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Locked Out


If Calder State had a beat, it was the pulse of a thousand engines and the sticky thump of bass pouring out car windows.

Move-in weekend wasn’t so much an event as a test of survival: blazing summer heat, traffic jams, and lake humidity thick enough to stick a T-shirt to your chest in under thirty seconds.

I rolled up the window and killed the engine, letting the soundscape hit me all at once. Parents unloading minivans. Girls laughing as they juggled boxes. Somebody blasting the Timberwolves fight song from a third-floor balcony like the season depended on it.

I’d spent half the summer bench-pressing my way out of Averageville. Standing there in faded jeans and a fitted gray tee, I was supposed to waltz into junior year like I owned at least a decent percentage of it.

Except my air conditioning was shot, my arms were already slick with sweat, and everything I owned was crammed into the back of my beat-up Honda Civic.

Two years of dorms. One off-campus lease. One junior-year plan built around not acting like a doormat anymore.

All I had to do was unload, unpack, and start the year as the upgraded version of myself.

The campus was putting on a show. Calder State banners flapped from balconies and apartment windows. Football flyers peppered the lamp posts. Girls in CSU tanks and impossibly short shorts jogged through the sunshine like they were being paid by the bounce.

I should have been drinking it in.

Instead, all I could smell was old sweat and cardboard.

I grabbed two overloaded boxes, closed the trunk with my hip, and started toward the apartment door.

My old place: two-story walk-up, sixth unit from the end, front step just sturdy enough to survive the worst party weekends. I could almost taste the freedom. Cold drinks. My own room. Maybe a little peace before classes started.

The last time I’d seen Chase, we’d promised to keep the place guy-friendly. No drama. No random girlfriends turning up permanently. No turning our apartment into a relationship terrarium.

That was before he met Casey. I’d called her Chloe once, and Chase had corrected me like I’d committed a felony. Casey, he’d said, like the name was a prayer.

The one with the pastel luggage and a voice you could hear through drywall.

I climbed the steps, not quite ready for the weight of my new life but determined to pretend. I fished out my key, balanced the boxes against my ribs, took a breath, and—

The key didn’t fit.

No resistance. No scrape. Just a dead stop.

Like the lock had forgotten me over the summer. Like I’d been surgically erased from the lease.

I tried again, harder.

Nothing.

The door yanked open so fast I nearly dropped both boxes.

Chase stood there in mesh shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt, hair an unwashed tangle, eyes darting everywhere but my face.

“Dude. Hey.” His voice jumped half an octave. “I didn’t know you were getting here today.”

Lying had never been his specialty.

I squared my shoulders. “I texted you twice. I said I was moving in at nine.”

“Yeah, but the complex, uh, changed the locks early.” Chase scratched at his jaw. “It’s not my fault. Maintenance came by last week. Something about building codes or fire safety.”

“Right,” I said. “Building codes. From the same management company that hasn’t fixed the dryer since Spring Fling.”

He tried a lopsided smile and failed. “It was weird, man. I guess these things happen?”

I looked past him.

Extra shoes sat on the mat. Three pairs, all too small for Chase. A bright pink duffel bag slumped in the corner. A floral phone charger trailed across my old spot on the kitchen peninsula.

And over everything hung the unmistakable scent of vanilla body spray, which had probably cost more than my takeout budget for the week.

A voice called from down the hall, female, high and sweet and way too at home.

“Chase, baby? Did you find the quinoa? My Greek yogurt’s in the mini fridge, but I can’t find—”

Chase threw a panicked look over his shoulder.

“I got it, babe! Just talking to the super.”

Then he flinched, because even he knew that was pathetic.

He looked back at me, lower than a turtle’s ass. “Matt, man. Listen. Let’s talk about it inside?”

I gripped the boxes until my forearms flexed against my sleeves. “You want to explain why I’m locked out of my own apartment?”

He edged the door open farther and motioned me in. “Just come inside. And keep your voice down, okay?”

I stepped past him into the living room, still holding the boxes because there was no way I was letting go of the only things I owned until I got answers.

I walked into a life I didn’t recognize.

White throw pillows on the couch. A ring light next to the TV. The coffee table gone, replaced by an ottoman draped in a blush-pink blanket. My Timberwolves banner shoved into a corner, folded up like a forgotten flag.

Everywhere I looked, it was her.

Skincare bottles lined up with military precision. Hair ties and bobby pins invading the bathroom counter. Two wine glasses drying in the dish rack, one lipstick-stained, one untouched.

And down at the end of the hall, my room’s door was open.

I couldn’t help it. I drifted toward it like I was watching a slow-motion car crash.

Inside, the walls no longer had my old posters or the Calder Ski School pennant I’d scored at a spring lake party. Instead, there was a white comforter, a fuzzy rug, and enough throw pillows to smother a frat pledge.

More girl shoes. Dresses hanging from the closet. A makeup mirror blinking in the sunlight. A half-unpacked suitcase spilling pastel shirts across what used to be my bed.

Chase followed me, pleading. “Matt, bro, don’t. Just give me a second to explain, okay?”

I set the boxes down in the hall. The scrape echoed.

“She moved in, Chase.” My voice came out flat. “She’s unpacked her whole life in my room.”

“It wasn’t planned like that. I mean, maybe she’s here for a while, but—”

I turned on him. “Did you sublease my room?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, eyes on the floor. “Look, man. Casey had this crazy bad living situation, and her parents suck, and—”

“Did. You. Sublease. My. Room.”

He winced.

“Yeah,” he said. “But not forever. She needed a place for fall semester. And you were gone most of the summer, and you never said if you were coming back a hundred percent, and the rent was kind of up in the air, so—”

“So you gave away my room.”

“I made a call.”

That part almost derailed me.

I’d worked a year to stop being invisible, but apparently the universe, and my ex-roommate, had missed the memo about me actually mattering.

“I paid my half through May,” I said. “And I texted you three times in July. You said, ‘We’re good,’ and, ‘See you in the fall.’”

Chase hunched like if he made himself small enough, reality would bend around him. “Yeah, but then Casey lost her lease, and she was already staying over a lot, so I just made it work.”

“For everyone except me.”

He tried to smile again. It looked painful. “I’ll help you find somewhere. There are listings, dude. Maybe you can crash with—”

He didn’t finish the sentence because he knew, and I knew, there was no couch, no dorm, no emergency housing fairy waiting to hand me a key. Not on move-in weekend. Not with campus already swimming in parents, football recruits, and girls who’d packed their fall wardrobes two months ago.

A spike of embarrassment punched through my chest.

The new body. The new confidence. All of it felt suddenly pointless. Chase had played me for a sucker, and now I was standing in a hallway that smelled like vanilla body spray, watching another couple start their life in my space.

I stared at the bed.

I’d slept on that mattress for two years while Chase whined about losing at Mario Kart and Casey flirted with every guy over six feet. Now she had her own command center: shelves lined with hair products, a jewelry stand with butterfly earrings, and a tiny lamp that probably had its own Instagram account.

It felt like drowning in someone else’s curated life.

Chase fidgeted. “Matt, don’t make it weird, man. The landlord’s cool, and Casey’s parents paid the deposit, so it’s all legal. I promise. Maybe you can get a temp sublet or something. There are those new conversions by the lake.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

The sound bounced off the hallway and made Chase flinch.

“Bro, I work two jobs to afford this place, and you’re telling me to drop six grand on a lakeside condo?”

He looked like he wanted to crawl inside the wall. “I mean, no. Shit, man. I’m sorry. But you get it, right? She’s my girl.”

I shut my eyes for one second.

One.

I could have unloaded on him. Could have said everything sitting behind my teeth. Could have made this loud enough for Casey and half the complex to hear.

But none of that would get my room back. Or my pride. Or the junior year I’d built like a pyramid from scratch.

I opened my eyes, careful and slow.

“You know what, Chase? It’s fine. I’ll figure something out.”

Relief flashed across his face so fast it made me hate him more.

“Yeah? Man, I knew you’d understand. You’ve always been chill.”

I dead-eyed him. “I’m getting my stuff and leaving. Don’t touch anything until I’m gone.”

“Of course. Casey’s got class in an hour, she won’t—she’s not—” He swallowed. “You can text me anytime. We’re still bros.”

Sure.

I turned my back and started stacking the boxes again, one by one. Each step down the hall chipped away a little more embarrassment and replaced it with something colder.

Purpose, maybe.

Or rage with a better haircut.

I took the shortcut through the kitchen, pausing just long enough to spot my Timberwolves mug. It was now holding a collection of metal straws, each a different shade of pink.

I left it.

There was no point.

Chase hovered in the doorway, watching me like I was ticking down to zero. His girlfriend stood behind him, suspicious and pretty and already territorial. I couldn’t make myself care enough to hate her.

People took what they wanted.

The trick was not letting them walk off with your actual heart.

I made it to the parking lot without speaking again.

The heat had gotten worse. Sun hammered the metal of my trunk until it baked my palms. I dumped the boxes in the back seat and slammed the hatch, barely noticing when the trunk key stabbed my thumb.

Campus kept moving around me like nothing had happened.

Girls loaded up on snacks and giggled at the tailgate flyers handed out by some over-caffeinated PR crew. A dad in cargo shorts performed a heroic solo carry with a mini fridge. Upstairs, a girl in a sundress leaned over the balcony and waved to someone unloading a box of designer boots.

All of them had a plan.

A place to be.

A life ready to start.

I leaned against the burning-hot Civic, jaw locked, heart pounding. The old Matt would have let it eat him alive.

The new Matt?

He didn’t have time to drown in pity.

I scrolled to my favorites and hit Ethan’s number.

Best friend. Backup plan. The only guy who’d seen me ugly-cry over a broken ski rope and still called me a legend.

It was time to see if loyalty counted for anything.

Ethan picked up on the third ring.

“Bro, did you get your key stuck again? Please tell me you didn’t lock yourself out with your biceps.”

I let out a sound that was half laugh, half snarl. “Not exactly. Chase just subleased my fucking room out from under me.”

Silence.

The kind where you could hear someone’s jaw hit the floor.

“You’re shitting me,” Ethan said.

In the background, I caught the muted noise of a campus coffee shop: the hiss of an espresso machine, a girl’s laugh, indie pop on cheap speakers.

“He really did it?” Ethan asked. “After all summer talking about loyalty and how he wouldn’t screw you over?”

“He did it. His girlfriend is already moved in. The place smells like Bath & Body Works exploded.”

Ethan groaned. “What a dick. You want me to come over and help you dump two gallons of protein powder into his HVAC system?”

I could picture Chase hacking up chocolate whey for the semester. I almost smiled.

“Tempting,” I said, “but I’d rather not get expelled before classes start.”

“Suit yourself. Shit, man. I’m sorry. You do not deserve this. Only a gold-medal dirtbag pulls that move.”

The anger was still thrumming, but Ethan’s voice steadied me. He didn’t go for cheap sympathy. He was the guy who’d sit in a ditch with you and make jokes until the tow truck showed up.

I popped the trunk again and started shifting boxes, trying to make room for the new reality.

“So,” I said, teeth gritted, “any ideas? Because unless I want to sleep in the Civic, I’m fresh out.”

Ethan went quiet, thinking.

Then he exhaled. “If it was just me, bro, you’d be on my futon already. But Tuck moved in last week, and Pandora kind of herds us like cattle. There’s no square footage open. I sleep with my phone on my face just so I have somewhere to put it.”

The mention of Pandora sent a weird jolt through me.

I’d met her twice, always from a distance, always dressed in black, eyes sharp enough to cut glass. Ethan said she could read a room faster than a Vegas poker pro. She was more legend than person, at least to guys like us.

I tried not to sound desperate. “Don’t drag Pandora into this. She’s probably running the world somewhere.”

Ethan scoffed. “Exactly. If anyone can hack the student housing apocalypse and come up with a secret plan, it’s her.”

I hesitated.

The thought of my mess getting kicked up to the CSU A-listers made my skin crawl.

The Social Six.

Summer Cole. Blossom Hart. Valerie Sinclair. Pen Calder. Greta Voss. Pandora herself.

If Calder State had a social hierarchy, those women sat at the very top of it, legs crossed, drinks in hand, deciding which parties mattered and which parties died.

And here I was, about to show up as the cautionary tale.

Or worse, the punchline.

“Ethan, seriously, don’t.”

“Don’t be a stubborn bastard,” he said, sarcasm dropping into brother-mode. “You need help. I’m asking one person.”

He must have covered the phone, because all I heard next was muffled voices. Ethan’s low rumble. Then a sharper, more commanding voice.

Pandora, almost certainly.

I could picture her with one eyebrow up, arms folded, already three steps ahead of everyone else.

I leaned back against the Civic and let the humiliation wash over me. Two girls walked by, one of them eyeing my arms before whispering something to her friend. Once, that would’ve made my month.

Now it barely registered.

I was too busy rehearsing all the ways this could get worse.

My phone pinged.

Summer Cole: Ethan told Pandora. Pandora told us. I’m sorry Chase is an idiot. Come to the lake house before you make a stubborn decision.

That was it.

Three lines, bright and nuclear.

For two solid years, Summer Cole had been the tailgate queen of Calder State. She could run a party without breaking a sweat, charm a stadium full of donors, and talk campus security out of handing out noise citations at three in the morning. She was sunlit hair, blue eyes, and a body built for every back-of-the-bleachers fantasy I’d ever pretended not to have.

And she had just invited me to the legendary lake house.

My heart jackknifed.

Pride. Terror. Hunger. And the weird ache of someone finally opening a door when I’d just had one slammed in my face.

Five seconds later, a second text popped up from Ethan.

Ethan: Told you. Don’t make me come drag your ass there myself.

I snorted.

Summer’s message hovered on the lock screen, golden and impossible to ignore.

Ethan called again. I put him on speaker while I fought the trunk into submission.

“You get the invite?” he said, smile in his voice.

“Yeah. I got it.”

“Pandora said you’ll have a bed. Or a couch. Or, at minimum, a beach towel. And food. Real food. Not just Greek yogurt and whatever Chase replaced you with.”

I swung a heavy duffel into the Civic. The anger was still there, but it was changing. Simmering down. Sharpening up.

“What’s the catch?” I asked.

“No catch.”

“Ethan.”

“Okay, fine, there’s probably a catch. There’s always a catch when six beautiful women invite you to a lake house. But from where I’m standing, your other option is becoming a cautionary tale in a Honda Civic.”

I paused, letting that process.

“You think they’re really okay with this?”

Ethan laughed. “Summer texted you herself. Trust me, if those women want you there, you go. Otherwise, I’m telling Pandora you ignored her, and she will personally end you.”

There was a flicker of old nerves, but I shoved them down.

In the background, I heard Pandora’s voice again, low and amused, a challenge curled in every syllable.

Ethan said something away from the phone, then came back. “She says stop brooding in the parking lot.”

“Pandora said that?”

“I’m paraphrasing. Her version had more knives.”

I glanced around.

Even as the world moved on, horns honking, parents bickering over IKEA shelving, girls posing for lake-view selfies, I was standing on the edge of something that felt bigger than myself.

And maybe, for the first time, I was going to take it.

“All right,” I told Ethan. “I’m going.”

He whooped. “Attaboy. Text me when you get there. And seriously, Matt, don’t look back.”

The call ended.

I fired up the engine.

For a second, I just sat there with my hands on the wheel, feeling the sweat cool on my arms and the old embarrassment cling like bad cologne.

Then I tapped Summer’s message, read it once more, and typed a reply.

Matt: On my way.

I didn’t try to analyze it.

I didn’t second-guess what it meant that Summer, campus sunshine queen, was waiting for me. Or that Pandora had moved me across the board before I even knew there was a game.

I turned the Civic toward Lake Calder.

The roads out of campus were already thick with new arrivals and party-bound traffic. I rolled the windows down, letting the lake breeze cut through the last of the apartment stink. Bars had flyers taped up for rush week. A golf cart full of cheerleaders zipped through an illegal U-turn. A cluster of guys in football jerseys tried to arrange a keg on the hood of someone’s Jeep.

It was Calder State in technicolor.

Alive and loud and waiting for a story to break.

I was pissed. Humiliated.

But I was also moving.

Adrenaline slid back into my bloodstream, mixing with a hotter, riskier energy. For one dangerous second, I saw myself through Summer’s eyes: not the leftover guy Chase could replace, not the safe friend from before, but the new Matt.

Maybe even the kind of guy you invited to the lake house for more than a sympathy couch.

Lake Calder shimmered ahead, sun bleeding low behind the pines. Silver and blue party banners snapped along the road toward the water.

The turn-off appeared like a dare.

Everyone on campus knew the Social Six lake house. They knew the parties, the photos, the rumors, the girls on the deck who looked like they could decide your whole semester with a smile. Guys talked about getting invited there like it was a myth with a dress code.

I wasn’t going as a guest.

I wasn’t even sure what I was going as.

But the women who ran the hottest house at Calder State had opened the door, and after a morning of being thrown out of my old life, I was driving straight into theirs.

The Social Six were waiting.

And for the first time all day, losing everything felt dangerously close to winning.


The Social Six


The last mile of Lakeshore Drive was pure beer commercial: pine woods, sunshine, banners snapping from mailboxes, and Lake Calder so blue it made your eyes hurt. Girls in bikinis jogged along the shoulder while boats cut wakes offshore, and every breeze through the Civic smelled like cut grass, sunscreen, and trouble.

The Social Six lake house was impossible to miss.

Hell, you could probably see it with your eyes closed and still trip over the sheer amount of hotness and party energy coming off the place.

It sat above the waterline with a two-story deck loaded with coolers, speakers, and rainbow Adirondack chairs. White paint, navy trim, porch flowers, lake light bouncing off every window. The kind of house where a keg party could rage Friday night and a sponsor brunch could happen twelve hours later with no evidence left except glitter and half a beer can under the stairs.

Gravel popped under the Civic’s tires as I swung into the drive, immediately aware that my car looked like a rescue case next to the SUVs, the vintage Jeep, and the battered orange Bronco by the steps.

Music drifted out from the deck, glass-sharp pop with a summer beat and the kind of bass you feel in your chest. Laughter chased after it, high and bright. I spotted movement through the railing: a flash of long legs, the swirl of a sundress, a tight top in CSU blue hugging every curve it had been designed to announce.

Event gear waited everywhere: folding chairs, radios, rolled banners, sponsor sunglasses, and plastic bins marked WRISTBANDS, STICKERS, BAR CRAWL SWAG, and GLITTER BOMBS.

It was organized chaos, the kind that said we know exactly how to run shit and make it look beautiful at the same time.

I rolled to a stop under the trees, heart pounding, and for a full five seconds I just sat there.

If I’d been the old Matt, I probably would’ve turned around and called Ethan with a fake mechanical failure. But after the summer I’d had, sitting there with nerves and possibility thudding in my chest made me feel weirdly alive.

Then I looked at the back seat.

Boxes. Duffels. My toolbox. My entire life crammed into a Civic like I’d been evicted by a game show.

I almost popped the trunk.

Almost.

Then I stopped myself, hand hovering over the latch.

Showing up with my whole life in my arms before anyone actually said yes felt insane. Summer had invited me to come over. She had not handed me a lease, a bedroom, or permission to start stacking my socks in a drawer.

One conversation first.

That was the rule.

I killed the engine, wiped my palms on my jeans, and climbed out with only my phone and keys. The heat hit instantly, August sun bouncing off the lake, humidity kissing my arms, the faint echo of boat engines out across the water. The Civic ticked behind me, packed to the roof with everything I owned, but I left it shut.

Lean, mean, not obviously homeless.

I started for the porch.

The closer I got, the more the lake-house reality pressed in. Every surface looked cared for, even the stuff mid-event. Shoes by the door looked more expensive than my laptop, and a sun-bleached volleyball sat in the corner like casual fun had a staging budget.

Then I heard her voice.

“Matt! You made it!”

My pulse jump-started.

Summer Cole, in the flesh, waving at me from the porch steps like she’d been waiting all day.

Up close, she was the real thing. Maybe the only real thing after a morning of fake apologies and roommates who would sell your bed if someone prettier asked nicely.

Petite, sun-kissed, hair up in a messy ponytail that somehow made her look even more like a football Saturday poster come alive. Blue eyes so bright they snapped my attention straight to her face. Her body was insanity, the kind of hourglass that made you suspect physics had a secret rule set for women like this: full, bouncing energy up top in a tight CSU crop tank, tiny waist, shorts hugging her hips, and long, toned legs catching every stray ray of afternoon light.

