the shade, and locked on Hallie like she was a rare Pokemon.

"Hey," he said, all confidence and zero boundaries. "Serious question. Are you, like, officially managing the Sterling intake, or is there a secret way to get on the guest list?"

Even his laugh sounded rehearsed, like he'd won a contest to be here.

Hallie went bright, but not small. "Oh, there's no intake. Not even a linked form."

He shrugged, smirked at Kaia, then raised his voice so the rest of the crowd could hear. "Just saying, if a guy wanted to get inside, what would it actually take? Not that I'm volunteering."

Kaia's jaw flexed. Rowan's stare could have cut steel. Even Hallie's smile flickered at the edges.

The line was careless, not cruel. But it set my teeth on edge.

Before the girls had to drag out the knives, I stepped right in, voice even.

"You can admire them. You do not get to talk like they are campus property."

The words landed hard.

The influencer blinked, caught off guard by the fact someone actually fought back. The girls behind him, half-laughing and half-terrified, stopped cold.

Kaia grinned, predatory. "Wondering is fine. Acting entitled is where it gets boring."

Hallie looped both arms around mine, close enough to make it clear where I belonged. "It's sweet that you care about the rules, but we like things just as they are. No waiting list. No VIP section."

The guy tried to backpedal, but Briar's stare undid whatever swagger he had left. He mumbled something about "just joking," then retreated down the stairs, phone already out to try and spin it before the next rumor hit.

The crowd recalibrated instantly. Where before there'd been this hungry, circling energy, now people gave the family a little space. Students nodded, even cheered, as if what mattered most was that someone, finally, drew a line.

Kaia squeezed my hip. "Campus already wants the fantasy. Now they want instructions."

Hallie beamed, pride and relief on her face. "Good thing we already know who we are."

Rowan snorted. "If they ever figure it out, the world might actually combust."

Even Elara, soft as clouds, looked happy. "I hope they never do."

We lingered on the steps, the family close, eyes on us from all angles and every phone in a hundred-foot radius.

Sienna let out a thoughtful hum. "Admiration was a phase. The new phase will want explanation. That is the real pressure."

Briar gave her a half-smile, locking the moment in place. "Let them watch. Let them want. As long as it's only eyes, nothing can break this."

Kaia's hand tightened on my waist, Hallie hugged my arm tighter, and the rest of the family drew in, visible, desired, nothing to hide.

I stood there, letting the last of the adrenaline burn out, and realized this was what it meant to be chosen in public, not just rumored about.

To be chosen.

To stay chosen.

And to know exactly what you'd say if anyone tried to take that away.

The sun glared off the union steps, the crowd still buzzing, the meme still spreading on Blackwood Spotted, but for the first time, nobody got it twisted.

You could want the story.

You could hope to join.

But the women I loved were people, not prizes.

And I was going to prove that truth in every room from now on.

Hallie kissed my cheek, Kaia squeezed my hip, and Sienna summed it up in a sentence:

"It will not be enough to envy. Now, everyone will want to know how it's possible."

The campus, the crowd, the world. They were all looking harder now.

But this family was ready.

Let them wonder.


Elara, Fully Chosen


Ivybound always smelled like rain and regret.

The bell over the door announced us with a tired little chime, and the second I stepped inside, the years punched me straight in the solar plexus.

Elara caught it. She didn't say anything; just let the door swing soft behind her, scarf half-unraveled at her throat and cheeks pink from the March cold. The fog on the old bricked windows turned the whole place amber. Light bled through in stripes, catching the gold of Elara's hair and painting her freckles even brighter.

It was a weird kind of time travel, except my body wasn't sixteen anymore, and the woman beside me was here on purpose.

We threaded around battered tables, past the glass pastry case, cinnamon and chamomile rolling in waves from the back. The barista, a relic from half a decade ago, didn't even look up. She poured tea by rote, every motion muscle memory.

Elara found the window booth without asking. It was our old haunt, back when Harrison and I would come out here to talk campus or kill time between classes. Back when Elara was with him, and every stolen glance was a private trial I never wanted to pass.

She slid in, motion effortless, skirt riding up just enough to flash the line of her thigh above her boots. Her hand found my wrist, thumb pressing the little bump of bone, owning the contact so naturally I forgot how recently it would have been treason.

"Sit," Elara said, nodding to the vinyl bench across from her. "You look like you're about to bolt."

No way I was sitting across from her.

I slid in beside, letting my leg brush hers under the table. Her scarf tickled my thumb, soft as a secret.

She glanced at the door.

"He said he'd meet us," Elara murmured. "You okay?"

I nodded, but my throat was dry. The old ache lit up under my ribs, a slow burn I hadn't felt since the days I used to walk home from Ivybound, hard as a rock and fighting not to let it show on my face.

The barista dropped off two mismatched mugs: one chipped and blue, one cloudy white, both filled to the brim. She didn't even blink at Elara's curves or the fact our hands were practically knotted together.

Steam curled up, thick with chamomile and bergamot and something almost like old paper.

Elara's eyes went soft. "Still the best tea in town."

I grunted, half-distracted by the way her sweater clung to her chest. Under the table, I spread my fingers, palm up, and she laced hers through mine, nails skimming my knuckle.

"You always liked the cinnamon blend," she said, teasing.

"Wasn't for the tea," I said, deadpan. "Was the company."

She smiled, light flickering in her hazel eyes.

The door banged behind us, and the cold swept in.

Harrison. Perfect posture, coat crisp, hair not a strand out of place. He scanned the room once, clocked us at the window, and walked over like he'd been doing it his whole life.

For a second, I braced for the punch.

It didn't come.

Instead, he nodded to Elara first. "You look good. Campus treating you well?" The tone was careful, not brittle.

"Better than I deserve," she replied, letting the warmth land without apology.

He looked at me, not really smiling, but not cold either. "Tate."

"Harrison."

He took the open spot across from us and shrugged out of his coat. I caught a flash of expensive watch, the gloss of his shoes, the way his whole life still ran on polish.

None of it mattered.

Not when Elara's body curved toward mine, all light and truth.

We settled into the awkwardness, and for a second, the only sound was spoon against ceramic, the hiss of boiling water behind the counter, and the low hum of campus couples cycling through their own rituals at the other tables.

Elara broke the moment, pouring for Harrison, her fingers steady and precise.

Chamomile clouded in his cup. He took it, hands wrapped around the steaming mug, and let out a long exhale.

"You two look right," Harrison said, voice plain. "Took me a while to admit that."

The words hit so clean I nearly choked on my own spit.

Elara's hand squeezed mine under the table, thumb dragging slow over my wrist.

"We wanted to see you," she said, so soft the words almost vanished.

Harrison sipped his tea, eyes going distant for a breath. "I am done making her happiness feel like an insult. Dumb way to live, really."

He looked at me, gaze sharp but not angry. "I get it now. Whatever this is..." His hand gestured, a little helpless. "It suits."

I didn't have a comeback. My body had gone hollow. Not fear. Just relief mixing with the sharp edge of what I still couldn't say in public: I used to want the woman beside me so badly it felt like trying to breathe through wet cement.

Elara felt it. She angled in, letting her side fold into mine, hair brushing my cheek.

Conversation limped along through campus gossip, which department was eating itself alive, the weather, and the spring showcase circuit. Harrison talked about post-grad interviews, donor brunches he could not dodge, and the fact that only at Blackwood could family drama turn into a campus landmark.

But all I could see was Elara. The way her scarf nudged the line of her collarbone. The way her golden hair made a halo when the sun pushed through the fog. The way her tits threatened to escape her sweater every time she shifted to pour more tea.

She caught me staring, didn't blink, just brushed her thigh against mine and let her hand keep covering my skin.

Harrison noticed. If it hurt, he didn't show it. Maybe a little nostalgia in the way his mouth quirked, but mostly? He let us have the moment.

"I was an idiot," Harrison said, out of nowhere. "Should have known you were meant for something different."

Elara's smile turned dazzling. She didn't gloat. "We all landed where we should."

He pushed his mug away, stood, and reached for his coat. "If you ever need anything, you know how to reach me."

I swallowed, choked out, "Thanks, Harris."

He paused a beat, then looked at Elara, voice gentler. "You were always more yourself here. I hope that makes sense."

"It does," she promised. "Thank you."

A moment hung in the air, heavy and final.

Then Harrison was gone. Just a brush of aftershave, the sound of shoes on old tile, and the bell over the door going off in a final, lonely little yelp.

Silence.

Elara pressed in, hip to hip, her palm dragging fire across every nerve ending in my arm.

I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think.

All the old ache lined up for inspection: the years spent trying not to show how much I wanted her, the nights I'd walk home from this exact tea shop so hard it actually hurt.

In the corner booth, time folded in on itself.

Her hand twisted in her scarf. "You okay?" she asked.

I nodded, because I couldn't trust my mouth.

She sipped her tea, gaze pinned to me. "You look like you're about to combust."

She wasn't wrong.

Looking at Elara has never been a neutral act.

This was the woman I'd wanted from the instant I'd seen her. But she wasn't just mine now because Harrison had let go.

She was mine because she chose it.

Her nails traced the lines of my palm. Every movement casual, but deliberate.

"You remember this place?" she asked.

"Every inch."

Her hair glowed, halo against the glass. "It feels different, with you."

That did it.

The arousal bent me, hot and mean, right there in the old vinyl booth.

She saw it. Her smile went sly. "Want to get out of here?"

I couldn't even speak. Just nodded, desperate.

We drained our mugs, scarves and jackets on, and walked out into the March cold.

Behind us, Ivybound flickered in the rain, the ghost of old ache chasing us all the way home.

But this time, I wasn't leaving alone.

Elara was walking home with me.

And nothing in the world felt better than that.

***

The Ivybound lamps blurred out behind us as we hit the sidewalk, rain mist haloing Elara's hair. By the time we made the campus footpath, my body was running a fever nobody could see.

Elara let her scarf drop low, fringe swinging against my hand. Every step, she edged closer, until her hip nudged mine under the streetlights.

Neither of us spoke, not at first. The city noise faded behind, replaced by the hush of late-night Blackwood, scattered campus lights and old trees stretching overhead. My head spun with it: nostalgia, leftover awkwardness, and mostly the raw, unedited want I could barely hold in.

Elara slowed us at the corner, then again at the bottom of the Blackwood House drive, her boots crunching on the wet gravel.

She caught my wrist.

"You went quiet when we left Ivybound," Elara said. The words were so soft I lost most of them in the wind. "Was it too much?"

"Not too much."

She waited. Elara's whole superpower was patience.

I tried to keep walking, but she stopped me dead. "Was it being back there, with him? Or with me?"

I swallowed, throat dry as sand. "Bit of both."

She tugged me closer, scarf trailing. "Tell me. For real."

She looked up, warmth and challenge knotted together in her eyes.

I wanted to run, but I stayed.

"I used to want you so bad it made me sick," I said, voice barely above a whisper. "It cost me sleep. I..." The words stuttered. "I had fucking dreams about you. Wet dreams."

Elara didn't flinch. If anything, she looked proud.

"You never let it show," she said. "Did you ever think I noticed?"

"I spent years trying not to look at you. Because if I did, I'd never be able to stop."

Her hand slid up my chest, buttons straining under her touch.

"I noticed," Elara said, voice devastating. "Every time you looked away, it did something to me." She leaned in, lips by my ear. "I used to go home and touch myself, thinking about what it would feel like if you ever let yourself want me out loud."

My cock throbbed behind my zipper, sudden and hard as a sledgehammer.

She bit her lip, gold hair tumbling down her shoulder.

"You do not have to look away anymore," she told me. "Not ever again."

No way I could have moved on my own. Elara took my hand, laced our fingers, and led the way up the walk.

Blackwood House waited, porch lamps blurry in the rain, the rest of the world gone silent.

Inside, the entry was pitch-dark and warm. Hallway empty. No voices. Just us, and the hush of a house that wanted to keep our secrets.

Her hand didn't let go, not even for a second.

At the stairs, she pulled me after her, boots thumping the old wood, scarf trailing. My brain blanked on everything but the line of her hips and the wild pulse in my own neck.

At her bedroom door, she stopped, thumb hooked at my wrist. She waited until I met her gaze.

"You wanted me then," Elara said, not a question. "But you love me now."

"Yes," I whispered.

Her smile was honey. "Then let's find out what happens when you stop looking away."

She opened the door herself, dragging me inside.

As the latch clicked, the ache didn't just live under my ribs anymore. It roared.

And for the first time, I wasn't afraid of what came next.

I wanted every fucking second of it.

***

Elara's bedroom was a bomb dropped in the middle of my control.

Soft lamp on the desk, scarf draped lazy over a chair, window curtains pulled wide so the night spilled in. Laundry-fresh blankets layered on the bed, floral print sheets almost too wholesome given what my heart was doing in my chest. On the corner of her desk, kettle and mugs, a lineup of tea blends one shelf above. The whole place smelled like chamomile, cinnamon, and the kind of heat that made a man want to kneel.

She closed the door herself, steady as a heartbeat. Elara unspooled the scarf, gold and berry stripes soft as memory, and let it slide to the floor.

Then she turned.

Her eyes sucked all the air out of the room.

She padded over, boots thudding gentle on the wood floor, then braced herself between my body and the window. Her fingers caught my shirt. "You are still looking away," she said, just loud enough for the hush to swallow it. "Why?"

"I don't want to fuck this up."

"You can't," Elara promised. She took my hands, setting them on her waist. "I want you to look. And I want you to say it."

I swallowed.

She guided my palms up her ribcage, sweater soft but the heat of her skin burning through. Her tits pressed to my hands, full and glorious. The fabric did nothing to hide how alive she was: nipples hard, nearly stabbing through the knit.

Elara caught my jaw with her thumb, forcing me to meet her gaze. "Tell me what you never let yourself say."

I almost cracked. "You drove me crazy. Every fucking day."

Her smile was pure mischief. "How badly?"

"Bad enough I jerked off to you. Nightly. Had dreams that left my sheets a mess. There were days I couldn't sleep because all I wanted was to know what you sounded like coming."

She shivered, hair falling wild over her shoulder. "You could have told me."

"I wasn't allowed. You were his."

"I am not guilt," she told me. "I am here."

The words rolled straight to my dick.

She pulled my hands to the hem of her sweater. "Take it off."

I did. Slow, dragging it up inch by inch, baring the soft, pale skin of her belly first, then the gold-dusted curve of her ribs, then finally her breasts: big, perfect, barely contained by a lacy bra the color of dark red wine.

I nearly lost it.

She unzipped my shirt, fingertips grazing my chest, the touch more confident than any plea. "I want you naked, too," Elara said. "Tonight, you don't have to hide."

I let her peel the shirt from me, then untucked her from the skirt, eyes locked on her every move. She arched, the motion pressing her tits against my arm.

Her bra was next. She hooked her nails in the clasp and let it snap open.

Her breasts fell heavy and wild, nipples flushed pink, each one begging for my mouth.

She caught me staring.

"Keep looking," Elara whispered.

I palmed her tits, weight more than a handful, perfect heat. I squeezed gently, then circled a thumb over her nipple, loving the shiver racing through her.

She watched me, wicked and soft. "You do not have to be gentle. Just be true."

I bent and took her nipple in my mouth, sucking slow, then hard, until she moaned, the sound low and just for me.

She dragged my hand down her stomach, guiding me under the skirt, to the edge of her panties: white and already damp.

She made me feel the heat.

"I want it," Elara said, trembling. "I used to dream about your hands here."

Fuck.

My hand cupped her pussy through the panties, wetness seeping everywhere. The fabric was so thin I could feel the outline of her lips, swollen and open.

"How badly did you want this?" she pressed.

"Nothing in my life compares," I confessed. "You were the dream. Every goddamn night."

She reached down and palmed my cock through my jeans, fingers strong, grip so perfect it nearly made me see stars.

"You see?" Elara said, voice velvet. "You never had to hide this."

She let her skirt drop to the floor, then stepped out, standing in nothing but panties.

She pulled me to the bed.

The world narrowed to the two of us, her knees against the mattress edge, hair wild around her face, tits full and high and begging for my mouth.

She sat, then guided me down, straddling my hips, panties flush against my erection.

Her hands traced up my bare chest, fingers splaying wide.

"Tell me more," she urged.

"You're the most beautiful thing I've ever touched. I wanted you before I knew what wanting was."

She smiled, tongue flicking over her lip. "Say it again. Without shame."

I braced her waist, kissing the line of her collarbone, the hollow at her throat, the freckles that always drove me insane.

"I wanted to taste you. I wanted to fuck you so slow you'd never forget."

She shivered, legs tightening around me.

Elara rocked her hips against my cock, rubbing her heat against the denim until I thought I'd lose it.

"Show me," she said. "Make me believe it."

I slid down, mouth catching her nipple again, then trailing kisses lower, licking the soft skin under her tit, then her belly, then the waistband of her panties. I peeled them down, breath hitching at the sight of her pussy: bare, perfect, pink and so wet it glistened in the light.

I looked up, letting her see the question before I moved.

She nodded.

"Right now," Elara told me.

I pressed my mouth to her, licking up her slit, savoring every trace of her. She tasted like sex and heaven, all at once.

She moaned, hand in my hair, grinding her pussy against my mouth. "Don't you dare stop," she warned.

I didn't. I sucked her clit, gentle at first, then harder, two fingers sliding inside her, flexing to find the spot that made her tremble.

Her body rocked against my face, thighs clenching my head.

"You wanted this for years," Elara breathed. "You deserve to have it."

I licked, sucked, tormented her until her moans filled the room. She didn't try to hide her hunger; she owned it.

When her first orgasm crashed through, she bucked hard, legs locking around my neck, pussy clamping my fingers in a throbbing, slick mess.

She collapsed back, tits heaving, nipples still hard, face wild and in control.

I moved up, bracing over her, giving her space to breathe.

"Do you feel it?" she whispered.

"Every second."

She smiled, slow and satisfied.

Then her eyes dropped.

My jeans were still on, zipper strained, denim soaked where her thighs and my mouth had dragged the whole room past restraint.

Elara's smile turned wickedly soft. She sat up, fingers already at my belt, and worked it open with a patience that felt designed to kill me. Button. Zipper. A slow pull over my hips. She freed my cock with both hands, warm palms wrapping around me like she had been waiting years for the privilege.

"There," she whispered, stroking once from base to tip. "No more barriers."

She pushed the jeans and boxers down my thighs, helped me kick them away, then slid to her back, guiding me over her and opening her legs. Her pussy was raw, flushed, slick and ready.

Elara reached for my cock, fisted it, stroking slow.

She pinned me with her gaze.

"Now," she whispered. "All of me. Everything you wanted."

Fuck.

She guided me to her entrance, then waited, eyes molten.

The hunger was alive, but this time, there was no guilt. Only the woman I loved, naked and open, knowing I'd wanted her forever.

Her voice was the softest thing I'd ever heard.

"Love me like you believe me," Elara said.

I braced my hands around her. Lined up my cock. And prepared to let the world shatter.

***

I braced my hands on the mattress, Elara's legs wrapped around my waist, her pussy glistening and so open it nearly undid me before I started.

She caught my cock, guiding it, head slick and flushed dark, sliding through her folds to the entrance.

Her nails pressed into my hip.

"Now," Elara breathed. "I want you inside me. All the way."

No hesitation. Just the steady, perfect heat of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

I lined up, cock trembling so hard it was almost funny, and pressed in.

The stretch punched a groan out of both of us. Her pussy swallowed me slow, wet, velvet, tighter than any memory or dream could fake.

Elara arched, hands gripping my ass, and dragged me forward until I bottomed out.

I saw stars.

She gasped, eyes blown wide, mouth popping open as if the first stroke had still managed to surprise her.

"Fuck, yes," she whispered. "You fill me. God, I always wanted it like this."

I pulled back, then sank in again, slow, letting her feel every inch.

Her tits bounced with every move, nipples flushed wild and begging for my mouth.

I braced her hips, rolling slow, using the full, deep strokes that made her body tremble.

Her heels dug into the backs of my thighs.

"Don't look away," Elara begged. "I want you to see me. All of me. Even when you make me lose it. Especially then."

I couldn't look away if my life depended on it.

Her body flushed, face open and raw, hair wild across the pillow, every inch of her alive and present.

The rhythm built, steady and reverent, every movement designed to worship the woman who'd once been off-limits.

I bent and took her nipple between my teeth, biting just gentle, then sucking until she moaned, the noise rolling up from her belly.

She clamped down, pussy fluttering around my cock, squeezing so tight I could barely move.

Her hands found my face. Elara dragged me in for a kiss, tongue tangling with mine, no patience for anything but the truth.

"Stay with me, baby," she said, teeth catching my lip. "Tell me how badly you wanted me. I want to hear everything you never let yourself say."

The words burned straight through my skull.

"Every time I saw you, I wanted to fuck you. I spent years dreaming about what it would feel like to have you under me, begging for it. You were the itch I couldn't scratch. No one else ever came close."

She moaned, head arching back, exposing her throat.

"God, yes," Elara breathed. "I wanted you, too. Even when I pretended I didn't."

I gripped her hips, holding her open, and drove in, harder now, the wet heat of her pussy making my cock pulse.

Her tits bounced, hair stuck to her cheeks in wild gold streaks, and her body met every thrust with a snap of hips that nearly broke me in half.

She rocked up, grinding her clit, chasing the friction with a hungry precision that told me she was about to come apart.

I didn't slow. If anything, I hammered harder, every stroke deep and absolute.

Elara lost her words, just moaned, hands fisting the blankets, thighs locking around my waist.

The first climax shattered her.

She shook full-body, wild, all the way from the chest down. Her pussy clenched, milking my cock in tight, rhythmic pulses, and she screamed my name, sharp and beautiful and so fucking proud of it.

She rode it, no apology, body writhing and hair flying. I didn't look away. Not even for a second.

Her orgasm crashed over and over, hips never stopping, until she finally slumped, boneless and open.

I braced on my elbows, kissing her jaw, cheeks, lips, worshiping the woman who'd once been forbidden fruit and was now the whole feast.

She caught my gaze, eyes glassy.

"Don't stop," Elara whispered, voice gone shaky but real. "More. Please. I want all of it."

She rolled us, straddling my hips, tits dangling right in my face.

She reached down, lined my cock up, and slammed down, taking everything to the hilt.

Her face went wild with shock, delight, and that raw, animal need.

She rode me, using her own rhythm, grinding slow, then rough, pressing her clit against the base of my cock every single time.

I sucked her nipples, loving the way her body bowed into my mouth, loving the heat and the way her ass flexed with every bounce.

"Is this what you dreamed of?" Elara taunted, breathless. "Having me ride you until you can't stand it?"

"Yeah," I groaned, hands gripping her ass, tits bouncing, guiding her up and down, fucking into her from below so deep it made her whole body quake.

She shuddered, fingers digging into my shoulders.

"You wanted this," she said, proud. "Wanted me open, messy, ruined for anyone else."

"Always," I growled. "This was the only thing that ever felt real."

She slammed down, grinding her clit so hard it nearly made her see stars.

Her body tensed, spine arching, tits thrust forward, and the second orgasm hit her harder than the first. She gasped, body shaking, pussy rippling around my cock, hips jerking until she collapsed over me.

Her hair draped across my chest, warm and wild.

I kissed her forehead, lips, nose, anything I could reach.

Elara rolled back, opened her legs, and pulled me over her, legs up around my waist.

Her voice was a whisper.

"Finish in me," she said. "I want to feel it. I want to know you can't hold back anymore."

No way I could have denied her. It had taken an act of God to last thing as long as I had.

Her pussy gripped me with every thrust, soaked and perfect and made for it.

I slammed in, losing all control. My balls tightened, body locking. I fucked her harder, chasing the edge.

"Come," Elara moaned. "Let me have it. Every drop."

I drove in, balls flush against her, groaned, and exploded.

The orgasm wiped my brain clean. Hot, thick pulses flooded her, shot after shot, warmth leaking out around my cock and oozing between her thighs.

She gasped at the mess, loving it, proud of it, holding me close until the last tremor rattled us both.

We lay together, twisted and spent, sweat cooling on our skin and the blankets thrashed.

Elara didn't move, just dragged me down and let me breathe her in.

"Don't ever look away," she whispered, voice nearly gone.

"Never," I promised. I meant it.

We stayed knotted together, my cock softening inside her, bodies refusing to separate.

After a while, she eased up, folding herself into my lap, naked and flushed and glowing.

She rolled off the bed, not even bothering to cover herself, and padded to the window.

She opened the curtains wide, letting the night and campus light pour over her body.

Golden hair, perfect tits, cum streaking down her thighs.

She looked back at me, eyes molten.

"Want some tea?" she asked, easy as anything.

I nodded, too stunned to make a joke.

She busied herself at the desk, kettle on, still naked as the day she was born.

I watched every inch.

Her scarf was back on the chair. She picked it up, draped it over my shoulders, and curled into my lap, heat pressed to my cock, her ass snug against my groin.

She poured tea, handed me a mug, then sipped her own.

We sat by the window, naked, tangled in the scarf.

The world outside didn't matter.

Elara nuzzled into my neck, quiet for a long moment.

"Harrison loved me," she said softly. "I know he did. But there were parts of me he kept trying to understand by making them smaller."

I tightened my arms around her.

She traced the rim of her mug with one finger. "I think that's what scares me for Sienna. Her mother loves her. I believe that. But love can still turn someone into a story if it refuses to listen."

The words settled deeper than the tea.

"Pride is not the same as listening," Elara said.

I kissed her shoulder. "You'll never be a story I miss."

She smiled, true and wide.

"Then let's write the next one together."

The room smelled like sex, sweat, tea, and home.

The ache was gone.

Only choice, heat, and everything ahead.

And I never, ever had to look away again.


Sienna And Maren, Proud And Wrong


The Peyton Center seminar wing looked like a billionaire's idea of subtle: glass walls, steel trim, filtered light, and donor plaques arranged with the kind of tasteful restraint that only happened when somebody had spent an offensive amount of money on it. Even the air felt expensive. Cool, clean, faintly floral, like ambition had been pressed, steamed, and hung on a cedar hanger.

I walked in beside Sienna, held the glass door for her, and tried not to stare too obviously at the showcase posters lining the corridor.

Her name was on most of them.

Sienna Vale, underlined in Peyton blue, just above "Excellence in Innovative Cohabitation: A Blackwood Family Success Story."

The letters were big and clean and completely out of her control.

Sienna barely looked at them. She clutched her notes flat against her chest, cardigan sleeve pulled over her palm, ink-stained fingers working against one another like she could keep herself from fidgeting by sheer academic spite. I reached for her hand, folded my fingers around hers, and she let me without making a thing of it.

Her pulse was fast. Her knuckles were pale. Her breathing had that careful, contained rhythm that meant she was holding herself together by force.

"You do not have to earn the right to be heard," I said quietly.

She glanced up at me. Dry. Nervous. Still Sienna. "That sounds suspiciously like emotional support."

"I've been practicing."

"It shows."

Her thumb brushed mine once, a tiny thank-you she would deny under oath.

The prep room waited behind a glass wall, all deliberate minimalism and institutional confidence. One long table. Peyton Center folders stacked with logos facing out. Three waters nobody had touched. A dish of wrapped mints that existed only to prove the room had considered hospitality. Donor names were etched into the glass panels, shining faintly whenever someone moved past them in the hall.

A placard outside the adjoining suite read: "Showcase Preparation: Lead, Dr. Maren Vale, Ph.D."

Below it, in smaller type: "Guest Contributor: Sienna Vale."

Guest contributor.

Sienna's hand flexed in mine.