But instead of looking me over like I was a disaster she had agreed to manage, she smiled.

This warm, all-in smile that said come on, let’s fix it, nothing here is beyond help.

I tried to play it cool and immediately became aware that I had nothing in my hands. Not a box. Not a duffel. Not even the toolbox I usually carried when I wanted to look useful.

“You’re right on time,” Summer said, bounding down the steps with a rhythm that was somehow both athletic and effortless.

“Yeah,” I said. “I figured I should come to the door first before I started unloading my entire life onto your lawn.”

Her smile softened in a way that hit harder than pity would have.

“Good instinct.”

“Trying not to look like I assumed the emergency couch came with naming rights.”

Summer laughed, easy and bright. “For the record, we do not name couches. Blossom tried once. It got weird.”

That helped. Not enough to make me relaxed, but enough to make my shoulders drop half an inch.

She reached the gravel and glanced past me toward the Civic, packed full enough that the back window was basically a rumor.

“That all yours?”

“Everything but the emotional damage.”

“Efficient.”

“I was going for tragic but portable.”

Her laugh came again, real and unforced. Not the fake one you get from people who need something. “Well, tragic but portable is very on-brand for move-in weekend.”

For a second, we just stood there in the warm lake air, close enough that I caught the soft scent of her perfume under the sunscreen and summer heat. Sunshine and something sweet. Her gaze flicked over me, not in a cruel way, not in a charity way. More like she was checking whether the guy Ethan and Pandora had described matched the guy standing in front of her.

I felt every inch of the new body I’d built and every old insecurity still living inside it.

“I don’t want to make this awkward,” I said. “Ethan said there might be a bed. Or a couch. Or a beach towel. But I know this was sudden, and I’m not trying to just move myself into your house because my roommate turned out to be a professional-grade asshole.”

Summer’s expression changed.

Not dramatically. She didn’t throw a hand over her heart or tell me everything happened for a reason.

She just looked at me like I’d said the exact thing she needed to hear.

“Matt,” she said, “you’re not forcing anything. I texted you because we wanted you here.”

That spun me a little.

“Wanted me here?”

“Yeah.” She tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “The timing is insane, obviously. But it’s not random. We’ve been talking about calling you.”

I stared at her.

“Calling me for what?”

Her smile turned smaller. More business now. Still warm, but sharper underneath.

“A job. Maybe a room. Probably a very weird conversation with six women who all have opinions.”

My heart did something stupid.

“Summer, if this is charity—”

“It’s not.”

She said it fast enough to shut me up.

Then she stepped closer, lowering her voice even though the deck music and lake noise would have swallowed us anyway.

“We’ve been trying to solve a problem since spring. We’ve had a couple false starts with guys who thought helping meant flirting, posing, or turning every event into their personal highlight reel.”

I winced. “That sounds about right.”

“It was exhausting,” Summer said. “Your name came up because all of us know you in different ways. You’re steady. You’re kind. You don’t make women manage your ego. You know how to work. You’re handy. You’re safe.”

That last word landed deeper than hot would have.

Safe.

Not boring. Not invisible. Not leftover.

Safe.

Then her eyes moved over my shoulders, my chest, my arms, and the corner of her mouth lifted.

“And now you’re also not exactly hard to look at.”

Heat climbed my neck.

I shifted my weight, trying not to grin like an idiot. “That part’s new.”

“I noticed.”

Two words. Soft voice. Total system failure.

Before I could come up with anything remotely smooth, she turned toward the house and nodded at the Civic.

“Come inside first,” she said. “Meet everyone. Hear the offer. Then, if you still want in and we haven’t scared you off, we’ll get your stuff into the guest room. Trial basis doesn’t mean we’re making you sleep in your car.”

That was the crossing point.

If I said no, I’d be clinging to old pride. If I said yes, I’d be stepping into whatever this was with both eyes open.

“Sounds fair,” I said.

Summer’s smile came back, brighter now. “Good. Because if you started unloading without talking to us first, Val would have made you write an apology letter to the concept of boundaries.”

“I knew there was a reason I left the trunk closed.”

“Smart man.”

She turned and started up the porch steps. I followed, trying not to stare at the way her shorts hugged her as she moved and failing just enough to prove I was still alive.

At the top, the view snapped something open in my chest: lake so blue it looked photoshopped, deck wide enough to host a party at a moment’s notice, and the sound of girls, multiple, plural, stunning, moving inside, their laughter pulling me forward.

Summer unlocked the door, then propped it open with her hip.

“Welcome to the Social Six party zone,” she said. “Also known as home base, chaos headquarters, and occasionally, a hangover shelter.”

Walking inside was like getting a phone upgrade, only every sense got sharper and hotter.

The entryway was flooded with lake light, bouncing off white walls and bright posters. Coolers stacked two-high stood ready to go. A bulletin board with color-coded markers listed things like BAR CRAWL, LAKE BASH, and SPONSOR GIFTS - THURSDAY? In the corner, a mega-pack of Solo cups loomed over a crate of radio headsets.

It smelled amazing. Not just air freshener, but citrus, vanilla, and a trace of sunscreen. Every surface was clean but lived-in, a miracle considering the volume of bodies and energy this place had to run.

Something clattered upstairs, then a voice floated down from the second-floor landing.

“Sum, that you? Is our interview here?”

Summer glanced back at me with a wink. “You’re early. Nobody gets here on time except Val, and that’s only because she wants to judge everyone’s shoes.”

She led me through the front hall, the click of her boots echoing. With every step, she made it seem normal, like the new guy joining the best team on campus wasn’t a cosmic joke but a logical move.

We reached the kitchen. The counters were covered in trays of energy bars, prepped cut fruit, two open bottles of sparkling water, and a rainbow of sticky notes. Summer moved through it with quick efficiency, shifting a tray, closing a cabinet, checking something off with a pen she seemed to summon from thin air.

She turned back to me, hands on hips.

“Okay. Before the others descend, I need to say this clearly. You are not a pity invite. You are not a charity case. And you are not moving in until we talk through what this actually is.”

I nodded, a little too fast. “That’s what I figured.”

“Good.” Her eyes stayed on mine. “But if you want it, there may be a real place for you here.”

The words hit hard enough that I forgot how to breathe for a second.

From upstairs, a shimmer of movement caught my eye.

Blossom Hart leaned over the railing like she’d been waiting for her cue, red hair an explosion of color, green eyes dancing.

She raked me top to bottom, then gave Summer a wicked grin.

“Sum, what’s the rule this year? Are you interviewing him, or did you finally recruit the one guy on campus who might not embarrass us before lunch?”

Summer rolled her eyes but smiled. “Bloss, meet Matt Reynolds.”

Blossom’s gaze drilled into me, then softened into something that felt like recognition and trouble wearing the same perfume.

“Oh, babe,” she said. “I recognized him. I just wasn’t sure the glow-up was legal.”

She looked me over again, letting the silence stretch.

“You gonna stand there pretending you’re not nervous, or are you coming up to see the main event?”

Every hair on my neck stood to attention.

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Depends. Is there a glitter bomb waiting at the top?”

Blossom grinned, teeth white and even. “For you? Not yet. But the day is young.”

Summer’s hand brushed my back, light and steady, grounding me to the moment.

“Come on, Matt,” she said. “Let’s introduce you properly. Then we’ll decide what happens with the car full of boxes.”

The day had started with getting kicked out by people who barely remembered my name.

Now I was standing in a lakefront house with Summer Cole at my side, Blossom Hart watching from above, and the rest of the Social Six somewhere beyond the next room.

I wasn’t moved in.

Not yet.

But for the first time all day, there was a door open in front of me.

And I was in the game.

***

Blossom held the stair rail like a runway model, one foot braced forward, red hair swinging wild and ungoverned around her face. She wore a cropped vintage tee, Rolling Stones, tongue out, almost defiant, so tight it looked painted on. A black skirt, boots, and enough bracelets to hypnotize a freshman. Every inch of her said: I dare you to keep up.

She gave me a look I couldn’t untangle, half challenge, half inside joke, and then she bounded up the second flight, motioning us to follow.

Summer grinned. “You’ll get used to Blossom. She runs on Red Bull and creative risk. If she’s being nice, you should worry.”

“I heard that,” Blossom called down.

“You were supposed to,” Summer said.

I managed a laugh, but my chest was tight with nerves and anticipation. Everywhere I turned, the house revealed a new layer: framed photos of the Social Six grinning at massive parties, a wall of event medals and sponsor swag, and a hallway where lake light flashed through the windows like the whole place was wired to the water.

Second floor: the nerve center.

Blossom waited at the landing, sun pouring around her, leaning on the rail with a confidence you couldn’t fake. She raked her eyes over my arms, the new ones, and arched an eyebrow.

“I remember when you had chicken arms,” she said, loud enough for Summer to snort. “Now you look like you could bench-press a DJ.”

“I’ll carry the sound system if you promise not to glitter-bomb my room.”

Then I caught myself.

Not my room.

Not yet.

Blossom’s smile widened like she’d seen the correction happen in real time.

“Careful,” she said. “That almost sounded like confidence.”

“The guest room’s at the end,” Summer said. “Provisionally yours, if you still want it after the full warning label.”

“Good,” I said. “Because all my socks are currently in a duffel in my car, living without structure or hope.”

Blossom gave a delighted little gasp. “A man with tragic sock lore. Sum, I approve.”

We moved down the hall, but nobody opened a bedroom door yet. That helped more than I wanted to admit. The house was beautiful. The invitation was real. The boundary mattered. I wasn’t being shoveled into a room like a problem they had already solved. I was being brought in for a conversation.

At the end of the hall, a door snapped open.

Pandora Vale stepped out like she’d been waiting for the cue. She wore black from head to toe: a tailored tank that fit her like a glove, cropped jeans, hair smooth and dark, eyes unreadable but intense. From a distance, she looked intimidating. Up close, she was arresting, the kind of woman who could command a frat house with a word or kill a rumor before it even started.

Her gaze raked over Summer and Blossom, then landed on me.

This was not the superfan welcome. It was tactical.

“Reynolds,” she said. “You’re early.”

I tried for calm. “Would’ve been here earlier if my roommate hadn’t turned my bed into a love nest.”

Summer snorted, but Pandora barely blinked.

She cut straight to the test. “Ethan says you’re the only man on campus who doesn’t need to be managed. Is that actually true, or was he playing wingman?”

I felt my jaw tighten, but not in anger. More like the urge to prove I belonged.

“I prefer to solve problems and stay out of the way,” I said. “And I know how it looks, showing up here with my life in my car. I’m not trying to make anyone uncomfortable.”

Pandora studied me like I was a chessboard, eyes narrowing.

“Good,” she said. “Because if you make things weird, or leak anything private, you’re out before lunch.”

Summer’s hand ghosted near my forearm, not quite touching this time, a subtle reassurance. Blossom just winked at Pandora, enjoying the show.

“I think the man gets it,” Blossom said. “He’s not the handsy type. Unless you count lake parties. Weren’t you the guy Tori recruited to haul coolers across the marina in a thunderstorm?”

“Maybe,” I said, trying not to blush.

I remembered Blossom from those parties: laughter and color and curves, always in motion, making every bad idea look like it had a soundtrack.

Pandora shifted tactics. “You ever run an event, Matt?”

“Run one? No. Not officially. But I’ve worked setup, teardown, and the occasional unofficial security problem at big tailgates. I fixed the keg taps at Winterfest last year. I’m better behind the scenes.”

That seemed to register. Pandora’s mouth twitched, approval or calculation. I wasn’t sure.

“You’re not here to flirt with guests or make yourself the story,” she said. “That’s new.”

Summer smiled. “Told you. He’s wired different.”

Pandora stepped aside, letting us pass. “We’ll see. Val’s waiting in the office. She wants to talk agenda.”

We moved into what looked like a conference room, tucked at the end of the house with a panoramic view of the lake. Valerie Sinclair sat at the head of a glass table, laptop open, hair perfect, posture so straight it made me check my own.

She looked up and did a slow scan: face, shoulders, arms, probably my credit score for all I knew.

“Welcome,” she said, voice smooth. “You bring a resume, or are we doing this the old-fashioned way?”

Blossom snorted. “Val, he has everything he owns packed in a Civic. Cut him some slack.”

Val smiled. Not mean, just precise.

“I know. I’m the one who told Summer not to let him unload until we talked.” She closed the laptop and leaned in. “If you’re here as more than an emergency housing problem, I need to know what you actually want.”

The move made her fitted blouse pull tight across her chest, the fabric clinging to curves that made concentration feel like a varsity sport.

I forced my eyes back to hers.

“I want to learn the business,” I said. “I don’t need an internship for credit, but I do want the experience. Figuring out what works. Why your events sell out. How you keep the brand clean when everyone’s out for a story.”

Val’s eyes held me for a beat.

Then she nodded, almost grudgingly, like I’d exceeded a secret quota.

Behind me, Summer made a tiny triumphant sound. Blossom gave Val a look that said told you without using words.

Val typed a note, then stood fluidly, gathering a folder.

“Pen’s on dock duty,” she said. “If you can survive her obstacle course, we’ll talk details.”

We crossed through the downstairs rec room. Every corner was loaded with evidence of life: games stacked near the shelves, water bottles, signed event posters, and a basket of sunscreen labeled FOR OUTDOOR USE ONLY - DON’T BE GROSS.

The slider opened to a flagstone path and the wide back patio, which overlooked the water.

Penelope Calder stormed in from the dock, hair a windswept mess, skin tanned golden, wearing a half-zipped hoodie over a striped bikini, shorts slung low, bare feet dusted with sand. Everything about her moved before it asked permission: mouth first, grin second, body already halfway into the next dare.

Her body was athletic in a way that was almost aggressive: strong shoulders, toned arms, full chest, tight waist, and powerful legs that looked built for boats, boards, and bad decisions.

She checked me for hesitation, spotted none, and grinned.

“Hey, Matt. You ever pull a wet anchor?”

I grinned back. “More than once.”

She tossed a tie-down rope at me, playful but testing. “Then you’re on the right dock. Glad you made it. The guy we tested last month lost a shoe before he even hit the slip.”

Blossom whistled. “We had to fish it out with a pool skimmer. Val almost wrote it up as a safety incident.”

“I considered it,” Val said.

Pen laughed, eyes bright. “Don’t let her fool you. Val’s more lake house than anyone.”

Val arched a brow. “I’m the reason we haven’t been fined for noise. Small miracles.”

Pen gave me a quick, subtle appraising look, like she was measuring whether I’d fold in summer heat or if I could actually hack the physical grind.

She nodded, satisfied. “I think you’ll do.”

Summer looped a CSU towel around my neck, teasing. “Just don’t let Pen teach you the word for falling in at the end of the night.”

I caught the edge of Pen’s smile and felt the easy camaraderie. These were women who ruled their worlds, but they liked having someone around who could roll with it.

I had a split second to process the view before the sliding door behind us banged open.

Greta Voss glided in, and conversation changed shape around her.

I’d seen her at games: statuesque, blonde, ice-blue eyes, ponytail tight, skin glowing under stadium lights. Now she wore a Social Six quarter-zip and shorts that barely covered her, whistle on a lanyard, cheer shoes slung over her shoulder. Where Pen came at the world like a lit match, Greta felt like a locked gate: calm, athletic, and built to make bad ideas reconsider themselves.

Her body was unfair: tall, built, busty but lithe, every curve and line honed by a lifetime of sport and the expectation that everyone was always watching. Her presence was like flipping on stadium lights.

A thousand eyes, but all trained on her.

She clocked me instantly, gaze cool but not unfriendly.

“Hi,” she said. “You’re the new guy.”

“Candidate,” Val corrected.

Greta’s mouth twitched.

I resisted the urge to check if my shirt was on straight. “Day one of whatever this is.”

She sized me up not like prey, but like a teammate she might have to toss mid-routine if I flaked.

“Nice. We can always use another set of hands. You good with crowd control, or just logistics?”

“Both,” I said. “I don’t mind getting dirty if it keeps people safe.”

Her lips tilted into a small smile, rare enough that even Blossom seemed to notice.

“I like that answer.”

The deck, the dock, the office, the kitchen. Everywhere I turned, I was being evaluated. Not for looks, or not just for looks, but for fit. Could I handle the speed, the chaos, the temptation? Would I keep it professional, or would I start treating The Social Six like a dating pool?

Summer circled back, energy up. “You’ve got the headline already. We’ve tried this before. It didn’t work.”

Blossom made a face. “Because they always start strong, then go night-crawling through the guest list. Last one tried to hit on Pen’s cousin during brunch.”

Pen snorted. “She almost clocked him with a mimosa glass.”

Val folded her arms. “It’s about reputation. The Social Six is a trust brand. Women come to us because they know it’s safe, curated, and not a casting call for some guy’s private highlight reel.”

Pandora leaned in, all calm control.

“The ratio got out of whack last year. Guys flooded the lists because, forgive me, Matt, they want in. And too many of them think a Social Six event means instant access to us and every woman here.”

She paused, letting that land.

“They don’t care how the event works, or if anyone feels comfortable. They want the story, the clout, and the shot at bragging rights.”

I nodded, the pieces falling into place. Summer had given me the short version outside. Now I was getting the operating manual.

Suddenly, every job I’d worked around campus made sense: the guys who snuck drinks, the hosts who couldn’t walk past a mirror without flexing, the weird energy that always showed up at the end of the night when men stopped treating women like guests and started treating them like prizes.

Blossom nudged me, voice softening.

“But you? Your name came up before any of this happened, babe.”

She grinned. “We remember the old Matt. The one who’d fix a jammed tap and not stick around for the afterparty drama.”

Pandora’s tone gentled, just a fraction. “We need someone who puts the work first. Who doesn’t make women manage his ego, their safety, and the guest list at the same time.”

Val’s vibe was watchful, but just this side of approval.

“If you want to crash here and do class, that’s one conversation. If you want the job, and you want to last, answer this: do you actually care about the business, or is this just a better couch than the Civic?”

The room waited.

I sucked in a breath, feeling the heat of every gaze.

“I want in,” I said. “I want to learn how this works, not just survive the semester. If all I wanted was a free ride, I would’ve called my parents and swallowed the lecture.”

Pen grinned, all athlete and open dare. “Best answer today.”

You could feel the mood shift, like an invisible buzzer had gone off.

Summer leaned in, eyes a little bright. “Nobody’s ever said that before.”

Blossom’s smile sharpened. “Told you. Dangerous.”

Pandora stepped forward, arms folding, authority settling over the whole deck.

“If you’re serious, then you need to understand why the last three failed. Not the gossip version. The real version. What they broke for us.”

She let that hang, then arched an eyebrow.

“Still interested?”

My pulse thudded.

The view, the heat, the status, all of it was in play. But so was the risk.

I nodded, steady. “Still interested.”

Greta’s laugh was dry, but the look in her eyes was approving. “They might like you, Reynolds. Don’t mess it up.”

Every instinct in me said this was not a game. The Social Six wasn’t just the prettiest club on campus. It was a business, a brand, and an ecosystem that only worked if every person pulled their weight and didn’t blow up the narrative.

My stuff was still in the Civic.

No room had been claimed yet, but no one was asking me to sleep in my car either. The difference mattered.

But somehow, I was in the running.

***

They brought me back inside like a new recruit who had not technically made the roster yet.

My stuff was still packed in the Civic. No room claimed, no boxes unloaded, no bed promised. Just me, six women, and the kind of kitchen island that looked like it had hosted both playoff huddles and plans that could get someone sued.

If you’d handed me a lie detector, it would’ve lit up on every setting: lust, nerves, ambition, all sparking at once.

The kitchen felt almost deliberately staged for intimidation. Val and Pandora flanked the end of the marble island, arms crossed, faces unreadable. Pen perched on a stool, drawing lazy constellations in a smear of spilled sunscreen with the end of a spoon. Summer and Blossom bookended me, warmth on one side, trouble on the other. Greta stood near the windows, somehow both relaxed and regal, exuding an air that said every room became a little more public when she entered it.

It was a hell of an audience.

Summer set drinks in front of everyone: cold vitamin water for most, something with bubbles and a paper umbrella for Blossom, and a black coffee for Greta that looked strong enough to melt a spoon.

I got a bottle of water and a wink.

“Hydrate,” Summer said. “You’ll need it.”

The hum of the lake outside made the room feel alive. Every window blazed with late sunlight, cutting across bare legs, tight tops, and hair that looked good even after a wrestling match with the wind. It was, hands down, the hottest room I’d ever stood in.

It was also the most intimidating.

Pandora started it.

She didn’t raise her voice. She just held the room with her presence.

“You know we tried a few guys before you,” she said. “Here’s why that matters.”

That landed cleaner than surprise. I already knew the headline. Now I needed to know the damage.

Val took over, cool and clinical. “The Social Six isn’t just a party house. We’re a brand. Our job is to make every woman who walks through one of our events feel safer, hotter, and more in control than she would anywhere else.”

She let that linger.

“The problem is, last year our events started drifting sideways. Too many guys getting onto the lists. Too many women feeling like the room had shifted from curated experience to meat market. If the vibe slides, so does the business model. Sponsors notice. Sorority presidents notice. Alumni notice. Everyone watches us for one screw-up.”

Greta’s voice slid in, smooth as ice water. “If the ratio goes off, the party dies. Or worse, the women come once and never come back.”

Pen nodded, swinging one leg. “Word spreads fast. If a Social Six party stops being amazing for girls, next thing you know, nobody’s showing up except the dudes with nothing better to do.”

I looked at Summer. “So it’s not just getting stricter at the door.”

“We tried that,” Summer said. “But the second we go too exclusive, people call us snobs or say we’re faking the fantasy. And besides, there are always ways around the list if a guy really wants in.”

Pandora cut the thread clean. “That’s why we need a trusted man. One who draws interest but never chases it. One who can redirect bad energy, make women feel welcome, and never, ever become the reason someone leaves uncomfortable.”

She leveled a gaze at me that made my pulse spike.

“You’re not here because you got ripped over the summer,” she said. “That answered one question. It didn’t create the job. You’re here because every woman at this table already knew you weren’t a liability.”

Blossom scooted closer, tracing a finger through a condensation ring. “The first guy flirted with everything that breathed. Every shift, it was some new Insta model, or a girls’ night guest he decided was up for fun. Made the whole room ugly fast.”

“The second was obsessed with us,” Pen added. “Not the business. Us. He wanted stories. Access. Proof he was in the house.”

Val looked almost pained. “The third was fine at first, then couldn’t stay out of the DMs after hours. As if we were recruiting for a dating game instead of a company.”

Pandora’s glare sharpened. “Any man who forgets why he’s here is gone. No negotiation.”

Summer touched my shoulder, gentle but urgent. “Your name was already on the list, Matt. Not just because of the arms, or the lake skills, or the way you split firewood at Spring Bash. It’s because you’re safe. You don’t treat every shift like an audition to get laid.”

The words landed harder than I expected.

Safe.

Not invisible. Not boring. Not leftover.

Safe.

I could feel the burn in my cheeks, half pride and half the dizzying realization that apparently being the non-creep was a major campus credential now.

But there was discomfort too.

I cleared my throat. “I get what you want. But I’m not used to being part of the solution because of…” I gestured vaguely at my chest, my arms, the new frame that kept catching stray glances. “This.”

Blossom grinned. “Get used to it, baby. The new look is a campus-wide problem.”

Pen laughed. “But for the record, we’d never keep you around just for eye candy. Eye candy gets old. Fast.”

She slurped her drink, then winked. “Some of us are more excited that you can fix a generator when it dies at two in the morning.”

Greta’s voice was soft and measured. “Or step between a drunk linebacker and the interns without turning it into a fight.”

Summer chimed in, practical as always. “You don’t have to be the hottest guy in the room. You have to be the most unflappable.”

Val nodded, as if Summer had confirmed the thesis. “Trust is the brand. Break that, and all this turns into just another party with better lighting.”

For a second, I let that swirl in my brain. The rush of being seen. Needed. Not for game or drama, but for being the guy who didn’t make women do all the emotional labor. For not adding danger to the room.

Then Pandora leaned forward.

“You want the job, here’s what it actually means. Living here, if we get that far, means you’re part of the team. Odd hours. Bar crawls. Tailgates. Lake events. House parties. Whatever hits the calendar between now and finals. When you’re off, you’re off. But during an event, you are on: sober, focused, and never blurring the line.”

She let out a breath, the next words weighted.

“There’s a rule. Non-negotiable. You don’t hook up with guests, clients, strangers, or prospects. Not on the clock. Not when your face is attached to The Social Six.”

It was so clear it almost stung.

Blossom made a tragic little face. “No unprofessional canoodling. Even with Game Day Barbie. Sorry.”

Summer’s laugh was pure sunshine. “He can handle it.”

Pandora’s eyes did not soften. “There’s a second layer. Because if you live here, this is home and headquarters. Your relationship with us, the founders, stays strictly business. We don’t hire drama. We don’t become it either.”

The rule settled on the island like a loaded tray.

Practical. Obvious. Ethical.

And so heavy with unspoken energy that even Summer went quiet for a second.

I tried to play it off with humor. “That’s rough. You’re asking me to run a bar while thirsty.”

Greta gave a low, amused snort. “Pretty much.”

Pen’s eyes danced. “Best metaphor I’ve heard all month.”

Val’s gaze was steel. “You break it, you’re done. I don’t care how good you look in the brand hat.”

Pandora waited, the challenge open.

“So, Matt,” she said. “You still want it?”

It felt like standing at the end of a dock at midnight, knowing the water would be cold and jumping anyway.

I nodded. “I’m in.”

Summer’s sigh was pure relief and approval. “Good. Because we need you this week for Welcome Back Bar Crawl. It’s our first real event, and you’re on the trial schedule.”

Trial schedule.

Good. That made sense. No promises. No fantasy freefall. A chance.

She listed the stops: The Wolf Den, The Blue Line, Rook’s, then a food finish at Mabel’s. “Mostly wristband checks, guest list help, and making sure nobody drowns in the signature shots.”

Blossom’s smile was trouble, pure and simple. “Also, if you can survive the bar crawl, you’re probably immune to ninety percent of college drama.”

Greta nodded. “First event is always the test.”

“You can move into the guest room tonight,” Val said. “Provisionally. If the trial works, we talk longer term. Room included, expectations included.”

There it was.

Not charity. Not a couch. Not six beautiful women deciding to take pity on the homeless guy with better shoulders than judgment.

A trial.

A job.

A door.

And, at least for tonight, a bed.

I felt the house settle around me: warmth, pressure, and a heat I hadn’t felt since the first time a girl called me dangerous and meant it.

Pen slapped my shoulder, hard enough to sting. “Welcome to the maybe-crew, Reynolds.”

“Very inspiring,” I said.

She grinned. “We do what we can.”

Blossom leaned into my space, breath taunting. “Hope you last longer than the last guy. The odds are against you, but I love a good underdog.”

Pandora’s smirk was razor sharp. “Rule number one: don’t make us regret it.”

For a second, I looked around.

Six of the most wanted women on campus. Me at their table. My whole life still packed in the Civic outside. Not allowed to want them. Not allowed to touch. Not allowed to forget, even for one second, that the opportunity came with boundaries sharp enough to draw blood.

The irony burned, erotic and unfair and so dangerous I almost laughed.

But I wanted it.

Not just the fantasy, though God help me, the fantasy was standing close enough to smell like sunscreen, coffee, citrus, and trouble.

I wanted the work. The belonging. The shot at being trusted and seen.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll work the Bar Crawl. I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

Summer’s look was pure sunshine. Greta’s, pure lightning. Val looked satisfied. Pen looked ready to drag me straight to the lake. Pandora and Blossom looked at me like they saw something I hadn’t fully realized until now.

I was no one’s charity case.

I was walking into a job that could change every rule I thought mattered.

And if the first day was any preview, some of those rules were made to be broken.


Welcome Back Crawl


Istood under the shower, letting the heat blast my shoulders and wash away the last layer of Civic grit and leftover humiliation. For thirty seconds, I just let the water beat down, heartbeat thumping in my ears, replaying every moment since I walked through the Social Six front door.

The house was alive.

Not just breathing, but pulsing with the energy of an event about to detonate. From somewhere down the hall, I heard the snap of laughter, the sound of boots on hardwood, and a playlist heavy on girl pop and bass shaking the air vents.

I killed the water, grabbed a towel, and braced myself.

Truth: I’d showered a thousand times in a thousand locker rooms, but never with this much adrenaline waiting on the other side. My hands shook, not exactly from nerves, but because my entire life had been yanked into a new lane and the only way to survive was to keep up.

One glance in the guest room mirror and I almost didn’t recognize myself.

Clean skin. Damp hair. The chest and arms that had once belonged to my future self, now real and unavoidable. The room was small but clean: real bed, actual sheets, not a beer-stained couch or a sleeping bag rolled out like a punchline.

Provisionally mine.

For tonight, at least. Maybe longer if I didn’t screw this up.

A folded Social Six T-shirt sat on the bed, navy with a white logo over the breast, next to a stack of black jeans and a pair of clean sneakers. Somebody, probably Summer, had laid it all out like there was no way I was walking into my first shift looking like a lost pledge.

For a second, I just stared at it.

It wasn’t a uniform, exactly.

It was a dare.

I pulled the shirt over my head, feeling the cotton hug my new frame. Tugged on the jeans, laced the sneakers, and checked my look in the mirror. The logo sat over my heart, clean and sharp.

It was official.

Or official enough to be dangerous.

Outside, the house was an event in itself. Voices rose and fell, laughter ricocheted off the walls, and citrus, perfume, and some kind of vanilla body lotion hovered in the air. The kitchen was ground zero: every countertop loaded with racks of colored wristbands, stacks of plastic badge cards, sunglasses, radios, and a line of water bottles already beading with condensation. The island was covered with bar-route cards, each one color-coded and annotated with dry sarcasm.

I drifted closer, taking it all in.

Summer moved through the space like she owned it: hair up, skin lit gold, game-day top hugging her in ways that would have made my high school self faint on sight. Her cutoffs flashed more thigh than most girls could get away with, and her boots gave her this extra bounce, like she was recruiting for an energy drink commercial.

She was busy, but not flustered. Checking items off a list. Tucking wristbands into zip bags. Aligning the clipboard just so. Every glance, every word, made the chaos look choreographed.

“Hydration, route cards, wristbands,” she said, ticking them off with a highlighter. “If we lose anything, it’s Blossom’s fault.”

From the corner, Blossom grinned. She looked criminally good: red hair wild and untamed, cropped white tee that barely contained her, skirt slung low to broadcast her hips, and big black boots planted like she was ready to start a fight or a dance-off, maybe both.

“Blame me, baby,” Blossom said. “But when the party’s on, you’ll thank me.”

She ran both hands through her hair and gave me a look that said she remembered every embarrassing thing I’d ever done in the old days and was now imagining what I’d look like wearing nothing but regret and a bottle of tequila.

Across the island, Pen stood with one hip cocked, skin sun-bronzed and dewy, a sleeveless blue performance top gripping her body tight enough to broadcast every ab line. Cutoffs cut higher than most shorts had a right to exist, and a swipe of waterproof mascara highlighted her lake-green eyes.

Pen popped a bottle of seltzer and tossed me one, the arc perfect. “You look like you belong,” she said. “Ready to get hazed?”

The look in her eyes said she already knew the answer.

Greta appeared at the table like an answer to a football fantasy: blonde, tall, every inch of her tuned and ready for game day. The Social Six staff shirt fit her like it had been custom-cut, tucked into a tiny white skirt, and her legs were absolute power. Ponytail slick, lips just glossed, hint of ice in her gaze.

She sized me up and gave her verdict. “At least he’s not wearing cargo shorts.”

Blossom cheered. “Zero cargo. Full points.”

At the far end, Val watched all of us, silent and razor-sharp. She wore a sleek black dress, logo jacket open, hair straight and gleaming. Her heels made her look half a head taller, and the precision in every move said she could run a Fortune 500 company on a dare. Every so often, her eyes landed on me, cool and evaluating.

Only Pandora could out-cool her. She emerged from the hallway dressed in fitted black jeans, a matte black tank, and hair perfectly smooth. She carried a row of staff radios in one hand, the other arm slinging a messenger bag like she was about to take down a small country.

She looked at me, nodded once, and pointed at the kitchen table.

“Reynolds. Come here.”

I did, trying not to look like this felt more real and more dangerous than any game-day walk-on I’d ever had.

Val slid another folded shirt toward me, still in its packaging. “Backup shirt. Brand new. If the first one survives tonight, keep both.”

“Generous,” I said.

“Practical,” Val corrected. “Wear the logo. Don’t embarrass it.”

Pen whistled. “He fills it out better than the last guy.”

Blossom’s eyebrows arched. “Hotter than three springs ago. No offense to three-springs-ago Matt.”

“Some taken,” I said.

I focused on the gear before my face could get any hotter.

Pandora handed me a slim radio and lanyard.

“This is non-negotiable,” she said. “Channel two for staff. Channel one for emergencies. Don’t cross-talk unless something is on fire.” She clipped the radio on my belt, then adjusted the earpiece for fit.

It was oddly intimate, her fingers near my waistband, eyes locked on mine, a hint of espresso and vanilla from her skin. If she was trying to rattle me, it almost worked.

But she was all business. “Test it.”

I hit the button. “Reynolds. On.”

Pen and Greta’s radios both squawked. The girls grinned.

Summer nodded, all business and sunlight. “Good voice. You’re officially on the team, at least for tonight.”

Blossom leaned into my space, making her perfume impossible to ignore. “Don’t get cocky, captain. The bars haven’t started chewing yet.”

I looked down at the event island, the color-coded chaos, and felt the job snap into shape.

Move-in weekend. Welcome Back Bar Crawl. Hundreds of bodies, every one of them hungry for a story. The Social Six weren’t just moving a crowd through bars; they were protecting the fantasy that made women want to come back.

I glanced at Summer. “Where do you need me?”

Her face lit like I’d said the only thing that mattered. “Wolf Den with me first. Watch the line, keep the guys from turning it into a scrum, and if anything feels off, tell Pandora.”

Not a lecture. Not a mechanics quiz. Trust with a radio clipped to it.

Every sense screamed at me: sunlight on bare skin, energy crackling in the air, the whole room watching to see if I’d fold or step up.

Instead of playing for a laugh, I asked the next question.

“If the room starts shifting before the list does, you want to know right away?”

That landed harder than any compliment.

Pandora gave me the first flicker of real approval all night. “Yes. If you see the vibe change, report it. Even if you think it’s nothing.”

Blossom mimed a golf clap. “He’s a real boy now.”

Val nodded, dry and precise. “Fast study.”

The air shifted. Subtle, but real. The women had stopped looking at me like a question mark and started looking like I might be more than a placeholder.

Summer’s smile was all warmth. “You ready, Matt?”

I nodded, but reflexively ran one last check over the wristbands, shirt, radio.

“I’ll keep it pro. Maybe even keep my shirt clean for an hour.”

Pen grinned, flexing her biceps. “Good luck surviving the Wolf Den with your dignity intact.”

Greta just shot me a look that said you better not screw this up and took point toward the door.

The entire crew circled up: radios on, wristbands bagged, route cards in hand. The Social Six girls looked like they could headline half the parties in America and still outsmart every guy who thought he was the story.

Summer hooked her arm through mine.

Strictly business.

My brain did not care.

“Let’s do this, Reynolds.”

We hit the porch.

Humidity clung to every surface, the last rays of sun sparkling on Lake Calder. Pen tossed a set of bar crawl shades at me. I caught them one-handed and slid them onto my head, earning a quick approving glance from Summer.

At the edge of the lawn, the six of them fanned out: gold hair, red hair, dark hair, all shined up and ready to kick off move-in season like goddesses in cutoff shorts. Even with every sense on overload, I felt the power of their presence.

And for the first time since that humiliating showdown in my old apartment, I didn’t feel like the world was running me.

I felt like I was in it.

Halfway down the walk, Blossom peeled off and gave me a sideways grin.

“The Wolf Den eats cute boys alive,” she said. “Try not to get devoured before we hit Blue Line. I want my shot at you when there’s still something left to play with.”

I grinned, pulse ratcheting up.

Game on.

We loaded into the waiting Bronco and SUV, Summer at my side, radios crackling, and The Social Six at full velocity.

For once, I wasn’t watching from the outside.

I was moving with the machine.

***

The Wolf Den was already pulsing when we pulled up: neon in Calder blue, TVs blasting game clips, and a line crawling up the block. The place smelled like cheap beer, perfume, and the rubber soles of a thousand going-out shoes glued to twenty years of spilled lager.

We barely made it through the door before the noise swallowed us whole.

Somebody’s shoulder clipped my arm, and I had a flashback to an away-game locker room, only the ratio here was way, way better. Girls everywhere: sundresses, tube tops, CSU tanks stretched over bodies that made the room feel twice as hot, perfume swirling in a hundred different flavors. The lighting was all blues and golds, and the crowd pressed so close you could feel heat coming off the bodies in waves. At least five different groups of women checked me out before I even hit the wristband station.

You’d think a guy would get cocky about that.

But all I heard was Summer’s earlier warning: don’t become the story.

Our crew set up at a narrow table just inside the entrance. Summer took point with the clipboard and full-wattage charm, Blossom sorted bands without ever stopping her commentary, and Greta scanned the perimeter with the calm menace of a locked gate.

The first wave was easy: women on the list, bright from pregame, thrilled to be seen by Summer and folded into the Social Six orbit.

Then the ratio shifted.

The excuses blurred fast: knew Pen, came with Delta Zeta, Pandora said white bands were enough. Same grin, same angle, same assumption that I would either fold or make a scene.

I did neither.

I checked names, redirected bodies, kept the women moving, and never raised my voice. Summer noticed. So did Blossom. So did the guys who were used to getting an ego fight they could turn into a story.

The line steadied, and Summer kept the room pulsing. She made every guest feel picked, never rushed, never processed. The women lit up every time, and even the shy ones left her table floating.

She was a machine. A scientist, not a cheerleader, running the show with warmth that never felt fake.

Then it got real.

Two guys, both a year or two older and already red-faced with pregame, angled in at the check-in table. They boxed in a nervous pair of girls, practically breathing down their necks.

The girls froze, huddling so close their hands went white around the clutch between them.

The two guys tried to side-angle me, all fake charm and pushy elbows.

“Man, let us escort these gorgeous ladies to their table. They’re here for the Social Six, right?”

The girls weren’t having it, but the guys didn’t notice.

Or didn’t care.

Summer saw it too.

She met my eye. No panic. Just a signal: handle it.

I went in slow and physical, stepping between the guys and the girls. I towered over them just enough for it to matter, but I never squared off.

“Hey, ladies, welcome,” I said, smiling past the guys. “Social Six table’s this way. You’re with the blue bands?”

They both nodded, relief written all over their faces.

I ignored the guys, shifted my body so they had to lean back, and motioned the girls over.

“Want to grab your drinks early? Summer has gift cards for signature shots. They’re ridiculous but worth it.”

The girls followed, one still clutching her friend. As they moved around me, I gently angled them away from the crowd.

The guys tried to follow.

I leaned in, lowering my voice to just them, still smiling.

“Appreciate the enthusiasm, but that’s a private launch. Bar’s wide open, and the pool table just cleared.”

One guy hesitated, clearly debating if he wanted to make a scene.

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just let the calm settle.

He broke first.

“Whatever, man. Place is crowded anyway.”

I let them slip away toward the bar, then checked the girls. They’d melted into Summer’s orbit, beaming and safe, already half in love with her energy.

Summer gave me a look.

Private. Intense. Not for the crowd.

A flicker of real gratitude, like I’d just rewritten every bad moment that ever happened at a campus party.

It landed deeper than I wanted to admit.

Blossom tapped my shoulder, voice in my ear, low and teasing.

“Smooth, captain. You didn’t even flex.”

I grinned. “Too early in the night for a brawl.”

From the perimeter, Greta flashed a thumbs-up. Even Val, passing by on her circuit, nodded subtly.

The line had started to steady: more women, more Social Six regulars, a few stragglers trying to test the system, but I had my rhythm now. Clean checks, quick redirects, weird energy handled before it could become a scene.

It was intoxicating, and for the first time, I wasn’t fighting to keep up.

I was part of the current.