Briar was already seated at the corner of the table, blazer sharp, posture perfect, phone face-down beside a closed folder. She had the look of a woman who had assessed every exit, every power angle, and every possible donor with a weakness for flattery before we even walked in. Her eyes tracked us, then moved back to the glass wall.

"You found us," she said.

"The building labeled every step like it was afraid we might miss the prestige," Sienna said.

Briar's mouth curved. "That is not fear. That is branding."

Sienna dropped into the chair beside her. I sat to Sienna's right, close enough to be felt without crowding. The room was quiet in the way of places designed to make you conscious of your own breathing.

"Coffee?" I asked, nodding toward the carafe on the credenza.

She shook her head, then reconsidered, stood, and poured herself half a cup. Her fingers weren't quite steady. A drop hit the white napkin beneath the cup, dark and immediate. She wiped it away, lips pressed in a straight line, as if the coffee had betrayed her by becoming evidence.

Through the glass wall, faculty moved past with badges and paper cups. Two of them slowed at the placard by the suite door. One leaned toward the other and murmured something I couldn't catch, but the word "impressive" reached us anyway.

Sienna did not react. Or she reacted by going very still, which with Sienna was the same thing.

Briar set her phone down and spoke quietly.

"If you are still thinking about the Architect," she said, "it may help to be precise."

Sienna's gaze dropped to the folders. "Precision is usually how I get into trouble."

"No," Briar said. "Precision is usually how you survive it."

That landed. Sienna looked at her.

Briar folded her hands on the table, controlled and elegant, but her voice had softened. "The Architect was our name for a pattern. Not a masked villain. Not one person in a secret room pulling strings." She glanced at me, then back to Sienna. "Maren's framework, Peyton's money, Blackwood's appetite for prestige, and the language that made donors feel like philanthropists rather than investors. All of it moved in the same direction until it felt like one hand on the wheel. But there was never a cape."

I let that settle. It made a sick kind of sense. No mastermind. No hidden throne. Just a building full of smart people pointing the same direction, calling it excellence, and never noticing who got flattened beneath the momentum.

Sienna's jaw flexed. "That is somehow less dramatic and more irritating."

Briar's smile was small. "Institutional pressure usually is."

"It also means this is personal," Sienna said. "Not just institutional. My mother is not a system. She is a person who believes she is right."

"Yes," Briar said. "Which is harder."

Sienna nodded, once, and went quiet.

I rubbed my thumb along the back of her hand. She pressed back, just enough to prove she knew I was there.

She reached for one of the Peyton Center programs on the table and flipped it open. Inside, her name appeared under "Featured Student Contributor," just below her mother's. The accompanying line praised her "clarity and discipline of thought," as if she were a method instead of a woman who had spent the last months covered in ink, want, fear, loyalty, and love.

She set the program down. She did not tear it. She only folded her hands over it and sat with what it meant.

"They're not sure you will let them own the narrative," Briar said.

Sienna looked at the wall of donor names, then back at the table. "That is the only part that feels honest."

The door to the adjoining suite opened with a soft pneumatic hush. A woman in a white blouse and practiced warmth stepped through.

"Dr. Vale is ready for you, Sienna," she said. "She's so looking forward to sitting down with her brilliant girl."

The phrase was gentle. It was also a frame.

Sienna's cheeks went faintly pink before she could stop them.

She stood, tucked her notes beneath one arm, and squared her shoulders. I got to my feet and brushed my fingers across her knuckles, just once, the lightest possible contact. She did not look at me, but her breath changed.

Briar rose and gave Sienna a nod so quiet and genuine it nearly hurt.

"Knock them dead," Briar said.

Sienna's expression stayed dry. "That is not the problem."

I fell in beside her, hand settling at the small of her back, and walked her through the door.

***

Maren's meeting room was glass and ego, softened by flowers. The city spread beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, gray and bright beneath a clean wash of afternoon light. The walls were etched with donor family names in a script that probably cost more per letter than my textbooks. The table gleamed like a mirror. The chairs were leather in a shade of Peyton blue that had absolutely been approved by a committee.

The whole room said: serious things happen here, and serious people decide what they mean.

Sienna hesitated in the doorway for one beat, just long enough for me to feel it, then walked in.

Maren was already standing. Navy suit today, softer than the photos made her look, heels silent on the carpet. She looked at Sienna with pure, overwhelming pride. Not fake. Not strategic. Pride bright enough to make the room warmer by degrees.

And beneath it, calculation.

Not cold calculation. The kind that came from caring too much and thinking understanding was the same as love.

"My brilliant girl," Maren said.

She crossed the room and wrapped Sienna in both arms.

It was a real hug. Warm. Unhurried. Mother and daughter before the room remembered it had plaques. Sienna's shoulders dropped a fraction, her breath going in and then out, her body remembering for one second what it felt like to be loved without footnotes.

Maren pulled back and held her by both shoulders, studying her face.

"You look tired," she said. "Have you eaten? I know this week has been relentless. I thought about calling every day and talked myself out of it each time because I did not want to add to the noise."

Her eyes moved to me, warm and assessing in equal measure, then returned to Sienna.

"You always save your best energy for the moments that matter. I have always loved that about you."

She brushed a strand of hair back from Sienna's forehead with the back of her fingers, a gesture so automatic it had to be decades old.

Sienna managed a small, dry smile. "I had coffee."

"Of course you did." Maren guided her gently toward the table. "Sit. We have time before anyone else arrives."

We settled into our places, Maren at the head, Sienna to her right, me beside Sienna. The folders were waiting. Sienna's name was on the top one in blue foil: "Showcase: Blackwood Family Innovation."

I watched her look at it, then look away.

Under the table, I found her hand. She turned her palm up and held on.

The room smelled like new paper, expensive perfume, rain still caught in my jacket, and Sienna's familiar ink-and-tea warmth. That last one got under my ribs. It had become private knowledge in public, something my body recognized before my brain did. I knew what she smelled like when she was nervous. I knew the exact pressure of her fingers when she was trying not to reach for me. I knew the woman beneath the title card, and the fact that this room wanted to flatten her into something presentable made my blood run hot in ways that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with wanting to stand between her and the glass.

But this was not mine to solve.

So I held her hand and stayed still.

Maren opened her folder with the ease of someone for whom formal meetings were native habitat.

"I want to be clear before we talk logistics," she said. "What you have done is extraordinary. Not just the research. The family. The courage it took to build something real without a template. The department knows it. The donors are beginning to understand it. And I know it."

Sienna went very quiet.

Maren leaned in, eyes bright. "You saw something most scholars would have missed. You did not just observe. You understood from inside, which is entirely different."

Sienna's thumb moved once against my hand.

"The showcase," Maren continued, smoothing a page, "is an opportunity to make that understanding visible. Not only to protect the work from mischaracterization, but to give you the credit you have earned."

She looked up, warm and certain.

"I would like you to join me as co-presenter. Not as a subject. Not merely as a student contributor. As a recognized voice. The scholar who built the bridge and then had the courage to cross it."

She slid the program across the table.

Sienna's name was there in silver and blue: "Co-Presenter: Sienna Vale, Student Research Lead and Lived Experience."

Below it sat a schedule, a photo placeholder, and a line about "emergent family forms" that made my skin crawl.

Sienna stared at the page for a long moment. The muscle in her jaw moved.

Maren watched her with complete, unguarded love.

"I am proud of you," Maren said. "More than I have ever found language for. This is your chance to show them what it means. To prove that your work is not only theory, but real, sustainable, and worthy of sustained attention."

It was exactly what Sienna had always wanted to hear.

I could feel it in the way she held herself. Leaning toward the words, then pulling back. Tide against tide. Daughter against scholar. Love against the shape love wanted to put her in.

Maren placed a hand softly on Sienna's shoulder. "You lived this. You understand it better than any external researcher ever could. Stand beside me. Let them see the mind that helped make this possible."

The offer was beautiful.

It was also a container with Sienna's name on it.

Sienna's fingers tightened in mine. "I appreciate that," she said carefully. "But I am not sure the language is quite right."

Maren nodded immediately, patient and generous. "Tell me what feels off. We'll build it together. That is the only way it will feel true."

Sienna's eyes came to mine for one second. Not asking permission. Checking that someone else could see the cage beneath the flowers.

"We do not have to use 'lived experience' if it feels reductive," Maren offered. "You can speak as a scholar. As a builder. As the person who saw the pattern before the field had language for it."

She leaned forward slightly.

"Stand beside me. Let them see what you actually are."

The line landed wrong so softly it almost landed right.

Sienna's breath caught.

Maren let the silence ripen, then added, quiet and certain, "This is what legacy looks like. Let us make them understand that it was you who made all the difference."

Sienna wanted to say yes.

That was the thing that hurt. Every part of her that had grown up wanting her mother's pride reached toward it. Every part of her that had spent months learning to stay real pulled back.

I kept my hand under the table, fingers loose around hers, and waited.

Maren kept going. She was not a woman who left silences unfilled when she believed she was right.

"This can protect the family from crude public misunderstanding," she said. "You can speak to it from authority. Nobody will dare reduce it to a rumor if you are the one explaining it."

Sienna went very still.

When she spoke, it was quiet and dry and landed like a blade set carefully on glass.

"I want you to be proud of me," she said. "I just do not want to become the thing you are proud about."

Maren blinked.

For a moment, she looked like someone who had heard the sentence but could not make it fit any available category. Then love reasserted itself over confusion.

"You will always be more than the research," she said. "But this is an opportunity. Please let me share it with you."

Sienna nodded, but she did not look convinced. She looked like someone who had just named the wound precisely and been told it wasn't there.

Maren's hand moved to Sienna's shoulder again. "You are the only person I trust to help explain the family. You lived it. You understand better than any of us."

Sienna looked at me. Just for a second.

The ache in her face was the ache of wanting two things that could not both be true at once.

Maren let herself believe it was settled. She believed it because she was a woman who loved deeply, understood thoroughly, and had not yet noticed that those two things were not the same.

"Stand beside me at the showcase," she said. "Let them see the woman who made the impossible blueprint into a living thing."

The invitation glowed on the table between them, perfect and poisonous.

Sienna looked down at the program.

Then up.

"I will think about it," she said. "But I am not a theory. Not now."

Maren smiled, warm and patient, reading hesitation where refusal had started to breathe. "Of course. Take the time you need. If you want to revise anything, send me the version that feels true. I want the world to know who you are."

She began stacking folders with the efficiency of someone who considered the matter gently tabled rather than challenged.

Inside the glass room, Sienna sat with the co-presenter line shining up at her from the page, knowing every word in it was meant with love, and none of it was her.

***

The silence stretched until Sienna broke it.

She cleared her throat, looked at the folder, then at her mother. The last of the careful hedge went out of her voice.

"I want you to be proud of me," she said again. "I just do not want to become the thing you are proud about."

Maren had heard it the first time. This time she heard it differently.

Her hands stilled on the folder. Something shifted behind her eyes, the first real crack in the polished certainty.

"You are not a thing," she said, voice tighter now. "You are the person who made all of this possible."

Sienna shook her head. A loose strand of hair caught the glass light. Her voice was quiet and absolute.

"That is not what it feels like. You are offering me the chance to be the official story, but only from outside my own life. I do not want to stand beside you as evidence that the model works. I want to be in it."

Maren's chin lifted slightly. Her composure was still there, but it was working harder now. "You would be in it. You are the star. I am trying to protect the seriousness of what you built."

"Then listen to me before you explain me," Sienna said. "If you want to honor my choice, let it be mine. I will attend the showcase. But I will not stand there as your proof."

The words were not loud. They did not need to be.

I watched Maren's face move through confusion, then hurt, then the raw, uncalculated worry of a mother who loved her child and could not understand why the love was landing wrong. It was painful to watch.

I did not look away.

Maren reached across the table and covered Sienna's hand with hers. Her fingers trembled for the first time all morning.

"I never meant to turn you into a commodity," she said. "I wanted them to see you. All of you. This is how I know to protect you."

Sienna looked at their joined hands. Then she turned her palm up and let her mother hold it for one breath longer.

"I know," she said. "But you do not need to protect my reality from me. I am not outside my own life."

She looked at me then. Not asking me to speak. Including me in the room.

I met Maren's eyes and kept my voice level.

"Sienna is not standing outside her own life for anyone's presentation," I said. "She chooses for herself."

Maren's lips pressed together. For a moment I thought she would push back.

Then she didn't.

She straightened in her chair and ran one hand along the edge of the folder, smoothing a crease that wasn't there.

"Very well," she said. Her voice was still composed, but the brightness had gone quieter. "If that is your boundary, I will respect it. You are welcome at the showcase, Sienna. In whatever role you wish. Even if it is just as yourself."

Sienna held her gaze. "Thank you, Mom."

Something moved across Maren's face, quick and unguarded.

"Thank you for not abandoning me to the department." Her voice caught on the last word, small and real. "I want you there. Even if we do not match today."

Sienna nodded. For the first time since we had walked in, she looked tired rather than braced.

Tired was honest.

Tired meant the fight had been real.

Maren gathered her folders with practiced efficiency, the kind of composure that was also a kind of dignity. She paused with her hand on the top one.

"If you ever change your mind about standing with me, or explaining the work," she said, careful now, offering rather than pressing, "tell me. It would make me happy."

Sienna stood. Her shoulders were square. Her voice was even and final.

"I will attend," she said. "I will not be your proof."

Maren looked at her daughter with an expression that contained more love than the room knew what to do with, and also a confusion she was too proud to name.

Then she opened the door and ushered us out.

The hallway hit us like a tide: coffee carts rattling past, shoes on tile, conversation layered over conversation, the whole building going about its business as if a daughter had not just disappointed her mother in the most loving way she knew how.

Sienna stepped out and stopped.

She did not speak. I could feel the tremor moving through her, small and involuntary, the cost of holding herself that steady for that long. I slid my arm around her hips, close enough to matter, not so close it looked like rescue. She turned into me, her cheek finding my shoulder, and I felt her heartbeat through the thin knit of her cardigan.

Fast.

Settling.

Still hers.

We stood in the glass corridor, framed by donor plaques and Peyton blue, and I held what she was carrying without trying to take it from her.

Briar appeared at the edge of the hallway, checked us over with one quiet look, and said nothing. She gave Sienna a small nod, the kind that meant I saw it, then vanished back into the crowd.

Sienna straightened slowly. Her breathing had evened. Her hand found mine and squeezed once.

Past us, Maren's assistant moved through the corridor with her arms full of official programs, the first run off the press. The cover caught the light as she went by: "Showcase: Blackwood Family Innovation." Inside, Sienna's name was still printed under a title she had never agreed to carry.

The machinery was already running. It did not need permission. It only needed material.

But Sienna did not break.

She stood in the glass-and-steel corridor with her name on every wall and her mother's love still warm and wrong in her chest, and she stayed herself.

I wanted her for exactly that. Not because she was hurt. Because she was brave enough to stay real while everything around her tried to make her into a story.

We walked toward the stairs together, her hand in mine, the showcase schedule still glowing in the display case as we passed. Her name was right beside her mother's.

It would not end here. Next time, she would need to break the frame instead of only naming it. And when that happened, Kaia and I would be at her side, not to speak for her, but to help her make the room remember she was not a headline, not a framework, not a legacy line printed in blue.

She was Sienna Vale.

And Sienna would never be erased.

Not while she was still the one holding the pen.


Sienna And Kaia Break The Frame


The Peyton Center program sat on the kitchen counter between Sienna's cold coffee and a plate with one abandoned pancake on it, and she had been staring at it long enough for the whole house to feel quieter around her.

She stood at the counter, elbow braced, hair falling in a messy halo, staring at the glossy blue program like it had personally offended her and then cited sources. Her coffee had gone cold, but she didn't notice. The mug sat abandoned next to a pen, the pilot cap off, blue ink already smudged on her fingers. Her wrist braced the edge of the showcase brochure, thumb flicking the corner, every motion controlled as hell except for the little hitch in her breathing.

On the cover, her name was printed in glossy blue right under Maren's.

CO-PRESENTER: SIENNA VALE, STUDENT RESEARCH LEAD & LIVED EXPERIENCE.

Even the subtitle, Family Innovation, Explanation, Representation, was a mouthful.

Sienna flicked her eyes up and down the page, then back to the pen. She wasn't frozen or falling apart. She looked like a woman trying to find the exact objection to being loved in the wrong language.

I leaned against the fridge, arms folded, and watched her. Not in a creepy way. Just tracking every micro-movement, every tap of the pen, every time her teeth caught her bottom lip.

"You want food?" I asked, nodding at the cold pancake still stranded on a plate from this morning.

She blinked, then looked at me, eyes sharp behind the glasses. "Not unless you can guarantee it will clarify the language."

"Pancake's pretty persuasive," I said.

She almost smiled.

Still, she didn't touch it.

Kaia entered the room without bothering to knock, which tracked. She wore black leggings and a cropped athletic tee, hair twisted on top of her head, skin dewy like she'd just come from a run or a secret workout that was strictly none of my business.

She studied us for two seconds, then went straight for the thing Sienna was trying not to name.

"You're doing the thing," Kaia said, voice cool with just enough bite to be affectionate.

Sienna didn't look up. "The thing where I attempt accuracy?"

"No, babe. The thing where you pretend if you find the right words, nobody gets to want anything from you."

I nearly choked on my own breath.

Sienna's mouth twitched at the corner, but she didn't argue.

Kaia strolled over and leaned both palms on the counter, hips cocked, eyes amused and just daring Sienna to come at her.

"I spent years letting people look at me," Kaia continued. "Not because I liked being a display. Because I knew how to make them see the version I could control. Pretty. Mean. Untouchable. Best ass in the room, worst attitude."

She grinned, slow and smug. "Nobody got close unless I let them."

Sienna set the pen down, fingers splaying wide like she was laying her whole hand on the argument.

"Isn't that still exhausting? Being the proof the room is waiting for?"

Kaia shrugged. "Only if you think the audience is the point. Wanting feels different when you're the one choosing it. Not performing it for protection. Actually choosing."

Sienna's eyes flicked up, wary but curious. "You find being the main event...satisfying?"

Kaia made a show of rolling her eyes. "Wanting Tate is not a thesis, babe. You don't need a citation for your own appetite."

I snorted, unable to help it.

Sienna fixed on Kaia, as if the next move depended on the exact angle of her reply.

"I do not want to be the official explanation for my own life," she said, slow, every word careful. "I want her to be proud. But I do not want to become the program."

Kaia softened. For a heartbeat, the old tough-girl armor melted, and what came through was pride. Real, unguarded, and aimed straight at Sienna.

"Then stop explaining and start wanting," Kaia told her. "Academic credit isn't going to make you come."

That finally got a laugh out of Sienna. A real one. She pressed her palm over her mouth, then gave up and let it out.

When she spoke, the voice was lower. "That is possibly the filthiest thesis statement you've ever articulated."

Kaia's eyebrows shot up. "You haven't asked for a footnote yet."

I leaned in, because if there was anything hotter than these two women arguing over who got to own desire, I hadn't seen it.

Sienna glanced at me. She didn't ask for support, just tracked my face to see if I was following.

I gave her nothing but honesty. "I want you, Sienna. Not the explanation. You."

She let out a tiny sound, like maybe the answer had landed somewhere it was actually needed.

Kaia reached for the cold pancake and bit off a chunk. She talked through the mouthful, which should have been gross but somehow wasn't.

"See, sometimes the argument wins because the man loses his fucking mind."

She made eye contact with Sienna, then me, then back to Sienna. "You do not get lesser by being wanted. You get, you get more."

Sienna braced both hands on the counter, knuckles whitening, eyes huge.

"I want to do that," she said. Voice not loud, but clear.

Kaia's next move was instant.

"Good. So come upstairs."

She nodded toward the hallway. Maybe it was the challenge in her eyes, maybe the invitation, but the energy in the room shifted so hard the program on the counter suddenly looked very small.

Kaia's voice was perfect. "Stop talking about it. Come see what it feels like when you choose it."

Sienna didn't hesitate.

She closed the program, capped the pen, and looked at me as if daring me to slow her down.

I wasn't going to slow down anything.

We followed Kaia out, the three of us leaving the kitchen behind: coffee, cold pancake, and all the words no longer needed.

The program stayed on the counter with the cold coffee and the abandoned pancake. For once, nobody needed a thesis.

The stairs were waiting.

I couldn't fucking wait either.

***

Kaia's room was pure statement.

She shoved the door closed, flicked the lock, and for one heartbeat, all you could hear was the click in the sudden stillness.

Light knifed through the window, catching on the cold mirror beside the dresser and the bright blue of Kaia's favorite athletic hoodie slung over a chair. Her perfume and shampoo clung to the air, something floral with a sweat kick that made your mouth water. The bed was made, but not for long. The sheets looked so fresh they begged to be ruined. Even the pile of workout gear on the floor looked like it was flexing.

Kaia stood between Sienna and me, hips canted, legs long in black leggings, her tits practically spilling out of a racerback crop that didn't even pretend to hide the sharp line of her nipples. She looked over her shoulder at Sienna, then straight at me, and for a second the whole fucking world shrank to the three of us.

"You want to see what it looks like when you choose the center?" Kaia asked, voice so cool it reminded you she was never anyone's decoration.

Sienna didn't answer, too busy drinking in the way Kaia controlled the room with nothing but the line of her body and the tilt of her head.

Kaia reached for me first, greedy and deliberate.

She dragged me in by the front of my shirt, lips finding mine with zero warm-up, tongue parting my mouth in a way that made every inch of me sit up for duty. Her hands skimmed my ribs, nails digging just enough to promise the next part of the lesson was going to leave marks. Her tits pressed up to my chest, big and alive, the fabric barely holding them in.

Behind the contact, I could feel Sienna watching: breath shallow, hands curling in the hem of her own cardigan, eyes locked.

Kaia broke the kiss, not bothering to hide her smirk. "That's what wanting looks like, babe. Not a proof, just a choice."

She pivoted, facing Sienna, and it was like flipping the lights in a secret room.

Kaia stepped in, bracing a palm on the wall near Sienna's head, close but not crowding. Sienna froze, rabbit-fast heartbeat visible in the flutter at her neck, but she didn't back down. If anything, she looked hungry, caught between analysis and appetite, dying to see what happened next.

Kaia kissed her.

It was slower, almost gentle at first, but the effect was savage. Sienna gasped, lips parting before she could start a sentence, and the sound punched me straight in the groin. Kaia deepened the kiss, hand at Sienna's cheek, the other lowering to trace the edge of the cardigan.

Sienna shuddered. Her hands came up, hovered, then landed, one fisting in Kaia's shirt, the other at Kaia's waist, right over the perfect line of her abs.

Their mouths opened. Kaia's tongue flicked against Sienna's, stealing the breath from both of them.

When Kaia stepped back, Sienna looked like she'd just survived a category five storm in her own head.

Kaia grinned. "Feel better?"

Sienna glared, but her voice shook. "Marginally."

"Don't worry. It gets easier," Kaia promised.

She turned to me next, challenge burning in her eyes.

"You're not going to be in charge this round, Tater. You can handle that, right?"

I nodded, because pretending otherwise would have been a joke.

Kaia yanked her crop top off in one move, tits bouncing free in the cold light. No shyness. No pause. Just two perfect, high breasts with dark nipples already tight from anticipation or the weather, or because she was just that ready.

I wanted to groan.

She let the shirt fall, then peeled off her leggings, hips snaking under the band, ass flexing as she slid them to her ankles.

Completely naked except for a wisp of black thong, Kaia looked like the physical definition of a woman who did not need permission. Her muscles showed in every motion, dancer's thighs, waist tight and lean, arms pale and strong.

She stepped up to me, half an inch from collision.

Her hand slid into my shirt, knuckles rough against my stomach.

"Off," Kaia ordered. "But Sienna helps."

She turned to Sienna, cocky as hell. "You get the honors. Come here and undress your boyfriend."

Sienna blinked, then focused, as if someone had tossed her into an oral exam she'd secretly always wanted to crush.

She approached, face flushed, hands trembling as she found the hem of my shirt.

Without breaking eye contact with Kaia, Sienna lifted the tee off, slow and deliberate, baring my chest, then the stomach, then every inch of skin I'd hoped she'd want to see.

Kaia ran her hands over the exposed muscle, testing the boundaries, then gripped my waist and jerked me forward.

Not gentle. Not trying to make it sweet. Just clear: this was her show, and we were fucking lucky to get invited.

Sienna's brain tried to catch up. "You're making this into a demonstration."

Kaia cut her off, sharp as ever. "Not a demonstration. An invitation."

She hooked her thumbs into my jeans, pulling at the zipper, then nodded for Sienna to finish the job.

Sienna hesitated, only for a second, then popped the button and pulled the denim over my hips, baring my boxers and the rapidly growing situation inside.

Kaia yanked my jeans the rest of the way, then let her nails rake down my thigh.

She grinned over her shoulder at Sienna. "See? Desire drives the lesson, not the language."

Sienna reached around and palmed my ass, not even bothering to hide what she was doing.

Kaia peeled away my boxers, freeing my cock, which shot up so hard it nearly ruined me on sight. She wrapped her fist around it, stroking once, then handed it straight to Sienna as if passing a baton.

Kaia's voice dropped to a purr. "Take a good look, Si. This is what wanting does when you let yourself actually want it."

Sienna caught my cock in her hand, eyes massive behind her glasses, lips parted.

She stroked, hesitantly at first, then more confident as Kaia pressed her naked body against my side, adding a second hand to the game.

The sensation was electric. Two sets of hands, both greedy. Kaia's grip was bruising, Sienna's almost reverent. My body stuttered, nearly losing control before things even got rolling.

Kaia shifted, her ass brushing my thigh, then twisted to face Sienna head-on.

She cupped Sienna's cheek, then ran a thumb across her mouth, smudging away any last hope of thinking before feeling.

"You get to decide how fast this goes, Si."

Kaia reached for Sienna's cardigan, slow and patient now.

"Arms up," she said. "No rush. Only when it's good for you."

Sienna breathed deep, then let Kaia pull the sweater free. Her tank top was next, revealing a perfect pair of tits packed tight in a blue bra, nipples hard enough to stab through the fabric.

Kaia let go, giving Sienna her own space.

"You ready?"

Sienna nodded.

She peeled off the tank top herself, then shimmied out of the bra with a little awkward flourish that was more adorable than embarrassing.

Her tits were something to write home about: big, round, topped with flushed pink nipples, the left one just barely brushed by the fall of her wild hair. Kaia sucked in a breath, as if even she hadn't seen this exact configuration before.

Kaia reached out, traced a knuckle down Sienna's side, and smiled. "Fucking gorgeous."

Sienna looked dazed.

She went for her skirt next, slow and steady, not hiding how much her hands shook. She slid it down, revealing black cotton panties, hips soft and inviting, thighs pale where the sun hadn't caught them yet. No rush. No pressure.

Kaia dropped her own thong, standing naked, and stepped in so close it nearly erased the air between them.

They kissed again, this time with teeth and tongue, Kaia's hand on Sienna's ass, pulling their bodies tight together.

I watched, stomach tight, cock hard and leaking, transfixed by the shape of Sienna's body pressed against Kaia's.

Kaia grinned into the kiss, then broke away just long enough to turn to me and say, "Sit. Bed. Now."

I sat.

Kaia stalked over, planted one knee on the mattress, and climbed onto my lap, tits at perfect eye level and her pussy exposed, shaved and glistening.

She braced herself on my shoulders, ass grinding into my lap, and looked back at Sienna.

"Watch me, babe. Not because I'm proving anything. Because I like being wanted when I'm the one choosing it."

Sienna hovered nearby, naked except for panties, hungry eyes fixed on the two of us.

Kaia lined up, the heat of her pussy already slick and throbbing against my cock.

She didn't waste time. She angled my dick, ran it through her folds once, twice, then sat down, slow and deep, taking every inch with a moan that filled the whole fucking room.

She locked eyes with Sienna as she started to ride.

Her hands found my chest, nails digging in, and her hips did things that should have been illegal.

"Pay attention, Si. This is what chosen feels like."

Sienna stared, breath ragged, one hand at her own breast, the other knuckles white on the edge of the mattress.

Kaia never lost eye contact with her.

She rode me like she'd been built for it, muscles flexing, tits bouncing with every move, sweat already breaking on her stomach.

I tried to hold back, let the moment stretch, but Kaia's body milked the control from me, every snap of her hips a new challenge.

She grinned, loving the effect.

"Don't hold back, Tater. Not for her. Not for me. I want to feel all of it."

Sienna's turn would come, but for now, Kaia was the lesson.

And damn, she taught it better than any theory ever could.

The room filled with skin, breath, and the kind of want that did not give a fuck about categories or titles.

Kaia's tits pressed to my face, mouth crashing down to bite my jaw, then back to Sienna for more eye contact.

She slammed down harder, using her whole body, making the bed creak under us.

It was wild. It was real. And for the first time, Sienna let herself watch, touch, and need without apology.

Kaia saw the moment when Sienna gave in, and it only made her move faster, grinding her clit at the base of my cock, sweat running down her ribs.

I felt the edge coming, tried to fight it, but Kaia's pussy gripped down so hard I nearly blacked out.

She didn't let up. She hammered it home, riding harder, voice loud and unashamed.

Sienna whimpered, so turned on she couldn't speak.

Kaia's laughter was pure victory.

The first climax was coming.

But not the last.

Not even close.

***

Kaia rode me like she was built for it.

Her thighs bracketed my hips, strong as steel, muscle flexing with every bounce. Sweat slicked her stomach, beading between her perfect tits as she leaned in, bracing her hands on my shoulders. Her hair, honey-blonde and wild, stuck to her cheekbones, flushed red from exertion and pride.

Every time she slammed down, her pussy squeezed me, velvet-tight, hot as fire, soaked with proof of how badly she needed this.

Kaia made sure Sienna saw all of it.

She kept her eyes locked on Sienna's face as she rode, and it was clear she wanted to be watched, not because she needed an audience, but because it made the choosing feel real.

Sienna looked ready to combust.

She had stripped herself down to those plain black panties, tits bare and heaving, blue eyes gone wide and a little frantic. One hand clamped over her own breast, the other gripping the mattress so hard her fingers shook. She bit her lip, watching Kaia move, and didn't even pretend to hide the hunger.

Kaia threw her head back, moaning open throated, feeding off the energy in the room.

I tried to hold back, let the lesson land. Every time I thought I could slow the rhythm, Kaia just redoubled: hips grinding, muscles clenching, riding harder, deeper, making my cock pulse and throb so hard I could hardly see.

"Fuck, Tater. Don't hold back," Kaia panted, sweat running down her ribs, tits bouncing with every move. "You're allowed to lose it. That's the point."

Sienna's gaze flicked from Kaia's face to where our bodies were joined, and her hand drifted lower, fingers curling over her panties, pressing into her clit as she watched.

Kaia grinned, breathless and cocky, even as she started to shake from the effort.

She rocked forward, jammed her tits in my face, and grabbed the back of my head so I could suck the nipple, hard, until she shuddered.

"Wanting doesn't make you small," Kaia shot at Sienna, eyes bright. "It makes you fucking unstoppable."

She slammed down, and I groaned, back arching, hips snapping up to meet her.

Kaia let me have it, every single inch, not caring how messy or loud or wild it got.

"Pay attention, babe," Kaia called to Sienna, voice ragged. "Not a side act. I'm not demo. I'm the lesson."

I felt the first wave hit me, balls tight, cock swelling, every muscle bracing as I tried to delay the inevitable.

Kaia sensed it instantly.

She bore down, grinding her clit hard against my pubic bone, pussy clenching around my cock like a vise.

I tried to gasp a warning, but Kaia cut me off, fingers in my hair.

"Come in me, Tater," she demanded. "I want all of it. Right fucking now."

All my control snapped at once. I slammed up into her, shoving her down on my cock, so deep I could feel the whole world melt.

I came so hard I saw stars.

Hot pulses of cum shot into Kaia, filling her, dripping down as she milked every drop out of me with her own greedy rhythm. She rode it, not slowing, just chasing the high: tits bouncing, ass flexing, sweat pouring down her body.

The sounds were obscene: skin slapping, Kaia's voice breaking with her own orgasm, Sienna's breathless gasp as she pressed fingers harder through her panties.

Kaia kept her grip tight on my shoulders, riding out the aftershocks, then collapsed forward, tits smashing into my chest, lips finding my ear for a filthy, delighted laugh.

She was breathless, wild, and so fucking satisfied.

"See, Si?" Kaia purred. "Sometimes the argument wins because the man loses all his fucking control."

I sucked air, still dizzy from the orgasm, and tried not to laugh out loud.

Kaia didn't stop grinning. She pulled herself off my cock, slow and deliberate, letting the cum ooze out, streaking her thighs. She stayed perched on my lap, sweat-slick and glowing, hair sticking to her neck, every inch of her the definition of self-chosen pleasure.

Sienna's hand was still buried between her legs, knuckles white.

She looked amazed.

Maybe even a little jealous, which was new.

Kaia made eye contact, voice softening just enough to be intimate. "You get it now? I got fucked so hard I forgot my own arguments, and guess what? I don't mind. Not when I want it like that."

Sienna swallowed, voice gone.

Kaia pressed a gentle kiss to the corner of my mouth, then reached for Sienna, tugging her closer until their faces were nearly touching.

"You want to make him lose his mind, babe? You just say so."

Sienna nodded, lips parted, dazed with wanting.

Kaia curled up to her, tits pressed to Sienna's arm, and murmured, "You don't have to explain it. You only have to choose it."

Sienna exhaled, slow and shaky.

"I want to do that," she said out loud, as if it surprised the hell out of her.

Kaia's laugh was pure delight, the sound of victory shared, not stolen.

She kept a hand at my chest, nails tracing lazy circles as she looked back and forth between us.

"See? That's the only lesson that matters. Desire doesn't need a defense. It just needs a reason you believe."

Kaia's thighs were streaked with cum, her body glowing from orgasm. Mine was still trembling, not because I was weak, but because Kaia knew how to make losing control look fucking epic.

Sienna leaned in, eyes hot with want.

I caught her hand in mine, just to remind her: if she wanted all of it, it was hers.

Kaia sprawled back on the bed, arms above her head, a queen satisfied and ready for round two.

"Your turn, Si," she whispered. "Take what you want."

The argument was officially over.

This was the new reality.

And damn, I wanted to see how much further it could go.

***

Kaia was a puddle of smug, spread out on the bed, sweat shining everywhere and my cum streaked between her thighs and leaking from her pussy. She looked utterly wrecked and totally satisfied. I wasn't sure if she'd ever been hotter.

She caught her breath, then propped herself up on one elbow, eyes flicking to me and then right back to Sienna.

"So?" Kaia asked, voice hoarse. "You still want to write a thesis, or do you want to see if you can do better?"

Sienna looked from Kaia to me, hyper-focused, every line in her body lit up with nerves and want.

She didn't blink. "I want to do that. I want to make him lose control."

I almost lost it again, right there.

Kaia laughed, softer this time, proud as hell. "That's my girl."

She pulled Sienna down on the bed between us, then rolled so their bodies tangled: two sets of tits, four hungry hands, and a clear agenda.

Kaia nuzzled Sienna's neck, whispering in her ear. "Take your time. There's no deadline."

Sienna nodded, slow, then turned to me.

She crawled up, hair wild and falling over one shoulder, tits swaying. She braced herself over my chest, hand grazing my stomach, then lower.

My dick was sensitive from the last round, but the way she touched me, careful, then bold, made it snap to life, ready or not.

Kaia curled in behind her, hands on Sienna's waist.

"Watch," Kaia coached, voice low. She palmed my cock, then guided Sienna's hand around it, both of them working together, Kaia rough, Sienna precise, stroking slow at first.

My pulse hammered, balls already tightening with every pass.

Sienna dragged her thumb over the head, spreading the wetness, and bit her lip, fascinated.

"He's already almost dead," Kaia teased, "but he won't come until you say so."

Sienna leaned down, hair brushing my thigh, and wrapped her lips around the tip, slow, deliberate, tasting the aftermath of what Kaia had done.

Kaia watched, eyes burning, then leaned in to kiss Sienna, filthy and open, before they both went back to edging me.

It was surreal, being the object of the experiment.

Kaia lapped at my balls while Sienna took the shaft, licking and sucking, getting braver with every stroke.

"I want you to want it, Si," Kaia murmured, reaching up to tangle their fingers together on my cock. "Don't fake it. Don't explain it. Just feel it."

Sienna closed her eyes, took me deeper, and I nearly shouted.

Kaia laughed again, absolutely giddy. "Textbook technique, babe. Next time, try a little teeth."

Sienna tried it. Not much, just a graze. It was hot enough to make my toes curl.

My body tensed, fighting not to come again instantly.

Kaia stole the head and sucked hard, then shared it back to Sienna, both of them swapping control, messy and perfect.

My cock was coated in spit and desire, and honestly? I'd never felt more wanted in my fucking life.

When I was fully hard, and leaking, angry, desperate for release, Kaia finally pulled Sienna up for a kiss.

She cupped Sienna's face, thumb dragging across her jaw, and told her, "Now you stop talking. You don't have to analyze shit. Just tell him what you want and make it happen."

Sienna looked down at me, blue eyes dark.

She stroked my cock in her hand, then braced herself across my lap, tits out, thighs spread, every line in her body set.

"I want you to fuck me," Sienna said. "Hard. Like you want to feel me come on your cock."

No translation. No filter. Just absolute clarity.

I grinned, open, desperate for it.

Kaia's voice was buttery-sweet, pure encouragement. "There she is."

Sienna straddled my hips, guided my cock with her own hand, and lined herself up.

Her pussy was so wet it should have been illegal.

She hovered for only a second, eyes burning into mine.

"For once, I do not care about the theory," she whispered. "I just want to know how it feels."

She pressed down, slow, letting every inch slide inside.

My hands flew to her hips.

She gasped, head thrown back, tits jiggling as she bottomed out, balls flush to her ass.

Kaia watched, proud as hell, one hand squeezing Sienna's thigh, the other palming her own tits.

Sienna started to move.

And there was nothing left but the three of us, the rhythm, and the fact that for the first time, nothing had to be explained.

Sienna chose it.

And I got to be the proof.

***

Sienna set the rhythm herself: a slow grind at first, letting my cock stretch her, fill her, make her gasp. Her thighs flexed, clamping tight around my waist, using every muscle to chase the right angle. Each time she rocked forward, her tits bounced, sweat flicking across her chest, pink nipples hard and begging for Kaia's mouth.

She did not hold back.

"More," Sienna said, voice deep and low, nothing like her usual dry tone. "Harder."

I thrust up to meet her, matching her greed stroke for stroke.

Kaia slid up behind her, still naked and luminous, thighs braced around Sienna's knees. She reached for Sienna's tits, squeezing, pinching, rolling the nipples until Sienna arched and moaned.

"Look at you," Kaia whispered, so proud it nearly hurt. "Taking what you want."

Sienna threw her head back, sweaty curls wild down her spine. Her hands dug into my shoulders for leverage, then braced hard on my chest, nails biting in.

She started riding, fast and brutal, no hint of the polite observer left.

My cock slammed into her, burying deep, every thrust slick and loud. Her pussy was soaked, gripping me in a way that defied every law of control.

Kaia leaned in, kissing Sienna's neck, then dragging her tongue across the sweat at her collarbone.

Sienna shivered, then looked down at me, eyes so dark and intense it was almost a dare.

"Does it feel different," she panted, "when I stop waiting for permission?"

My heart nearly stuttered.

"Fuck yes." I gripped her hips, holding her wide open for Kaia's hands and my cock, and let the praise land.

Kaia snickered. "He likes it best when the woman takes over."

Sienna flexed harder, slamming her body down on my cock. The sheets bunched under my ass, and the whole bed rocked.

Kaia palmed Sienna's tits, fingers playing with her nipples, and kept her mouth close enough to tease, sometimes biting Sienna's earlobe just to see her jump.

Sienna didn't resist.

She wanted it.

She braced both hands behind her, leaning back so her tits jutted forward, body arched and gorgeous.

Kaia traced a hand lower, over Sienna's stomach, then into the patch of hair between her legs, thumb zeroing in on her clit.

The effect was instant.

Sienna bucked, hips slamming down on me, pussy clamping, mouth open in a gasp she didn't try to hide.

"Fuck, do not stop," she said. "Right there. I want to feel you lose it inside me."

I pounded up, matching her, rhythm brutal.

Sienna's hair flew, tits jiggled, whole body slick with sweat.

Kaia grinned and pinched her clit, then licked Sienna's neck.

Sienna screamed.

Her orgasm was a monster, full body, wrecking, loud enough that if anyone in Blackwood House wasn't already aware of us, they were now.

She collapsed forward, but her pussy didn't quit: squeezing, milking my cock, greedy for everything I had.

Kaia caught her as she tilted, dragging Sienna into a perfect messy kiss, all tongue and panting and need.

I kept fucking her through it, hands on her ass, driving in while she shuddered around me.

Sienna moaned, biting Kaia's lip, then reached for my face and yanked me in for a kiss, all sweat and salt and maybe a few tears.

"You're perfect," I told her, truth punching through.

Sienna shook with laughter, still riding the aftershocks. "I am an unmitigated disaster."

Kaia nuzzled her, then whispered, "Best disaster ever."

I felt my own edge coming back, balls supercharged by the way Sienna owned the moment and the way Kaia cheered her on.

Sienna kept grinding, pussy still fluttering from the last orgasm, as if she wanted to milk every last drop out of me.

I couldn't hold back.

"Let go," Sienna said, voice softer now, but still raw. "I want to feel it."

I slammed in one last time, cock pulsing, and exploded inside her. The mess was instant: cum flooding into her, dripping down, blending with all the proof of what she'd taken.

Sienna's body shook, maybe another little orgasm, maybe just the shock of that much wanted, that much real.

She slumped, then fell sideways, tits mashed to Kaia's chest and thighs tangled under the covers.

We ended in a pile: Sienna at the center, red-faced, wrecked, glowing. Kaia behind her, arms wrapped around, never letting go. Me front and center, still twitching, cock still leaking inside Sienna's perfect pussy.

Nobody talked for a second.

Then Sienna started laughing at herself, breathless and happy, and Kaia joined in, smug as ever.

"You live, Si," Kaia murmured, kissing her hair. "Not for proof. Not for her, either. Just because you fucking want."

Sienna nodded, head pressed to Kaia's shoulder. "It feels different, when nobody needs an explanation."

I stroked her thigh, the inside slick and tender, and let myself memorize every last detail.

Brains or not, this was the best argument I'd ever been invited to lose.

We didn't tidy up.

We held each other, panting, bodies tangled and messy as the sheet wreck we'd made.

For once, Sienna didn't have to choose. She didn't have to defend.

She just had to be.

And damn, I was lucky to watch her do it.

***

We sprawled in Kaia's bed, cooling off and soaking up the glow, the room still dense with sex and sweat and the ghost of what we'd just survived.

Kaia didn't move for a good two minutes.

Then she reached over and tugged Sienna into her arms, both gorgeous, both still sticky with the wreckage of maybe the hottest afternoon I'd ever survived.

She kissed Sienna's forehead, then her jawline, soft and smug at once.

Sienna snorted. "Are you always like this after a win?"

Kaia rolled onto her back, arms behind her head, tits proudly on display. "Only when it deserves to be remembered, babe."

Next to her, Sienna was positively glowing, face flushed, body splotched with sweat, thighs shiny with a mess nobody would mistake for anything but belonging.

She curled in against Kaia, then glanced at me, a lopsided smile on her lips. "Do you think anyone has ever made a bigger mess of a made bed?"

Kaia grinned. "Let's ask the matron. But I doubt she's done numbers like that since the eighties."

I tried to sit up, only to realize Sienna still clenched my cock inside her. I blinked, grinned, then gave up and collapsed back onto the sheets.

Kaia took in the view and whistled. "You're determined to get your mileage, Si."

Sienna just sighed, content. "It seemed prudent to maximize the moment."

Kaia ruffled her hair. "Fuck, I love you."

Sienna blinked, as if she didn't trust the simple version. "Really?"

Kaia nodded, serious for a second. "Yeah. It's not about the language, or the title, or the way it looks on paper. It's about you deciding to want it."

I reached to stroke Sienna's thigh, savoring the sticky slide, the tremor that still lived in her muscles.

She arched, then scooted closer, tits pressed to my chest.

Nobody said anything for a while.

Eventually, Kaia's stomach made a noise that would have shamed a starving wolf.

She groaned. "We need food. Unless you want to try wringing protein out of the sheets."

Sienna cracked up. "You have an entire kitchen, and you suggest cannibalizing the bed?"

I rolled out, finally extracting myself, and watched Kaia pull on her favorite Blackwood tee, gray, cropped, absolutely not hiding any of the curves that should have made her illegal outside a porno. Sienna grabbed the cardigan again, not for modesty, just because she liked how the fabric felt. Neither reached for pants.

We headed for the kitchen, naked from the waist down. The hallway was empty, which meant the only thing at risk was the furniture and whatever dignity I had left after following them downstairs like a man with excellent priorities.

Kaia got there first and made a straight line for the fridge.

She rummaged deep, pulled out the cold pancake from before, and bit it without a second thought.

"Victory pancake," she declared.

Sienna snatched it and took a chunk herself, licking syrup off her thumb, then shoving the rest in my direction.

I chewed, trying not to laugh as sugar and pride tangled on my tongue. Kaia perched on the counter, legs spread, dripping confidence out of every pore.

She eyed Sienna. "You still thinking about the showcase?"

Sienna nodded, a little slower now, less braced.

"Not as an explanation," she clarified. "As a choice I can live."

Kaia slid an arm around my waist, yanked me closer, then pulled Sienna in until both women pressed against my sides.

Sienna looked down at the blue ink still staining her fingers from earlier, then at our mess on the kitchen counter.

"I do not need to present desire respectably for it to be real," she said, marveling at her own plainness. "I just need to want it."

Kaia purred, "There she is."

She winked at me, then nipped Sienna's earlobe. "The world can try to force the label. You don't have to pick it up."

Sienna nodded.

She held my hand, sticky, stained, still not cleaned up.

"I think we should answer the showcase by living, not explaining," she said. "If they want proof, they can watch us walk into the room like we own it."

Kaia tapped her pancake like a judge's gavel. "Agreed."

I hugged them both in, stomach full of sugar, body still humming from the double round, and let the moment stretch.

Sienna was the happiest I'd ever seen her, messy and unfiltered, finally home in her own appetite.

We laughed until the pancake was gone.

None of us bothered to clean the kitchen counter.

After a while, Sienna closed her eyes, head on my shoulder, as Kaia draped her leg across both of us and let the world run itself into the ground.

This was the answer.

Not the showcase speech. Not the resume. Not the title in blue and silver.

Just three bodies, a ruined bed, a stolen pancake, and the aftermath of trust that did not need a theory.

The official version was still coming. The program, the showcase, the language that had already decided what Sienna meant.

But we had a private answer now. Stronger. Warmer. Messier.

We lived it. We did not explain it.


The Official Version


The Peyton Center had the subtlety of a high roller casino and the lighting to match.

The entire front was glass: floor to ceiling, scrubbed cleaner than surgery. Every step down the corridor walked us through reflections: blue and silver signs, the Peyton seal, donor plaques so shiny the letters looked wet. Even the air was expensive, that fake floral laundry smell campuses always paid extra for, laid over new carpet and citrus like everyone's career was riding on a silent invisible scale.

We strolled in, seven deep, and I could feel the eyes before the heads even turned.

Registration was set up right in the middle of the corridor, under a banner that read BLACKWOOD PSYCHOLOGY SHOWCASE: FAMILY INNOVATION. The woman working the table had a silver name badge, glossy programs fanned out like poker chips, and a pitcher of sparkling water sweating onto a dish of matching blue mints.

The family was ridiculous. I could play it cool and pretend this was just another campus reception, but every step said otherwise.

Hallie led the way, bright and buoyant as always, hair loose and perfect, her tight dress hugging every inch of her. She glowed, plain and simple: every move drew at least one look from some donor's son pretending to be interested in the program schedule.

Kaia was next, long and confident, understated makeup, athletic body sharper than most girls' dreams. She wore a blazer over a fitted crop top, tight skirt, and heels that belonged on a power lunch date, not a campus event. Her walk was a statement: fuck the rules, here is the woman who chooses the room.

Rowan didn't miss a beat. Dark hair, killer eyes, top and pants fitted to showcase her tits and ass, the combined effect was, honestly, kind of dangerous. She stood next to Elara, who, soft as ever, wore a pale wrap dress and a scarf that caught the corridor's light every time she moved. Elara's curves were soft, inviting, and totally at odds with the prim, professor-wives hovering near the faculty cluster in the corner.

Briar? If you needed a lesson on expensive, you just watched her. She wore tailored navy, probably custom, with heels and a pale silk blouse that flashed her perfect cleavage every time she bent to pick up a program. She clocked the donor crowd and gave them exactly one look, enough to communicate she could take over if she wanted. She carried herself like Peyton had been built to impress her and was falling short.

And then Sienna.

Jesus.

Dark auburn hair done smooth, statement glasses, navy dress that fit her curves without veering into "look at me," but somehow dared you to do it anyway. Cardigan coordinated, but not hiding anything. Her ink-stained fingers had been washed, but not scrubbed: a faint blue lingered at the cuticle, like she was still herself even when the whole point was to look presentable. She wore flats instead of heels, which fit, the look was academic, but intentional. She wasn't bracing for judgment. She was bracing for impact, and the subtle difference made my dick twitch.

She walked like someone who had decided not to shrink for the occasion.

Even the way she held her folder, close to the body, not clenched, said what needed to be said about the aftermath of yesterday's threesome. The rest of the corridor noticed, too.

"Is that them?" hissed a girl in a blazer too big for her, voice just barely out of range of polite. "The Blackwood harem?"

"That's Sienna Vale," said a guy with a lanyard, eyebrows up. "She's Maren's daughter, right?"

"Look at the lineup," another whispered. "I thought the rumor was a setup, but holy shit, "

"Rowan's hotter in person. Just saying."

Kaia hooked my arm at the elbow and leaned in. "Should we sign in or let Briar handle it?"

Briar was already on it, pen between her fingers, signing the attendance sheet with a flourish. "Relax, I'm not letting us be listed as 'guests of interest,'" she murmured. She passed the pen to Sienna, who handled it with dry efficiency.

Program packets, glass water, mints, the click of name badges as the woman at the desk started passing them over. Every student worker at the table pretended not to stare as the family formed up in front of them, six woman wall, me in the middle.

Hallie nudged Elara and whispered something, which made Elara laugh, soft and genuine. Kaia fixed her own badge at her hip, smirking. Briar checked her reflection in a steel edge, subtle as a sniper.

Sienna? She signed her name, lifted her chin, and waited.

The staffer's eyes pinged from me to the women, then back to Sienna. "Welcome, Miss Vale. Dr. Vale is in the reception area, but she said to send you straight in," she said. "And, is the group at large with you, or, "

Hallie fielded it before I could open my mouth.

"They're with him," she chirped, thumb jerking at my chest, and then with a wink, "and I'm with him. But really, we're all with Sienna. That's the point, right?"

The staffer blushed tomato red, fumbled a stack of programs, and shoved the pile enthusiastically across the table.

I palmed an extra for Sienna, pressed it to her elbow, and leaned in. "For your collection?"

She snorted. "For reference. This kind of artifact does not last long in the wild."

What she didn't say out loud: it didn't define her, either.

Through the glass wall, I could see the showcase room polished for maximum impact: tiered chairs, clean white screen, Maren and two faculty prepping slides at the front. Around them, donors clustered by the coffee and sparkling water station, every one of them scanning the entrance for proof that the Blackwood rumor wasn't just some campus prank.

Kaia caught me looking. "You think Maren is going to be full professor mode, or proud mother?"

"Both," Sienna said, not missing a beat. "She will bridge the dichotomy. Possibly more than once."

Kaia grinned, teeth showing.

The corridor hummed. I caught the faintest perfume off Sienna's wrist, layered over institutional air. The paper programs gave off that fresh print smell, ink, paper dust, a little bit of ozone. Every now and then, a group of students drifted by, pretending to check the poster displays but obviously trying to memorize the group dynamic for later.

Rowan took up a spot by the window, backlit and impossible not to clock. Elara's hand hung soft at her side, just brushing Hallie's. Briar stood on the edge, reading everything, the faculty, the donors, the entire setup.

I kept my hand close to Sienna's, never crowding, but always there.

The showcase room opened early. Voices spilled into the corridor. Clustered near the doors was Maren, dressed in surgical blue, hair pinned neat, heels silent even on the echoing tile.

She saw us and lit up, genuine, not for show. "There you all are!"

She crossed the length of the corridor in three seconds flat, not even pretending she hadn't been waiting for this.

First move: she went straight for Sienna, wrapped both arms around her, and pressed a kiss to her cheek. It was pure mother, no trace of the department head.

"You look beautiful," she murmured. Sienna did not flinch, though her fingers flexed against her papers.

Then Maren moved down the line, greeting every woman with a kind of warmth that should have been impossible at this scale.

"Hallie, you look lovely. Kaia, so good to see you, congrats on the department honors, I heard. Rowan, your write-up in the semester review was impressive. Elara," her smile softened, "that scarf is perfect on you." Briar got a handshake, which Briar parlayed into a dry hug that almost made Maren break character.

Maren wasn't faking. She just didn't see the edge she was about to cross.

She turned back to Sienna and the rest of us, and her face got all serious in that "I am about to quote the mission statement" kind of way.

"I am thrilled to have you here. It matters, genuinely, because you all helped build the bridge. Sienna's lived experience, and the way you formed family out of something entirely new, is...well, it's a model worth helping people understand."

Briar didn't roll her eyes, but the corner of her mouth twitched.

Kaia kept deadpan until Maren said "lived experience," then exhaled just a little too sharp.

I clocked Sienna's hand, the left one, knuckles going pale for half a breath before she let it go. Otherwise, she didn't react.

Maren had no idea her language was the wrong part.

She went on, like a presenter in a TED talk. "The resilience, the commitment, the way you all show up for one another, it's inspiring. I wanted the showcase to be about representing that, not just as a curiosity, but as evidence that new models of attachment can work. That they can last."

She beamed, proud and a little too certain.

Sienna just nodded, dry as ever. "I appreciate the framing."

Her tone: atomic subtlety, no aggression.

Maren pivoted to the group at large. "Please, enjoy the space, help yourselves to refreshments, and let us know if any part of the schedule needs adjustment. Today is about making your reality visible, not just as evidence, but as lived truth."

This time, Kaia actually stepped in, her body angled just enough to brush Sienna's.

She spoke low, only for Sienna. "No thesis required, babe. Just show up."

Sienna's lip edged up, not quite a smile, but something awake and ready.

Hallie found my side, looping her arm between mine and Sienna's, proud as fuck, "You realize we're trendsetting, right?"

Rowan barked a soft laugh. "If the rumor mill doesn't collapse by Monday, I'll eat my badge."

Elara's warmth trailed over the scene, anchoring the whole group. She squeezed Hallie's hand, then nodded toward Sienna, silent encouragement.