At the half-hour mark, the crowd surged again, and I caught sight of Pandora at the edge of check-in, eyes narrowed, zeroed in on a knot of guys with wristbands.

They looked wrong. Too eager, too clustered, like they’d memorized a script.

Pandora flagged me, radio silent, just a flick of her hand.

I moved in.

She froze me with a look. “We have a batch of questionable wristbands. Pattern’s off. Watch for clusters of three to six, always arriving together. Start the count.”

Her voice was ice. “The night just got interesting.”

My heart thudded out a new rhythm, adrenaline mixing with everything else.

I didn’t say a word.

There was no time.

We had a problem on our hands, and I was on the hook to help solve it.

Whatever happened next, I was in it now. Not a guest, not a test case, but a real part of the Social Six engine.

And it was only the first stop.

***

If the Wolf Den was rowdy, The Blue Line was sex and rumor and competition, all jammed into a space barely big enough to contain the heat.

My first impression: bodies pressed close, lighting dark and moody except for the flashes of neon over the bar, and a soundtrack that thudded straight into your bones. Greek Row had sent its best and boldest: packs of sorority girls in shimmer and confidence, clusters of fraternity guys joking way louder than they needed to, hungry for attention.

The Social Six reserved table sat near the back, flanked by dart boards and a low divider that did nothing to muffle the pulse of the room. The table was already stacked with drink pitchers, vodka shots, and branded swag. The wristband check was a joke here. Every Greek Row hopeful claimed some in with the Social Six, and as soon as our crew landed, the whole back of the bar seemed to lean our way.

Pandora posted up at my side, quick and all business. “Watch the entrances and exits. Clusters of guys, all white bands, always two to five deep. Same story every time. On the list.”

She didn’t have to say it: someone was already playing the game.

I scanned the room, trying to count the ratio. It was subtle. Start of the night, still forty percent girls, but shifting. For every real guest, three, maybe four new guys slipped in behind them, blending in, eyes darting for opportunity.

Pandora’s hand landed on my arm, strong and electric.

“Don’t let them flank you,” she murmured. “The bar staff will help, but they need a signal. You see the pattern, you call it.”

I nodded. “Roger that.”

Pen popped in, hair loose, lips shiny, wearing the kind of blue V-neck that would have gotten ten thousand likes if anyone had the guts to post it. She was sun and mischief and instant best-friend energy.

She slid a vodka shot in front of me, then grinned. “We’re doing dares. You cool?”

The look in her eyes said she already knew the answer.

At that moment, Greta and Val strutted up. Greta looked like a sports magazine cover come to life: high pony, tank glued to her curves, legs for miles, arms folded with enough power to send half the bar into therapy. Val was the opposite: elegant, collected, her smile cool and deliberate, a masterclass in not caring while secretly watching everything.

Val watched me over the rim of her glass. “Name one thing you’d never do on the job.”

“Hook up with a guest while wearing this shirt,” I deadpanned.

Pandora snorted, almost a laugh. “He’s read the manual.”

Pen jabbed a finger at my chest. “Next one’s a physical dare. If you lose, you drink.”

The table rippled with energy. Everyone leaned in, the air charged.

Pen set down her phone. “First dare: Matt has to beat me at arm wrestling. Left hand only.”

Inside, I grinned.

Physical challenge? My jam.

We braced elbows, Pen’s grip warm and athletic, nails painted lake green.

“Ready?” Summer asked, close enough that the word hit my skin.

I let her lead for a second, then used the table anchor to stall her momentum and cranked down. It wasn’t a massacre. She had crazy strength, but I angled her wrist and held her steady.

She tried to twist out of it, eyes dancing. “Shit. You’re stronger than you look.”

“I work out,” I said, and finished it with a gentle tapdown.

Pen’s laugh was pure sunshine. “He’s real. I lost my own bet.”

Val arched a brow. “Well played. But now it’s your turn.”

She leaned in, voice barely above the booth hush. “Truth or dare?”

I should have known it was coming.

“Dare,” I said, because I couldn’t back down now.

Val’s smile was slow, predatory. “Kiss someone at this table who you think could break you.”

The table went silent.

Greta’s eyes locked on mine. “You sure you can handle that?”

Flashbacks: her thighs, her stare, the way she walked into a room like she owned the calendar.

Across from me, Pen licked her lips, daring me to try.

Pandora watched, gaze sharp enough to cut steel, but I could see the playfulness underneath.

Val waited, unblinking.

This was a test.

I reached for Greta because how the hell did you turn down the chance to kiss a legend?

The move was fast: my hand to her jaw, her lips already parting, and for half a second we met in a kiss that was all show but somehow off the charts. Greta’s mouth was soft but commanding. She didn’t yield. She let you fall.

I pulled back, rattled as hell, and saw the verdict in her eyes.

Greta gave one approving nod. “Not bad, new guy.”

Pen clapped. “Damn. That’s how you do it.”

Val’s eyes flashed, cool and bright. “You recovered fast.”

The game rolled on, but under the table, I kept counting bodies, tracking guest flow. Every time a new group of men filtered in, white bands, frat polos, polished but too eager, I flagged it for Pandora. She’d nod, eyes darting, thumbs already texting the bar manager or the doormen.

Between rounds, Pandora slid close enough for our thighs to touch, reminding me in no uncertain terms that she played to win. Her lean-in was all calculated heat.

“Most guys would spend this round collecting numbers,” she murmured.

I shook my head, fighting off a wave of want.

“I’m doing my job,” I said. “But the table doesn’t make it easy.”

She grinned, sharp and satisfied. “That’s why you’re here.”

At the edge of my vision, I saw Val watching every move. Hand on her thigh. Poised. Perfect. She tested her own drink, shot a look at the crowd, at me, and back again.

“See what he’s doing?” she murmured to Pandora. “He hasn’t left his role for a second.”

Greta’s reply was dry, but there was approval in it. “Past guys would be three shots deep and halfway to a scandal by now.”

Pen gave my bicep a squeeze. “You can relax, you know.”

“I’m good,” I said. “But the crowd’s only getting messier.”

She followed my gaze: three new guy packs at the bar, all with the same story, each one a little louder than the last.

For a heartbeat, the table hummed. Not just with flirtation, but with a sense of crew.

Then Blossom exploded into the bar.

She was pure energy: red hair, black mini, voice that sliced through the noise. She found us in under five seconds, grinned, and dropped onto the edge of my seat like she’d claimed the winning ticket.

Close enough to make my pulse jump.

Not quite in my lap.

Probably because she knew exactly how close was worse.

“Time to go, team,” she said. “Rook’s is waiting, and I don’t want to see Matt eaten alive before I get a taste.”

She spun toward me, whispering in my ear, breath hot. “If you thought this was wild, you haven’t seen anything yet.”

The warning was real.

Rook’s chewed up amateurs.

As we hustled out, I kept eyes on the door, the back tables, the edges, reporting clusters to Pandora and Val. They logged every pattern: too many men, wrong bands, shady access stories.

The exit was chaos, bodies pressed close, a swirl of perfume and aftershave, and the knowledge that the real test was about to start.

But for three minutes at that table, I knew I’d passed a deeper exam.

The women wanted me.

Yeah, that was obvious.

But tonight, they respected me.

And that was the most addictive high of all.

***

Rook’s punched you straight in the chest from the sidewalk. Bass shook the windows, lasers knifed through the blacked-out glass, and the line moved so fast through the door that you could feel the pulse two blocks away.

Inside, it was war: bodies stacked four deep at the rail, lights strobing in pink and blue, and a floor so packed that you had to move as a unit or get bulldozed.

This was Blossom’s home field.

She shimmered under the colored lights: red hair wild, skirt whiplash short, boots pounding the floor in sync with the music. She torched every eye in the room, flipping from chaos to control in a heartbeat. Girls swarmed around her, and even the hardest guys turned puppy-eyed when she passed.

She shot me a look. “Don’t get lost, Reynolds.”

Then she pointed toward the DJ booth, where a woman in black mesh and ink leaned over the mixer like she owned the building’s pulse.

“That’s Raven Ellis,” Blossom said, pitching her voice close to my ear. “My best friend, my emergency brake, and the only person in Calder who can save a dying room without touching the lights twice.”

Raven looked up at exactly that moment.

Black hair. Dark eyes. A mouth that looked like it had never apologized for anything. She gave Blossom a quick chin lift, then turned that stare on me, dragging it from my face to the Social Six logo on my chest like she was deciding whether I was staff, scenery, or a future problem.

Blossom grinned. “She likes you.”

“She looked like she was picking my funeral playlist.”

“That’s Raven liking you.”

Raven lifted two fingers from the mixer in something that might have been a greeting or a warning.

I lifted mine back.

Then Blossom laughed and yanked me after her, straight into the middle of the storm. Sweat, perfume, and the sheer energy of a hundred students grinding and jumping and screaming out the lyrics to whatever the hell the DJ was dropping.

I barely made it to the staff checkpoint before a group of girls in sparkly tops pulled up waving at Blossom. She knew half of them and rolled instantly into hugs, inside jokes, and a quick round of selfies that made the girls beam.

That’s when I saw the ratio pivot.

Guys lined the walls, more than at either previous stop, and in tighter packs. A couple were familiar: frat stars, party regulars, all white wristbands and polished assurance. The rest were wrong. Too many, too fast, all with the same we’re on the list, bro, they told us to show up story.

I radioed Pandora fast.

“Floor’s flooded with guy clusters, moving in waves. Girls look tight with Blossom, but perimeter’s getting heavy.”

She replied instantly. “Bar backs are watching. Stay with Blossom and buffer. Raven’s in the booth. If Blossom signals her, the room changes.”

Copy that.

I scanned the crowd, looking for pressure points. The ratio held for four minutes, then went lopsided. In the center pit, a set of girls started getting boxed in: three guys, then five, then more, drunk hands fishing for a chance.

Blossom caught it too, spinning from the girls straight to where I held the edge. She grinned, but the look in her eyes was all business.

She mouthed: Your move.

I went in, not shoving, just shouldering angles, using my frame to break up the logjam. Met every guy’s stare dead-on, like, yeah, I belonged here, and no, you were not winning this round.

One of them tried the old “just moving through, man” trick, but I rerouted him.

“Bar’s clear up front,” I said. “Drink specials.”

The rest followed. They peeled off, hunting easier marks.

The girls relaxed instantly.

Blossom gave me a look: private, hungry, and so damn real.

But the flow needed fixing. The energy was off.

Blossom lifted one hand over her head and snapped twice toward the booth.

Raven saw it immediately.

No hesitation. No dramatic announcement. She just changed the room.

She dropped the beat, ramped the lights, then brought the tempo down just enough to give the girls the upper hand. The bass shifted from shove to sway, and suddenly the floor was not a crush anymore. It was a shape people could move inside.

The room flipped.

Instantly, the wildness was fun again, the floor thrumming with group dances and hands-up moves. Blossom grabbed me and put her body to mine, all taut muscle and old chemistry, grinding in perfect time.

Blossom leaned into my ear. “See? This is how you run a scene.”

Her hips locked to mine. We moved, sweat and adrenaline and never-acknowledged want, years of almost colliding at once. She laughed into my ear, hot and sharp.

“Old Matt would have melted. New Matt might actually survive.”

I held her close, letting my hands settle on her waist, steady but not greedy.

It was a trust thing.

Raven watched from the booth, and even she gave a nod, like if I wanted to fuck up, I’d already be out.

I kept my head on the job. If a new guy pack cut in, I was there, redirecting softly, no drama. If a girl needed to slip away for air, I cleared the path and ran the route.

The system worked.

Blossom worked.

She moved through the dance floor like wind: kissing a girl’s cheek, flipping a guy’s hat, then vaulting back to my side just to let the world know who could keep up.

In a lull, she spun me into a corner, pressed her body full to mine, and ran both hands over my chest.

Her fingers tightened on my arm. “You did it. Nobody figures out my party language first try.”

The words burned through me.

I wanted her.

Had always wanted her.

But this was the job.

So I held her for one second, letting her feel my heart jackhammer against her body, and then grinned.

“Let’s shut this place down.”

She laughed, all bright edges and fire.

“First food. Then more chaos.”

We rounded up the survivors: Pandora and Val looking cool and collected, Pen and Greta somehow fresh despite the hour, and Summer lighting up the whole sidewalk. Even Blossom’s hair, wild from the crowd, looked like she’d spent hours prepping it just to ruin the next man in line.

Mabel’s Late Night was a crush: exhausted students, baskets of fries, tables full of spilled sauce and stories. We snagged a booth, half-drunk on energy, everyone pressing in around the table.

Summer slid into the seat beside me, skin hot, hair sticking to her neck, eyes a little wild with pride.

“You good, Matt?” she asked, softer than before.

I nodded. “Better than good.”

Blossom pressed in from the other side, her leg flush against mine under the table. When she talked, it was only to me.

“You didn’t just survive. You fixed things.”

All I could think was: so did you.

Pen tossed me her fries, grinning. “Intake. You look like you burned three thousand calories.”

Even Val smiled, toast raised. “For a rookie, you’re impossible to rattle.”

Greta leaned in. “You made the women at Rook’s feel safe. That matters.”

I felt every word.

Then, right as I started to relax, Pandora slid her phone across the table.

Screenshot. Guest-list link. Not ours, not any list I’d seen before. The invites were all going to guys, all with some fake Social Six logo, and a dozen names I’d just seen in the last hour.

Pandora tapped the screen. “Where’d this come from?”

I shook my head. “Never touched it. That’s not an official route. Not even close.”

She locked eyes with Val. “Could be Dane.”

Val’s jaw flexed. “Could be. Or someone using his name because they know we’ll look there first.”

For a second, the crew went quiet.

Then Blossom kicked me under the table.

“Welcome to the deep end, Matt.”

She shot me a grin so bright it erased the fatigue.

And Summer?

She rested her hand on my thigh, not possessive, but steady. Like I’d finally arrived.

I was tired. Soaked in sweat and noise, brain humming, hand still buzzing from the heat of Blossom’s last squeeze.

But for the first time in three years, I didn’t feel like a background actor in somebody else’s legend.

I was in.

Not permanently. Not safely.

But enough to want more.

More of the work. More of the women. More of the impossible, electric wildness.

And, yeah.

More of the danger.

Because the ratio wasn’t just off.

Someone was stacking the deck.

And now I was one bad night closer to proving I could help fix it.


Game-Day Gold


If you’d asked me how early tailgate setup started, I would have guessed somewhere safely past sunrise.

Wrong.

The Timberwolf Tailgate Lots came online at 5:00 a.m., and by six, it was already survival of the fittest.

Gravel crunched under my boots as I shouldered two cases of canned seltzer and tried not to get run down by a sorority golf cart loaded with ice. The air smelled like beer, grease, sunscreen, and hot asphalt. Multicolor tents flapped everywhere, banners snapping CSU navy and silver, while the stadium speakers blasted the fight song from a quarter mile away.

It felt like a county fair hooked on preworkout.

Somewhere, a dad in cargo shorts was already on his third bratwurst.

Girls in cutoffs and school-color tanks moved through the lot like synchronized swimmers, arms stacked with platters and party trays. Alumni hauled in folding chairs. A blue-and-white tent with a glittering Social Six logo at the center went up so fast I was pretty sure Pen had bribed at least three rookies to help.

The Timberwolf Tailgate had a pulse, and it was already way above resting.

I dropped the seltzer by the drinks cooler and scanned for Summer.

She was the anchor at ground zero: blond hair glowing in the early sun, school-logo top straining over curves that made concentration feel like a contact sport, white shorts cut high enough to start arguments, and boots that could trample the souls of lesser men. Even surrounded by chaos and pre-coffee humans, she looked like the poster girl for Saturday euphoria.

But she wasn’t posing.

Summer was everywhere at once: taping sponsor cards to tent poles, helping Val inspect the badge table, texting with one hand and realigning a stack of food trays with the other. Every time I looked, she was smiling, genuine and electric, her laugh cutting through the morning fog like a field goal from midfield.

I jogged over, toolbox hooked in one hand, grabbing a flat of water bottles on the way. Summer spotted me and instantly lobbed a set of wristbands in my direction.

“Matt! You are a god among men. Can you unlock the generator and run a test on the extension cords? The speaker crew is already making threats.”

“On it.” The water table groaned as I set down the supply.

She moved in close, dropping her voice. “And if you want extra credit, the vendor tent lost a box of branded sunglasses. Blossom’s scouring the lot for it, but—”

From behind us, a voice cut through the noise.

“Matt Reynolds.”

Val.

Every inch of her looked like she’d stepped out of a university magazine: navy bodycon dress, white jacket tailored to her waist, glossy hair sharp enough to have its own legal department, clipboard in hand.

She arched an eyebrow. “I trust you slept last night?”

“I spent the night dreaming about bar wristbands and creative ways to keep beer cold.”

Her smile didn’t quite hit her eyes, which I was beginning to suspect was Val’s version of applause. “Good answer. Just a reminder: your trial period is ongoing, but as of today, the guest room is provisionally yours for the next two weeks.”

She flipped a laminated card onto the table.

My face. My name. SOCIAL SIX STAFF. Tiny hologram logo in the corner.

Official.

Not charity.

Not even close.

Val leaned in, voice pitched for me alone. “Don’t let the badge go to your head. There’s a reason it’s laminated, not printed.”

Before I could thank her, Pandora appeared in black jeans, black tank, and black sunglasses at six-thirty in the morning, because apparently intimidation had a dress code.

She didn’t waste time on hellos.

“In is not untouchable, Reynolds. You’re on point today. The standard is higher now, not lower. If you see something, don’t hesitate. But don’t create a scene. We’re running optics, not wrestling a circus.”

I nodded, pocketing the badge.

Summer’s eyes sparkled. “That’s a lot of pressure for six a.m.”

Pandora shrugged. “Pressure makes diamonds. Or cracks.”

She turned and stalked off, already scoping the perimeter for potential drama.

Summer nudged me, bright as sunrise. “Congratulations, Matt. You did it.”

I tried to play it off, but inside my chest it was full-tilt adrenaline and something dangerous. “I don’t get a sticker too?”

Her grin turned wicked at the edges. “I’ll give you something better later.”

Cue brain meltdown.

I kept it cool.

Mostly.

Then I got to work.

For the next forty minutes, I moved like a machine: rolled out the generator, tested power lines, reinforced tent poles before the wind could eat one, and found the missing sunglasses box behind a stack of alumni coolers. Every three seconds, some new thing materialized: a vendor with the wrong banner, a guy lugging a keg who couldn’t remember which tent he belonged to, girls asking if we had extra sunscreen “because the beer pong table is not covered and we are pale, okay?”

At every pass, Summer was in her element.

She was the one smiling at freshmen and making them feel VIP. She was the dignitary hugging little old alumni ladies while simultaneously texting the sponsor rep and fending off a line of guys convinced the Social Six tent was the gateway to heaven.

It was a clinic.

A masterclass.

I wanted nothing more than to prove she could lean on me, not just as muscle, but as someone who got it.

So when the speaker rig started shrieking and the vendor table went sideways, I zeroed in.

First, the sound.

One corner of the tent was a war zone: sponsor banners banging in the wind, trays of food sliding off folding tables, and the portable speaker system making a noise like a dying cat and an air-raid siren had a baby.

Summer spotted me moving in.

“Speaker’s fried,” she said, not missing a beat as she steered two sorority girls toward the drinks. “Also, the ice drop just ghosted us. Can you reroute the sound to the backup, and if you find any campus staff with an ice cart, sweet-talk them our way?”

The crowd was swelling, a surge of navy jerseys and sunlit legs and shouts from the main stadium gate. Guys clustered in packs, gravitating toward the Social Six tent as if the combined gravity of female beauty and event status was rewriting the laws of physics.

Girls followed the energy, but the line of men trying to angle for the entrance was growing faster than seemed possible.

Pandora was right: the standard wasn’t just higher.

It was insane.

I threw myself into the speaker rig, traced the fault in the line, and found a loose connector. Two zip ties later, I rerouted to the backup battery and got the playlist thumping again: pop, EDM, and dance mixes curated specifically for the tailgate crowd.

Summer caught the switch and flashed me a thumbs-up from across the tent.

Right as the music came back, a batch of sponsor reps rolled up, arms full of swag and expectations. Val and Pen dove in, managing the optics, beautiful enough to draw eyes and efficient enough to get rid of anyone who wasn’t adding to the vibe.