We made our way through the corridor. Every eye tracked us: the perfect, polished group that was everything Blackwood couldn't stop talking about.

Briar hovered at the edge, scanning, protecting, but not isolating. She didn't let anyone get close enough to turn the walk into a gauntlet.

At the showcase entrance, Maren gathered us for a final cut at the message. "I want you to know, Sienna," she said, "even if you don't want to speak, your presence is the bridge for everyone who comes after."

Sienna didn't even hesitate this time. "Understood," she said. "But this group does not exist because it is explainable. It exists because we wake up and choose it."

Maren blinked, then nodded, maybe missing the nuance, maybe not.

The showcase room waited ahead: set up for max visibility, slides running, seats already half filled with faculty, donors, and a few student diehards who looked like they'd shown up for a live taping of a reality show.

Glass doors open, the program cover glowing: FAMILY INNOVATION.

Kaia nudged Sienna forward, hand at the center of her back, casual but protective.

Briar slid in next, Rowan flanking Kaia, and the rest of us following.

It was time.

Sienna walked in, head up, dress hugging just right, her blue-stained fingertips poised on the program like the next move was already made.

And if envy was a drug, the room was about to overdose.

***

Inside, the Peyton Center showcase was already packed. Rows of sleek chairs filled with department faculty, donors, a few students in their best "future leader" blazers, the social food chain arranged for maximum visibility. The stage at the front had two clear spots for the presenters, a lectern, and a screen cycling through intro slides: marquee polish, lightning-blue titles, and neat little references to innovation, attachment, and "family of the future."

We didn't slink in.

We took a row near the middle, close enough to be seen, far enough not to look staged. Hallie sat right next to me, then Elara, Kaia, Sienna at the center, flanked by Rowan and Briar. The effect was instant.

Phones out. Heads craned. Nobody pretended not to look, especially not the cluster of student researchers three seats back, all busy "reviewing the program" while definitely clocking the harem split and the boyfriend at the center. Even the faculty side glanced like maybe today was going to change all their vocabulary for good.

I tried to tell myself I was used to it, that after everything, public scrutiny was just background noise now. But this was next level: academic eyes, donor money, and a slide deck built to bottle the family up and make the label look elegant.

Sienna didn't shrink. She propped the program on her crossed knee, thumb tracing the edge, glasses catching the cold wash of the overhead lights. Her dress hugged the curve of her ass, and I wasn't the only person noticing: a couple students on the end were openly comparing her to the headshot on the slide, as if the real thing couldn't possibly stand up.

They were dead wrong.

Hallie leaned to Elara instantly, hand on her wrist, the physical touch casual and obvious, like "this is mine, don't ask." Elara smiled, soft and dazzling, the effect made even stronger when she turned in and nodded toward Sienna: a triangle of support, easy as breathing.

Kaia picked the seat closest to Sienna. Her blazer was off now, tossed over the chair back, so the bold lines of her shoulders and the long, bare arms did all the heavy lifting. She sat sprawled, legs crossed, watching the front with lazy confidence, but her attention was locked on Sienna, every blink, every micro-move. It was a dare wrapped in affection.

Rowan actually stood for a minute before taking her seat, arms folded, the kind of athletic calm that said she wasn't here for anyone's polite fantasy. Tight black pants, fitted blouse, perfect skin, eyes sharp as glass. She could have walked right onto a reality show set and crushed the audition with five words.

Briar, always the tactician, picked the aisle. She set her folder down, checked the room, and made a mental map of who was in play. When the donor wives started eyeing us, she watched right back, unblinking, composed, in control.

I kept my hand on my knee, close enough to Sienna's thigh to make it clear there was a line, but not the kind anybody else in the room got to cross.

A low hum rolled through the audience: programs shuffled, glasses clinked, the smell of coffee and perfume blending with something sharper, pure, uncut anticipation.

Finally, Maren took the stage.

It wasn't a speech at first. It was a funhouse mirror: polished, proud, and so full of Sienna-flavored praise I half expected her to pull out a scrapbook.

"Welcome, everyone, to our spring showcase on Family Innovation," Maren started, voice velvet-smooth. Her suit fit better than half the donor crowd combined. "I am Dr. Maren Vale, and I am delighted to introduce a model of durable, resilient intimacy that challenges every stereotype our field once took for granted."

She let it hang, then gestured toward the screen.

On cue, the slide flashed: "From Hypothesis to Home: Building Resilient Family Systems."

Every head in the room turned. Nobody blinked.

Maren rolled on. "The Blackwood family group has, over the past two years, demonstrated not just endurance, but growth, adapting through every stressor, every variable, and redefining what it means to belong. Today, we go beyond lived experience. We present evidence. We show, unequivocally, that new models of attachment can thrive and sustain, even in the face of scrutiny."

She smiled at Sienna, real pride, but so thick with officialese you could cut it with a knife.

"At the heart of this project is Sienna Vale, whose clarity, discipline, and, yes, lived experience, helped bridge the world between scholarship and honest, daily practice. Sienna, would you stand for a moment?"

It wasn't even a question. The whole room zeroed in.

Sienna stood, slow and composed. The dress hugged her hips, cardigan draped perfect, fingers steady on the program packet. Most people would have wilted. She didn't flinch.

Maren beamed, voice soft but carrying. "Sienna, you are proof that it is not enough to theorize; one must personify the change. Thank you for making the bridge visible."

Sienna nodded. "Thank you, Mom."

Dry. But poised.

The audience actually clapped, short, polite, but with more heat than I expected.

Sienna sat, exhaling, then crossed her legs in the opposite direction. Her hands never shook.

Maren pivoted, launching into a slick slide show. Terms like "affective permanence," "distributed relational support," and "innovation in durable intimacy" hit like buckshot. Every line of language was designed to make the family seem both safe and impressive: data, not wildfire. The photos up front were all event shots, study group, meal table, nothing you'd use for a bedroom meme.

But every time the narrative tried to box us in as model citizens, the real energy pulled things off script.

Hallie giggled when Maren framed the group as "a new model for chosen family." She whispered in Elara's ear, and Elara added her own soft laugh, the sound carrying two rows up.

Kaia didn't even try to hide her smirk when the term "variable containment" popped up. She shot Sienna a low, private look, permission, maybe, or just plain solidarity.

Rowan stretched her arms over her chest, daring everyone in the row behind us to pretend they weren't checking her out.

Briar started texting, probably herself, tracking the pattern of whose attention was where.

And through it all: Sienna, sitting at the axis, not rattled. Not even when Maren tossed out "lived experience" for the fifth time in the first twenty minutes. Under the table, she flexed her fingers once, then let them relax.

I wanted to reach for her hand, and maybe, just once, I let my fingers brush her skirt, silent support.

She squeezed once, just enough to say got it.

The Q&A started with a faculty member, some big shot from Research Methods. "Ms. Vale, can you explain, in your own words, why this family structure works so unusually well? Is it just careful selection, or is there something fundamentally unique about your experience?"

The air went tight.

Maren jumped to answer, but this time she tried to loop Sienna in. "Sienna, as the bridge, would you elaborate? The audience is here to learn from your insight."

I opened my mouth, honest instinct, but didn't even get a word out.

Sienna was already standing.

She straightened her dress, braced herself at the edge of the row, and nodded toward the front. Her glasses flashed under the lights.

"I will answer," she said.

The entire showcase froze.

I felt everything: the hum of expectation, Kaia lighting up beside her, Rowan bracing for impact, Hallie glowing with pride. Even Briar, usually the sphinx, perked up as if she could smell the room recalibrating.

The room wanted a slide. Sienna was about to give them the reality.

Heat pulled tight below my belt, useless and inconvenient and entirely beside the point. All I could do was watch.

Sienna took a breath.

***

She let the pause last, not a nervous freeze, but a calculated moment. Every seat in the house zeroed in: faculty, donors, students, even the guy with the fancy camera in the back who probably thought he was filming the start of a campus moment.

Her voice came out smooth, clear, and just a little dry. "I appreciate the question," Sienna started. "And I want to acknowledge the work my mother has done, not only in this department, but in pioneering the idea that family can look like more than one thing."

No hedging. She gave Maren credit out loud, even as the tension built.

"I understand why the room wants language," Sienna said. "Wanting to explain what looks different, or what doesn't fit previous models, is normal. It's why we have a field."

A handful of academics in the front row nodded, almost relieved someone was speaking their dialect.

"But," Sienna went on, "the thing about lived experience is that it does not become more real just because it's presentable, or because it sits neatly in a showcase. The family that works for me is not real because it can be described or explained. It is real because we live it."

I watched Maren absorb it, tiny and visible despite the polished room. Sienna didn't slow down.

"I love my mother," Sienna said, voice unwavering. "I respect the research. But I am not interested in standing outside my own life and picking myself apart so the room can make sense of it."

She looked directly at the panel, then at the crowd. "I have six relationships. I am intimately involved with every person sitting beside me today. They are not variables. They are people. They are chosen. They are my family. Every day."

Hallie beamed, brighter than the campus lights overhead. Elara's eyes went soft and wide, pure pride. Kaia grinned like she'd just watched her favorite team hit a buzzer-beater.

Rowan, never sentimental, muttered "fuck yes" under her breath.

Briar's spine shot ramrod straight. The effect rippled through the rows behind us.

Sienna named them, one by one.

"Hallie, who chooses warmth every time. Kaia, who challenges and protects. Rowan, who is honest when the world would rather she wasn't. Elara, who shows every day that tenderness isn't weakness. Briar, who sees patterns even when the room wants her to miss them. And Tate, who is not a variable, but my boyfriend. My actual partner."

If there was any doubt left about who belonged, it was gone now.

Sienna went on. "I am not an exhibit, or a model family. I am a person with wants, choices, and daily practice. Love does not need to be turned into a slide for it to exist."

Someone in the donor row actually gasped.

Sienna finished, voice a little rough now, but steady as hell. "I hope the research helps people who want this to stop feeling like they're a category. But today? I am not outside my own life. I am in it. And I hope everyone in the room lets themselves live something real, not just label it."

She sat.

The room didn't clap, at first. It was silent, so quiet you could hear the program packets shifting, or the sound of a water glass being put down too fast on the faculty table.

Then Hallie started, no waiting for permission. She clapped loud, once, twice. Kaia joined in, then Elara, Rowan, Briar. Me. The sound echoed.

By the time the applause caught up, the whole mid-section of the room was following.

Maren had to take a second. To her credit, she didn't try to spin or salvage. She just looked at Sienna, eyes wet, and said quietly, "Thank you for making it real."

She meant it.

The questions that followed didn't matter the same way. Student hands went up, but nothing could erase the line Sienna had drawn. The rest of the event coasted on the aftershock. Even the official slides looked pale by comparison.

Sienna had drawn the line.

The showcase, in that moment, shrank around her.

And Sienna? She looked more herself than she ever had.

Nobody in the room was going to forget it.

Not now. Not ever.

***

If the Peyton Center had a lobby before, nobody remembered it that way after. The end of the showcase turned it into a corridor of recalibration, and the world was waiting for us at the edge.

The glass corridor was flooded with people, faculty, donors, students, even a couple local reporters cruising for a hot take. The smell was all institutional air and fresh brewed coffee, layered over new carpet, clean perfume, and the dry fizz of sparkling water from half-drained glasses left on tables.

Blue signage screamed from every wall. The showcase programs were everywhere: glossy, silver edged, half-folded like mementos or on their way to becoming collector's items.

But even in the glare of the overheads, the only real headline was Sienna.

She stood just far enough from the door to look like she owned the space. The navy of her dress caught the light, hair tumbling perfectly, glasses in place, ink-blue traces still clinging to her cuticles. If nerves lived anywhere, they didn't show. She was surrounded: Hallie, radiating fresh pride and just enough touch at Sienna's elbow to make the boundary obvious; Kaia, tall and arrogant, giving Sienna her best "fuck you, I'm proud" smirk; Rowan, arms folded, stance wide, cutting off any would be hecklers; Briar, a half-step closer, scanning the traffic like she was running VIP security; Elara, soft and warm, close in the way that made every other family on campus look performative.

I took up the right flank, hand at Sienna's lower back. It wasn't about owning her. It was about anchoring the moment, the post speech Sienna, who looked like she'd just laid claim to the whole building using nothing but words.

The buzz started instantly. Three students in Blackwood hoodies approached, programs in hand, but Briar intercepted with a smile sharp enough to establish policy.

"Questions are welcome," she told them, "but not the hallway ambush type. Email works just fine."

One of the students nodded, visibly relieved. The second asked, "Is it always this real, or does it just look wild from the outside?"

Rowan grinned. "She said what she said."

Kaia placed her hand on Sienna's shoulder, fingers steady. "No thesis required, babe. You already aced it."

I didn't think Hallie could get brighter, but she did. "Home does not fit on a slide," she murmured, like she was speaking for herself more than anyone.

Elara nodded, voice calm as ever. "Pride listens, too."

The trio of students backed away, still whispering, and the next wave came: a faculty cluster, led by a woman who looked like she was dying to reframe the morning as an official moment. Briar moved again, this time with a softer touch, but the boundaries never shifted. "We can take questions later. Not from a lobby press," Briar said. Rowan just crossed her arms and dared the woman to try.

I stayed close to Sienna, letting the heat burn through. Every time she made eye contact with a stranger, it was like watching the old scientist and the new reality overlap. She did not sell a theory. She lived it, surrounded by girlfriends who made the air feel thicker and better.

The effect was obvious. People admired, envied, but rarely crossed the line.

That's when Maren approached.

She'd been waiting, you could tell. Her suit was flawless, but her face was less composed than it had been on stage. She ignored the crowd, came straight for Sienna, and caught her hand, holding it tight.

"I wanted them to see what you helped build," Maren told her, not even bothering to hide the roughness in her voice.

Sienna didn't miss a beat. "I know. I need you to see me before you present me."

The words landed clean, and this time, Maren actually paused. The confusion, the pride, the beginning of something like recognition, all of it flickered in her expression.

She squeezed Sienna's hand. "It will take me a while. But I am starting to listen."

Sienna nodded, lips twisting up. "That is all research should ever do."

Kaia drifted closer, hand at Sienna's hip. Hallie hugged her from the other side, gentle but not shy. Elara leaned in, her hair brushing Sienna's shoulder; Briar stood just far enough to create a quiet zone, but she never looked away from the perimeter. Rowan handled the crowd, keeping any randoms at bay.

At the nucleus, Sienna breathed easier. She was surrounded, owned only by the choice she'd just made in front of everyone.

I leaned in, kept my voice low. "You were magnificent," I told her.

She huffed, dry as dust. "Magnificence was not the objective. But I will accept the data."

If my heart could have pounded any harder, it would have broken ribs.

A few last stragglers tried to get close, but Briar's presence and Kaia's laser eyes cut them off before they hit striking range. Hallie clung to Sienna, practically beaming. Elara's hand brushed my wrist; her touch, gentle but sure, somehow made the whole group feel even more solid.

Sienna watched the lobby, letting the aftermath soak in. Outside, the day was bright, the world waiting.

We left as a unit, girlfriends, boyfriend, and the living, breathing thing that Blackwood had tried and failed to summarize. The programs glimmered on the tables, the words already fading next to the truth that had just walked out the door.

At the threshold, I looked back once. Maren stood in the lobby, paging through the program again, as if maybe this time it would catch everything Sienna had just said.

But it wouldn't.

Nobody could bottle it. Not the slide show, not the language, not the official version.

Sienna moved forward, confident. Kaia claimed her waist, Hallie's arm twisted in, Elara soft at her side, Briar and Rowan flanking the scene like secret service. I brought up the rear, proud as hell, and ready to follow wherever she wanted to go.

The world didn't get the last word.

The family did.

And if envy was still a drug, I was mainlining it.

The official version stayed behind us, glossy and incomplete.

The real answer belonged to Sienna.

And for once, the room had heard her before it tried to explain her.


Sienna Chooses Herself


Blackwood House was warm as a bakery when we got home, the kind of old wood heat that wanted to peel your best clothes off and leave them hanging on the banister. Hallie and Kaia hit the kitchen first, arms looped together, chattering and laughing like the world had just handed them a gold medal for making rumors implode.

Rowan and Briar flanked the entry, heads together, fingers going a mile a minute on their phones as they handled the last sharp-edged responses to the showcase aftermath. Even the silence between their words felt sharp. They weren't just monitoring the outside noise, they were bending it into something that would work for us. Every now and then, Rowan shot a look back toward the door, like she expected the next wave of drama to ring the bell. It didn't.

Elara hovered at the edge, scarf loose around her neck, cheeks flushed. She stole a look at Sienna, and you could see it in her face: pride, relief, maybe a touch of awe. She closed the gap, wrapped her arms around Sienna's waist, and held her for a moment, so close their hair blurred at the edges. I could tell Sienna hadn't expected to like it. But she let Elara hold on.

"I saw you," Elara murmured. No grand speech, just those three words. Sienna exhaled, slow and deep, like maybe she needed that more than applause.

Kaia called from the kitchen: "You gonna let her breathe tonight, or you setting up round two on the main stage?"

Elara grinned, let Sienna go, and winked. "All yours, Tate. Try not to let the study eat her alive."

Hallie poked her head around the fridge, a grin plastered across her face. "Don't worry. If they're not out in an hour, we send snacks."

It all felt good. So good it hurt a little.

But Sienna was quiet, drifting at the edge of the group, not withdrawn but not quite landing.

She glanced at me, like maybe I'd caught her out. I offered my hand, didn't say a word. She took it anyway.

We slipped down the hall, past the kitchen noise and the soft crosstalk of women who didn't need to sign off on every feeling. At the study door, Sienna hesitated. Just a flick of her fingers against the frame, a little crackle of leftover adrenaline from the event. Then she went in.

The Blackwood study was nothing like the Peyton Center. No glass, no neon, no donor names. Just old wood, books stacked in every corner, the desk heavy enough to anchor the room, and the dim gold of a desk lamp pooling shadows onto flat surfaces. Window over the desk showed the late campus: lights in the distance, almost blue, sharp against the dark. It should have felt cold. It didn't.

She folded herself into the room. I followed.

There was a program on the desk, showcase blue, flipped face-down like someone had just lost the argument with it and left it to sulk. Beside it: notebook, uncapped pen, page still tattooed with the last run of Sienna's handwriting. Notes everywhere. Research and the bones of old questions, some of them crossed out, some of them circled so hard the indentation would outlive the ink.

Sienna moved to the desk, braced her hands on the wood, and just stared at the mess. Her hair had started to fall out of its pins, and her glasses caught the lamplight, fogging for a beat before she breathed through it. She didn't fidget. Only her pulse gave her away, throbbing fast and bright in her neck.

I stepped in, leaned against the edge of the desk, and waited.

She looked over her shoulder at me, dry as ever. "Are you going to offer me emotional decompression, or just stand there looking like you know where this is going?"

I shrugged. "You want a category for it, or just the room not breathing down your neck?"

She almost smiled. "That's the thing. There is no category."

Her hand found the edge of the program and tapped it. The gesture was sharp but not angry, like she wanted to flip the whole week over and see what was printed on the other side.

I drifted closer, but not close enough to crowd her. "You can have both. Or neither. Nobody's quantifying you tonight."

That landed. Sienna let out an exhale that wasn't quite relief but was the closest she'd gotten all day.

She looked at the notebook, then the program, then me. "It's as if every word today was meant for the room, not for me. I recognize the research, the language, even the veiled pride. But nothing in it matches what I feel."

"Do you want it to?"

Sienna thought about it. Her fingers trailed the pen, smudging blue across her cuticle before she noticed and wiped it clean on a napkin.

"I want to know if it is possible to exist in more than one frame at once."

She didn't look up when she said it. But her voice was raw around the edges, like the last bit had cost her.

I decided not to fill the space with words. Instead, I found the lamplight, watched the way it licked the curve of her cheek, and let the silence settle until she was ready.

She plucked at her cardigan sleeve, the only nervous tic she still allowed herself in public. Dress underneath was simple but perfect, hugging her ass and waist without telegraphing. The kind of outfit that should have been evidence of composure. It wasn't.

She glanced at the window, then the desk, then finally at me.

"Can I ask you a question?"

"Always," I said.

Sienna pressed her thumb to the face-down program.

"If you name the truth out loud, does it cost you the person you most wanted to hear it?"

She didn't look scared. She looked unguarded. Like maybe if she let the answer out, she'd never be able to take it back.

My heart wanted to crawl up my throat and answer her with a kiss. Instead, I stayed by the desk, hands open, voice as careful as I could make it.

"I don't think telling the truth costs you the love. Not if the love is real."

She nodded, maybe not convinced, maybe just comforted by the idea of someday believing it.

Her glasses slid down her nose just a bit, and she left them there. The ink on her fingers looked like a tattoo now, half ink, half declaration.

I wanted to touch her, but gave her the space instead.

She eyed the Peyton Center program like it was going to write its own apology. The blue and silver logo shone even in the dim, every letter a dare.

She ran her finger along the edge, then circled it, then just pressed her palm flat to the page.

The question hung there, thick as smoke.

I let it.

She curled into the leather chair, legs drawn up under her, cardigan bunching at her elbows. She braced herself, eyes still on the program, then looked up.

"I think I broke the frame today," Sienna said, voice a little shaky but proud. "But part of me wonders if naming the truth in public means you never get to go back to the old kind of love."

I grinned, couldn't help it.

"Maybe the old kind wasn't good enough."

She flashed a smile, all teeth, then let it fade, replaced by something that was almost sadness but not quite.

The study wrapped around us. Safe, quiet, no audience.

I moved to her, then knelt by the chair, just so my eyes were level with hers.

"You don't have to explain the feeling tonight," I told her. "You just get to have it."

She closed her eyes, shaky laugh escaping.

"I have no idea what this is called. Pride? Terror? The awareness of not being erased but also not being shielded?"

I shrugged. "Sounds like being alive."

She let that linger.

After a second, the questions in her face started to fade, replaced by a steadier kind of wakefulness. The math was still running, but the panic had dialed down.

She stroked the notebook spine.

I asked, "What category would make it safer?"

Sienna's voice was dry and almost amused. "As if a label was the same as a guarantee."

I nodded. "Yeah. But you don't need a guarantee. You just need the truth to stay."

She looked at the program one more time.

Then at me.

"If I lost her by being honest," her voice cracked, just once, "then I do not know who I am supposed to be next."

I put my hand on her knee, light, nothing greedy.

"You didn't lose her."

She didn't answer, but she didn't let go of the hope either. That felt like enough for tonight.

We sat like that in the lamplight, the desk papered over by questions, ink, and one program that refused to tell the story straight.

It didn't matter.

We were writing a different version now.

Tonight, Sienna could have all the categories. Or none at all.

I was right there either way.

***

We sat like that for a while, her curled in the chair, me kneeling at the edge, letting the whole day metabolize. The quiet wasn't awkward. It was necessary. You could feel the thought still buzzing under Sienna's skin, a kind of static that didn't have a source, just the afterburn of surviving the room in one piece.

Then her phone vibrated on the desk, rattling the pen.

Sienna clocked it, deadpan. "Is there a bet in this house on how long it takes before the outside tries to reclaim the narrative?"

I grinned. "If there is, my money's on Kaia."

But it wasn't Kaia. It was Maren.

Sienna swiped the phone, blue light spilling up her face, glasses tilting down her nose. She froze as she read, no, not read, just absorbed. The message wasn't long. It didn't even try for a bow.

Sienna,

I want to understand you before I present anything else.

I am proud of you. I am learning that pride is not the same as listening.

- Mom

She read it like it was a foreign object. Then she read it again.

For a minute, it looked like she might cry. But Sienna didn't cry. She just went still, the kind of still that belonged to women who had been taught how to survive by holding their breath underwater.

She set the phone on the desk, screen up, hand hovering like touching it might change the sentence into something less real.

I didn't move. Just waited.

After a long moment, Sienna spoke, barely above a whisper.

"That sentence is doing a lot of work."

I let the words hang. "So let it."

She looked at me, all the panic and pride mashed into one wicked clever face. "I thought today might mean losing her forever."

"You didn't."

She let that in.

Silence again, but this one was better. Heavier, but warmer.

Sienna stared at the desk, the paper, the phone, the face-down program, as if waiting for someone else to pick up the next turn.

I reached across, set my hand next to hers. Not overlapping, just near.

"Her love is still there," I said, not forcing the pitch. "But what you want? That's yours. It always has been."

She nodded, still watching the phone. "I want to believe that. With my whole heart. I want to stop footnoting it."

I shrugged. "Maybe that's the point. You don't have to justify being wanted. Or wanting."

The tiniest laugh, sharp as a pen stroke. "Not even for the documentation?"

"Not even for that."

She folded her arms on the desk, dropped her forehead on her sleeve for one half-second, then snapped up, hair tumbling free of its pins and pooling around her jaw.

Her breathing slowed, the edges less dangerous.

For the first time all day, she actually looked at me, not through me.

"Can I tell you something?" Sienna asked.

"Anything," I said.

She exhaled, shaky but solid.

"I think I need to say it out loud. Not for her. For me."

My heart went bonkers in my chest, but I kept my face neutral. "Say anything you want."

She smiled, exhausted, but real.

"Even if I have to do it in stages?"

I grinned. "I'll be here for all of them."

She propped her glasses up on her forehead, then caught herself, set them back down again, then finally just took them off and set them next to the phone.

I wanted to say: you never have to explain your love to anyone, especially not me.

But instead, I just waited.

That was all she needed.

The old logic, the need to prove, the fear of disappointing her mother, they hadn't vanished. But they weren't in charge anymore.

Now it was just her, and me, and the truth we were dying to finally say.

I didn't move.

I didn't make her.

She was ready to open the door all the way.

And this time, Sienna was coming through on her own terms.

***

Part of me expected a script. Some neat narrative beat. But Sienna didn't have any use for the official version now. She only trusted herself.

She shifted in the chair, hair half wild on her shoulders, glasses off and on again, like she couldn't decide whether to see me sharp or soft. Finally, she set them on the desk next to her phone, deliberate, heavy. The lenses caught the lamplight and just held it there, a silent witness.

She glanced at me, holding my gaze for longer than her nerves usually let her.

"I want to try this without checking the citations first," Sienna said. The smile was dry, but underneath, she was trembling a little. "So I'm going to say it."

I nodded. "Say it."

She hugged her knees up, dress riding high on her thighs. "I love you," she said. "Not in the abstract. Not because you want my mind. I love you because you never ask me to stand outside myself. You see every version and never make me pick."

I felt every goddamn word. My pulse went loud. My hand found her ankle, tracing the smooth skin, working higher to where the hem of her dress cut a line against her thigh.

She talked right through it, braver every second.

"You want my mind without making it my job. You love the woman who analyzes and the woman who wants. You want the daughter without handing my mother the rights. You never try to own me, but you never leave me outside either."

Her voice was shaking, but she kept going.

"I think I was afraid that if I let myself choose you, it would mean losing the other categories. I would not be a scholar, or a daughter, or a self. But you make it possible to be all of them, without contradiction."

Fuck. I couldn't even speak for a second.

She reached for the program, tapped the edge, then didn't bother to pick it up. "You want me for all the things I am. Not the role. Not the proof."

My heart wanted to break out of my ribs. I gripped her leg, heat rising.

She edged forward in the chair, dress sliding up, bare knees opened just enough to make my cock stir against my pants.

I closed the distance, bracing my hands on the arms of the chair, close enough that all her careful breathing became mine too. "I love you," I told her. "And I want you. Not just for the study. Not just for now. I want you forever, even after the house changes and nobody is measuring us anymore."

She sucked in a breath, eyes so blue they made the lamplight look pale.

"Forever is not a data point, Sienna. It is what I want."

She laughed, breathless, so turned on and so alive it made the air between us go electric.

Her fingers worked at my shirt buttons, slow and precise, knuckles bumping my chest as she peeled the fabric apart. She tugged the tail free, palms flattening over my ribs, tracing every muscle and scar like she was learning everything she could before she let herself fall.

I didn't rush her.

Her hands slid up and over, pinching the collar, pulling me down, guiding my mouth to hers. The first kiss was careful, then hungry, her lips parting the second I let go of my own restraint.

Sienna's arms wrapped around my neck, pulling me in, holding on as if she'd waited her whole life to stop being scared of her own body.

We kissed, deep, nothing held back. Her thighs clamped around my hips, dress hitching up.

I got my hands under the cardigan, worked it off her shoulders, dragging it down her arms until it was just a puddle on the side of the chair. She shivered in the lamplight, not cold, just so raw you could practically see the nerves firing in her skin.

She pushed my shirt off my shoulders, leaving it to dangle, then started on her own buttons, steady, unhurried.

"You want all of me?" she asked, so soft it nearly disappeared.

"Every fucking part."

She liked that.

Sienna peeled her cardigan off completely, leaving bare arms and the navy dress hugging her body. Underneath, the cut of her bra pressed up her tits, nipping at the edge where the dress clung tightest. I wanted to see and touch and praise every inch.

She propped her glasses on the desk for good this time, then left them. Next to them, the program lay facedown, abandoned.

She stood, just for a second, to give me leverage. I slid my hands up the back of her dress, found the zipper, and drew it down, slow as mercy. The fabric gapped, revealing the pale skin of her back, the lacy frame of her bra, and the dark tumble of hair wild on her shoulders.

I watched her move. The way she arched to help me. The precise, careful hands that used to write footnotes now trembling from want.

The dress hit the rug, a silent fall. Her body was poetry: curves that belonged in a daydream, big tits packed in navy lace, waist nipped in, ass so perfect it made me want to put my teeth in it.

She eased onto the desk, ass bracing against the edge. She never looked away. Her hands found my skin, fingers splaying wide.

I stepped between her legs, caged her in, and kissed her for real.

Sienna bowed backward on the desk, hair spilling, glasses forgotten, mouth open for me.

She reached behind, unhooked her bra, and shrugged it off. Her tits fell heavy and glorious, nipples already flushed, standing out against the pale skin. I palmed both, squeezing gently, feeling her shudder.

She didn't hesitate to tell me what she wanted.

"Touch me everywhere," she breathed. "I want to feel you, not just the words."

I obliged, hands and mouth everywhere, savoring every inch: the line of her neck, the slope of her breasts, the hungry way her nipples peaked under my tongue.

She rolled her head back, gasping, her hand tangled in my hair, dragging my mouth down to her chest, begging for every bit of worship.

Between kisses, I spoke it:

"You are all of it to me, Sienna. Mind. Body. The person who broke the rules, and the only one I want after the experiment is gone."

She moaned, honest and unashamed.

I worked down her stomach, tongue flicking over her navel, hands bracing her hips. She writhed under me, thighs parting, every nerve ending on display.

She tugged at my waistband, desperate now, and made a sound like a dare.

"Fuck me. Please. I don't want to wait anymore."

But I did not give in just yet.

I knelt, lips tracing up her thigh, teeth dragging along her skin, loving the shiver that shot through her.

When I reached her panties, I peeled them down, slow, savoring the way her pussy glistened, pink and wet and ready.

I looked up.

She was watching me, bold and open, her hand bracing the desk, chest heaving.

"This is mine?" I asked, hungry.

She nodded, voice gone. "Yes."

I kissed her clit, gentle at first, then harder. She rocked her hips to meet my mouth, fingers digging into my shoulders, mouth open in a gasp.

I licked, sucked, tormented her, wanting to memorize every taste and tremble.

She made sounds that should have embarrassed her. They didn't.

"You love this?" I asked between licks.

"God, yes. I love you," she stuttered. "I love you for giving me this."

I drew it out, wanting her to feel not just wanted, but chosen.

When she was shaking, on the edge, I pulled back just long enough to stand and unhook my belt, let her see what she was doing to me.

Her eyes locked on the bulge straining my pants, and she reached for it, desperate and greedy.

"Now," she begged. "I want you inside me."

She dragged my pants open, freed my cock, stroked it, loving the weight and the way I twitched in her hand.

I fought for control, desperate to keep us on the right side of the line.

I braced her on the desk, lining my cock up against her slit, but not pushing inside yet, just letting her feel the promise, the heat, the certainty.

Sienna caught my gaze, raw and certain.

"Make me yours," she said. "Not for the study. For always."

I leaned in and kissed her, devouring, both of us shaking, bodies alive and burning for the final step.

When I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance, she bucked, breath catching, hands clutching my waist.

I whispered it in her ear:

"You're mine, Sienna. And I'm never letting you go."

Her eyes went liquid.

The old fear went quiet. The only thing that mattered was this: her, gasping in the lamplight, body and soul open for me.

I let her feel the promise of it, my cock teasing just at the entrance.

She clung to me, nearly in tears from wanting it so badly, but so proud she never begged.

The anticipation nearly broke me.

But I made her wait, kissing her, rocking our hips, wanting her to know this was not about the study or the labels. It was about us.

The sounds in the room: lamplight buzzing, paper sliding under her hands, the press of our skin.

I fed her every bit of myself, even before I gave her the full thing.

Foreplay hit its highest, sharpest edge.

Sienna was trembling, absolutely needy now.

"Please, Tate," she said, voice shaking. "I want you. For always."

That was the edge.

We were ready to take the dive.

We hovered together, so close I could feel her pulse in my mouth.

Neither of us was going back.

Not after this.

***

I lined myself up, the head of my cock just catching at her entrance. She was everything, wet, flushed, hair a mess, skin so hot under my hands it felt like fire.

She never looked away. Not once.

Sienna braced her hands on the desk, nails biting into the old wood, eyes wild under the lamplight.

I pushed in, slow. Letting her stretch, letting every inch of my cock slide into her pussy with careful, jaw breaking precision.

She groaned, no, fuck, she sang for it. Head thrown back, tits thrust out, nipples hard as diamonds.

The heat of her gripped me, velvet and relentless, and I nearly lost it right there.

She rocked her hips to meet me, greedy, so fucking certain. "I want all of you," she panted. "I want you to feel it."

"Baby, I do. God, I do."

I buried my cock deeper, slow and steady, filling her until there wasn't a molecule of space left. Her thighs hugged mine, legs spread wide, her ass perched perfectly at the edge of the desk.

When I bottomed out, we both just shuddered. The world stilled.

She held me there, bodies locked together, trembling from the shock of how real it felt.

Then she started moving.

Sienna set the first rhythm herself: hips rolling, knees braced, her pussy sucking me in and refusing to let go. Every thrust made her tits bounce, sweat building in the valley between.

She kept her eyes open, locked on my face. "You're not going to lose me," she said, voice vibrating with the force of it. "Not even if you make me fall apart."

"Never," I promised.

We moved together, slow at first, then faster, every flex of her body milking the control straight out of me.

She arched, head hitting the papers on the desk, hair wild across the face-down program and her own notes. Ink smeared her knuckles, blue in the lamplight, like she'd marked herself for this moment.

I bent and sucked her nipple, hard, loving the way she writhed for it.

"You love this?" I asked, teeth scraping her.

Sienna moaned, alive and lost at once. "I love you, Tate. I love how you make me feel real."

I wanted to devour her.

She hooked her ankles behind my back, pulling me in for every grinding, relentless thrust.

Her pussy was slick, perfect, the kind of heat that rewrote your DNA.

We tangled, hands everywhere, the sounds in the room obscene: skin slapping, desk creaking, both of us gasping.

I shifted my angle, braced her ass higher, and fucked her deeper, loving the way her pussy fluttered and clamped down with every pass.

Her tits bounced with every move. Sweat dripped off her chest, down to the navy lace bunched around her waist.

Sienna never lost her place.

At the sharpest part of the rhythm, she looked straight at me and said, "I can be everything. Her daughter. Your lover. The woman who thinks, and the one who wants."

Fuck. The words nearly undid me.

"You are everything," I told her. "And you're mine."

She squeezed my cock, her whole body shivering with the edge.

I wanted to give her more.

I didn't stop. I braced her tighter, drove in harder, letting her ride up and over the top of the desk.

She grabbed my face, smashed our mouths together, kissing like it was the only way left to speak.

We moved like that, sweat and hunger and every ounce of love burning between us.

Then I carried her, still inside, down onto the rug, old study carpet, soft and scratchy, paper and notes scattering. She wrapped her arms around my neck, legs wide open, and guided my cock back into her, desperate for more.

I gave it to her.

Fucked her on the floor, bodies tangled, every move worshipping the woman under me.

She scratched my back, nails leaving perfect little marks.

I pounded in, angle perfect, her pussy hugging me so tight I could barely think.

Her whole body shook. Eyes wild, hair over her face. Tits pressed to my chest, sweat sticking us together.

I wanted this to last. I wanted to prove nothing could take this away.

Sienna's pleasure built, every muscle in her body straining. She choked on a sob, then found the words.

"I'm not proof," she gasped. "I'm choosing."

I felt her pussy clamp, the first wave of orgasm rolling through.

She shut her eyes, groaned, back arching off the floor.

I slowed the rhythm, kept it deep, letting her feel every inch as she came.

Her body bucked under me, milking my cock, sweat pouring down her stomach, tits trembling.

I kissed her everywhere: lips, cheeks, the line of her jaw, her throat.

"Let go for me," I whispered. "Let yourself have it."

She did.

The climax shattered her, slow and total, not a panic, not a test, but wholeness.

Sienna clung to me, body shaking, tears slick on her face, laugh tangled in the moan.

She held on, not letting go until every aftershock ran its course.

I kept thrusting, softer, cradling her, letting her ride the edge as long as she wanted.

Then she tipped my chin up and said it again, fierce and raw.

"I love you. For all the ways you let me be hers, and yours, and mine."

I groaned, lost it, finally letting the edge catch me.

I slammed in, hips flush, and detonated, cock flooding her pussy with every pulse.

It felt like forever, written into every pulse. Every heartbeat.

We stayed tangled on the floor, bodies refusing to separate, Sienna's nails drawing me in close.

Sweat, ink, cum, her smell all over me.

I felt her smile, wet and real.

We lay there, breathless, nothing left of the past and no room for future fear.

This was beyond the study.

This was the answer.

And I knew, absolutely, there was no version of my life where I would not choose her over and over again.

Not as a theory.

As a fact.

Sienna, sprawled under me, marked by love and ink and truth she didn't have to translate.

And me, ruined for anyone else.

The world outside could ask for data.

I had the real thing, right here in my arms.

***

We sprawled on the rug for as long as the aftershocks lasted, Sienna wrapped around me, skin sticky with sweat and the ghost of what we'd just done. Her hair fanned across my chest, wild and ink-tipped, cheeks smudged with blue where she'd pressed her knuckles to her jaw in the heat of it.

No panic. No scramble to cover up. Just slow, deep breathing, like maybe this was the gravity all the other versions of us had been waiting for.

The study was a mess now. Notes scattered. Lamplight buzzing. The program still face-down, the cover warped from where Sienna had braced herself mid-climax. My shirt was crumpled on the desk, her dress half-draped over the chair. Her panties were a casualty, left somewhere in the paper crash site.

She didn't care.

She rolled to her side, then up on her elbows, pushing hair out of her eyes, tits hanging perfect and unselfconscious. "Is this what academic rigor looks like?" she asked, dry as a bone.

"Depends on the curriculum," I shot back, pinching her thigh. She yelped, half-laughing.

She reached for her glasses, found them lopsided on the desk, and put them back on, not bothering to check if they were straight. She found her pen, flipped it in her fingers, and traced a circle on my shoulder, ink cool against the heat of my skin.

I shrugged into my shirt, mostly for warmth, but didn't bother with the buttons. Sienna hunted down her cardigan, threw it on, then dropped back to the rug beside me.

Quiet for a minute.

Outside, the campus lights blinked blue through the window, proof that the world kept going beyond these four walls.

She found the Peyton Center program, the one that had started the spiral. She held it up, studied the front like it was a riddle she'd already solved, then flipped it open.

She fished her pen from the desk, clicked it open, and scribbled in the margin, neat and final.

Not lived experience.

Lived choice.

She closed the program, left it face-down again, and exhaled.

I asked, "Feel real?"

She nodded, not slow, not cautious, just true. "I can be her daughter, your lover, a scholar, and myself, all at once."

"No contradiction?"

"Not anymore."

She pulled my hand over, pressed it to her ribs, right over her heart.

"You do know you're never getting rid of me," Sienna said, voice soft and so clear it made me ache.

I laughed. "Forever, right?"

"Longer than the study could ever run."

We sat like that, tangled up, glasses crooked, pen and ink everywhere, and for the first time since the world decided to measure us, I felt the inside of the question go quiet.

No translation needed.

No speech to write.

Just us, anchored in the study, ready to wake up tomorrow and do it again.

Sienna tucked her head under my chin, smiling against my skin.

"I'll answer her text tomorrow," she said. "Tonight, I like this just the way it is."

Agreed.

We stayed, not to hide, but to stretch the exact version of now as long as it would go.

Sienna was whole, integrated, and absolutely herself. Mine because she chose it, not because anyone had written it down.

I was anchored for keeps, not as an experiment, but as the man who got to love her after the question went quiet.

The world could come for us.

We were already writing the ending together.


We Say It Better


The sunlight hit Blackwood House like it was looking for a party. The old wood glowed under the March afternoon, windows open, kitchen heat rolling straight into the hallway. Some genius had set up a playlist in the front room that thumped with eighties pop, and, no shit, the rug actually vibrated when a beat dropped.

I lugged two folding tables out of the closet and nearly tripped over Hallie's ass. She was crouched by the lower oven, ponytail bobbing, sleeves rolled, the curve of her hips carved perfect in black leggings and some ancient Blackwood tee. Her tits pressed against the edge of the counter every time she bent. I could've stared all day. Instead, I set the tables down, then braced for impact.

"Careful," Hallie warned, deadpan, not bothering to look up. "Furniture with a mind of its own is your problem, babe."

"If it bites me, I'll sue," I said, but I wasn't fooling anyone.

She slid a tray of something nuclear and chocolate out of the oven. The whole kitchen went sugar-high in a breath. I reached for a chunk before it cooled. Hallie popped my wrist with a wooden spoon, then grinned.

"Guests get first pick," she told me. "You want extra, you haul those to the porch and set up."

I stole a chunk anyway, just to make her roll her eyes.

Behind me, the front room sounded like moving day. Rowan, dark hair wild, wore a backwards hat and a tank top that clung to her chest. She hefted an entire loveseat and glided it to the window like it weighed no more than a throw pillow. Her arms flexed. The fabric stretched across her tits, and every guy on campus would've paid cash to watch her do it.

Kaia appeared, all long legs and golden skin, hips so tight inside those shorts it felt like she might be banned from Greek Row for public indecency. She caught me by the belt loop and yanked me sideways, her tongue already chasing chocolate off my lower lip.

"Tater," Kaia murmured, "you want to skip setup or get tied up with me in the pantry?"

Hallie swatted her ass with the spoon. "Help or get out, Bennett."

Kaia smirked, grabbed another bite of brownie, and dragged me forward by the shirt.

"She's just jealous I get better leverage," Kaia stage whispered, then bumped her tits into my elbow for emphasis.

I swear, I was in a live-action girlfriend gauntlet.

At the far side, Elara floated through with a basket full of pastries and a stack of teacups that looked like she'd just robbed a bakery by hugging it. Her dress was soft, some pale wrap that cinched her waist and showed her legs. She wore a blue scarf today, simple and perfect. Elara set the pastries down, then pressed up to my side and kissed my cheek, her lips warm and soft.

"Don't drop anything," she teased. "Or I'll have to play nurse."

I nearly dropped everything just to earn it.

Briar was hunched over the front table near the big window, sleeves crisp, hair slick and deliberate, skirt tight enough to make lawyers blush. She had the guest list on her phone, and a donation table already staged with fresh pens, a sign-in sheet, and a jar for whatever benefactor expected to bribe the family with snacks. She barely glanced up.

"Shirts," Briar called. "Collars. Try it."

Rowan snorted from across the room. "He's helpless. You may as well just undress him and start over."

"I vote for that," Kaia said, hand still at my belt.

Hallie breezed through, hands full of napkins, and started fussing with my collar, like straightening the shirt would keep her from wanting to rip it off. She worked fast, fingers brushing my throat, then patted my chest like she'd branded the win.

"Now you look presentable," Hallie said, satisfaction in every word then dotted my chin with a kiss.

Kaia snaked her hand under the collar just to tick Hallie off, then leaned in, her breath hot on my ear.

"Domesticated," Kaia said, smug as hell, "but the good kind."

Rowan, not to be topped, crashed the scene, her arm sliding around my shoulders. She was still warm from hauling furniture, whole body humming with energy.

"Best way to check if you're stable," Rowan said, then bumped me with her hip. "Can't have the boyfriend collapsing under pressure."

"Not fragile," I shot back, and she grinned so wide I nearly melted.

Elara stuck to my other flank, hand slipping inside my forearm, her touch calm but absolutely intent. She reached up and pressed her lips to my jaw. Heat curled through me, so strong I thought my knees might go.

Briar crossed the room, eyes sharp, then straightened my collar with expert efficiency. She didn't linger, but her hand at the back of my neck stayed an extra second, thumb tracing the hairline.

Sienna materialized from the study like she'd summoned herself through pure will. Glasses perched on her nose, hair loose and wild, a long, perfect line of blue cardigan over a shirt that probably belonged to me. She didn't look frazzled or braced, she looked like she'd won a weird, private bet with the universe. She held a program in her hand, not displayed, just tucked against her thigh. The way she moved was quieter, but it owned the whole damn house.

She drifted over, made a show of inspecting the collar drama, then caught my wrist in her hand. Her fingers were stained with blue pen ink, warm and firm on my pulse.

She murmured, "You are about to enter a scenario barely contained by common sense."

"Is that a threat?" I asked.

She didn't blink. "An observation."

Kaia licked chocolate from her thumb and scanned the porch. "Careful. Piper's coming to judge the playlist. She brought a literal scorecard last time."

Hallie perked up. "Lila's on dessert duty. If she doesn't devour it en route."

Rowan tossed a moving pad across the couch. "Cam's coming," she said. "She texted that she refuses to let us embarrass ourselves."

Briar, all business, checked her phone: "Jules is helping at the table. She already brought better pens."

Elara poured tea, voice low and soft: "Nora offered to bring the good thermos."

Sienna's lips curled, a smile sharp and dry. "Harper is coming. She promised to behave. Which means she will absolutely not."

I laughed. "What's the over-under on total chaos?"

Rowan snorted. "The chaos is the point."

Kaia's hand tightened on my belt. "You scared, Tater?"

"Best odds I've ever had," I said.

Hallie grinned and handed me a tray. "Then get this setup outside. You're on display in," she checked the clock, "ten minutes."

I strolled to the porch with the whole girlfriend squad trailing after. Hallie loaded me down with cookies, Kaia grabbed paper plates and squeezed my ass on the way, Rowan called dibs on the biggest armchair for the best security view, and Elara floated right behind, fingers brushing my waist.

The house was not just prepped. It was alive. Lights lined the porch, curling up the columns like a hundred little promises. The folding chairs made two perfect rows, flanking a food table that looked like a bribe disguised as a bake sale. The donation jar gleamed. Blackwood House hadn't looked this friendly since ever.

I set out the trays. Kaia instantly sampled one, moaning over the first bite, then tried to stuff a cookie in my mouth before Hallie could stop her. Hallie barked a warning but couldn't help grinning.

Briar appeared on the step, clipboard in hand, and scanned the yard like she was prepping for a Senate hearing. She clocked the walk, the sign-in table, the door open wide enough that you could see straight to the kitchen where Hallie reigned supreme.

Inside, the pulse of music spilled out. Hallie and Kaia traded barbs over who got to garnish the punch. Rowan and Briar moved through the rooms, mapping who would need a seat and who just wanted to see who else showed up. Elara floated around, pouring tea and arranging pastries on the tray like she was prepping for an endorsement deal.

Sienna stayed mostly near the study, but sometimes she ghosted into the hallway, eyes taking in everything. She didn't hide or hover, she just tracked the room, the prep, and the way the house held together without panic or theater. She looked peaceful, which was a miracle, and more than that, she looked ready.

Hallie fixed my shirt, then ran her palm down the length of my chest, savoring the touch. Behind her, Kaia hooked my belt loop and dragged me behind the pantry wall for a kiss that left me reeling. I reemerged only for Rowan to crash her shoulder into mine, knocking me off balance and laughing when I caught myself on the counter.

Elara cut the collision with a soft touch, her lips tracing my jaw. She pressed her chest to my arm, the angle so perfect I nearly lost the thread.

Briar straightened my collar, left her hand at the back of my neck, and whispered, "If you lose focus, you can't blame the crowd."

Sienna traced the inside of my wrist, eyes sharp behind her glasses.

"No rescue needed, unless you want it," she said.

Hallie swanned into the room, tray loaded. "Someone's going to have to carry this outside, or I will guilt every one of you for the rest of the semester."

She hooked her hand into mine, ink-stained and certain.

"Are you prepared?" she asked, deadpan.

"Not even a little," I admitted.

She squeezed.

That was the answer.

Hallie leaned out the kitchen window, arms loaded with snacks. "Home answers better with snacks," she called.

On the porch: Kaia perched on the railing, abs flexed, long legs crossed, scanning the approaching guests with a predator's patience.

"I said careful," Kaia muttered, eyes locked on me. "Nobody gets ideas before the first tray hits the table."

Rowan laughed and shot me a glance. "He is not running anything. Look at him."

Elara just smiled, soft and proud.

Briar checked my collar, fingers pulling me closer. "If you need a clean label, you are already asking the wrong question," she murmured.

Sienna didn't flinch. "I am not here as proof. I am here."

It wasn't damage control.

It was a declaration.

Inside, the house glowed. Outside, the air hummed.

I caught a stare from the walk, some early student already trying to record a TikTok, and I grinned. There was no hiding. Not now.

Kaia went for my belt loop again, and this time when she yanked me in, she didn't even pretend it was a joke. Her body pressed up to mine, cocky and hungry, then let me go when she was good and ready.

Hallie kissed my jaw, then ruffled my shirt collar, the move pure Hallie: soft, bossy, and better than any home I'd ever had.

Rowan slung her arm across my back, the muscle in her bicep hard and real. "If you can carry that tray, you can survive anything," she teased.

Elara, never in a rush, cupped my cheek, held my gaze, then kissed me full on the lips, slow and gentle, not caring who saw. "We choose gently and mean it," she whispered.

Briar finished the collar job, again, then patted my chest like she'd closed the deal.

Sienna, for once, didn't try to out-analyze the moment. She just traced my inner wrist, blue ink bright on her fingertips, and nodded.

"You look real," Sienna said, as if that was a compliment worth the whole afternoon.

I almost blushed.

Almost.

The first guests hit the porch. I straightened, ready for the onslaught.

Inside, the house was perfect.

So were the women.

The stage was set. Not for a defense, but for a celebration.

Home was open, and this time, Blackwood House was going on offense.

***

Within ten minutes, Blackwood's porch came alive.

People hit the walk in clusters: guys in sweatshirts, girls in bodycon dresses or ripped jeans, backpacks slung casual like they might be heading to class except for the baby blue bakery boxes and the sorority bling glinting in the porch light. There were Greeks from up and down the Row, at least two random professors, a pile of I-swore-I-was-invited phone-scrollers, and way too many students trying to confirm the harem was real enough to go viral. The front door stayed wide open, music thumping from the front room, Hallie's food rolling out like a bribe nobody could turn down.

Hallie ran the kitchen with full benevolent-dictator energy. Lila burst in, hugged Hallie so hard she nearly dropped a tray of mini cheesecake squares, then went right for the dish towel and started doing cleanup like she was born for chaos.

"I'm not saying these brownies are sexier than half your housemates," Lila announced, "but look at the frosting and then look at Kaia."

Hallie braced herself on the counter, snorted, then flashed Lila a thank you that could melt steel.

"I delegate dessert to people who don't get distracted by biceps," Hallie shot back.

Lila just laughed and stole a cookie.

Kaia, bored of rules but not of drama, zeroed in on the kitchen carnage. She swiped two cookies off the tray, palmed them both, and tracked me down mid-porch, where she shoved one into my mouth, then straddled my lap as I tried to eat it. Hallie aimed the wooden spoon like a missile.

"Hands off until cleanup, Bennett."

Kaia licked sugar off her thumb and raised an eyebrow. "Tell that to Tater."

Hallie flushed, not embarrassed but electric, and lunged, yanking my collar straight before flicking Kaia hard on the hip.

Somewhere behind us, Piper popped through the kitchen door. Red hair wild, paint-splatter leggings doing dangerous things to her ass, she held up her phone and announced, "I am here to judge the playlist, the drinks, and Kaia's willingness to wear an apron."

Kaia nearly choked. "I will staple a tea towel to your face."

Piper cackled and spun into the kitchen, trading bad puns with Lila and Hallie while the three of them staged a snack coup.

Elara haunted the front room, arranging porcelain teacups and little plates of pastries like she was conjuring a sexier Martha Stewart. Nora appeared in the doorway, hair down, eyes warm and steady. She greeted Elara with a kind of hug that meant home base, then handed over a thermos.

"Hallie's got snacks, but you need actual hydration," Nora teased. Elara grinned and leaned in, their heads close for a second, then she poured tea and let the calm ripple out.

On the porch, Sienna set up near the side rail, glasses catching the light, notebook in hand. She was not the center of a scandal. She was the woman who had named her own terms and dared anyone to reduce her back to theory. Harper stationed herself at Sienna's six, arms folded, crop top slicing the air, gaze so sharp most strangers didn't even risk eye contact.

"Watch," Harper warned loudly, "if you call her proof again, I start editing people."

"That is unnecessary," Sienna replied, dry as vodka, but her cheeks went pinker than the punch.

First wave of the crowd splashed across the porch. The music was full blast, food was flying, and every surface looked occupied by beautiful women. I made my rounds, elbows pinched by Kaia, jaw kissed by Hallie, and, at one point, wrist caught deliberately by Sienna, who traced the vein there just to see if it would make me swallow my tongue.

Rowan and Cam ran point at the porch furniture. Rowan sprawled across an Adirondack chair like it belonged to her, muscles out, tank top hugging her chest. Cam, all lean perfection and dry wit, took one look at Rowan and nodded once, approval silent but massive. They didn't need more than that.

"Rowan looks happy," Cam observed to a cluster of Sigma Tau guys who were scoping the action from the walk. "That is not an argument. That is the point."

Gray, the king of Sigma Tau himself, rolled up with two wingmen and a wolfish grin. He caught my eye, then nodded down the porch toward the six-woman huddle.

"Sterling, you son of a bitch," Gray said. "I say this with love. You are wildly outnumbered."

"House advantage," I shot back.

Gray laughed and clapped my shoulder, then turned to watch the women re-orbit me one by one.

At the sign-in table, Briar looked so event-ready she might as well have invented the brand. Her skirt didn't move an inch even when she leaned over to check the donation jar. Jules appeared without warning, she always did, and slid in beside Briar, gently bumping their hips. They moved as a unit: Briar tracked the guests, Jules mediated the room, and for a second, I started to wonder which of them could break the campus with a single social move.