But the ice never arrived.

Within minutes, the beer cooler was closer to lukewarm than cold, sweat running down the sides in rivers.

I saw the rescue angle and ran with it.

Three tents down, an alumni group had four coolers loaded with ice and extra. I hit them with my best “Can I trade you seltzer and blue-label whiskey for a bag of ice?” pitch, and the guy in the CSU hat didn’t even hesitate.

“Anything for Timberwolf family,” he said.

I jogged the ice back, cracked it into the main drinks cooler, and refilled the stacks in under a minute.

Summer’s head whipped around as the ice hissed into the cooler.

She mouthed, “How?”

I just grinned and wiped my hands on my shorts.

If there was a test, I was living it.

The sun climbed.

The crowd doubled.

And that was when trouble really tipped.

A clutch of girls in lake-blue tanks, designer shades, and flawless hair clustered near the table, clearly the social proof Summer had personally recruited. They were supposed to be the anchor for the party’s ratio: beautiful, high-picked, and guaranteed to set the tone for the entire lot.

But right behind them, a wave of guys angled in. Not alumni or sponsors. Mid-twenties, fit, hair gelled, eyes locked on the Social Six.

They started crowding at the edge of the entrance, making the girls tense and shrink back from the check-in.

Summer caught it at the same time I did.

She pivoted with her smile at full voltage, voice warm and perfect.

“Hey, girls! So glad you made it. VIP cards at the table, and we have surprise swag for core Social Six guests.”

She motioned them toward the interior, but the guys didn’t budge. If anything, they closed the gap, forming a wall.

I watched Summer’s body language. She didn’t freeze or panic, but the shift in her energy was immediate. The entire tailgate’s first impression was on the line.

Pandora hovered in the background, ready to move if needed, but this was Summer’s field.

So I played it carefully.

I rolled up behind the guys, no confrontation, and started working the check-in like it was business as usual.

“Hey, fellas. Wristbands for the Social Six event?”

One of them said, “We’re with them,” chin-jutting at the girls, who looked ready to bolt.

I nodded, casual as hell. “Perfect. If you’re on the list, let’s get you checked in.”

I started the band check, running names against the approved file on my phone, giving the women priority. Every girl got a blue or pink band and my best “welcome to the best tailgate on the planet” energy. The compliments were real, immediate, and all about making them comfortable: no side-eyes, no innuendo, just direct and warm.

For the guys, I slowed things down. “Looks like you’re not on the primary list, but we’ve got overflow at the partner tent. Awesome view, cold drinks, and a TV with the pregame.”

Two of the guys started to push back, chest puffing in that way you see in bars right before someone tries to take a selfie with the mascot.

I didn’t bite.

Instead, I lowered my voice, friendly but not yielding. “You’re not banned, dude. We just have to keep VIP check-in clear or sponsors get antsy. You’ll get more props at the partner tent anyway. Trust me, it’s where all the drinking games are.”

The logic hit. They peeled away, a little sullen but not angry. The pressure on the women evaporated in seconds.

The girls moved into the Social Six tent, faces lit up, all gratitude and relief. Instantly, they were the nucleus: laughing, posing, doing selfies with the swag, bringing even more women our direction.

Behind the table, Summer shot me a look.

Not just thanks.

Something heavier.

Like a secret handshake, only with eye contact that lasted too long.

There was pride in it, and actual relief.

The next wave hit: portable speaker glitching again, alumni sponsors wanting a banner visible from fifty yards, somebody yelling about vegan grill options, and a headcount already pushing the safe event threshold.

I darted past Summer, replaced a fried power strip, and rerouted sound through the second amp. Less than thirty seconds later, the playlist was back.

At the sponsor table, Pen managed the crowd, but supplies were running thin. I ran a crate of emergency snacks from the trailer, low-key pointed Val to the glitch, and she made an adjustment on the fly.

It was relentless.

But so was Summer.

Every new wave of guests, she met with a new story. Names, faces, compliments. She made everyone feel like the party existed just for them. Even girls who walked in wary were soon laughing and hugging her, ready to tag the Social Six in half a dozen selfies before ten a.m.

But the cracks were starting to show.

Behind the smile, I could see the way her hands trembled when she reloaded cups. Twice, she slipped behind the tent wall for half a breath before coming back on full. Not a second for herself.

She caught me watching and winked, but her eyes were tired.

The next surge of guys did not get as far as the VIP table. I ran basic crowd control, redirecting politely but firmly, and made sure the ratio inside the tent stayed pretty and safe.

It worked.

Girls lingered, drank, played games, and actually looked happy. Not nervous, not hounded, just genuinely having fun.

Pandora even nodded at me, once, from the beer pong line.

But for every win, there were five more fires.

By noon, the sun was a blowtorch. Sweat rolled off everyone, the smell of hot asphalt and beer foam filling the air. I kept the cooler full, managed the crowd, and made sure the tent didn’t collapse when a gust almost took it airborne. Pro tip: always use two ratchet straps.

Summer outlasted even the legends.

Every sponsor got a custom shout, every sorority girl got a real hug, and when a campus news camera showed up, Summer was there with a perfect smile and a sound bite worthy of a TV anchor.

But I could tell.

She was running on instinct and nothing else.

When the crowd thinned slightly, she drifted over to me, eyes bright but voice lower.

“Did you do all this?” she asked, nodding at the working speaker, the patched tent, the ice in the coolers.

I shrugged. “Just backing up the magic where I can.”

She exhaled, just for a moment letting the mask drop.

“Most guys want to be the hero. Or the story.”

“I don’t need to be either,” I said quietly. “I just want the event to work. And…” I hesitated, then went for broke. “I want you to look good. Because you are good. This is the best-run tailgate I’ve ever seen.”

Her cheeks flushed, not just from the sun, I’d swear, and for two full seconds she was just Summer. Not the wizard, not the queen, just a girl who had worked her ass off to build something other people tried to coast on.

She reached out and squeezed my forearm, quick. “Matt, you’re dangerous. You make it easy not to pretend.”

Before I could answer, another swarm of guests rolled up, and she was gone, on point, back in performance mode.

But I’d seen the tell.

My place here wasn’t luck.

I was the first crew in a long time who had her back without trying to steal her spotlight.

For maybe the first time, she let herself lean in, just for a second.

If that wasn’t proof I belonged, nothing was.

***

The next three hours were a fever dream: hot, crowded, and about as forgiving as a linebacker at full sprint.

By mid-afternoon, the sun was an iron on my neck. Every breath tasted like sweat, hops, and char. The Social Six tent was at absolute capacity: five lines deep at check-in, sponsor zone swamped, and the dance area packed with women in school-color tanks, hair damp with humidity, bodies moving to a playlist only I knew had been jury-rigged in the last hour.

Summer was everywhere.

Hugging sorority leaders. Negotiating with alumni who’d decided their donations bought them VIP status. Fielding three sponsor complaints at once while never dropping the wattage on her smile.

It was a masterclass in charm warfare.

But if you watched close, the toll was catching up.

Twice, I saw her hand tremble over the guest log. Once, she pressed her palm to the back of her neck like the skin was on fire. When she thought nobody was looking, she curled her hand around the tent pole, steadying herself before pirouetting into the next wave of bodies.

The crowd didn’t make it easy.

The ratio was better, but not perfect. Guys in college jerseys and shades packed together, dropping every story in the book to score a VIP wristband. Girls crowded around the center table, a blur of laughter, scent, and bare skin, but I could see the nervous flickers in the shy ones whenever the men loomed too close.

Every time things started to settle, a new problem snapped to life.

The main sponsor rep, some guy with a pinstripe suit and a lake-wet handshake, barreled up to Summer two minutes before kickoff. He raked our tent with a look and scowled at the growl of music.

“We were promised visible signage for Calder Rising Seltzer,” he said. “And the main speaker died. These girls don’t look energized. They look like they’re ready to bail for the stadium.”

He said it loud enough that the surrounding alumni and sorority reps could hear every word.

Summer smiled.

Perfect, platinum, not a crack in it.

“So sorry for the delay,” she said. “Our crew is on it, and we’re rolling the signage now. If you’d like to demo the new flavor, we can bring samples directly to your suite.”

“Fix the sound first,” he said.

I caught her eye.

She didn’t flinch, but I saw the micro-tension in her jaw.

Then she pivoted, catching my sleeve as she passed.

“Matt, can you get the sponsor audio up and roll the seltzer signage to that far pole? Split the energy. Top priority.”

I nodded and slipped to the back of the tent.

I hit the speaker. Dead as a dorm party on finals week. A power relay had melted, probably from some genius plugging in a spare crock pot full of cheese dip on the extension block.

I bypassed it with a spare cord, rewired to the battery in the equipment trailer, and within ninety seconds, the backup speaker came to life with a bass drop that shook the sponsor table.

I checked signage, already stacked because Summer had prepped it, and got the Rising Seltzer banners unfurled and clipped.

Two sorority girls squealed as the music came back, and three sponsor reps immediately moved in to toast one another with seltzer cans.

By the time the pinstripe handshake came back around, the problem was solved.

Summer was fire.

She didn’t skip a beat. “Thanks for your patience, guys. Now the tent feels like championship week, right?”

He grunted, satisfied. “Good fix.”

In the crowd, the alumni and sorority leaders watched Summer, not me. She pulled it off, entirely hers.

But when the sponsor cluster moved on, Summer sagged just enough for her hands to nearly shake the clipboard right out of her grip.

I came up slow. Didn’t say anything. Just stood near enough to block her from the crowd for a second.

She drew a shaky breath, then let it out.

Under her breath, almost too low to catch, she said, “How do you not crack under this?”

I shrugged. “It’s easier when nobody expects you to be magic.”

She laughed, but the sound was frayed around the edges.

Summer caught my wrist, eyes bright with adrenaline. “You just saved my ass. Why didn’t you take the credit?”

“Because that would have made it about me,” I said. “And it’s your event.”

She blinked at me. For the first time all day, her eyes weren’t sparking. They were soft and raw and so tired it hurt to look.

Then she pulled the mask back up.

In a flash, she was social again, guiding another round of guests through the drink line, making the sponsors feel like legends, never hinting that a minute ago she’d nearly gone down for the count.

Over the next hour, the Social Six machine ran on borrowed fumes.

I restocked water, fixed two more cooler leaks, swept spilled seltzer off the vinyl mats, and quietly rerouted any situation that got sketchy at check-in. Greta ran interference with the athletes, Blossom kept the dance zone lit, and Pen managed the lake crew with her usual dare-you-to-match-my-energy grin.

But at the center: always Summer.

She was on every channel, always smiling, always making the crowd bend, never dropping the guest ratio. Even when sweat curled the edges of her blonde hair and her hands started to tremor, she kept the show running.

Teardown was brutal.

When the final stadium horn blew and the tent started to empty, the leftovers looked like survivors from a beer-and-glitter apocalypse.

I started folding chairs, stacking empty seltzer boxes, and helping Val and Pandora run crowd-calming on the way out.

Summer limped through check-in, running the count and typing out a stats log with visibly trembling fingers.

She looked at me, voice barely above a whisper.

“Can you… stay after? I just need a minute. Somewhere nobody wants anything from me.”

My chest squeezed.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said.

A shaky breath, and then a flicker of real hope in her eyes.

“Give me five,” she said. “Teardown’s almost done.”

I nodded and watched her move off to clear the last of the tabletops.

The mask was off.

For the first time in years, maybe, Sunshine Girl was tired, used up, and not afraid to let me see.

And I’d never wanted to hold a woman more.

***

The last echo of stadium noise faded into the trees. Cleanup was down to a science: chairs collapsed, tables stacked, sponsor banners rolled up like memories of a better world. Most of the crowd had faded toward the stadium or their Ubers, leaving the tailgate lot stripped to its bones.

The Social Six crew pinged off in pairs, all business: Val and Pandora to the sponsor car, Pen and Greta hustling coolers and leftovers, Blossom high-fiving the last set of student volunteers before disappearing into the crowd with her portable speaker still bumping.

I hung back, pretending to wrangle the power cords at the edge of the tent until Summer circled up, her backpack slung low, lips parted like she’d just finished a sprint.

She didn’t say a word.

Just flicked her eyes toward the equipment trailer and started walking.

I followed.

Nobody else noticed.

But to me, Summer’s entire energy, her sunshine, her bounce, that relentless lightning-in-a-bottle, was flickering like the very last glow stick at a party before the lights came on.

We ducked behind the trailer, out of sight, out of reach. On the other side: stadium chants, the smell of dying charcoal, and a forgotten stack of coolers.

Here, just the dust, the hot metal shell, and the hammer of my own heartbeat.

Summer braced herself against the trailer, both hands flat on the riveted aluminum. For a second, she looked close to going down.

I moved in. Not too close, didn’t want to crowd her. Just enough to let her catch her breath.

She didn’t speak right away.

When she did, her voice was hoarse.

“I’m supposed to be good at this,” she said. “I’m supposed to make it look easy.”

Her shoulders trembled.

I shook my head. “Nobody’s supposed to be perfect.”

She laughed, but it was a shattered little sound.

“You don’t get it. If I stop smiling, if I stop being the golden girl, people look past me. Even the women. They want the party, the show, not the real me.”

She looked up, eyes blazing, and I swear she’d never looked more beautiful, mascara smudged, cheeks glazed with salt and sweat, hair a wild mess.

“I’m so fucking tired of pretending. Of giving everyone what they want, and never—” her breath caught, “—getting to want anything for myself.”

I wanted to wrap her in my arms. I wanted to tell her she could be anything, anyone, and I would still want her.

But I kept my hands at my sides. “You don’t have to put on a show for me, Summer. I see you. I watched you work all day. Not just the smile, not just the body, but the way you kept everyone safe, happy, and seen.”

She let out a shaky breath.

For a second, we just stood there, staring at each other with nothing but old heat and new honesty ricocheting between us.

Then she moved.

One step. Two.

Her hands fisted in my shirt, dragging me down. Her mouth crashed into mine: hot, wet, a little desperate. It tasted like sun and salt and the wild edge of surrender.

I froze, just for a second. She was the one breaking the line.

But then I was kissing her back, deep and hungry, arms crushing her to my chest. Her body melted against mine, all curves and fire, and she moaned into my mouth like she wanted to inhale me.

Her hands jerked up, tearing at my shirt, yanking it over my head with way more force than I thought she had left.

She pressed her chest to mine, nails digging into my back, voice throaty and wild.

“I want you,” she whispered. “I want you to touch me, Matt. No pretending. Just, please, just touch me.”

I ran my hands down her sides, squeezing her waist, her hips, then cupped her ass in both hands and lifted her up against the trailer wall. She wrapped her legs around my waist, grinding herself onto my cock through my jeans with zero shame.

Her lips found my ear, breath hot and trembling.

“I’ve wanted this all day. All week. I kept thinking I could wait, but I can’t. I want you inside me so deep I can’t remember my own name.”

She unzipped her shorts, one-handed, then fumbled them down past her hips. I caught the move and jerked them over her ass, letting them drop. Her panties clung to her heat, pale blue and damp as a dream.

I ripped the panties aside and pressed a hand to her pussy, feeling how slick and swollen she was, every bit of her begging to be filled.

She bucked against my hand, nails raking my shoulders.

“God, Matt, don’t tease me,” she gasped. “I need it.”

She reached for my jeans, popped the button, and dragged my zipper down with a low, needy groan.

Her hand wrapped around my cock and jerked it free, hot, thick, the head already wet. Her eyes went huge.

There was no doubt: she wanted every inch.

She stroked me, rough and raw, then lined me up against her pussy and slammed her hips forward. I drove inside her in one, perfect, brutal stroke, and we both cried out.

She was molten, gripping, her pussy clutching me like she’d been empty for a year and only I could fill her.

Her voice broke in my ear. “Yes—oh, fuck, yes, that’s it—”

I held her ass, lifted her higher, and thrust deep, burying myself to the balls. She rocked on my cock like a demon, taking everything I had to give and begging for more.

She kissed me hard, biting my lip, tongue tangling with mine.

“Harder,” she moaned. “Don’t hold back. I want to feel it tomorrow. I want you to fuck me stupid, Matt.”

No more playing safe.

I braced her against the trailer and drove into her, deep and rough and perfect. Every thrust made her gasp, every pump of my cock wrung a new sound from her body.

The trailer rocked behind us, metal shuddering under the force of our bodies colliding.

Sunshine Girl, backbone of the campus, now naked from the waist down, legs wrapped around me and sweat streaking her perfect skin.

She was wild for it.

She clung to my neck and shuddered, whole body seizing as an orgasm crashed over her.

“Matt, oh my god, Matt, I’m coming—”

Her pussy went into meltdown, clutching me so tight it felt like the world narrowed to just that single, endless moment.

I held her through it, gritting my teeth, fucking her through the aftershocks.

“Again,” she whimpered. “I want you to come with me. Inside me. I want every drop.”

I lost it.

I slammed into her, still pinned between metal and my body, and felt her cunt clamp around me so hard I nearly blacked out. Every rapid, grinding thrust was a bright, chemical hit straight to the brain; every lurch of her hips, every ragged gasp, fueled the pleasure burning through my spine. She was fucking wild, devouring me and daring me to break her, a savage, chaotic crash that made the whole world vanish outside this tiny square of sun-warmed aluminum.

She clawed my shoulders with both hands, panting into my ear, then threw her head back and let out a moan so loud I half-expected the fucking stadium to hear it. Her back arched, tits pressed flat against my bare chest, sweat slicking us together in a sticky fever dream. I felt her nails dig in, mark me, pull me deeper. I kept my hands under her ass, supporting her with nothing but brute force and adrenaline, and pounded into her with everything I had left.

Every muscle in my body screamed. My lungs were on fire. My heart hammered a mile a minute, desperate to keep up with hers. My cock felt carved out of hot metal, so deep inside her I was sure I’d never get out. The pleasure built and built, a pressure cooker with no safety valve, until it bled out the edges of my vision.

But even then, even with every cell in me burning for release, I didn’t want to let go.

I wanted to see her face, her real face, right at the edge. I wanted to know exactly what she looked like when she stopped pretending for anyone else.

I slowed, driving into her in long, deliberate strokes. She thrashed and whimpered, fighting the rhythm, then locked her ankles behind my back and yanked me in so hard I saw stars.

“Summer,” I said, and my voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. “Tell me. Tell me what you want.”

She pressed her forehead to mine, lips trembling, breath all over the place.

“I want you to fill me up,” she whispered. “I want to feel it dripping out after. I want you to make me yours.”

It was pure fucking gasoline on the fire.

I snapped my hips up, drove her up the wall, and she shattered again, pussy convulsing, legs seizing around me, teeth gritted as she came so hard she nearly sobbed.

“That’s it, baby,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop.”

And I didn’t.

I chased her through the orgasm, fucking her through the aftershocks, until my own hit. It started like a low earthquake, then ripped through every inch of me, cock swelling, pulsing, then erupting inside her in thick, endless rushes. I groaned, out loud and helpless, as I emptied myself deep in her, every spasm wringing new pleasure from both of us.

She clamped down and milked every drop, squeezing me so tight I couldn’t even breathe. The world narrowed to just her body, my body, and the wild wreckage of what we’d just done.

I felt her pussy flutter with aftershocks, felt the drip of cum seeping out and down my balls, felt her whole body melt against me in a boneless, perfect heap. She held onto my neck like it was a lifeline, shivering and laughing and maybe even crying just a little.

We kissed, sloppy, desperate, weirdly sweet for how wrecked we both were. I tasted salt and sunshine and the last shreds of whatever mask she’d worn all day.

My arms started to shake from holding her up, and I staggered us sideways onto a stack of folded tarps. She landed on top, legs still locked around me, my cock still buried inside her, both of us trembling and a little hysterical.

She stared at me, blue eyes huge and wild, hair stuck to her forehead in sweaty tangles.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “You’re not real.”

I laughed, but it got lost in the pant of her breath and the weird, floating high of a perfect finish.

She reached up and brushed my face, then curled in against my chest, still shuddering every few seconds from the aftershocks.

For a long, perfect minute, neither of us moved.

Just breath. Sweat. The sound of our hearts trying to remember how to act normal.

Summer finally let go of my neck and buried her face in my shoulder, laughing and crying at the same time.

“I can’t believe I did that,” she whispered.

I held her carefully, one arm locked around her waist so she wouldn’t slide toward the gravel. “We both did.”