"Briar is not managing this from outside anymore," Jules murmured. "Try to keep up."

"I'm trying," I said, voice half gone.

"Good," Briar replied, palm at my back, heat strong even through the shirt.

On the porch, Rowan caught my eye and called out, "You're a hot commodity today, but do not get cocky. Elara is making bets on who claims you next."

Elara smiled from the tea table, haloed in gold from the porch lights. Her scarf drifted with the breeze, and the way she held her mug made every other girl on the lawn look like a try-hard. Nora stuck close, always checking to make sure Elara got seen, not just referenced.

Down the walk, Harris and a cluster of his business school friends hit the donation table. Harris gave me a once-over, then shook his head, grinning.

"For once, little brother," Harris said, "I think you may have chosen the hard thing and the right thing."

I shrugged. "Makes the rest look boring."

"Don't let it go to your head," Harris warned. "The head you're currently thinking with, I mean."

We cracked up. Even Jules smirked.

At the porch steps, a group of first-years froze mid-snap when Hallie, on a food run, caught me in her orbit, dragged me in for a public jaw-kiss, and whispered, "We're making memories, baby. Smile."

I did. The freshman with the phone blushed so hard I thought he'd pass out.

Back at the punch table, three girls in sorority letters debated the friendliest way to flirt with the Blackwood harem.

"I'd go for Hallie," one girl said, biting her lip. "She seems sweet. Maybe she's the soft entry point." She eyed me and Hallie together, like we were an experiment worth funding.

Her friend laughed. "Absolutely not. Kaia would rip your head off. Or maybe Sienna would just out-argue you until you left."

Third girl shrugged, leaning into the energy. "I'm here for Rowan, honestly. Look at her. Biceps and don't-give-a-fuck."

Kaia wandered over and grinned directly at them. "Careful. The house is open. The family is not."

Rowan caught the moment from across the porch. She rolled her eyes, then called out, "He is not running anything. Look at him."

Three of the sorority girls simultaneously looked, actually looked, and then started laughing so hard one spilled punch onto her shirt.

I...could not even pretend to disagree.

Elara passed me with a plate of lemon bread and winked. "It works because we choose gently and mean it."

Sienna materialized at my side, hand at my wrist, her glasses reflecting the porch lights. She tilted her head, then deadpanned to the nearest freshman, "I am not a data point. I am present."

Even Harper chuckled. "Don't let them make you a TikTok soundbite."

A bold campus reporter who'd hovered near the sign-in table started furiously typing on her phone.

On my six, Kaia snagged my belt loop again, and this time planted one hard kiss to the corner of my jaw. Hallie followed immediately, arms wrapped around my neck, body tight and perfect. Rowan just grabbed my shoulder and squeezed, like the world would make more sense if I survived a little bone trauma.

Even across the social hurricane, I could see Briar's eyes, precise and focused. She sipped the punch, then cut a look over her shoulder at Sienna, like chess partners sharing a secret.

Lila circled Hallie, the two of them a chaos tornado in the kitchen, tag-teaming trays and running jokes that probably dated back years. Lila hugged Hallie again, then held court by the slider, already plotting which dessert to spike.

"I am just saying," Lila announced to her audience, "Hallie is not the soft option. She's the reason the house has a pulse."

Hallie laughed so hard she had to put down the brownies.

In the kitchen, Piper tried to goad Kaia into doing apron shots for the gossip feeds.

"Piper," Kaia threatened, "if you post that, I am going to enter witness protection."

Piper waggled her eyebrows. "Somebody get me an apron and a camera. This is history."

Kaia grinned but didn't deny it.

On the porch, students hovered. Phones flashed, but every time someone tried to hunt for scandal, the moment tilted funny or real instead. Greek Row leaned in, Sigma Tau guys clustered with Gray, everyone hungry to see what the house looked like in the wild, not just in rumors or research. The question on their faces was not, "How can I ruin it?" It was, "How do you get to live like this?"

Rowan and Cam fielded the security questions.

One guy tried to pitch a line at Rowan. Cam just smirked and said, "Rowan looks happy. That is not an argument. That is the point." It shut down the flirting so hard the guy retroactively blushed.

Every single time I moved, a girlfriend was in my space. Hallie soft, Kaia greedy, Rowan blunt, Elara gentle, Briar precise, Sienna sharp and dry. Every touch landed differently. Every claim felt earned.

The envy didn't sting. It lit the air, made everything hotter.

Even Gray started marveling at the show.

"I'm just saying, Tate," he called over the lawn, "this is the best dorm room upgrade I've ever seen. If the house has a pulse, you are the arrhythmia."

Harris, at his elbow, agreed. "He just has to stand there and not fuck it up. The women seem to have everything else covered."

I laughed. "Accurate."

Someone from the campus paper tried to ask if we had official roles, or like, a club structure or something. Briar handled it without blinking.

"If you need a clean label," she said, "you are already asking the wrong question."

Sienna chimed in, "Why settle for the label when you can examine the reality?"

Kaia just flexed a little, hand on my hip. "And the reality is," she said, "most unfair house on campus."

A girl in a Blackwood Spotted hoodie tried to out-stare the front room and gave up when Elara offered her tea.

"Thanks," the girl said, drinking in the whole scene. "You guys are almost too sweet. Is it always like this?"

Elara smiled, gentle as sunrise. "We try to make it safe to want what you want."

Sienna nodded, not moving from my arm. "It's less about being right, more about being real."

The girl nearly spilled her tea.

On the porch, the crowd thinned in and out, but every time it started to fade, someone new showed up to study the family like a rumor you had to see to believe.

Jules, at the donation table, murmured to Briar, "They can't turn it into content if you hold the frame."

Briar deadpanned, "I don't intend to let go."

In the kitchen, Hallie caught me, looped her arm around my neck, and pulled me in close. Her tits pressed into my chest, her smile so open and happy it floored me.

"We built it," she whispered, "now let them envy it."

Lila grinned at us from the fridge, holding up another round of dessert. "I will have to try harder to keep pace."

Kaia tried to one-up her, but Piper intercepted and started a three-way arm-wrestle on the porch until Hallie threatened to take away the punch.

Rowan let it all play out, arms folded, but every time I looked her way, her gaze said: I see you, and you belong right here.

Elara passed me again, this time with a slice of lemon cake and a smirk. "If you hide, I will tell the world you ducked the open house."

Nora hovered at her side, warm and steady. "Elara does not make people choose. She makes it safe when they do."

Elara smiled, and for once, just leaned into the compliment.

Sienna stayed with me most of the time, her blue eyes behind the glasses, hand on my pulse. Harper flanked her, all challenge and dry humor, and I felt a little sorry for the first guy who assumed Sienna was just the quiet academic in the corner.

"She's not to be used as a citation," Harper said loudly.

"If you try, we'll make you spell your argument in tequila and regret," Sienna murmured.

It looked like a campus myth from the outside. But the weirdest part, it just felt normal. Like the girls had stopped trying to pick a script, and the rest of campus finally let them.

Nobody tried to make the envy miserable. Nobody tried to out-fame the main six. Phones flashed, but more often, they lowered as people just watched.

The rumors would get wilder.

But the truth was right here, six beautiful women taking turns making me the luckiest bastard on campus, and a support crew that made the word "harem" feel not like a punchline, but something people wanted to believe was possible.

By sunset, the porch lights flickered on, the food was going fast, and the only thing hotter than the social feed was the shine in every girlfriend's eyes.

This was home.

And if there was still magic in the air, it was because nobody had figured out how to turn it into a meme.

Yet.

***

I should've seen it coming when two determined-looking girls beelined for the donation table. One wore Blackwood paper's media tag and a blazer borrowed from her mom. The other shook her phone like she was about to film the invention of fire. Her shirt said "Spotted," and her vibe said, "I want front row for the myth."

Sienna and Briar were at my side, both running their internal calculus. I braced my hand on the tabletop, ready for nonsense.

The reporter wasted no time. "Question: Does living like this prove Dr. Vale's theory about new kinds of family? Is it selection, or is there a unique factor here?"

Sienna's posture stayed loose, but you could see her gears turning. Briar didn't smile. She stacked the sign-in sheets so precise it could've broken glass.

But the Spotted girl cut in, voice giddy and quick: "Let's be real. Isn't this the fantasy? One guy, six girlfriends, all of them smoking hot. Isn't that what every Blackwood guy wants?"

A ripple of "ooh" rolled in from the crowd. Even the support orbit leaned closer.

I caught the edge before anyone else had to.

I faced them, simple and flat:

"They're more than my girlfriends. They're my family. And they answer for themselves."

The words landed like a snap, no hesitation.

Kaia flashed out of nowhere, arm around my waist, hair wild, smirk even wilder. "Careful. Applications are still closed."

Hallie swept in, tray balanced perfectly. She set it down, then looped her arm through mine, so proud she nearly vibrated.

"Home answers better with snacks," Hallie told the reporters, eyes bright. "We don't need a quote. We're living it."

Kaia grinned at the reporter. "I know the fantasy says some guy is running the show. But look at him. He's just trying to survive. We run the house. We like it that way."

Piper, at Kaia's elbow, piped up. "Kaia Bennett domesticated herself. I am putting that on a shirt."

Kaia winked at her. "Piper's the only one who could out-chaos me. But not today."

Rowan shouldered in, all sharp muscle and beautiful menace. She hooked her arm around my neck, turned to the Spotted girl, and said, "He is not in charge. He never was. We just let him think so to keep the house peaceful."

Gray called from the crowd, "If you want to know the secret, he just says yes to everything. Not exactly high control."

Rowan dropped her voice, low and dry. "I get more out of breaking the script than following it."

The crowd loved her for it.

Elara circled the table, calm in the swirl, scarf perfect, hand at my arm, eyes soft on the girls. She offered tea to the reporters, voice like a slow Sunday morning. "It's not about proving a model. It works because we choose gently, and mean it."

Nora, steady as sunrise, stood by Elara. "She doesn't make people choose sides. She makes it safe to want."

The Spotted reporter actually blushed.

Sienna lifted her hand, fingers blue-stained, notebook on the table, eyes absolutely alive.

She said, "I am not proof. I am present. If you need an exhibit, go to a museum."

Harper, from behind her, cracked, "If you call her proof again, I start editing people."

Sienna barely smiled. "It's unnecessary. The reality is sufficient."

The original reporter looked rattled. She tried one more time, "But isn't it hard to live this publicly?"

Hallie didn't hesitate. "Not once you let go of the script."

Kaia squeezed my side, answer sharp as her nails. "We want what we want. Why pretend otherwise?"

Rowan cut in, "We're not on reality TV. We just like seeing if anyone can keep up."

Elara's fingers curled on my arm, a soft anchor. "I like the honest version best."

Briar's voice: "Every name in this house is here because they want to be."

Sienna, low and final: "No translation required. This is enough."

For a second, you could hear only the buzz of campus, the click of a camera, the low hum from the speakers.

Then someone in the porch crowd started to laugh, and after that, it was applause, full and electric.

The girls on the punch bowl high-fived.

Phones came up, but not for hunting. For memory.

I caught Hallie's eyes, and she grinned at me, tongue flicking across her teeth.

"We did it," she mouthed.

Kaia bit my earlobe, hissed, "House always wins."

Rowan barked a laugh, hugging me so hard I almost lost my footing.

Elara just beamed.

Briar's hand found my back, solid, real.

Sienna, glasses glinting, pressed her fingers to my throat, pulse steady.

Behind her, Harper nodded to the girl with the phone: "Post that. The family owns the terms."

The questions faded.

What hit next was the after-effect: the kind of envy that made you want to live it, not just like it.

The crowd held the moment.

Phones weren't pointed at the girls like trophies.

They were just watching.

Jealous. Fascinated. Hungry for whatever made Blackwood House more than an experiment.

I carried the answer in my chest like heat.

This was it.

No fantasy, no proof.

Just the real thing, standing in the open.

***

By late afternoon, Blackwood House was wired on sugar, music, and the slow gold of porch lights flickering into evening. The crowd felt softer, sifted down to the people who actually cared. The food table looked half wrecked, the kitchen glowed, and every girlfriend in the house found her natural orbit.

Sienna was queen of the front step, laughing with Elara and Harper close enough to guard her without making it look like guarding. Elara poured tea, nibbled at a pastry, and made Sienna lean in, giggling over some private joke. Harper crossed her arms and dared anyone to get closer.

Kaia cut up the porch; she snagged my hand and squeezed, the heat in her grip enough to make me admit I'd stopped playing it cool. Piper tailed her, phone out, making a running commentary on everything from the playlist to Kaia's alleged domestication.

"Kaia's losing her edge," Piper snapped, "she actually let Tater get a cookie."

Kaia fired back, "Better than your taste in music."

"Keep telling yourself that."

On the far end, Rowan posted up with Cam and Gray. The three of them didn't say much, but you could see the old wounds going soft. Cam bumped Rowan's shoulder, smile quick, then passed Gray a lemonade. Gray grinned and pretended not to watch Rowan like she was the only person worth watching.

Hallie dominated the kitchen and the porch simultaneously. She handed out cupcakes, refilled drinks, and greeted every arrival with a squeeze, a joke, or a slice of lemon bar. Lila floated at her side, massaging tension out of Hallie's shoulders and loading up care packages for the girls who never made it past the food line.

Near the table, Briar was controlled motion, pen in hand, clipboard under her arm. She tracked every move, every guest, every empty glass. Jules backed her up, shoulder to shoulder, the two of them so in sync the sign-in table ran itself. I caught Briar looking at Jules a few times,the kind of look that meant she'd stopped managing from above and started wanting to be here for real.

Nora kept a steady hand on Elara, always making sure she never drifted out of the frame. They shared bites of cheesecake, Nora smiling that slow, warm smile that made everyone relax.

Harris found me near the edge of the porch and held out a beer. He didn't drink, but he always knew when to play the part.

He looked me over, then nodded. "You look good, Tate. The house suits you."

"Not me," I said. "Us."

He didn't argue. "Sometimes, you get lucky. Sometimes, you make it."

We clinked bottles, and we both watched Kaia muscle Piper into a headlock for stealing a second cupcake.

Harris grinned. "I stand corrected. It's possible you just got drafted into the best home game on campus."

Out on the lawn, porch lights made every face glow. It was home in every sense: not defense, not marketing, just a house full of women who chose to call it home, plus the friends who wanted to hold on to the energy.

Maren showed up at the curve in the drive.

She didn't come charging up the walk. She hovered just long enough to see the whole thing, Sienna doubled over with laughter, Elara and Harper flanking her, Kaia and Piper wrestling over nothing, Rowan with Cam and Gray, Hallie and Lila feeding people, Briar running the numbers with Jules, Nora steady and warm, Harris watching it all like a proud big brother, and me, loved from six directions without directing any of them.

She paused, just watching, and I swear I saw something in her face shift. Not pride. Something deeper. Maybe it was the moment listening showed her more than any slide ever could.

When Maren finally climbed the porch, she didn't make a speech.

She waited until Sienna caught her out of the corner of her eye. Sienna smiled. No hurry. Just included her mother the same way she'd include anyone else she cared about.

Sienna gestured. "You remember my friends, right?"

Maren smiled, softer than I'd ever seen her. "Of course. I'm glad to see you so happy."

Sienna nodded. "I am. All of us are. You can just be here."

Maren's eyes moved over the scene: Hallie and Kaia in a mock cooking standoff, Briar and Jules making the donation table look like a receiving line, Elara and Nora with tea, Rowan nearly getting tackled by Cam, and me, probably grinning like a lottery winner.

Maren dropped her voice, so it was barely for Sienna at all. "I think I have been proud out loud and listening too quietly."

Sienna, precise as ever, just reached for her mother's hand.

"It's okay. I'm here as myself."

Maren squeezed back. "I see that now."

Nobody needed more words.

Hallie watched from the slider and declared, "Time for a picture. Can't let the memory go undocumented."

Kaia shot a hand up, "But only if I get the front row."

Piper: "You just want to flex for the feed."

Rowan: "She already wins for best ass. It's a done deal."

Harper wrangled everyone onto the porch steps. "Sienna in the middle, or I go full sabotage."

Briar's voice cut through the commotion. "We need the full crew. Everyone. No hierarchies."

Jules: "That means you too, Hallie. No running away."

Lila made Hallie blush, but she lined up anyway, arms around her sister-in-crime.

Nora made sure Elara got a prime spot, hands linked, faces close.

Harper slotted herself beside Sienna, which meant no edits required.

Even Harris and Gray joined in, shoulder to shoulder, no grudges, just quiet support.

Jules set the phone on timer and hustled into the shot last second, laughing as Briar tried to drag her down for the squeeze.

We huddled on the porch, packed in tighter than a sorority bench on bid night:

Hallie and Kaia, light and hunger; Rowan and Elara, challenge and calm; Briar and Sienna, precision and choice; the orbits, the friends, the brothers, all of it looking less like a case study and more like the family you built and got to keep.

Sienna's hand found mine, steady and warm, as the phone flashed the first pic.

A pulse of silence, odd and perfect.

Jules caught the phone and read the group caption options out loud: "No escape means no hiding." "Best odds in Blackwood." "Present tense only."

Elara chose: "No escape means no hiding."

Everyone cheered.

The picture went up before the timer even reset.

I looked out from the porch, string lights bright, hallway full of noise, Sienna pressed to my side, every other girlfriend attached in her own way, the orbit holding steady, and realized the best part: nobody held the story but us.

Phones here didn't hunt for scandal. They captured the simple fact that home was real, and the people in it wanted to be there.

The world could watch, but it couldn't change a thing.

Maren hung back with Sienna, watching the girls pile up. She just smiled, letting the moment be what it was. You could see it happening, quiet and humbling. She learned more by seeing her daughter happy in six dimensions than any conference or showcase could explain.

On the porch, Hallie squeezed next to me, tits smashed against my arm, voice a rush of sugar.

"We're going to remember this," she whispered. "You better not fuck it up."

I winked. "Not my plan."

She kissed me, slow, then dragged Sienna into the hug.

Kaia wedged herself in next, then Rowan, who threatened to knock the porch over.

Briar and Elara slid into place, every hand touching, every body intertwined.

Behind the lens, more laughter, jokes, bad ideas for captions.

The family group photo went up with the caption we had chosen together: "No escape means no hiding."

Phones everywhere. But the feeling wasn't surveillance. It was pride.

I looked at Sienna. She fit the scene so perfectly it made my chest hurt.

She didn't apologize, didn't shrink. She only smiled, then squeezed my fingers, ink-blue stains catching the light.

At my back, I felt Kaia's arm, Hallie's pulse, Elara's breath, Rowan's heat, Briar's poised hand, Sienna's mind.

We were all here.

Chosen.

Alive.

And the only thing left for Blackwood to do was watch.

The truth was so bright observation felt ridiculous.

The watching going quiet felt inevitable.

We had written the answer by living it.

And now, for the first time, what came next felt like ours.


Protocols Off


The morning after the open house, Blackwood House looked like it had survived a party and decided to brag about it.

Sunlight came through the kitchen windows in wide gold bars, catching empty trays, stacked cups, powdered sugar on the counter, and the last heroic survivors of Hallie's lemon cake. The porch lights were still on outside, faint in the daylight. Shoes had migrated into a pile by the back door. Someone's jacket hung over the banister. Every phone on the counter seemed to have the same picture glowing on it: all of us packed onto the porch, ridiculous and happy, with the caption underneath.

No escape means no hiding.

I stood in the kitchen doorway with my hair still wrecked from sleep and felt the sentence hit differently in morning light.

It did not feel like a defense anymore.

It felt like a house rule.

The comments were still running somewhere. I could see the little notification bubbles stacking on Kaia's screen, see the unread messages waiting under the photo, see campus trying to turn last night into a headline they could pass around with coffee. But nobody in the kitchen moved like they were bracing for impact. That was new. Better than new. Earned.

The house did not feel like it had survived attention.

It felt like it had used attention, swallowed it, and woken up hungry.

Hallie was already at the stove in a hoodie slipping off one shoulder, flour on her wrists, black leggings doing unfair things to her ass every time she reached for a bowl. She moved through the kitchen with the authority of a woman who had declared breakfast a civic institution and dared anyone to file an appeal.

"You're blocking the doorway, baby," she said without turning around.

"I'm admiring the government."

"Then admire while carrying plates."

Kaia made a noise from the window seat. She was sprawled sideways in an oversized Blackwood shirt that had probably been mine once, one bare leg hooked over the cushion, hair wild around her shoulders, phone in one hand and a half-eaten piece of cake in the other. The shirt barely pretended to contain her chest, and she knew exactly how long I looked.

"Careful, Tater," she drawled. "The sun's already bright. If you stare harder, you might set off the smoke alarm."

"Worth the risk."

She grinned around the cake. "Good answer."

Rowan was on the couch in the front room with one arm thrown over the back cushions, tank top stretched across her chest, shorts riding up her thighs. She looked too awake for someone who had helped turn the house into a campus landmark the night before. Her dark hair was a mess, her green eyes clear, and every inch of her said she could deadlift the couch if it disappointed her.

"House is still standing," she said.

From Rowan, that was basically a toast.

Elara drifted in with tea already made, scarf loose around her throat, cream cardigan soft over a slip dress that made morning look expensive. She kissed Hallie's shoulder as she passed the stove, then set a cup near my hand and brushed her fingers over my wrist.

"Drink before Kaia convinces you breakfast is optional," she said.

"Breakfast is foreplay with more dishes," Kaia said.

Hallie pointed a spatula at her. "Kitchen's mine. Home gets dibs. Keep your terrible theology in the front room."

Kaia blew her a kiss and licked sugar off her thumb.

I was trying to survive that when Briar cleared her throat from the table.

She was already dressed like the morning had an agenda: crisp blouse, hair up, phone in hand, expression controlled but not cold. That was how I knew something official had arrived. Briar did not give bureaucracy the satisfaction of surprise.

"It came," she said.

The room shifted. Not fear. Not even tension. More like everyone turning toward a knock we had all known was coming.

Briar set her phone on the table.

Sienna had been half-hidden near the coffee pot, blue cardigan over pajama shorts, one of my shirts hanging loose on her frame, ink already smudged on two fingers because apparently Sienna Vale could not make coffee without leaving evidence of thought behind. She stepped closer and read over Briar's shoulder, glasses catching the window light.

The notice was exactly as romantic as a tax form. It used words like effective, discontinuation, on-site systems, and de-installation schedule. I got through the first paragraph before looking at Briar.

"Translation?"

"Active live observation at Blackwood House ends today," Briar said. Her voice stayed even, but something had loosened around her mouth. "A removal crew arrives this morning to take down cameras, microphones, environmental sensors, and related monitoring equipment. Existing records remain subject to university review, but no new live monitoring is authorized inside the house after removal."

Kaia sat up. "So privacy is official now."

Sienna's eyes stayed on the phone. "The apparatus leaves," she said. "Not the questions. Not my mind. Not what I made of any of this."

Elara's hand found Sienna's back, light and warm.

Hallie turned from the stove, flour on her cheek, spatula still in hand. "So the house is ours."

"The house was ours," Rowan said from the couch. "Now it gets to stop pretending otherwise."

Briar picked up the phone again, her thumb precise on the screen. "The language is sterile. The effect is not."

That was the line that did it.

I looked around the kitchen. Hallie in command of breakfast. Kaia glowing like trouble in the window. Rowan loose and visible in the front room. Elara making warmth feel deliberate. Briar holding the official world by the throat with one hand and a phone with the other. Sienna standing there in my shirt with ink on her fingers, not shrinking, not explaining, not waiting for the study to tell her what she was.

They were all still here.

The notice did not release them from me. It released the house from being watched while they kept choosing it.

I set my mug down.

"Then we make the house answer to us," I said. "Tell me where to start."

Hallie slid a plate in front of me. Eggs, lemon cake, and a look that could have made a weaker man repent.

"After breakfast."

Kaia's foot found my thigh under the table. "Eat fast."

Sienna's ink-stained thumb brushed my knuckles, slow enough to make the room tilt.

I did eat.

Fast.

***

The removal crew arrived at ten with two vans, four tool cases, folded ladders, labeled bins, and a university facilities liaison named Marcus who had the calm, apologetic energy of a man professionally trained to make weird mornings less weird.

He shook Briar's hand first, which told me he had survival instincts.

"We'll remove physical live-observation equipment only," he said. "Cameras, microphones, environmental sensors, wall plates, associated wiring where accessible. Archived study materials are handled through a separate review process."

Briar nodded once. "Understood."

"We'll proceed room by room. If any area is private or should wait, say so."

Kaia leaned against the front room archway, arms crossed under her chest. "Buddy, the whole point is making it private."

Marcus blinked, then wisely smiled like a man who had no intention of fighting Kaia Bennett before lunch.

The crew started in the kitchen.

I expected it to feel heavier than it did. Maybe dramatic. Maybe ugly. But the first tech climbed a stepladder near the pantry, opened a small wall plate, and began unscrewing the little black dome that had lived above Hallie's coffee station for months. The drill made a soft whine. The mount clicked free. The camera went into a padded bin with a label.

That was it.

No thunder. No confession. Just hardware leaving the wall.

Where it had been, a pale square of paint stared back, clean at the center and dusty around the edges.

Hallie stepped in before anyone else could touch it. She pressed floury fingers to the square and smiled so wide it made my chest hurt.

"Family photo goes here," she said. "Right where breakfast used to be watched."

"Big one?" I asked.

"Obnoxiously big."

"Obviously."

She looked pleased enough to kiss me, so I took my chance. Her mouth tasted like coffee and sugar, warm and bossy, and she kissed me back like she was signing the wall herself.

Behind us, Kaia yanked open the curtains so hard the rod rattled. Sunlight flooded the kitchen, catching her bare legs and the strip of skin where her borrowed shirt rode up. She stretched into it, shameless, all golden skin and bad ideas.

"Privacy is official now," she said. "Dangerous."

I nearly dropped the equipment case I had just picked up.

Rowan caught the look on my face and laughed. "He heard you."

"He better," Kaia said. "We've got rooms to reclaim."

"Do not start with the kitchen table," Hallie said.

Kaia's smile went filthy. "I respect your jurisdiction."

"No, you don't."

"No, I don't."

The techs kept moving, professional and blessedly ordinary. They removed a sensor near the fridge, a microphone from a wall seam, another small plate near the breakfast nook. I carried the first bin to the front hall collection point because standing there watching other people take our house apart felt wrong. If Blackwood was becoming ours, I wanted my hands on the work.

Rowan helped me shift a heavy bookshelf in the front room so the crew could reach a sensor tucked behind it. She lifted her end like it weighed nothing, arms flexing, tank pulling tight across her chest. My brain shorted out for half a second.

"Eyes up, Tater," she said.

"Impossible working conditions."

"Cry about it while carrying."

She grinned, and the sunlight behind her hit the empty camera mount over the window.

When the crew took it down, Rowan stepped into the clean square it left and planted herself there, shoulders back, hair wild, body visible and unapologetic.

"Looks better without eyes," she said.

No one argued.

Elara moved behind the crew like warmth given legs. Every time some cold little piece of equipment came off a shelf or table, she replaced the absence with something human: a teacup on the side table, a folded scarf over the chair arm, a cushion returned to the couch, a small blue flower in a glass near the hallway window. She was not decorating. She was healing the room without making a speech about it.

She caught me watching and smiled.

"Quiet sounds different when it belongs to you," she said.

The line was soft, but it landed hard.

Briar stayed with Marcus and the inventory tablet, signing where needed, checking labels, catching one incorrect room code before the liaison did. Each time another item went into a bin, her shoulders lowered by a fraction. Not collapse. Briar did not collapse. But relief moved through her like an unlocked door.