She shivered in my arms, then pulled back and looked at me: hair wild, face flushed, mascara smudged, and for the first time, no hint of the tailgate queen.

Just Summer.

Raw and real.

“I never get to want what I want,” she said. “But I wanted you.”

The words hit harder than the sex, somehow.

I stroked her hair back from her face and pressed my lips to her forehead. “Then don’t turn it into something you have to apologize for.”

Her smile came slow, wobbly but true.

“You know we broke the rule, right?”

“The work rule?” I asked. “No. You’re not a guest, a client, a stranger, or a prospect.”

She gave me a look.

“Don’t lawyer me right after sex, Matt.”

I laughed softly, still holding her. “Okay. The other rule? Yeah. We broke that one.”

“We shattered it.”

“Together.”

That got a real laugh out of her, and for the first time all day, her whole body relaxed in my arms.

Then the reality of where we were started creeping back in: the hot metal of the trailer, the smell of dust and dying charcoal, the distant roar from the stadium, and the fact that anyone could round the corner if we got careless.

I helped her get steady, slow and careful. She watched me, not shy, but still stunned, like she was trying to memorize the version of herself who had finally taken what she wanted.

We stood together for another breath, foreheads pressed, breathing each other in.

When Summer finally pulled away, her legs were shaky and her eyes were a little glassy.

“God,” she whispered. “I needed that.”

“So did I.”

She laughed under her breath. “You’re not supposed to say the perfect thing every time. It’s annoying.”

“I’ll work on being disappointing.”

“Please don’t.”

We fixed our clothes, checked for dust, grass, and any other evidence that would make the next ten minutes impossible to explain, then tried to look normal.

It mostly worked.

That was when Summer’s phone started buzzing.

Once. Twice.

Then six times in a row.

Her eyes dropped to the screen.

“Shit,” she said. “They’re looking for us.”

I took her hand and kissed her knuckles, because apparently my survival instincts were still offline.

“Ready to go back?”

She nodded, blue eyes full, and for a second the queen returned, but with something messier and more beautiful underneath.

“We can do this,” she whispered. “But it’s not going to be easy.”

“I’m here,” I said. “Whatever comes next.”

Her fingers tightened around mine.

Then she looked toward the lot, took one careful breath, and put the smile back on. Not the fake one. Not exactly.

This one had a secret under it.

We circled back out together, already pulling on our work faces, only this time everything had changed.

Summer had claimed what she wanted.

So had I.

And somewhere behind us, in the narrow strip of shade between the equipment trailer and the rest of the world, the line had moved.

Not vanished.

Moved.

Which was worse, probably.

Because now I knew exactly how good it felt to cross it.


Blacklight Invitation


The sunlight stabbing through the window was a personal attack.

I blinked awake in the Social Six guest room, mouth dry and shoulders aching like the aftermath of a brawl. For a solid minute, everything was static: the hum of the ceiling fan, the patterned echo of boat engines drifting across the lake, and the taste of sweat and memory clinging to my lips.

Then reality crashed the party.

Summer.

My hands on her. Her thighs locked around me, wild and desperate behind the trailer.

She’d shattered the line between fantasy and fact, and I’d gone right over with her. Now I could barely drag air into my lungs without feeling her heat tangled up with mine.

My body ached everywhere. Some of it from hauling kegs and wrestling coolers. The rest from what happened when Summer finally stopped pretending she did not want something for herself.

I grinned for half a second, then winced as every muscle reminded me I was not built out of spare parts. My body gave one lazy, satisfied pulse of memory, enough to make me brace a hand against the mattress and breathe through it.

Then the glow faded when my brain caught up.

Nobody could know.

Not the rest of the crew, and definitely not Blossom, who could smell a secret from five rooms away.

I rolled out of bed, braced for impact, and tried to scrub the want off my face. Quick rinse in the attached bathroom, cold water splashed over my jaw and chest, and a half-assed attempt to smooth my hair. Good enough for Sunday. Or at least good enough to fake it.

Down the hall, the house was already alive. The scent of coffee and bacon drifted from the kitchen. Someone’s speaker thumped a messy pop remix, and blue sunlight flashed off the deck, making everything look like a day-after music video.

I pulled on a hoodie and jeans, nothing that said walk of shame, everything that said I survived move-in weekend and possibly a small war.

Stepping into the main hall, I made sure to move like a man with nothing to confess.

It almost worked.

Summer was the first face I saw in the kitchen.

She’d claimed the seat at the island nearest the action, legs tucked under her, hair up in a messy bun that looked impossibly hot for morning-after. Her face was scrubbed clean, skin glowing even in the hangover light, and her oversized Social Six shirt swallowed her in a way that made it look like she’d spent the night wrapped in someone’s affection.

My pulse hammered as she looked up.

She smiled, too wide and too bright for the hour, but there was a hitch just beneath it. Our eyes met for half a second.

It was everything we weren’t saying.

Everything we had done.

She looked away first, pouring herself more coffee and laughing at something Val had said.

“Reynolds, you’re up,” Val called, her hair glossy and perfect, not a single sign she’d worked through a twenty-hour event cycle. She wore a crisp athletic quarter-zip over black leggings, ankles crossed and phone in hand, already two sponsor emails deep before brunch.

Blossom sprawled across the counter in a cropped tee and sparkly shorts that barely qualified as breakfast attire. Lake light painted her red hair into a thousand shades, every one of them impossible to ignore. Black sunglasses perched on her nose, even inside, and the way she watched the room said she was auditioning for Most Hungover But Still Hot.

She looked at me.

Then at Summer.

Then back again.

A slow, predatory grin spread across her lips.

“Wow,” Blossom said. “Matt’s walking like he just unlocked the meaning of life. You find religion overnight, or did Summer finally reveal the secret to cosmic enlightenment?”

A current of tension flashed between the three of us.

Summer choked on her coffee, cheeks instantly pink. “I think the only enlightenment we’re serving is hangover hash browns. Pen, did you save any or did you eat the entire tray?”

Penelope Calder was already two pancakes into her recovery, hoodie unzipped to reveal a bikini top beneath, tan legs kicked up on the rung of her stool. She grinned like a wolf and pushed the breakfast tray down the line.

“Eat before you pass out,” Pen advised. “We lost Greta to the back deck. She said she needed to stare at the water until her brain rebooted.”

I eased onto a stool between Blossom and Val, fighting the urge to watch Summer and utterly failing. My pulse tripped when her hand brushed mine reaching for the syrup.

I let it slide, casual.

The contact sizzled like a live wire.

Blossom watched us over the rim of her sunglasses, eyes sharp and green as wet grass. “Seriously, though. Matt looks different. Not just the arms. Like, zen master energy. I vote we check him for secret tattoos.”

Summer laughed, pure sunshine, but her voice was a notch too high. “Maybe he finally got some sleep. Or maybe you’re just obsessed with his biceps, Bloss.”

Blossom smirked. “Baby, if I were obsessed, I’d have found a way to test-drive them already.”

The way she looked at me made me flush. Not embarrassed, exactly.

More called out.

I regrouped, shoveling eggs onto my plate and going for safe. “Honestly? I’m just grateful I survived the tent teardown without losing a limb. My shoulders feel like I fought a tree.”

Pen grinned, chewing. “You did. The tie-down on the sponsor banner was basically medieval.”

“Which is why we demo, not just set up,” Val said, sharp as always. “No lawsuit stories. No broken boys.”

Summer giggled. “There’s your next promo. Survive the Lake House Olympics: sponsored by bacon and reckless ambition.”

The rhythm of the group buzzed around me: girls in sleep shirts and lake-wet hair, sunlight carving lines across the marble, the sticky remains of Bloody Marys and blueberry muffins crowding the counter. Under the noise, every time Summer looked my way, her eyes went soft, vulnerable, almost questioning.

I wanted to reach for her hand.

Instead, I buttered toast and pretended I wasn’t replaying last night in 4K detail.

Blossom, meanwhile, picked at me like a favorite scab.

She leaned in, shoulder brushing mine, a perfume cloud of sugar and heat. “No, but really. Matt, you seem different. Like you spent sunrise communing with the gods of football glory and came back forgiven for every frat sin you ever committed.”

Summer buried her face in a mug.

Val arched an eyebrow. “Are we still talking about Matt, or is this Blossom’s audition for stand-up?”

Pen whistled through her teeth. “I’m here for the redemption arc. If Reynolds got born again overnight, I want to know what brand of enlightenment he’s drinking.”

Greta drifted in from the deck, looking unfairly fresh in a CSU tank and gym shorts, ponytail wet and skin still glowing lake-goddess gold. She eyed the breakfast carnage and grunted.

“This is why girls rule the brunch game. Everything’s hot, and nobody whines about carbs.”

She slid onto the stool on my other side, crowding me into Blossom’s orbit.

Blossom grinned. “Careful, Matt. Now you’re the filling in a very dangerous sandwich.”

It was a performance, most of it, but under the surface my brain was a pressure cooker. Every glance from Summer tripped a sense memory: her coming apart beneath me, her breath in my ear, the honest, wild way she had admitted what she wanted.

And the way she looked at me now.

Craving. Grateful. Maybe a little overwhelmed.

I had to protect it.

If anyone could read the secret, it was Blossom, whose entire personality was built on seeing through the noise.

She poked my arm, testing. “So, are you gonna tell us what really happened, or do we have to bribe Summer with mimosas until she cracks?”

Summer’s lips parted, just a hint, like she wanted to say something real.

Then Val, perfectly timed, rescued us with work.

“Let’s do the recap,” Val said, tossing a clean sponsor folder onto the counter. “Fast version. What tried to kill us?”

Work energy took over the table.

Pandora appeared, all black hoodie and espresso, hair smooth and eyes slicing through the chaos. She didn’t sit so much as take possession of the corner. “Male clusters with fake confidence. Same script, same timing, same expectation that if they pushed hard enough, the room would make space for them.”

The room went quiet.

Not because the mechanics were complicated.

Because everyone understood what that meant.

Someone wanted The Social Six to look like every other party on campus: women pushed to the edges, men deciding who got access, the whole beautiful machine reduced to a thirsty line outside a door.

Pandora glanced at me. “Reynolds?”

I rolled back the night. “They weren’t just trying to get in. They were trying to make us react. If I got loud, I became the problem. If Summer got cornered, she looked overwhelmed. If the women bailed, the story writes itself.”

Summer’s fingers tightened around her phone.

Val’s gaze sharpened. “Exactly.”

Blossom leaned back, no smile now. “Dane.”

Pandora didn’t confirm it, but she didn’t have to. “Maybe Dane. Maybe someone using his playbook. Either way, next round gets more personal.”

I looked at Summer before anyone else could turn it into another clean little action item. “That’s the point, isn’t it? They’re not only hitting the event. They’re hitting you. Make you look fake, make Blossom look reckless, make me look like the guy who proves the whole house was lying.”

For one second, nobody spoke.

Then Summer exhaled like I’d touched the bruise directly.

“Yes,” she said.

The word landed harder than any spreadsheet.

Val nodded once. “Then we tighten the filter without making it feel like a crackdown. Matt, if you’re on door duty again, read the room early. Summer and Pandora get the signal before the story turns.”

I nodded, focusing on Summer, whose fingers trembled just a little as she scrolled her phone. “Yes, ma’am. I can run soft checks. Don’t embarrass, just redirect.”

Summer exhaled, grateful.

But the weight of last night kept crackling between us.

Every time I caught her eye, it was like an aftershock: private, aching, and sharp enough to make me want to drag her out of the room and make her laugh until the nerves broke.

Instead, I finished my coffee and tried to look normal.

Pandora went tactical. “Next week is Neon Jungle. If the link pattern continues, we’ll get fifty random guys for every real guest. Blossom, you’re lead. You good running early setup at Rook’s with Matt?”

Blossom’s teeth flashed. “I’ll take him. Always wanted to see if the new-and-improved model can actually dance, or if the glow-up is just for show.”

Summer faked a laugh, soft and almost shy. “He’ll look good on the floor, trust me.”

Blossom’s eyes cut to me, then to Summer, and I swear she logged something she hadn’t seen before.

I kept my mouth shut.

If I said too much, I’d blow the secret. If I deflected too hard, she’d know I was lying.

So I played it right down the middle.

“Ready whenever you are,” I said. “As long as you don’t make me wear body paint and a headband.”

That got real laughter.

Blossom’s voice was a purr. “No promises. But I’ll test your rhythm before we open the doors.”

Val stacked her folders and shot a glance across the table. “If Blossom’s prepping at Rook’s, I need the brunch crew to finish gear sort by noon. Sponsors expect a full return on branding materials, especially the Calder Rising Seltzer stuff, and if we’re down even one box, the audit will be painful.”

Greta rolled her eyes. “Everything’s in the bin except what Blossom stole for her home experiments.”

“Art,” Blossom corrected, not missing a beat. “It’s called experiential design. If you’re lucky, you’ll see it on the wall at Rook’s tonight.”

Pandora closed her notes, looking as satisfied as a mafia boss after a clean job. “If we tighten the male access and preserve the vibe, Neon Jungle will be untouchable. But if the leaks get worse, we’ll be fighting off creeps with pool cues.”

Summer flinched, just a slit of tension across her jaw.

Nobody noticed.

Except Blossom, who watched her like a cat with a new toy.

I felt the urge to run my thumb along Summer’s wrist, to ground her.

Instead, I reached into the bin of leftover sunglasses and tossed her the pair she had been eyeing yesterday. Blue frames, gold lettering. The ones she had admired but never claimed.

She caught them, smile blooming real and wide. Our eyes met for a beat, private.

It was more intimate than any public hug.

Blossom watched it happen, curiosity giving way to calculation.

I braced for the question, but she holstered it for now.

“All right, Reynolds,” Blossom said, voice edged with something like a dare. “Grab a bagel and put your energy where your arms are. Neon Jungle prep starts in thirty. Meet me by the gear shed, and don’t be late.”

She slid off the stool in a shimmer of legs and sarcasm, then sashayed out of the room with a pop of her hips designed to make the entire kitchen stare.

I looked at Summer.

She grinned, soft and secret.

“Good luck,” she mouthed.

Val gathered her laptop and rose, instantly in boss mode. “We reset the house, audit the lists, and make tonight cleaner than last night.”

Pandora gave me a long, slow once-over.

“You did good yesterday,” she said, almost low enough to be a secret. “Don’t fuck up the trend.”

Then she was gone.

The kitchen was down to the last shreds of breakfast, the hum of lake light and clatter of dishes, and the ripple of energy as the crew scattered.

I lingered for one extra beat, just to catch Summer’s eyes.

She touched her hair, not quite meeting my gaze, but her lips parted with a tremor of last night in them.

We would talk eventually.

We had to.

For now, the name of the game was business.

And the next round belonged to Blossom.

***

The house was hungover, but Blossom was hyper.

She grabbed me the second I cleared my plate, hauling me out to the garage with a slap on my back that would have made a lesser man throw in the towel. Sunlight glared off the lake, making the bins and coolers outside look like shiny puzzle pieces dumped by a drunk toddler.

“All right, Matt,” she said, voice spinning with energy. “Tailgate wreckage first, Neon Jungle second. If anything smells like dead seltzer, it’s Pen’s fault.”

The work was physical but blessedly simple: rinse, stack, untangle, repeat. Blossom kept pace, peppering me with questions just sharp enough to make me trip.

“So,” she said, eyeing me over her shoulder, “what’s it like being the new campus thirst trap? You do a thousand lunges over summer, or did aliens abduct the scrawny Matt and juice him up before sending him back?”

I tried to play it cool, rolling a sticky tablecloth. “Just got sick of feeling like a wet napkin at parties. Started running, then didn’t stop.”

She edged closer, hip brushing mine as we wrestled the folding legs on a stubborn table. “Well, it worked. You’re giving serious lifeguard-in-an-emergency energy now.”

She lingered, letting the comment hang.

I risked a glance at her: hair wild and sun-shot, cheeks flushed from work, lips parted like she had just run a four-minute mile. Her cropped tee had slipped up, showing a band of smooth stomach and glitter-dusted skin.

“Look who’s talking,” I shot back. “You basically ran the dance floor at Rook’s last night. I’m pretty sure the DJ started playing your walk-up song every time you hit the lights.”

She grinned, all teeth and trouble. “Raven says if you can’t own the floor, don’t even bother showing up. But we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about you and your suspicious new zen energy.”

I kept my focus on the radio bins. “Just trying not to embarrass myself. Summer told me you’d roast me if I got sloppy.”

She snorted. “Summer is the queen of nice. If she ever roasted you, you’d probably die from the shock.”

At the mention of Summer, there was a hitch in her voice.

Subtle.

But there.

She watched me like an unsolved puzzle.

I shrugged, moving the topic forward. “You’re the real party wizard, not me. What’s the secret with Neon Jungle? Besides not electrocuting myself on the UV paint.”

Blossom’s face lit up. “Now you’re speaking my love language.”

She darted across the storage shelf and started pulling out boxes: blacklight tubes, reels of faux vines, a riot of neon tape, and something that looked suspiciously like an inflatable jungle animal.

“Neon Jungle is an engineered dopamine rush,” she said. “Dark bar. UV lights everywhere. Painted vines, animal prints, glow bands, sensory overload. Bodies packed in, moving as one. It gets primal. If I do my job right, everyone loses track of who they wanted to see and just lives for the next bass drop.”

The way she described it wasn’t just art.

It was applied psychology.

I felt a jolt of respect.

But she was already peeling open the main lighting bin.

A split second later, her mood crashed.

“No, no, no,” she muttered, flipping through the box. “The main FX kit is missing. It was right here Friday. Where is my goddamn light snake?”

She dug frantically, tossing aside cables. “Raven will kill me. We need the cold cathodes and the LED controller, or it’s just a bunch of black tape on the walls with zero punch.”

For a heartbeat, her bravado cracked.

She looked at me, green eyes wide, all the wit shoved back by panic.

I stepped in. “Hey. Let’s think.”

I started popping open every nearby bin: sponsor swag, lost-and-found, even a box labeled PEN’S LAKE SHIT, because of course that was a thing.

Nothing.

Blossom paced, tugging at her hair. “Fuck. It’s supposed to be here. If I show up to Rook’s with a weak lighting scheme, they’ll call Neon Jungle a clone and dump us for the next theme.”

I thought fast.

“What’s the backup? If we can’t find the main kit, what’s the minimum you need for proof of concept?”

She blinked. “Old Matt would’ve shrugged and punted. New Matt is actually trying to fix my party?”

“You built the wildest parties I ever saw at Calder. If you say it needs jungle, I’m on board.”

Her eyes went bright, surprised and almost vulnerable.

“Fine,” she said. “We improvise.”

She started pulling supplies, rapid-fire. “We can fuse the secondary LED tape to the bar frame, paint the vines ourselves, and rig the fog machine for effect. But it’ll take more hands and more guts.”

“Good thing I have two. And zero self-preservation.”

She laughed, relief and adrenaline spiking together. “That’s the spirit.”

For the next thirty minutes, we moved as a unit: running cables, testing old lighting strips, hot-wiring effects boxes to see if we could get the glow up. Her fingers brushed mine every time we patched a new wire. Sweat broke on her upper lip, and more than once she leaned over me, chest nearly pressed to my arms as we tried to splice the right lead into the power block.

Her body was a furnace.

The jokes kept coming, but under them, the heat was thick.

“If you survive setup, you get a prize,” she whispered at one point, eyes catching mine. “Just don’t make me rescue you if you fry yourself.”

“Guess I’ll have to be on my best behavior.”

She punched my bicep, a hard thump that lingered. “You’re way more fun when you’re not scared.”

“I was never scared.”

She stopped, just for a second, and the moment stretched.

“Yeah, you were,” she said softly. “But it’s not a bad thing. You wanted to belong so much it hurt.”

I froze.

That was old Matt. The one she’d once teased for being nice even when it cost him the invite.

But now, the way she looked at me, hungry and a little unsettled, it was like she was seeing the new version for the first time.

She reached over and ran her hand along my chest, slow and experimental.

Blossom touched the edge of the rig like she could feel the pulse through the wires. “I like the upgrade. It’s more real.”

Every nerve in my body lit up at her touch.

She didn’t let the moment get awkward. She jerked her hand back, shifting right into another joke. “You’re not gonna cry on me, are you? We’ve already got enough hydration issues out here.”

I shook my head. “Just glad you don’t think I’m killing your vibe.”

“Are you kidding?” she said. “You’re the only guy who’s ever treated my vibe like it actually matters.”

She was close enough to kiss.

I wanted to.

But Rook’s hadn’t even opened yet, and the job was the job.

She sensed it, and the respect in her smile was more loaded than any makeout.

We finished the last cable tie, tested the glow, and watched the dull storage space erupt in hot colors across the black shelf.

Blossom breathed out, almost reverent. “That’s the hit. That’s the fucking magic.”

She caught my gaze again. For a second, it was just us: sweat, paint, memory, and six years of wondering if old Matt and new Matt could actually be the same guy.

Before we could wreck the moment, her phone buzzed three times.

She flicked it open, lips curling.

“Raven,” Blossom announced. “She says if you’re coming to Rook’s, bring someone who knows how to lift and keep his mouth shut, or don’t bother. She’s got the bar on lockdown and doesn’t want twirlers cluttering her setup.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. “You ready for prime time, Reynolds? Or are you just a practice squad hero?”

I grinned, the challenge sharp and undeniable.

“I’ll show up, and I’ll outwork anyone in the booth. Even if I have to wear body paint.”

She whistled, delighted. “That’s the attitude.”

She grabbed the lighting kit, hoisted it onto her hip, and arched her back to show off a move that should have been R-rated.

“Let’s go, Party Hero. Time to see if Neon Jungle can actually run wild.”

We headed toward the car, arms full of patched-together miracles and enough adrenaline to power the next three weekends.

But underneath it, Blossom’s teasing had gone molten.

No longer a dare for the public, but a backstage pass meant just for me.

And from the way she watched me, I was suddenly the only man on campus who might actually be worth her time.

***

First thing you notice about Rook’s before hours: it’s nothing like the bars on TV.

You get the stench of spilled beer, floor cleaner, and last night’s mistakes baking into the wood. The walls were matte black, the windows papered over with sponsor flyers and fake ivy. The floors creaked even under my boots. The only light came from the half-buzzed tubes over the DJ booth and the supply closet, where Blossom was already tearing through boxes.

It was pure party-potential chaos.

Blossom led the charge, arms loaded with hack lighting and bright green vines that looked like they had been through hell and come back with a U-Haul full of drama. She wore a tiny tank and cutoffs that showed off paint splatters on her thighs, her hair up in a high, wild knot that threatened to explode the second she hit the bass.

But we weren’t alone.

Raven stood sentry at the booth.

She leaned over the mixer in tight black mesh, dark hair slick and perfect, lips glossed up to reflect the UV even before we had powered the system. Tattoos snaked over her forearms, catching the glow. The way she watched us said she had already sized me up and was waiting to see if I’d fold under pressure.

Blossom clocked her best friend and grinned.

“Rave, this is the one I warned you about. Matt Reynolds. He can actually lift, doesn’t creep, and he fixed three sponsor tents without mansplaining the toolkit.”

Raven’s eyes flicked from Blossom, to me, to the box of lighting gear in my hands.

She didn’t smile.

“If he gets in my way, I eat him alive,” Raven said, voice dry as dead leaves.

Blossom laughed, unboxing a backup fog machine. “That’s half the fun.”

I shrugged, hoping to mask the adrenaline grinding through my system. “Just tell me where to haul and where not to electrocute myself.”

For a beat, Raven considered.

“Good answer.”

She tossed me a pack of replacement gaffer tape.

Before I could even ask, Blossom had me wrangling vines over the rails, checking plug strips, and spooling LED tape around the bar supports.

She didn’t work in straight lines. She moved in bursts, pivots, and quick grabs, always three moves ahead. I tried to follow the party logic and almost tripped over a bucket of UV paint.

“Careful, rookie,” Blossom said, voice a spark in the dark. “That stuff stains more than your dignity.”

“Nothing permanent. Unless you’re planning to tag me for the opening act.”

She shot me a look over her shoulder, wicked and full of dare. “Don’t tempt me.”

It was physical, messy work: hauling light racks onto brackets, zip-tying vines in quick spirals, and running extension cables through blacked-out wallboard while music thudded a test pattern under the mess. Every ten minutes, Blossom leaned into my space, hips brushing mine, breath close enough to taste the citrus on her skin.

If the lake house was sunlight and aftercare, Rook’s was sex and electricity.

But under the heat, there was system.

Whenever I paused to look at the madness, a tangle of cables, a sprawl of fake leaves, a cloud of paint fumes, Blossom narrated what was really happening.

“See the path?” she asked, hands knotted in vines. “You make bodies funnel to the bar, then slow them with distraction. It keeps the crowd pulsing, not clogging. Means girls can move, take space, and nobody gets trapped.”

She pointed at the DJ booth. “Raven drops the tempo every thirty minutes. Makes people thirsty, makes them want to touch. If the lights are wrong, the room gets angry. If they’re right, it’s a jungle and everyone forgets to be self-conscious.”

Raven chimed in without looking up from her booth. “Nobody else gets it. They just see the pictures on Insta and think it’s chaos.”

Blossom nodded, sweat beading at her hairline. “The secret is engineering the chaos. Every light, every color. There’s a reason.”

She paused, fixing a vine in place, then looked at me, sudden and real.

“It’s not bullshit, Matt. We build it that way. For girls like Summer, for weirdos, for anyone who wants the night to actually mean something.”

That hit different.

My respect shifted from admiration to awe.

But the test wasn’t over.

Midway through setup, the Rook’s manager, a guy in a beer-logo shirt and a receding hairline, ducked in from the back.

“Hey, Blossom, quick heads up. We got a sponsor rep coming in at seven. He wants the theme, but the boss hates the jungle mess on the main floor. Says it needs a polished touch or it’s just a frat party with better lighting. If you can dial it back, less edge, more pop, he’ll cut a bonus on the payout.”

You could have slapped Blossom and watched her react less.

She clenched the vines until her knuckles went white.

Raven’s head jerked up, eyes narrowing. “The whole point is the wildness. You neuter it, you kill the event.”

The manager shrugged, already halfway out. “Just passing on the message. If it gets loud, you know how to reach me.”

The door shut.

For a second, the music fell flat.

Blossom stared at the wall, jaw rigid, every ounce of good humor gone.

She muttered, “Every damn time. They want the fantasy, but not the art. They just want to airbrush it.”

She dropped the vine, turning away.

I stepped in, not letting her leave.

“If you’re right about the flow, the crowd, the beat, the lights, then don’t dump it. We can buffer the chaos, blend the edges. Make the main drag look sponsor-happy, but keep the core wild. Give them their photo-op up front and unleash hell in the pit.”

For a heartbeat, she just watched me.

Something in her eyes flickered: a jump from wounded to inflamed.

Raven grinned, finally approving. “He’s not just muscle. Good. I’ll tweak the playlist for a split build. First song is for optics, then we flip the switch.”

Blossom’s breath came fast. “We can mask the bar edge with branded leaves, run low-glow on the sponsor table, and double the UV on the floor. It’ll look safe, but the minute your feet leave the carpet, it’s war.”

I started rerouting the vines and lights, bringing the sponsored stuff to the front and letting her wire the real essence where she wanted.

Maybe I shouldn’t have cared so much, but watching her flip from pissed to outmaneuvering the system was hotter than any body paint on earth.

She got close, hands touching mine as we rigged a cable over the entrance.

“You didn’t wink, or check out, or tell me to chill,” she said. “You actually gave a damn.”

I shrugged. “It’s your world. I’m just here to help build it.”

She leaned in.

If there hadn’t been a wall between us, she might have devoured me.

But at the last second, Raven killed the lights for a test.

The room transformed.

Every patchwork vine, every painted fake leaf, every band of tape we had run across the ceiling snapped to life in wild, dirty, perfect UV. The floor glowed like a real jungle, shadows deep, the bar glowing barely enough for safety. It was untamed. Honest. More alive than any setup I’d ever seen.

Blossom let out a wild, honest laugh.

“Holy shit, Matt. We just built the perfect jungle.”

She spun me around, arms looping my neck, and for a heartbeat every nerve in my body screamed to kiss her.

Instead, I held her, feeling the heat of her body, the pride and the want mixing into something that nearly fried my brain.

Raven watched, eyes sharp but approving. “Better than last year. The ratio’s perfect. If the creeps try to wolf-pack, they’ll get lost in the branches.”

I helped Blossom anchor the last light, our hands tangled in fake vines. She let her fingers trail over my wrist, then caught my gaze again, fierce and open.

“I want you at Neon Jungle,” she said, voice a challenge and a promise. “Don’t just stand in the safe zone. Take the floor. Move with the energy. Prove you’re actually the guy who survived the bar crawl and the tailgate.”

Raven added, “Don’t screw it up. Blossom needs people who get her world, not just stare at her tits.”

I laughed, adrenaline on full burn. “You really think I’d bail now?”

Blossom moved in again, slower this time. “If you do, Rave will hunt you for sport.”

The three of us stood in the UV jungle, sweat dripping, muscles burning, paint everywhere.

But the work was done.

And when Blossom finally let go of my arm, her touch lingered so long I could feel it all the way back to my core.

We walked out together, Raven firing up a bass test behind us.

Blossom’s hand trailed my lower back as we hit the threshold.

“Wednesday at five,” she said, close enough to make it a dare. “Wear black, expect sweat, and if you can’t keep up with me, don’t even try.”

I swallowed, caught in the raw hunger just beneath her words.

“Game on,” I said.

She laughed, wild and alive, and disappeared into the neon.

For a minute, I just stood there, heart pounding, watching the engineered chaos pulse in the dark.

It was her world.

And she’d just invited me deeper than anyone before.

I left Rook’s knowing one thing for sure: if Summer’s brand of danger was sunlight, Blossom’s was the blacklight version. Hotter, riskier, and engineered to make you lose control.

I couldn’t wait for the party to start.


Neon Jungle


Ishowed up at Rook’s ten minutes early, dressed head-to-toe in black.

Blossom’s only text that morning had been: “All black. No logos. No chicken out. Wear it or I glitter you myself.”

So I did. Black tee fitted tight across my chest, black jeans, black sneakers. Somewhere between heist movie and the world’s least subtle linebacker trying to disappear into a glow-in-the-dark rave.

From the alley, the windows pulsed blue and purple. You could smell the night before the doors even opened: sweat, paint, citrus cleaner, and the raw chemical bite of a floor scrubbed hours earlier and already bracing to get sticky again.

Inside, the lights were low except for a stripe of UV over the bar and a row of LEDs circling the dance floor. I blinked once, adjusting, then took in the scene.

The entire ceiling was threaded with neon vines: green, yellow, hot pink, every fake leaf veined in highlighter paint. Glittery body-paint bottles lined the entry table beside plastic brushes and Q-tips. A sponsor banner stood at the door, The Social Six logo stacked between Calder Rising Seltzer cans and a cardboard jungle-cat cutout with eyes that looked a little too pleased with itself.

And Blossom?

She was a fever dream.

Tank top sprayed with paint. Hair up in a riot of color clips and UV glitter. Black skirt clinging to her hips. Boots laced almost to her knees. Her arms were striped neon, and sweat dotted every inch of skin the paint had not claimed.

She moved from ladder to table, hands flying as she pinned vines, rearranged the paint station, then reran a faulty extension cord with total disrespect for OSHA and personal safety.

Watching her felt like mainlining adrenaline.

Raven manned the DJ booth in the back, already in command. Mesh sleeves, black lipstick, two rings per finger, and an expression that said she would let you get away with murder only if the mood had a better soundtrack. Her eyes tracked Blossom with fierce, dry protectiveness. Even with only the test pattern on the speakers, she bobbed her head to a private rhythm.

I crossed the floor, boots squeaking, trying not to pick up UV paint before the bar even opened.

Blossom spotted me and grinned, wild and breathless. “Matt! You survived the dress code.”

I shrugged. “It was either this or body glitter and a tutu.”

“Body glitter’s Plan B,” Raven deadpanned from the booth. “He’d pull it off.”

The bar was chaos, but not clutter. Every fake vine, every paint splash, every strip of tape had a reason. The main route from the door to the bar stayed clean: sponsor banners perfect, sightlines open, nothing a parent or an eight-thousand-dollar phone could object to. The edges were pure Blossom: neon tape, paint splatter, booths wrapped in jungle mesh, even a fake snake coiled over the tip jar.

I set to work without waiting to be asked.

Blossom pointed. “Can you swap the banner to this side? The photo angle is garbage.”

I moved it, adjusted for the lighting, then checked the blacklight path for trip hazards. Cords got taped. Extension lines got rerouted. Every few minutes, I tested the route from the paint station to the bar, making sure guests could actually move without getting hooked by a vine or clipped by someone’s heels.

Blossom kept glancing over, half restless, half impressed. Every time I handled something, she did a tiny double-take, like she was still recalibrating the new Matt: part muscle, part event crew, part guy who understood that a good party had bones under the glitter.

Right as we finished the main floor, the manager showed up.

He was fortyish, thinning hair, pressed polo with three sponsor pins, and a clipboard he carried like a shield.

He circled the bar, unimpressed.

“Blossom. We need this less… wild. The owner and sponsors want clean shots up front, not a free-for-all. If anyone trashes the paint on the floor, I’m the one cleaning it up. Can you tone down the jungle? A little less body shot, a little more brand moment?”

He eyed the paint station like it had personally insulted him.

Blossom froze. Her hand shook just enough to flick neon droplets onto her own thigh.

“I can move the paint back a table,” she said, “but the floor’s the point. The wildness is controlled. It keeps the crowd moving and gives the girls room.”

He snorted. “Nobody cares about party logic. They care about the Instagram.”

His tone was dismissive, like she was pitching a science fair project on the wrong planet.

I stepped in.

“Actually, there’s a split build,” I said. “First thing people see is the sponsor wall, the logos, the clean entry. Official photos get The Social Six and Calder Rising front and center. But if you want the room to go viral, it can’t feel like an ad. It has to feel real. Blossom stages the mess so it draws people in without blocking the room. Girls can move all night. No dead corners. No trapped lines.”

The manager frowned, scanning the floor behind me.

I pointed. “See the lanes? Even drunk, you can hit the bar without getting painted unless you want it. Dance pit is marked by light, tables are branded, selfies pop under UV. If you need a sponsor shot, you route them along the clean drag. If you want bodies on the floor, the jungle does the work.”

Raven’s voice carried from the booth. “Last year’s wild nights tripled the bar take. People stay. Girls feel safe, everyone spends more. Neon is money.”

Blossom’s face was crimson, but pride had started to burn through the nerves.

The manager wasn’t thrilled, but he was listening now. “Fine. Keep the paint station out of direct line from the door. No paint on the sponsor wall. If anything goes on The Social Six girls, it’s branded, not random.”

Pandora appeared at my side, black dress sharp, eyes unreadable behind tinted glasses.

“If the optics work, we get bonuses,” she said, picking up the thread. “Matt, walk the entry. Show me the sponsor line versus the floor.”

I did it fast, pointing out every transition: clean sponsor take, logoed bar, then the heat. “You can choose the version of the room you want. Control is here. Release is there. The wildness isn’t the liability. It’s the feature.”

Pandora nodded, eyes moving from me to Blossom to the banner. “He’s right. The floor’s managed. We’re not running a paint fight.”

The sponsor rep appeared behind the manager, a twenty-something in a blue suit too tight for human lungs. He scanned the banners, the bar, then the UV-lit vines.

“Is this the look we talked about?” he asked, boredom already leaking from his pores.

I fielded it. “Yes, sir. The entry zone is camera-perfect. Every shot through the main door is sponsor-forward. Inside, the energy is the draw. Body paint is opt-in, the brand is visible, and the guests make the content feel organic.”

He grunted. “Run a test. I want photos before the animals show up.”

Blossom deflated, like someone had let air out of her.

Raven glanced over, jaw tight. She didn’t speak, but I could tell she was ready to torch anyone who called Blossom’s work anything less than genius.

I grabbed a bottle of the branded face paint. “Want me to model it for the test? Entry only, sponsor logo front and center?”

Blossom blinked, then snorted, tension cracking. “Yeah. Let’s see the new Matt in full influencer mode.”

No room for shame. I let her paint a tiny blue-and-white wolf head over my cheekbone, then posed under the banner, arms folded, expression set to welcome to the jungle, please don’t sue us.

The sponsor guy snapped a few shots, checked his phone, and nodded. “Looks fine. Keep it clean up front.”

He drifted off, already texting.

Blossom exhaled hard.

Raven raised a glass from the booth.

I met Blossom’s eyes. “You good?”

She shook her head, hair scattering points of paint and color. “It’s always the same. They want the effect, but not the freedom. They want photos, but not the energy that actually makes the party hot.”

I glanced at the floor, the painted leaves, then her.

“I get what you’re doing,” I said, quiet enough that it was just for her. “The chaos is built, not random. You’re making a room where girls can go wild without paying for it later. The real art is that it feels dangerous, but isn’t.”

Blossom stared at me, lips parted, breath working.

“Most guys don’t notice that.”

“I’m not most guys.”

Raven cut the lights for a test.

The whole room went from okay to electric. Every leaf pulsed. The bar glowed. The dance floor snapped alive so hard I had to squint.

Blossom’s hand found my forearm, fingers tight.

She didn’t say anything.

She didn’t have to.

I could feel her need to win. Not just for the brand. For her own vision.

The doors rattled with the first wave of guests. The clock was almost at go.

I kept my hand over hers and squeezed once.

“I see you,” I said. “All of it.”

For one breathless second, it looked like she might kiss me right there.

Instead, she held back and flashed a grin sharp enough to cut glass.

“Let’s make them believe it,” she said.

I took my station at the entry, lining up paint, wristbands, sponsor traffic, and the route from door to bar. Raven spun up the first beat, and the UV world came alive. Even the manager did a double-take, caught for half a second in the conversion from boring club to instant legend.

The Social Six filtered in: Summer in a UV-white tank and tiny denim shorts, her hair a gold explosion; Val sleek and poised in a dark dress with nothing but gloss and attitude; Pen and Greta in more skin than outfit, eyes already checking for trouble. Pandora took the VIP rope, running every move like a silent general.

But at the center, always Blossom. Breathless, bright, ready to gamble everything on the heaven she’d built from cardboard leaves and emergency LED tape.

The bass pounded. The lights flexed.

Outside, the crowd surged. The whole campus was about to test every theory we had just sold.

Blossom caught my eye.

“Ready to see if it worked, Reynolds?”

I nodded, grinning.

Then the manager unlocked the entrance, and the horde began to move.

For a split second, the air was nothing but adrenaline and the knowledge that we were either about to make history or collapse under the weight of someone else’s rules.

But I trusted her.

She trusted me.

And together, at the edge of the blacklight, we braced for the coming storm.

***

The doors cracked open, and the entire block seemed to pour inside at once.

The first wave was all women: college girls dressed to kill, girls in neon tanks cut almost to disaster, girls sprayed with body paint and attitude. They crashed through the sponsor wall, barely paused for photos, and homed in on the dance floor with lethal precision. Instantly, the air went from humid to electric, heat jacked up by bodies pressing close, the scent a rush of sugar, sweat, and UV-reactive perfume.

Within seconds, the bar was flash-mobbed. Laughing, shrieking, giddy energy hit hard and didn’t let up. Every detail Blossom had built paid off. Girls flowed unchallenged: no tripping, no jams, no creeps at the gate. They hit the paint table near me and went wild, smearing blue and green over bare arms, thighs, faces, then posing for selfies against the sponsor banner.

It was wild.

But it was good wild.

Then the guys hit.

At first, it was subtle. Three or four here, acting casual, claiming they were on the list “with the Delta Zeta girls.” Then six, then eight, moving like they’d practiced. Their eyes shot straight to the bar and the dance pit. In less than five minutes, the perimeter went fifty-fifty and started to tip.

Fake-link sabotage, alive and well.

If anyone froze, the whole night could turn ugly. Instead, I moved.

I kept it light and fast, never letting myself become the show. If a group of guys stalled at the bar, I recommended the new drink special and rerouted them. If they tried to wedge around nervous girls near the rail, I opened a lane like it was rush hour on a sidewalk instead of a club.

The trick was to never create drama. Just make it easier for the women to move, gather, or step away.