At one point, she looked up from the clipboard and found me looking.

"You okay?"

"Yes," she said.

"Real answer?"

Her mouth softened. "It feels like I can breathe from a different part of my chest."

I crossed the space and kissed her. Quiet. Deliberate. Not enough to derail the crew, enough to make her fingers catch the front of my shirt for one perfect second before she let go.

The hallway went next. Tiny domes, a panel near the thermostat, a microphone so small I would have missed it if the crew had not pointed it out. Kaia opened every curtain she could find. Rowan steadied ladders when I was carrying bins. Hallie kept appearing with snacks and opinions. Elara made the long corridor look less like a study route and more like a place people lived. Briar kept the paperwork from breeding.

The front room took longer, not because there was more equipment, but because it had held so much of us. The open-house trays were still there. A chair sat crooked from Rowan dragging it across the floor the night before. One of Hallie's napkins had been folded into a terrible paper flower on the coffee table. Kaia's lipstick marked the rim of a glass, dark and shameless. The place looked like a family had happened there.

Then the crew started taking down the black domes above the windows.

One by one, they vanished into bins.

The room changed by degrees. A corner looked taller. A shelf looked warmer. The couch stopped feeling like a stage and started feeling like a place someone could fall asleep with three women stacked around him and no one outside the room making a note of it.

Kaia noticed me noticing.

"You are having a thought," she said.

"Several."

"Any of them useful?"

"One involves that couch."

Her smile went slow. "Save it."

"For after dinner?"

"Look at you learning."

Elara set one of her teacups on the window ledge beneath the newest pale square. "If Hallie gets the kitchen photo, this room gets something soft."

"A blanket?" Rowan asked.

Elara looked at her. "You say that like you would not use it."

Rowan opened her mouth, closed it, and looked away while Kaia laughed loud enough to make the tech on the ladder cough into his sleeve.

Briar signed another line on the tablet. "The front room is clear."

It should not have sounded intimate.

It did.

Sienna waited for the study.

She did not hover. She did not fidget. She stood near the doorway with her arms folded and watched the crew move toward the room that had held so much of her mind.

The study was old wood, books, a heavy desk, and morning light turning dust gold. Without the open-house noise, it felt almost sacred, which was ridiculous, except Sienna made rooms mean things by thinking inside them.

The crew removed the camera first. Then the microphone. Then two sensor boxes near the shelves. The work was careful and ordinary, but Sienna tracked every turn of the screwdriver like she was watching a sentence get revised.

I carried one of the cases out, then came back because I did not want her standing there alone.

"You don't have to make this mean anything," I said.

She looked at me over the top of her glasses. "Too late."

Fair.

The final sensor came off the wall beside the desk. The room went quiet in a way I felt before I heard it. No hum. No tiny light. No invisible measure.

Marcus offered Sienna the confirmation form. She signed, then pressed her ink-stained thumb beside her name as if the mark mattered more than the signature.

"The apparatus leaving does not take my mind with it," she said.

Briar stood in the threshold, still and proud. "No. It does not."

Sienna set one of her notebooks on the desk exactly where the sensor had been. Not dramatically. Not like a performance. Just replacing measurement with thought.

That might have wrecked me more than anything.

By the time the crew finished, the bins near the front door were full of labeled black hardware. Cameras. Microphones. Sensors. Little pieces of a story that had tried to make itself bigger than the people living inside it.

I carried the last case down the porch steps and handed it to Marcus.

"That's everything?" I asked.

He checked the tablet, then nodded. "All live-observation equipment on the inventory has been removed. No active monitoring remains in the house."

The sentence should have sounded bureaucratic.

Instead, it sounded like a door opening.

Hallie stood in the doorway behind me, one hand over her eyes against the sun. Kaia leaned against the frame with her shoulder pressed to Hallie's. Rowan came up behind them, then Elara, then Briar and Sienna. Nobody lined up on purpose. They simply gathered the way they always did now, bodies finding bodies, warmth finding warmth.

Marcus looked from them to me, then back to the empty house behind us.

"Congratulations," he said, and seemed surprised by his own word choice.

"Thanks," I said.

Kaia called, "Drive safe. Do not come back with more cameras."

Marcus smiled despite himself. "Noted."

The vans pulled out. Gravel clicked under the tires. The university logo disappeared around the bend.

For a second, the seven of us stood on the porch and watched the road empty.

Then Hallie slipped her hand into mine and squeezed.

"Inside," she said. "I want to hear it."

***

When the vans pulled away, Blackwood House inhaled.

That was the only way I could think it. The old wood settled. The front door clicked shut. Sunlight moved through open curtains, touching pale squares on the walls where cameras had been, screw holes above the kitchen cabinets, dust outlines near the study shelves, tiny scars in places we had stopped seeing because the house had taught us to look past them.

Now we looked.

Everyone did.

For a few minutes, nobody talked. Not because it was heavy. Because the quiet was new enough to deserve attention.

It was not silence the way empty buildings were silent. It had weight and breath in it. The refrigerator clicked on. Somewhere upstairs, a pipe settled. Hallie's marker tapped against her palm. Kaia's bare foot dragged along the floorboards. Rowan cracked her knuckles once, soft and satisfied. Elara's spoon touched porcelain. Briar exhaled through her nose like she had been waiting half a semester to do it properly. Sienna's pen scratched once, stopped, then started again.

Those were the sounds left after observation.

Ours.

We moved through the rooms without deciding to. Hallie stopped in the kitchen first, because of course she did. She touched the blue rectangle she had drawn around the pale square and tapped the wall like she was testing a melon.

"This wall is officially promoted," she said.

"To what?" Rowan asked.

"Family wall."

"That is not a rank."

"It is now."

She looked so pleased with herself that I had to put my hand on her hip. Hallie leaned into it without looking away from the wall, accepting the touch as if it belonged in the same category as coffee, breakfast, and keeping everyone alive through sheer stubborn love.

"You know you're terrifying when you decorate," I said.

"Good," she said. "Fear keeps people from hanging ugly frames."

Kaia wandered to the front room and threw herself onto the couch, arms spread, head tipped back. "This couch has no idea what is coming."

"The couch did nothing to deserve that threat," Elara said.

"Exactly. Innocent furniture is the most fun."

Hallie threw the marker at her. Kaia caught it one-handed and looked smug enough that I wanted to kiss the expression off her face.

So I did.

It was quick, because this was not the private celebration yet, but Kaia still grabbed the front of my shirt and made it dirty in the middle. When she released me, her eyes were bright.

"See?" she said. "Dangerous."

Rowan caught me next, not with a kiss, but with a shove of her shoulder into mine as she passed. It knocked me back half a step.

"You okay, boyfriend?"

"You hit me with a truck disguised as a woman."

"Good truck."

"Very good truck."

She grinned, and for once the joke did not hide the tenderness underneath it. She looked around the front room, at the empty mounts and open curtains, and her smile faded into something steadier.

"I like it better like this," she said.

Elara came up beside her and tucked herself under Rowan's arm. "So do I."

Rowan let the contact stay.

Kaia broke first, obviously.

She leaned against the kitchen table, eyes bright, mouth curled with trouble. "So. Private celebration."

Hallie, already standing under the blank kitchen square with a blue marker in hand, did not turn around. "After dinner."

"You keep saying that like dinner is more important than christening the house."

"Dinner is part of the christening."

Rowan barked a laugh from the front room. She had claimed the couch with one leg over the arm, sunlight across her throat, tank top clinging like it had a personal vendetta against my ability to think. "Kaia, you can survive three hours."

"You don't know my life."

"I know your attention span."

Elara moved to Hallie and set a teacup beneath the blank spot, just on the edge of the counter. Then she slid her hand along Hallie's back, slow and warm, until Hallie leaned into it.

"The kitchen knows," Elara said.

Hallie glanced at her. "Knows what?"

"That it is loved."

Hallie's face did something bright and helpless, so I looked away before it took me out at the knees.

Briar came in with the folder of signed paperwork tucked under one arm. She set it on the shelf by the front door, not hidden but not central, where it could be found if needed and ignored otherwise. That small act told me everything. The official part had a place. It did not get the room.

Sienna drifted from the study with her notebook in hand. She had written something already. Of course she had.

"Recording?" I asked.

"Yes."

"Good things?"

Her eyes moved across the house: Hallie's marker rectangle around the future photo spot, Kaia glowing in sunlight, Rowan sprawled like victory had muscles, Elara making tenderness practical, Briar standing without the folder in her hands now.

"Very good things," Sienna said.

I sat on the edge of the kitchen table, and immediately Kaia hooked two fingers in my belt loop and pulled me closer. Not enough to start anything. Enough to remind me she could.

"You feel that?" she asked.

"Your hand?"

"Privacy, smartass."

I looked around again.

The house did feel different. Not clean, exactly. Not empty. It felt louder in the places that mattered. Hallie's laugh had more room. Rowan's boots on the floor sounded like hers. Elara's teacup touching the counter did not feel like data. Briar's silence felt like rest instead of calculation. Sienna's pen moving across paper belonged to Sienna and no one else.

And the women stayed.

That was the part my body understood before my mind finished making words for it. The study had stopped holding the walls. The cameras were gone. The house had no prompt left to offer.

Six women remained anyway.

Beautiful, tired, sharp, soft, smug, brilliant, hungry, impossible women who could have treated freedom like an exit and instead treated it like a room key.

My chest tightened. My dick had opinions. My heart had better ones, which was inconvenient because they all arrived at the same time.

Hallie capped the marker and stepped back from the wall. She had drawn a rectangle around the pale square where the camera used to be, then written beneath it in neat blue letters:

family goes here.

"We're printing the porch photo big," she said. "Nothing else gets to watch breakfast."

Kaia's gaze slid to me. "Nothing else gets to watch anything."

"Dangerous," I said.

"I warned you."

Rowan pushed off the couch and crossed to the doorway, stopping where the front room opened into the hall. She looked up at the empty mount over the arch, then back at the rest of us.

"House looks better without eyes," she said again, quieter this time.

Elara came to her and slipped an arm around her waist. Rowan did not soften for the room. She simply let Elara stay there, which was somehow better.

Briar moved beside Sienna near the study door. For a second, the two of them looked like the official and the question, the strategy and the mind. Then Briar touched Sienna's wrist, and the picture changed. They were just women in a house that had stopped asking them to justify themselves.

Briar had finally stopped holding the folder. Her hands were empty. For Briar, that was practically undressed.

"You keep staring," she said.

"You look different."

"Do I?"

"Like you set something down."

Her gaze flicked toward the shelf by the door, where the signed paperwork sat contained and useful and no longer central.

"I suppose I did."

I reached for her hand. She let me take it, cool fingers settling into mine with that exact, controlled pressure that always made her feel half challenge, half promise. Then her thumb moved once across my knuckles.

Not a show. Not a strategy.

Just Briar staying.

Sienna saw it too. Her expression changed by half a degree, which for Sienna was practically a confession. She looked from Briar's empty hands to the study door, then down at her own notebook.

"I keep thinking I should write a conclusion," she said.

"Do you have one?" Elara asked.

Sienna opened the notebook, glanced at the page, and smiled to herself.

"Not a conclusion. An observation."

Sienna noticed me watching.

"As observed," she said, dry enough to make Kaia snort, "the end of the study did not end the family."

"Careful," Briar said. "That sentence is almost sentimental."

"I will revise."

"Don't," I said.

Sienna looked at me.

"Leave it," I said. "It's true."

The room held that for a beat.

Then Hallie broke it by handing me a slice of lemon cake on a napkin.

"Eat," she said. "If we're celebrating after dinner, you need to make it to dinner."

"I love how much faith you have in my stamina."

Kaia smiled like sin. "Oh, we have faith."

"We also have plans," Rowan said.

Elara's cheeks pinked, but her eyes stayed on mine. "Quiet should be filled carefully."

Briar's hand brushed my lower back as she passed. "Or thoroughly."

Sienna lifted her notebook. "Those are not mutually exclusive."

I stared at all six of them and had the sudden, terrifying realization that privacy might kill me faster than observation ever could.

But what a way to go.

Outside, campus kept moving. Somewhere, archived records still existed. Somewhere, university committees would keep using words that made life sound smaller than it was. None of that vanished because a few cameras came down.

But inside Blackwood House, no new eyes watched us.

No prompt waited.

No red light blinked from a corner.

Only old wood, open curtains, a kitchen that smelled like sugar and coffee, a study with Sienna's notebook where a sensor used to be, and six girlfriends choosing the same quiet.

Hallie leaned into my side. Kaia's fingers stayed hooked at my belt. Rowan stood in the light. Elara held her tea with both hands. Briar breathed from that new place in her chest. Sienna wrote one more line and closed the notebook.

"After dinner," Hallie said again, softer now.

Nobody argued.

The house was private.

The family was still here.

Whatever came next would be ours.


No Hiding


Dinner had ended an hour ago, and the lemon cake smell still lived in the old wood of Blackwood House.

Nobody moved toward the door.

That was the whole thing, really. Freedom had shown up today like a work crew with clipboards and tool cases, had stripped every sensor, camera, and blinking red eye out of the house, had signed its paperwork and left. And six women had looked at the empty mounts and the pale wall patches and the sudden absence of surveillance and decided that none of it was a reason to go anywhere.

They were in the front room now, and the room was changing.

Hallie had already refused to let anyone pack away the open-house string lights. She moved with flour-and-home authority still in her bones, hoodie slipping off one shoulder, hair pulled high, ass doing unfair things to the soft fabric every time she reached. She had the lights draped over the mantel in two generous loops, warm amber against old wood, while Kaia fed another strand along the window frame with the casual efficiency of someone who had been waiting all day to do exactly this.

"Higher," Hallie said.

"I'm already at full wingspan," Kaia said.

"Then grow."

"Incredible feedback."

Rowan had pulled the couch out from the wall by about two feet. Nobody had asked her to. She had just looked at the room, decided it needed doing, and done it. That was Rowan. She rolled the couch back, tested the angle, and left it where it felt right.

Elara was spreading blankets and cushions across the rug. She worked carefully, layering them, smoothing edges, occasionally setting a pillow somewhere and then reconsidering. Her cardigan had slipped off one shoulder and she hadn't fixed it. She looked warm and deliberate and so beautiful I had to look away for a second, or I was going to say something embarrassing.

Briar was closing the curtains. Not urgently. Not as a gesture. She moved along the windows with calm precision, pulling each panel closed, and the room got warmer and smaller and more ours with every foot of fabric she drew across the glass.

I stood near the doorway watching all of them and felt something happen in my chest that was too complicated to name but very simple in its conclusion.

Sienna came to stand beside me. She had her cardigan on, ink on two fingers, and her notebook was nowhere visible. She looked at the room for a moment.

"The patches are still there," she said, meaning the pale squares on the walls where the camera mounts had been.

"Yeah."

"They look different now."

I looked. The string lights reached just far enough that some of the pale patches caught the warm glow. They still looked like absence, but absence that had been made into something else. Absence that had been replaced.

"They look like proof," I said. "Of what left."

Sienna was quiet for a moment. Then she said, "No apparatus left to record what we choose."

She said it quietly, like she was checking whether it was true. And then she nodded once, like it was.

Hallie stepped back from the mantel and looked at her work. The lights were warm and low and everywhere, draped over the old wood and the window frame and the shelf where the paperwork sat in a folder that Briar had moved to the far end of the room, contained and finished and no longer central to anything.

"Better," Hallie said.

"Much," Elara agreed from the rug.

Hallie turned and found me in the doorway. She smiled. It was the smile she kept for home, warm and a little bossy and entirely certain.

She crossed to me, straightened my collar with both hands because it didn't need straightening, and looked up.

"Home has been patient," she said. "And home does not put the magic away."

"Home has been very patient."

"Home is done being patient."

Kaia tied off her strand of lights at the window frame and turned. She hooked one finger in my waistband with the casual possession of someone who had been planning this all evening and wanted me to know it.

"Privacy," she said, "is dangerous."

"You keep saying that."

"Because it keeps being true."

Rowan came around the couch. Her hand landed at the center of my back, warm and steady, not a push, just a presence. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to. Rowan's hand at my back was already a whole sentence.

Elara stood from the rug and crossed to me. She took my wrist gently and turned it and pressed her lips to the inside of it, just once, warm and deliberate.

"Quiet should be filled carefully," she said. "Or honestly."

"Both," Briar said, from the last curtain. She pulled it closed and turned. Her hands were empty. For Briar, that was practically a declaration. "Both is better."

Sienna's ink-marked fingers brushed my arm as she moved past me into the room. She stopped near the rug and looked at the pale camera patches one more time, and then she looked at me.

"No observer," she said. "No excuse."

The curtains were closed by choice. The string lights made the room warm and gold. The couch sat shifted from its usual spot. The blankets were soft across the rug. The pale patches on the walls had been there all day, and now they just looked like walls.

Hallie looked at all of us in the glow.

"This room belongs to us now," she said. It wasn't a question. She was just saying it out loud, so the room could hear it. Then she took my hand and drew me forward, into the light, into the warmth, and tipped the whole night sideways with the simplest possible move: she kissed me like she had been waiting since morning and was done waiting now.

***

Curtains closed. Lights gold and soft. My answer was yes.

And when Hallie said, “We start now,” the whole family surged in, and I knew tonight would burn the room into legend.

The women closed around me, six deep, every inch of them determined to erase the last of the watched room from the air.

Hallie kissed me like she owned the room, which she did, and then she led the charge, hoodie slipping off one shoulder, curves so tight and perfect I wanted to tattoo my tongue down her side. She planted herself in my lap, thighs hugging my waist, her ass grinding against my cock through two stupid layers of clothes. Her hands fisted in my shirt. Her tits pressed up to my chest, soft and huge and begging to be manhandled.

She kissed me. Open-mouthed, hungry, tongue hot and wet, breath sweet from sugar and heat. She bit my lower lip and pulled back just enough to make me ache.

“Home waited,” she said, voice thick. “You worship me first.”

Music to my goddamn ears.

I had her standing before she could blink, peeled the hoodie up over her tits, left it tangled in her hair while my hands cupped those beautiful breasts. She giggled, yes, giggled, but it was greedy, not innocent. Kaia’s hand looped around my side, pulling the shirt loose; Rowan’s fingers found my hip; even Elara stroked my neck, all warmth and encouragement.

I helped Hallie out of the hoodie, leaving her in a ribbed white tank, braless, of course, her tits all soft bounce and promise. Kaia and Rowan pinched her ass just to make her squeal. Hallie flexed for them and then pushed me, hard, backwards, onto the couch. Her leggings clung to her hips, the seam tucked so tight you could read the shape of her pussy if you stared long enough.

“Down,” Hallie ordered.

I dropped to my knees, crowd of women all around. Hallie swung her leg over my shoulder so her pussy, bare, wet, already soaking the inside of her leggings, hovered right in my face. The scent hit me, thick, real, so fucking Hallie my arms trembled.

I tugged the waistband down; Kaia helped. Hallie’s ass was bare except for a scrap of lace that vanished in a second. Her pussy was shaved smooth, folds pink and glistening, clit swollen and peeking. I looked up. She was flushed all the way to her hairline, staring down at me like she’d been starving and I was the only meal in town.

I buried my mouth in her.

She moaned instantly, voice going high. My tongue flicked over her clit, slow at first, savoring her taste, then harder, wetter, lips sealed to her pussy and hands kneading her ass. Hallie braced both hands against the back of my head.

“God, baby, do not stop, fuck, yes, that’s it,”

Kaia wrapped her arms around my shoulders from behind. “Look at him go. Good boy.”

Hallie’s whole body started to tremble. The bounce of her tits was hypnotic under the lights. She squatted over my mouth, letting the whole group see: her pussy spread open, my tongue working her, my nose bumping her clit. She made noises like she wanted everyone to know who owned home court.

Rowan kissed Kaia, then bent to suck one of Hallie’s nipples through the tank. Elara stroked Hallie’s hip, whispered something low, and Hallie laughed, a wild, perfect sound. Briar watched, eyes dark, hand between her own thighs, but she stayed right in it, fingers brushing Hallie’s back.

Sienna had her face beside mine, ink-stained hand on Hallie’s thigh, watching the mess with analytical precision.

“Curtains closed by choice,” Hallie gasped. “Say it. You fucking say it.”

I came up for air, chin wet, breath ragged.

“Curtains closed,” I said. “All yours.”

She bucked, pussy grinding against my tongue, juices slick on my face and dripping down my neck. I licked and sucked and teased her clit until her thighs clamped around my head, body shuddering.

She came loud, the first real climax of the night, her hands pulling my hair, her whole body shaking like I’d plugged her into the wall.

I didn’t stop until she pried my head back, hair wild and cheeks flushed, one tit out and proud from the tank.

“Home wins,” Hallie said, dazed and happy.

The other girls laughed, hugged her, kept her upright. Kaia kissed her temple before shoving Hallie off my lap.

Kaia slid right in to take her place.

Her shorts were off already, Kaia never wasted time, but the button-down was still open, framing the best tits on campus. She straddled me, hands flat on my chest, pussy so wet it glistened in the string light. She rubbed her slick slit over my cock through my boxers, teasing us both, then caught my face in her hands and kissed me hard, tasting Hallie on my tongue.

She broke the kiss and grinned.

“He’s still breathing. Barely. Cute,” Kaia said, and winked at Rowan.

“Go wild,” Rowan fired back.

Kaia did. She dragged my cock free. Fuck, nobody had ever handled me so confidently. She lined me up to her pussy, and eased herself down just to the tip, holding back, torturing me.

Hallie and Sienna propped me up from behind, hands on my shoulders, mouths on my neck. Elara knelt on the couch, cradled my balls with both hands, stroking gently, making me almost lose it.

Kaia rolled her hips, the head of my cock just parting her lips. She hissed when it caught, grinding little slow circles, then slammed down until I bottomed out. The slap was obscene. Her tits bounced, perfectly, jiggling with every thrust.

She started moving, slow at first, then hard and fast, riding me with purpose. Her abs flexed, her thighs gripped my hips, every muscle in her body working to milk my cock. The sound of her pussy, wet and messy, mixed with the creak of the couch and the moans from every woman in the room.

Kaia’s hands dug into my hair. “Take it,” she gasped. “Take all of it.”

I did. I braced her ass and pumped up into her, matching her bounce. Sweat beaded on her chest and her tits swung, huge and gorgeous, catching the light. The girls crowded us: Rowan kissing Kaia, Hallie sucking a nipple, Elara still playing with my balls, Briar stroking Kaia’s back, Sienna’s ink-tipped hand at my throat.

Kaia threw her head back, wild hair flying.

“This is how you fuck a boyfriend,” Kaia said, and the laugh that followed was pure, filthy delight.

She squeezed me tighter, pussy pulsing, and her climax built fast. She rode me frantic, then froze and screamed, nails raking my traps, pussy clamping my cock so hard I nearly lost it.

Cum gushed out of her with every spasm, soaking my length and dripping down to my balls. Fuck, if I could have bottled that noise, I would have.

Kaia collapsed forward, kissed me sloppy, then bit my cheek. “I warned you, Tater.”

Hallie and Rowan caught her, moving her aside so Rowan could take point.

Rowan didn’t bother with subtle. She prowled onto the couch, braced a knee between my thighs, and yanked me sideways onto the rug with her.

The rug was plush, soft under my back. Rowan straddled me, fitted leggings peeled off in one motion, and her tank ripped free, exposing her unbelievable chest and perfect nipples. She grabbed my cock, still slick from Kaia, and lined it up to her entrance.

“You’re not gonna survive this,” Rowan promised.

“Try me.”

She did.

Rowan lowered herself slow, taking every inch, stretching her pussy around me until she hit bottom. The fit was snug, hot, so tight it made me pulse. Rowan never looked away. Green eyes locked on mine.

She started to ride.

The rhythm was brutal, honest, almost punishing. Her thighs flexed, knees digging into the rug for leverage, muscles working to bounce her whole body on my cock. With every move, her tits bounced, sweat streaking between them, hair all over her shoulders.

The girls didn’t step back. Kaia held my hand, squeezing it every time Rowan slammed herself down. Elara knelt beside us, kissing Rowan’s neck and cupping her breast, pinching the nipple until Rowan moaned. Briar and Sienna stroked my arms and chest, keeping me grounded while Rowan went full wrecking ball.

She leaned in, forehead to mine, sweat dripping.

“We stayed,” Rowan said, voice thick and true. “Don’t ever forget it.”

Fuck, I wouldn’t. My cock jerked inside her, almost ready to blow.

Rowan rode me so hard the slap of her ass echoed off old wood and string lights. She didn’t care. She wanted the room to hear. Her pussy got even tighter when she was about to come.

“No hiding,” Rowan whispered. “I love you so hard it hurts.”

She shuddered on top of me. The first wave of her orgasm hit. She screamed, muscles seizing, soaking me with a gush so hot it made my balls pull tight. She kept grinding, slower now, her whole body trembling while she rode the aftershocks.

The women caught her as she started to fade. Kaia and Hallie hugged her from behind, hands at her waist. Elara kissed her jaw. Briar stroked her thigh. Sienna pressed her lips to Rowan’s shoulder, a dry blessing.

She left my cock throbbing, wet and wild, as Elara took her place.

Elara was gentle but determined. She stretched out opposite me on the rug, sundress already hiked up, lace panties gone somewhere. She parted her legs, slow, inviting, pussy pink and open, already soaked from watching the show.

She reached for me.

“Come here,” Elara said, soft command.

I crawled between her thighs. The girls helped, Hallie supporting my hips, Kaia and Rowan steadying my shoulders. Briar held Elara’s hand, Sienna stroked her cheek.

Elara guided me into her, tip to entrance, her own fingers working her clit as I pushed inside. The heat and silk of her pussy nearly made me blow instantly.

Her body was velvet: plush, perfect, wet. I moved slow at first, letting her adjust, feeling her flutter around my cock. Elara exhaled, head tilting back, hair spilling everywhere.

“Fill me,” she said. “I want to feel all of you.”

I started moving, controlled and deep, fucking her in slow glides. Every thrust buried my cock to the base. Her breasts rolled under the cardigan, nipples hard, skin so soft I wanted to bite it.

Kaia and Hallie helped strip the cardigan, exposing Elara’s golden skin. Hallie’s hands cupped her breast, pinched her nipple; Kaia kissed her, hot and deep, while Rowan stroked Elara’s thigh, opening her wider for me.

Briar cradled Elara’s hand. Sienna watched, all blue fire, then leaned in and kissed her other wrist.

Elara soaked it in. She moaned, sharp and open, no hiding her pleasure.

“God, that’s perfect,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Please don’t.”

I drove harder, rhythm smooth, her pussy hugging me, milking every inch. She was all sweat and honey and soft velvet grip. Her thighs clamped my waist, and her hands pulled the girls closer.

Every time I thrust, her tits bounced, ripe and ridiculously inviting.

“I love you,” I told her. “You make everything so fucking good.”

She cried out, body arching with praise. The climax built in her slow, then all at once.

“Let go, Elara,” Hallie said, gentle.

She did.

Her pussy squeezed around me, so hot and wet I almost lost it. She arched off the rug, back bowed, tits thrust high, every muscle straining.

I fucked her through it, letting her ride the crest, her voice caught between sob and laugh, eyes wet with joy.

Elara’s orgasm went on and on. The girls kissed her, held her, praised her, all of them in a tangle of arms and legs and love.

When Elara finally came down, she cradled my face and kissed me, breathless and deep, her body shaking.

She didn’t let go, even when Briar took her turn.

Briar was control finally resting, elegance cut open under the string lights. Her blouse started perfect, hair up, skirt pressed. The girls helped undress her, Hallie working the buttons, Kaia sliding the skirt down her hips, Rowan popping the clasp of her bra with expert fingers.

By the time she was bare, Briar looked almost shy, which had to be a joke, but the flush in her cheeks and the tremble in her hands said otherwise.

She straddled me, knees to either side, pussy open and already dripping. The muscles in her thighs flexed, and when I reached up to cup her tits, she moaned, shaking a little.

“I am not managing this room,” Briar said, voice cracked. “I am in it.”

The girls gathered around her, kissing her neck, stroking her arms, touching every part the world said had to be perfect and keeping her so present she couldn’t hide.

Sienna and Elara each kissed a nipple, Hallie traced circles on her clit, Rowan stroked her ass while Kaia whispered filth in her ear.

I lined my cock up and slid inside her, slow. The fit was snug, hot, and slick. Briar’s pussy gripped me like a velvet fist.

She gasped, eyes popping open.

“Yes,” Briar said, short and sharp. “God, I need that.”

I fucked her slow at first, letting her adjust, then faster, deeper as the girls kept touching and kissing and holding her. Her control was not gone so much as set down, leaving sweat and want and trembling muscle.

Her tits bounced, sweat beading under them, lights catching on the curve of her skin.

Every thrust made her moan, thighs gripping me harder, nails digging my shoulders.

“You’re so good,” I told her. “So fucking beautiful, Briar. Let it happen.”

She started to sob, low and real, her face buried in my neck, the pleasure raw and consuming.

She clamped down, the orgasm hitting like a lightning bolt. Her pussy milked my cock for everything, and she collapsed, shaking, tears and sweat and wild hair everywhere.

The women held her, smoothed her skin, kissed her face. It was pure afterglow: resting, loved, undone.

Sienna was last, and the moment she stepped in, the world shrank to a pinpoint.

She wore nothing but her cardigan and my shirt. She was all ink, skin, and intent.

She knelt over me, on the rug, hair wild and eyes alive, blue with so much want I thought it would eat me alive.

She braced one hand on my chest and hovered, pussy dripping, then just looked at me.

“You are not evidence,” I said, voice shredded. “You’re mine. Because you choose it.”

She kissed me, hard. “No observer,” Sienna whispered. “No excuse.”

She lowered herself, slow, until my cock caught at her entrance.

Her pussy was perfect, tight, hot, so wet it slurred as I pushed inside. Sienna moaned, all the way through, every inch.

The girls crowded her, Kaia and Hallie supporting her hips, Elara and Briar kissing her neck and shoulders, Rowan whispering, “No hiding” in her ear.

I thrust up, buried myself deep.

Sienna took it, every inch, until her ass was flush to my thighs and her clit ground to my pubic bone.

She set the rhythm herself: deliberate, needy, rolling her hips, milking my cock with every move. Her tits bounced under the shirt, buttons straining, inked hands braced on my chest.

I palmed her ass, watched it flex, clench, jiggle with every drive. Sweat slicked our bodies, heat from the lights turning everything gold and urgent.

“You want this-” I panted.

She nodded, eyes never leaving mine.

“Forever,” Sienna said. “That is my data point.”

She rode me, picking up speed, her pussy hugging my dick harder with every stroke.

The girls held her, encouraged, touched, kissed, loved: every body was in the mix, never losing touch, always in orbit. Rowan's hand on my thigh, Kaia’s lips at Sienna’s neck, Hallie and Elara caressing Sienna’s breasts, Briar steadying her hips.

Sienna’s climax built like a slow burn, but when it hit, it detonated. She bucked, screamed, pussy clamping so hard it crushed the air out of me.

I felt myself break at the same time.

My cock swelled, every nerve on fire, and I exploded inside her, cum pulsing deep, filling her with every hard pulse I had left.

Sienna rode it, milked it, kept going until her body had wrung every last drop.

We collapsed, tangled in cushions, limbs and hair and sweat everywhere.

All six women pressed in, kissing, hugging, holding, nobody out of place, every breath another reason to stay.

The room glowed: string lights, skin, old wood, the pale ghosts of cameras on the wall. The couch had shifted, the rug was a mess, and nothing would ever erase what we’d just done.

Privacy wasn’t absence. It was permission. The room belonged to us, and every woman was present, loved, and never letting go.

I blinked, still shaking, and realized I would never know a better version of home.

Not if I lived forever.

***

Hallie was sprawled against my side with the satisfied body language of someone who had done excellent work and was aware of it. Her head was on my chest and one hand was spread on my stomach, and she was doing the small proprietary thing she did when she was happy, just resting her hand there like she was checking that I was still there and glad that I was.

"Home is better when nobody makes you share," she mumbled, then giggled like shame had left with the cameras. A beat later she added, "Good start to private life."

"Excellent start," I said.

"We're going to need to print that photo big," she said, meaning the porch photo from earlier. "For the kitchen."

"You mentioned."

"I'm mentioning again."

Kaia was on her back on the rug nearby, looking at the ceiling. She was smiling. Not the sharp performative grin she used when she was keeping something back, but the real one, the one that was all the way to her eyes and didn't have anything to prove. She laughed softly to herself.

"Told you privacy might kill him," she said. "Look at him. Ruined."

"I'm fine," I said.

"You sound fine," she said. "You sound extremely fine. You sound like a man who has had a very specific kind of night."

"Accurate."

She rolled her head to look at me, still smiling. "Good," she said, and the word came out warm and unguarded and entirely genuine. She looked away quickly after, back to the ceiling, like she didn't want to be caught meaning it that much. But she had meant it that much. She always did.

Rowan was sitting up, her back against the couch, one knee up. Her hand rested on Elara's ankle where Elara had settled beside her. She was quiet in the way Rowan was quiet when she was full rather than empty, present and still and not needing to add anything to a room that already had everything it needed.

She looked at the camera patches on the wall for a moment. Then she looked at me.

"No hiding," she said, quiet.

"No hiding," I agreed.

She nodded once. That was enough.

Briar sat near the end of the rug with her legs folded and her hands resting open in her lap. She had pulled her blouse back on but hadn't buttoned it, which for Briar was practically undressed. Her hair was slightly loose. Her composure was present, but it was the composure of someone who had put it on gently, like a familiar cardigan, not a shield.

She looked at her hands.

"Empty," she said, not quite to anyone.

"Yeah," I said.

"I find I don't object." She looked up at me with a dry warmth that was entirely hers. "That's new information."

Kaia, from the floor, said, "Briar, I meant what I said."

Briar was quiet for a moment. "I know you did," she said. "Thank you."

"You're welcome," Kaia said, surprised enough by the straight answer that she didn't follow it up with anything.

Sienna was sitting near the cushions with her cardigan back on, knees folded up, her notebook nowhere in sight. She had a small expression that was the dry version of moved, the one she wore when something had landed, and she had decided to let it.

She looked at the room. At the string lights and the pale patches and the couch shifted from its usual place and all of us tangled and warm and staying.

For once, Sienna did not reach for a conclusion.

That was what made me look at her.

Her glasses sat crooked on the rug beside her. Ink marked two fingers. Her hair was ruined, her cardigan half twisted around one shoulder, and her expression had gone quiet in a way that was not analysis. Not distance. Presence.

Elara noticed too. She brushed her thumb over Sienna’s wrist, gentle and warm. “No notes?”

Sienna looked down at their hands, then at the room.

“No notes,” she said.

Briar’s mouth softened. “That may be a first.”

“It is.” Sienna’s voice stayed dry, but barely. “I’m choosing not to preserve the moment by separating myself from it.”

That hit me harder than I expected.

I reached for her ink-marked hand. She let me take it.

“Stay in it, then,” I said.

Sienna’s fingers tightened around mine.

“I am.”

Hallie lifted her head from my chest and looked at the room with the expression she wore when she was deciding something was hers. She looked at the camera patches and the string lights and all five of the women she had coaxed and bossed and loved into this family, and then she looked at the pale rectangle on the wall where she had drawn a border in blue marker that morning and written family goes here beneath it.

"We're filling that in," she said. "The photo. We're filling it in."

"First thing tomorrow," I said.

"Tonight we stay here," she said. "Tomorrow we fill it in."

Nobody argued. Nobody moved toward the door.

Elara made a small sound of agreement and pressed closer to Rowan. Rowan's hand moved from her ankle to her waist. Kaia rolled onto her side and pulled a blanket over herself with the efficiency of someone who had decided the floor was perfectly fine and was going to be very comfortable about it. Briar reached out and adjusted one edge of Kaia's blanket with a small precise movement that Kaia pretended not to notice and absolutely noticed.

Sienna stretched out near the cushions and looked at the string lights above her.

"Adequate atmosphere," she said.

"High praise," Hallie said.

"Extremely," Sienna agreed.

I lay back on the rug with Hallie against my side and the warm ambient weight of everyone around me, and I looked up at the string lights draped over the old wood of the mantel and the window frame, warm and amber and chosen, and I thought about how the same room had spent months being watched and was now entirely ours.

The camera patches were still there. They would probably be there until someone spackled them over, which might be a while because Hallie had other decorating priorities and Briar would want to approve the color and Kaia would have opinions. But tonight they didn't feel like absence. They felt like proof of what had been there and what had been removed, proof that the room had been reclaimed, proof that we had taken something that was built to observe us and turned it into somewhere we chose to stay.

No prompt waited. No red light blinked from a corner. No apparatus recorded what we chose.

Outside, campus kept moving in the dark. Somewhere the archived records existed in folders and servers and the language of institutional committees. None of that had vanished because the cameras came down.

But inside Blackwood House, in the front room under the string lights, nobody was watching.

Nobody was watching, and the family was still here.

Hallie's hand moved once across my chest, proprietary and warm.

"After tomorrow," she said, quietly, meaning the photo and the public and the next thing, "we do this right."

"We're already doing it right," I said.

She considered this. "We're doing it privately," she said. "Tomorrow we do it right and publicly."

"Bossy."

"Yes," she said, unapologetically. "Sleep."

Kaia, already half there, said, "He's not going to sleep."

"He is," Hallie said firmly.

"He's going to lie there thinking about how much he loves us."

A beat.

"He can do both," Hallie said.

She was right. I lay there in the warm dark under the string lights with six women breathing around me, and I thought about how much I loved them, and eventually I slept.

The house was private.

The family was still here.

No escape did not mean running. It meant never being hidden again.

Not now.

Not ever.


No Escape Means No Hiding


The string lights were still on when I woke up.

That was the first thing I noticed. The second was Hallie's elbow in my ribs, which was her body's way of saying she was awake, had plans, and was giving me approximately forty seconds before those plans became my problem too.

The front room looked like a very good night had happened in it. Cushions on the floor. Blankets tangled. The couch pulled two feet off its usual axis. A blue glittery headband under my back that I swear belonged to neither me nor any woman I had ever dated, which meant Blackwood House was now generating evidence on its own.

Rowan was already sitting up against the couch, hair loose, eyes clear, like Rowan had never had a groggy phase and considered sleep a useful but optional training block. Kaia was still horizontal under a blanket that had mostly slid off her, ignoring that fact with great dignity. Elara had her head on a folded cushion and her eyes half open, watching the string lights glow against morning like they had earned overtime. Briar sat with her back straight and her blouse re-buttoned, which for Briar was basically fully dressed, except her hair was still loose, and she had one sock on and one sock missing, and she was looking at that asymmetry with calm disapproval.

Sienna had her glasses on and her notebook closed beside her.

That was the important part.

The notebook was closed.

She looked at me when I moved. "Good morning," she said, dry and warm in equal measure.

"Good morning," I said.

Hallie sat up. Her hair was wrecked in a way that was genuinely unfair, because she still looked extraordinary, and she pointed toward the kitchen doorway with the focused energy of someone who had been awake for at least sixty seconds and had already made several decisions.

"Today," she said.

"Today," I agreed, because I knew what she meant.

"The photo goes where the camera was. I called it. It's happening."

Kaia opened one eye from under the half-blanket. "You called it with marker on a wall, which is not legally binding."

"It is in this house," Hallie said.

Rowan looked at me. Her mouth did the thing it did when she was privately amused but refused to give Kaia the satisfaction of showing it. "She's not wrong."

I got up and started moving blankets and cushions back toward the couch. Not restoring the room to its before state, because none of us wanted that. Just making space. Giving the house room to be what it was now: theirs, ours, warm and lived in and not observed.

Elara sat up and stretched with the kind of slow, easy grace that made my brain briefly abandon all nonessential functions. She caught me looking and smiled, not teasing exactly, just warm and aware and perfectly fine with it.

"Coffee first," she said. "Then the wall."

"Coffee first," Briar confirmed, standing with the composure of someone who had decided the morning was going to be elegant whether it cooperated or not.

Sienna picked up her notebook, looked at it, then deliberately set it back down.

I noticed. Of course, I noticed.

She saw me noticing. "The kitchen one bothered me the most," she said. "The breakfast camera. It felt like the most intrusive one."

"Because breakfast is private?"

"Because breakfast is ordinary," she said. "And they were watching us be ordinary. As if ordinary were data."

"It's not data," I said.

"No." Her mouth curved, small and certain. "It's breakfast."

Kaia finally surrendered the blanket and stood, shaking out her hair and looking around the room with the expression of a woman who had slept on a floor and was choosing to consider this a personal victory. She was wearing my flannel over her own shirt, and she had clearly known this for hours and done nothing about it.

"That's mine," I said.

"It was on the floor." She walked past me and patted my shoulder like she was concluding a negotiation. "Floor rules."

"There are no floor rules."

"There are now. You can have it back when I feel like it."

Rowan stood and leaned in for a kiss, warm and certain. "Good morning."

"Good morning," I said.

That was Rowan. That was enough.

Hallie dropped off the arm of the couch and marched straight for me, blue marker somehow still tucked behind one ear. She cupped my jaw and kissed me, sweet and hard and full of command.

"The kitchen wall, genius," she said against my mouth. "Family goes here. You promised."

I remembered the blue rectangle. The pale square where the camera used to watch breakfast. Her handwriting beneath it, crisp as a flag.

"I promised."

"Briar printed the porch shot," Hallie said, practically vibrating. "Kaia tried to crop it for her ass but accidentally made the composition better. The frame is clean, the glass is polished, and I will not tolerate anyone hanging this crooked."

"If anyone could make a level protest sexy, it's you," Kaia said.

"Please," Hallie said. "You were already impossible."

Rowan flexed her hands. "If it needs muscle, let me know."

"You'll be the level," Hallie said. "You and Elara."

Elara tipped her head, hair catching the beam through the doorway. "I will smooth the dust so it photographs properly."

"Or," Sienna said, "we could let the mark disappear. The apparatus is not the story."

Hallie grinned.

"Family is the story."

The old wood floor creaked as we migrated toward the kitchen. Hallie led the way in socks and an oversized hoodie, a force of nature with bedhead and a marker. All six women trailed after her, hands finding hands, arms looping around waists, bodies pushing close for warmth or leverage or because being close was the point.

The kitchen glowed: sunlight through clean windows, coffee starting somewhere, sugar still in the air from Hallie's latest domestic campaign, and the blue marker rectangle bright around the pale camera patch on the wall.

It was waiting for us.

We stood in the doorway for a second, seven wide-awake and impossible people about to put the truth down in ink and glass.

Hallie turned, all victory, and called it.

"Let's make it official."

***

Hallie had, at some point, made pancakes.

I was not entirely sure when this had happened or how she had sourced the supplies, but by the time the rest of us were standing in the kitchen with coffee, there was a stack of pancakes on the counter, syrup, a butter dish, and Hallie leaning against the opposite counter with her arms crossed and a spatula still in her hand.

She was looking at the pale rectangle on the kitchen wall with the blue marker border she had drawn around it.

Family goes here, she had written beneath it.

The wall around the patch was slightly darker from months of the camera housing sitting flush against it. The patch itself was lighter, raw in that small domestic way, the kind of absence that showed exactly what had been there.

The porch photo was a good photo. All seven of us on the steps in late afternoon light, shoulder to shoulder, leaning into each other, laughing at something Kaia had said right before the shutter caught us. You could see the happiness in it. You could not mistake it for anything else.

"We need a frame," Hallie said.

"I have one," Briar said, and produced a simple dark wood frame from somewhere I could not account for, because Briar operated on a level of preparedness I had stopped trying to explain.

Kaia stared at it. "Where did you get that?"

"I ordered it three days ago. In anticipation."

"You anticipated the porch photo making it onto the kitchen wall three days ago."

"I anticipated Hallie," Briar said, which settled the matter.

Hallie took the frame with the reverence of someone receiving something she had earned. She fitted the photo into it while Briar helped with the back clasp in small precise movements. Elara wiped the wall beneath the old patch with a damp cloth, gentle as if the house itself had skin. Rowan stood ready with both hands out. Kaia leaned beside me, hair wild, shirt still barely pretending to behave, and studied the photo like she might autograph the glass.

"Not bad," Kaia said.

"You mean beautiful," Hallie said.

"I mean my ass looks fantastic even partially obscured by Tate's arm, which is a public service."

"You're welcome," I said.

Kaia flashed teeth. "Do not get cocky. That's our job."

Hallie held the frame up to the wall.

"Higher," Sienna said.

"Left," Briar said.

"It's straight," Rowan said.

"It is not straight," Briar said.

"Half an inch right," Sienna said.

"I am not helping with this," Kaia announced, then immediately stepped forward and held the left side of the frame while Hallie adjusted the right.

I held the bottom edge steady. Elara stood back and looked with her head tilted.

"There," she said. "That's it."

Hallie stepped back. We all stepped back.

The porch photo hung over the pale rectangle on the kitchen wall, over the blue marker border Hallie had drawn, over the words family goes here. It covered almost all of the writing except the very bottom edge of the blue letters, which you could still see if you looked for them.

Hallie decided this was not a problem.

"It's the caption," she said.

The photo caught the kitchen light on its glass. All seven of us laughing on the porch steps, and nothing watching us be ordinary anymore except the life we had chosen.

Sienna looked at it for a long moment. She looked at the last visible edge of the blue letters beneath the frame.

"Family goes here," she said quietly. "Past tense now. Family is here."

"Present tense," Hallie said. "Ongoing."

"Ongoing," Sienna agreed.

Kaia already had her phone out, the same porch photo on the screen, caption field open, eyes bright with trouble.

"We're posting this," she said. "Before Blackwood Spotted gets a version of us that we didn't write."

"Agreed," Briar said.

"Caption," Kaia said, looking around the kitchen.

Hallie said, "Family goes here."

"That's the wall."

"It's also the caption."

Sienna said, without looking up from her coffee, "No escape means no hiding."

The kitchen went quiet.

Kaia looked at Sienna. Sienna looked back at her, dry and clear and entirely certain.

"That's it," Rowan said.

"That's it," I said.

Kaia typed it in lowercase, clean and ours, then showed me the screen: the porch photo, all seven of us, and beneath it the words no escape means no hiding.

"You want to post it, or should I?"

"You should," I said. "You have more followers."

"Obviously," she said, without a shred of modesty, and posted it.

The first like came in before she had put the phone down. Then another. Then a comment that said wait WHAT, which seemed about right. Hallie poured herself more coffee and looked at the wall photo with the satisfaction of someone who had planned this from the beginning, which she had.

"Breakfast," she said. "We eat breakfast in front of it. That's the first new rule."

"It's a good rule," Elara said.

She sat at the kitchen table and looked at the photo with an expression that was simply peace. Not complicated peace. Not peace that had to justify itself. Just peace, chosen and ordinary and ongoing.

Briar sat across from her, reached over, and moved the syrup two inches left so it was equidistant between them. This was Briar caring about something. This was Briar at home.

Kaia's phone started buzzing in a way that suggested the post had found its audience.

She read a few comments aloud: the good ones, the baffled ones, the ones from people who had clearly expected the Blackwood House story to end differently and were now processing. There were heart emojis. There were several instances of iconic. There was one from someone named anonymouswatcher22 that said I knew it which none of us could explain and all of us appreciated.

Rowan read one and snorted. "Campus says we're the only house that doesn't need to fake the caption."

"Accurate," Briar said.

Elara found one about her and Hallie being campus moms and blushed hard enough to make Hallie cackle.

"I am not your mother," Hallie said to the phone. "But I will feed you if you look pathetic near my kitchen."

"That's not helping your case," Kaia said.

Sienna accepted a plate of pancakes from Hallie, looked at the stack, then looked at me.

"I am not writing about this," she said.

"Good."

"I mean that as a compliment to it. It does not require documentation. It is sufficient as itself."

"High praise," Hallie said.

"Extremely."

Sienna ate her pancakes in the kitchen under the photo of her own family, and did not take a single note.

The phones kept buzzing. The kitchen wall glowed. The photo stayed where Hallie had claimed it, family installed over the old camera patch, breakfast watched now by no one but us.

For once, the noise outside sounded less like pressure and more like applause.

***

The March air hit us when we came out the front door of Blackwood House, clean and a little cold, the kind of morning that made everything look sharp-edged and real.

All seven of us came out together.

That was not a plan we had discussed. It was just what happened.

Hallie linked her arm through mine on the left. Kaia took my right side and walked close enough that her shoulder kept bumping mine, which was her version of the same thing. Rowan walked just behind us with Elara, and I heard Elara say something quiet, and Rowan made a low sound that was the Rowan equivalent of laughing. Briar and Sienna walked together on the outside, Briar composed with her hands in her coat pockets, Sienna's face tilted slightly toward the sun like she was testing what peace felt like outside.

Campus was already moving: bikes on the path, students crossing the quad with coffee cups, the ordinary machinery of a late morning doing what it did.

The difference was us.

People looked. Of course, they looked. A group near the brick steps slowed down so hard one of them bumped into the other. Two girls in matching baby-blue sweatshirts lifted their phones, saw us seeing them, then lowered them and smiled instead. Someone near the coffee cart checked the post, looked up, checked us, and visibly lost the ability to pretend he was not impressed.

Kaia heard the low murmurs too. She looked sideways at me with a small sharp smile.

"Let them stare," she said. "We look good."

"We do."

"You look fine," she said. "We look good."

I laughed, and she looked pleased with herself, which was her natural state.

Near the east edge of the quad, Gray came from the direction of the science building with a coffee in each hand. He saw us at the same time I saw him, and for a second he just looked, taking in the seven of us walking together in the March light.

Then he grinned.

It was not a clean grin. It had history in it. It had hurt that did not need to pretend it had never existed. But it was real.

"Sterling," he said.

"Gray."

He looked at the group, then at Rowan. Rowan looked back at him with the specific Rowan expression that said she had already decided things were fine and was simply waiting for the conversation to catch up.

"Still weird," Gray said. "Also, kind of impressive."

"You could never," Rowan said.

"Obviously," Gray said, but the grin stayed.

He bumped my fist, then lifted one of his coffees in a small salute that included all of us. "Campus is jealous now. That's cleaner."

"You joining us?" I asked.

He shrugged. "I got coffee. I got the show. Unless you've got a spare Hallie, I'm good."

Hallie peered around my side. "Not in stock. Try again never."

Gray laughed and stepped back, letting us keep moving.

Harrison was near the coffee cart.

He saw Elara first, which made sense. Old love had its own gravity, even when everyone involved had made peace with where it landed. Then he saw me. Then the rest of us. His expression did the quiet thing it did when something landed and he was choosing to let it.

Elara crossed to him and he hugged her. She said something into his shoulder I could not hear. He pulled back and looked at her face the way someone did when they were checking whether a person was actually okay or just performing okay.

Whatever he saw, he nodded.

He looked at me. "You look happy."

"I am."

"That's enough for me," he said.

He meant it. There was still something there that had to work, something still finding its footing, but it was not bitterness and it was not hostility. It was enough for now. Given time, it would become more than enough.

Sienna's phone buzzed. She looked at it, read something, and showed it to me without comment.

Maren.

I saw your post. You look happy. I would like to understand this better. I am going to try listening first this time.

Sienna looked at the message for another moment, then put the phone away.

"Adequate," she said, dry and careful and privately moved.

"Progress?"

"Measurable," she said. "Which is more than I expected."

We got coffee. We stood near the cart in the March light and let campus move around us. People looked and people talked and a few took pictures from a distance, but none of it owned us. The post was already out there with our photo and our meaning. Blackwood Spotted would do what it did. Campus would make what it made. None of that was going to change what was true.

Kaia took a photo of the coffee cart moment without announcing she was doing it. She showed it to Hallie. Hallie approved it with the authority of someone who had been approving things all morning. Kaia posted it with no caption at all, which was its own statement.

We walked back toward Blackwood House in the late morning, not because we had to. Because we wanted to.

The house looked different from the outside now, or maybe I was looking at it differently. Same old building. Same porch steps where the photo had been taken. Same front door with the slightly unreliable lock Rowan had fixed twice and would probably fix again.

Home was not a word I had used for it at the beginning.

It was the word I used now.

Elara stopped on the bottom porch step and turned to look back at campus moving in the daylight.

"Being seen feels different when we choose it," she said.

"Yeah," Rowan said.

"Entirely different," Briar said.

I stood on the porch and looked at the six of them, the campus behind them, and the clear cold sky above the brick buildings. I thought about the photo on the kitchen wall where the breakfast camera used to be. I thought about the string lights still up in the front room because Hallie had decided they were staying until further notice. I thought about Hallie's arm through mine, Kaia's shoulder against my shoulder, Rowan's daylight-steady eyes, Elara's peace, Briar's one missing sock, and Sienna's phone tucked away with her mother's message in it.

None of the measuring had produced anything as real as this morning.

Hallie looked at me from the bottom step with that expression, the one where she had already decided something and was waiting to see if I had caught up.

"Inside," she said. "We have the rest of the day, and I have opinions about it."

"You always have opinions about it," Kaia said.

"Yes," Hallie said. "That is why things get done."

She went up the steps and through the door. The others followed, Rowan's hand brushing the back of my wrist as she passed, Elara's shoulder warm against mine for a moment, Briar pausing to straighten the small wreath on the door that had been crooked since November, Sienna stepping past me with a small nod that carried everything she was not saying.

Kaia was last. She stopped beside me and looked at the quad, the campus, and the ordinary March morning. Then she looked at me with that sharp-edged affectionate expression that was entirely hers.

"No hiding," she said.

"No hiding."

She went inside.

I stood on the porch for one more moment. Blackwood House behind me, warm and ours. The photo on the kitchen wall where the breakfast camera used to be. Campus ahead, daylight and open and watching, and none of that watching owned us anymore.

I went inside.

The door closed behind me.

No escape did not mean trapped. It never had.

It meant no hiding. No leaving. No need to be anything other than what we already were.

It meant love, chosen daily, in the morning light, by people who had decided to stay.


Where to Next?


Want one more night inside Blackwood House?

House Experiment: The Complete Series releases July 9th, collecting Off Limits, Breaking Rules, and No Escape, plus the exclusive Hallie bonus scene Home Gets Worshipped.

The cameras are gone. The family is forever. And Hallie finally gets worshipped the way she deserves.

Coming July 9th.
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***

Ready for More Campus Chaos?

If you loved the shared-house tension, messy rules, high-heat temptation, and impossible relationship dynamics in the House Experiment box set, your next campus obsession is waiting at Golden Coast University.

Start the Campus King series with Orientation, where West Donovan arrives looking for a fresh start and gets pulled into sorority politics, beachside rivalry, scandalous parties, and a circle of women who refuse to let him stay on the sidelines.

It’s sexy, competitive, chaotic, and full of the kind of bad decisions that turn one semester into an entire harem.

Start Campus King with Orientation

[image: ]




Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.

[image: ]



***

Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.

[image: ]



***

Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.

[image: ]
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