Guys who got redirected found themselves at a pitcher or a booth, not breathing down the necks of women at the edge. When a guy tried the “I’m here for The Social Six” play, I hit him with the official line and a smile.

“If you’re with the event, they’re already on the floor. Best view’s by the DJ booth. Want me to walk you over?”

More often than not, they peeled off, hunting the path of least resistance.

I flagged every weird cluster to Pandora, who tracked them with cold focus. She would tap her phone, whisper to floor staff, and suddenly the guy packs got spaced out before they could clog or dominate the crowd.

Even Val joined the game, patrolling the periphery with a smile that could chill beer glasses.

But at the center was Blossom.

She was a force: moving through the girls, hyping them up, hugging, painting, then spinning into the pit for a hands-in-the-air dance-off. Red hair flashed under the blacklight, powder-blue stripes glowing on her thighs and biceps. She pulled bodies with her like gravity. If the ratio started to warp, she pivoted, drew the girls back together, stoked the energy, then handed off to me with one look.

Did you see that?

Every time she looked my way, the room receded. It was just us, running the show, reading the vibe without swapping a word.

At the one-hour mark, the floor rippled. I felt it before I saw it.

Too many guy clusters pressed at the edge of the pit. The circle of women tightened, instinctive and immediate. Three seconds after I clocked it, Blossom did too.

She flashed a hand over her head, then flicked her eyes to the booth.

Raven caught it instantly.

She cut the tempo, killed the regular lights, and dropped in a track that was all low-end bass and jungle percussion. The effect was immediate: the men hesitated, thrown off by the change, and the girls reclaimed the center, arms up, hair flying under UV.

I moved fast, using muscle not to block, but to open. I peeled two guy clusters toward a pop-up drink table and used my frame to create lines the girls could sweep through. No shoving. No standoff. Just a new rhythm, and the room responded.

In less than a minute, the pit was girl-heavy again. The freedom came back.

Blossom tore through the center, hair flying, sweat streaking her paint, and grabbed me by both hands.

She said nothing.

She dragged me into the heart of the storm.

For one full minute, I let myself forget the brand, the sponsor, the rules. I focused on her.

We danced, wild and hard. Her ass hit my thighs, her skirt riding up high enough to reveal a narrow strip of black fabric beneath it. Her body moved like the drop had been built inside her, every pulse in sync with Raven’s booth. She arched back, pressed her chest against mine, then ground down as if daring me to keep up.

I did.

Our bodies locked together, hands roaming but never sloppy. In her world, the wildness was never the threat.

It was the point.

Around us, the girls whooped and cheered. Some painted each other. Some pulled off moves that would have gotten them thrown out of half the college bars on campus. But here, it was a stage Blossom had built and protected down to the paint on the leaves.

Every time I caught Blossom’s eyes, she softened a little. The fire stayed. So did the pride, the relief, and the kind of private hunger that would have gotten us fired anywhere with a stricter code.

At the edge of the crowd, I saw Summer.

She wore a white crop top and shorts, looking thrilled and slightly suspicious. Her eyes kept flicking from Blossom to me and back, like she had just been handed page one of a mystery she wanted very badly to solve.

Blossom didn’t care.

She spun to face me, ran both hands over my chest, and dragged her body against mine. The move was public, erotic, and just shy of a firing offense.

“Holy shit,” she gasped, barely audible over the beat. “You’re actually real. You read the whole floor. You moved like you owned it.”

I grinned, breathless and turned on in ways I did not even want to admit. “It’s your world. I just didn’t want to screw it up.”

She laughed, wild and sharp, and then used her body to show every girl in the pit how it worked. For three more songs, we danced through sweat, neon, and hunger. Hands grabbed my arms, my chest, and more than once someone painted a line of color over my jaw as part of the act.

Blossom made it clear I was hers in the room: her crew, her asset, the one guy in the club who wasn’t afraid to let the wildness be the point instead of the problem.

The ratio never broke after that. The girls stayed loud, happy, in control. The guy clusters, even Dane’s plants, never got traction. Every time the floor edged toward a tipping point, I found Blossom’s eyes and we recalibrated.

By midnight, the energy felt unreal.

But under the party, the real current was between us.

Every glance. Every brush of skin. Every time our hands touched, the whole room seemed to narrow to one truth: we wanted each other. Not as a trophy. Not as a brand asset. As the only two people in the building who seemed to speak the same language.

At the three-hour mark, Blossom’s hand slid around my wrist.

Not public.

Not for the show.

She leaned in, mouth at my ear, her voice a dark, hungry growl.

“Back hall. Five minutes. Don’t get lost.”

Then she vanished into the crowd to handle a flare-up at the bar, leaving me with my heart beating double-time and my body tight with want.

Summer caught my look from across the room. She smiled, wide and uncertain, but her gaze lingered. Not on the sponsors. Not on the win.

On what had just passed between me and Blossom.

If she had been closer, she might have seen the whole story.

But the story was about to get much messier.

Neon Jungle ran on, girls wild and free, the male packs scattered and cooled.

But the pulse under it?

That was me and Blossom.

And the night was not even close to over.

***

The second Blossom’s hand closed around my wrist and pulled, I was done.

She didn’t wait for darkness or a lull in the beat. She dragged me through the throb of UV bodies, past the paint-splattered girls at the bar, and into the cinderblock hallway behind Rook’s main floor. The door slammed shut behind us, cutting the music in half and leaving only the low, relentless pulse of bass and the ragged sound of our breathing.

Blossom looked wrecked and radiant. Lips swollen. Face smeared with turquoise and jungle green. Hair a mess of color and glitter that still sparked in the low light. Her tank clung to her, soaked in sweat and blotted with neon paint; her skirt was hiked on one hip, flashing bare thigh and more painted skin.

For one heartbeat, she just stared at me, chest heaving.

“This is your fault,” she said, voice low and trembling. “You read my world. You made every part of it work.”

My pulse hammered in my neck. For a second, I had no words.

Then she was on me.

Her mouth crashed into mine, hot and hungry, tongue tangling with mine like she wanted to swallow every word I might ever use to describe her. I wrapped my arms around her waist, feeling muscle under damp skin, the heat of her body, the restless press of her hips. She moaned into my mouth, then broke away, eyes bright with need.

“You want this?” she asked, grinding against me without a trace of shame. “Because I want you. Right here. Right now.”

I caught her face in my hands, forcing myself to hold still for one more second. “Blossom. If we do this—”

“We know what we’re breaking,” she said. “I know.”

“The founder rule.”

“The private rule.” Her fingers dug into my shirt. “Not the guest rule. Not the work rule. This is me. Wanting you. And I don’t want a committee vote.”

That hit me harder than the bass.

I nodded, breathless. “Then yes.”

Her eyes flared.

That was all she needed.

I crushed her to the cinderblock, hands mapping the curve of her waist and hips. Her body was chaos made flesh: painted, sweating, alive, softness at her hips giving way to muscle and the perfect sway of her ass under my palms. The blacklight in the hall made every brushstroke of neon glow against her skin. My hands trembled as I slid them under her tank, thumbs grazing the hot skin of her belly.

Blossom grabbed my jaw and stared me down.

“Last chance, Matt. If we do this, we don’t pretend it meant nothing.”

“I won’t.”

She seized the edge of her tank, yanked it over her head, and flung it down the hall.

For a moment, I just stared. She was all heat and color: full breasts lifted by her breath, skin flushed and freckled with sweat, streaked with UV paint that made every curve look unreal under the blacklight. My body reacted so hard it was almost painful. Awe and hunger crashed together in my chest, stealing whatever was left of my restraint.

I cupped her, feeling the weight and warmth of her in my hands, and bent to take one tight, painted nipple into my mouth. Blossom arched with a broken gasp, her nails digging into my shoulders as her legs hooked around my hips.

She shoved my shirt up, desperate, and I ripped it off over my head. Her painted chest pressed to mine, sweat and neon smearing us together until I couldn’t tell where her color ended and mine began.

She slid a hand between us, urgent, and popped the button on my jeans.

“Lose them,” she groaned. “I want you. Now.”

I shoved my jeans and boxers down just enough, barely conscious that this was real, that we were seconds from being caught, and that I had never wanted anyone like this in my life.

Blossom ran her hands over my abs, leaving streaks of paint behind. Her fingers wrapped around me, slick and hot, and she gave a low moan at the feel of me.

“God, you’re hard for me. Have you wanted this all night, or are you just easy?”

I grinned, voice gone rough. “Both.”

She snorted, pushed her skirt higher, and dragged me down for another kiss.

Her mouth tasted like paint and whiskey and pure Blossom: savage and soft all at once. She broke from the kiss, reached beneath her skirt, and dragged her panties down her thighs before kicking them into the corner.

I couldn’t look away.

Even in the low light, she was impossible: bare, flushed, already wet, neon paint glowing along her thighs and lower belly. The sight of her hit me like a punch. Not just lust, though there was plenty of that. It was the shock of being trusted with this part of her: the wildness with the mask stripped off.

I dropped to my knees, braced her against the wall, and leaned in.

Her thighs trembled as my mouth found her, and Blossom gasped, one hand fisting in my hair.

“I dare you to make me scream,” she hissed.

Challenge accepted.

I took my time only long enough to make her curse me for it. Then I gave her everything: mouth, tongue, fingers, stubble scraping her inner thighs as her hips jerked against me. She had to muffle herself with her own arm, paint smearing the wall behind her, body shaking as the first climax hit her fast and hard.

She pulled me up by my hair, lips parted, eyes burning.

“Fuck me, Matt. Right now. Don’t be gentle.”

I lined up and drove into her in one hard thrust.

We both groaned: me at the tight, slick heat of her, her at the way I filled her. She locked her ankles around my back and met every movement with desperate, greedy thrusts. My hands gripped her ass, fingers digging into painted skin; her arms wrapped around my shoulders, dragging me deeper until the sound of us was almost swallowed by the bass outside.

Neon paint streaked across both of us: her chest, my chest, our hips. Blacklight made her body glow, sweat and color turning us into something feral and unreal.

She bit my neck and panted, “You’re not breaking me, baby. You’re baptizing me.”

I slammed into her, each thrust a declaration, each collision of hips and chest and sweat and wall a shattering of the rules we’d both lived under for too long.

Blossom met me with every ounce of force and hunger she’d ever hidden, her body arching off the cinderblock, nails gouging streaks of neon into my back, wild eyes locked on me like she’d finally found the one person built to keep up.

I wasn’t gentle and she didn’t want me to be; this wasn’t a secret or a slip or a mistake. It was the most honest thing I’d ever done, and it made my heart pound so hard it almost hurt.

She locked her ankles behind me, hips grinding up, using my cock like a weapon against some old loneliness neither of us would name out loud. The hallway was dark except for the strip of blacklight above us, turning her paint into flames, her skin into a fever dream of blue and green and hot, impossible orange.

My hands mapped her, learning every curve, every slick and trembling place, and she let me, no walls, no performance. I felt her getting close, the tight spiral of pressure in her thighs, her belly, her grip on my shoulders. So I shifted, bracing her ass in both hands and pivoting to drive her further up the wall, letting her legs swing free for a second, making her gasp with the new angle.

She threw her head back, a streak of jungle-green in her hair catching the light, and when I leaned close she bit my jaw, leaving a smear of blue on my face.

I wanted to make her break. I wanted to see what happened when the mask came off.

“Is this what you wanted?” I managed, breathless, lips at the shell of her ear. “To get railed in your own kingdom?”

She laughed, and it was a wild, breaking thing. “I wanted you to stop playing safe, Reynolds. I wanted you to show me what you look like when you quit caring who’s watching.”

So I fucked her like I was trying to wipe out the whole audience. The slap of my hips, the slap of her ass against the wall, the way her tits bounced in time with every thrust. She scraped her nails down my chest, marking me, and then wrapped both arms around my neck and pulled me in for a kiss that was all tongue and teeth and too much need.

Her pussy was so hot and tight around me it bordered on pain. She started to spasm, her whole body seizing as she teetered there, every muscle going tense and then loose, her breath a ragged, high-pitched moan that vibrated against my mouth. I put a hand on her jaw, turning her to me so I could watch her fall apart.

“Let go,” I said, my voice nothing but gravel and hope. “I want to see you.”

She bucked, clamped down, and came so hard she almost blacked out, face buried in my shoulder to muffle the sound. But it still echoed, loud and raw, off the concrete and down the empty hallway. It felt like the party outside was miles away. It felt like we were the main event.

She shook as the orgasm tore through her, legs squeezing me tight, arms holding on for dear life. The sight of her, sweat and paint and pleasure, nearly undid me right then, and I had to grit my teeth, fighting not to lose it. I wanted to make it last, wanted to give her time to ride every second.

But then she clenched around me, hard, and I snapped.

I slammed in deep, my whole body flexing as the heat built and then detonated. I came inside her, a rush so sharp it knocked the air from my lungs, my body shaking with each pulse. She held me through it, clung to me, painting neon stripes across my skin as we trembled together.

For a second I thought I’d fall, legs rubber and useless, but Blossom just locked her heels behind my thighs and kept me pinned, her eyes wide and wild and real.

We stayed like that, locked together, sweat and paint and need and relief mixing into something that felt a little dangerous and a lot like home.

For a breathless minute, neither of us moved.

All I could process was the taste of her skin, the fire in her eyes, and the look of a woman who had just been seen all the way through and was not ashamed of it.

She kissed me, soft and laughing now, and wiped a streak of paint off my cheek.

“You get me,” she whispered, forehead pressed to mine. “Nobody else sees the chaos and wants to live in it.”

I could only nod.

Her body was fever-hot, painted, trembling. She glanced down at herself, checked the streaks on her thighs, and grinned at the wreckage.

Then, still catching her breath, she fixed her skirt, scooped her tank top off the floor, and dragged it back over her head. I watched the fabric slide down over her breasts, hiding the paint-smeared skin I could still feel on my palms.

I pulled my shirt on next, swiped paint from my chest as best I could, wrangled my jeans, and tried not to look like I had just been hit by lightning and thanked the weather for it.

She grabbed my jaw, kissed me one more time, and whispered, “Next time, I want a bed. Maybe. Or a kitchen table.”

We cleaned up what we could. Wiped the wall. Checked for obvious evidence. Her panties vanished into her boot with a grin that said she knew exactly what kind of trouble that was.

The beat outside didn’t slow.

The party was still raging.

She eyed me one more time, hungry and proud.

“Game face, Reynolds. You just made the highlight reel.”

We slipped back into the club, eyes wild, skin still burning, every nerve wound tight from what we had risked.

To the party, nothing had changed.

Blossom got her win.

I got the girl.

But the real secret was alive under every pulse of Neon Jungle.

And I had never felt more alive in my life.

***

It took a nuclear-grade poker face to walk back onto the floor like nothing had happened.

Blossom led, hair wild, lips swollen, cheeks too flushed for the hour. She didn’t try to hide it. If anything, she ramped up the chaos, dancing through the last arc of the party with confidence so sharp it hurt to watch. I followed her lead: stacking chairs, running crowd control, keeping eyes on the shifting perimeter for anything that could still blow up the night.

But the heat between us was like a second heartbeat under the noise.

The tells were everywhere. Her paint was half-wrecked across her body, and mine wasn’t much better. She kept touching my wrist when she passed. I kept catching myself watching the sway of her hips, the neon marks on her thighs, and every time I replayed her legs around me, my brain threatened to short out.

If anyone noticed, it was Summer.

She worked across the floor, checking ratios and guest-list traffic, but every so often she looked straight at me with that big-blue-eyed question mark. Not jealous. Not angry. Not oblivious, either.

The event itself was a masterclass.

Rook’s closed down with bodies still moving, the sponsor crew delighted, and not a single complaint from the manager. Just a nod and a scribbled signature on the bonus form.

Blossom got hugs from half the girls in the room, more selfies than a championship parade, and a dozen “you’re a legend” messages shouted over the dying bass.

She was Queen of Neon Jungle.

I just tried to keep my shirt on and the evidence contained.

Pandora and Val swept the ratios and check-ins, comparing notes. Even exhausted, Pandora’s brain was pure calculation: at least nine clusters of male arrivals, none on the official Social Six link, most with reused codes or fake barcodes. Val flagged it, cold and sharp.

“It’s not random,” Val said, running a finger down her log. “Clusters of men, always a back-door story, always hitting the edge of the dance pit.”

Pandora’s reply was darker. “Dane. Or someone working for him. He’s not even hiding the pattern. It’s timed to hit when the floor is hottest, so if the event cracks, it looks like an internal fail.”

I caught the thread and added, “They didn’t get traction tonight. Blossom and Raven owned the floor, and the women never bailed. But if we weren’t on it? It could’ve gotten ugly.”

Val nodded, eyes still on her phone. “We need to track every access point. If he boosts the next attack, we either ban hard at the door or pull fire on his parties.”

Business as usual.

But now with more war.

Teardown went quick: Social Six against the world, no wasted motion. Pen and Greta handled the muscle, stacking tables and walking girls to their cars. Blossom zipped through last checks, always moving, but whenever she looped near me, her eyes flashed. Same raw energy as before, only deeper now. Knowing. A little dangerous.

Nobody else saw it.

Except Summer.

At Mabel’s Late Night, the crew landed heavy in a back booth: Blossom wedged beside me, Summer across from us, Pen and Greta flanking the ends, Pandora and Val on the outside already working their phones. Every part of me pulsed with fatigue and leftover adrenaline. My jaw ached from the pressure. My thighs still remembered Blossom.

The table went full chaos: fries, breakfast plates, shakes, a pitcher of black coffee. Blossom dug into pancakes, eyes never leaving mine for long. Every time she caught my gaze, her mouth curved in the smallest, dirtiest smile.

And Summer?

She saw every microsecond.

She didn’t call it out. She just watched, wide-eyed and glassy from exhaustion, tracking the private current between me and Blossom. The way we moved. The way Blossom’s hand lingered near my leg under the table. Even the aftercare-level stuff: passing a napkin, refilling my water, checking if I’d eaten.

It all pinged something electric.

Val and Pandora ran the play-by-play on the sabotage.

“Tonight was a test run,” Pandora said, voice low. “Next time, they’ll triple the fake links.”

Blossom laughed, leaning back, and for a split second I saw the paint marks still hiding near her collar and along one thigh. She didn’t hide them. If anything, she radiated pride.

“Let them come,” Blossom shot back. “We’ll up the chaos. Matt’s the secret weapon. I’ve never seen anyone run party logic like that. He redirected every guy without anyone getting hated or humiliated. The girls felt safe, and the guys never knew they lost.”

Pen slapped my bicep. “He’s a beast in the chaos. I saw you open three exit lanes with nothing but a smile and a set of shoulders.”

Greta’s nod was more solemn. “Nobody got hurt. No fights. Even the worst guys drifted off when you got in their orbit.”

It should have been pure pride.

It was.

But sitting there with Blossom’s thigh pressed against mine and Summer watching every heartbeat, it was clear the danger wasn’t gone.

It had changed flavors.

Summer sipped her shake, silent.

When I met her gaze, her lips twitched like she was about to ask a question she already knew the answer to.

Blossom kept rolling, full of post-event voltage. “We need a custom wristband for Matt. The girls at the bar literally called you the party whisperer.”

Under the table, her fingers traced my wrist: quick, secret, gone before anyone else could see.

But Summer did.

She set her cup down with a soft clink and leaned in.

“So what was the highlight?” she asked, blue eyes unreadable. “The crowd, the chaos, or the postgame pancakes?”

Blossom’s eyes flashed. “Chaos. Every time.”

Then she looked at me, memory heavy in the glance. “Matt likes a little wild.”

Summer nodded.

No jealousy. Not exactly.

Recognition.

A new line crossed. A new rule bent. Maybe even a window opening into what the house was about to become.

The rest of the debrief blurred around the edges.

We ate. We laughed. We checked sabotage logs, compared tactics, and at one point Pen dared me to dance the way I had on the floor at the next party.

But the real story played in the aftershock: Summer watching me, Blossom never letting more than a foot of air come between us, and my body aching with the knowledge that every secret had a price.

At the curb, Summer lingered as the crew fanned out.

She caught my hand, warm and steady.

“Congratulations, Matt,” she whispered. “You helped make it legendary.”

There was something heavy under the praise, but she let it ride.

I watched her walk away, head high, hips swaying, and knew the next conversation would not be so easy.

We loaded into the rideshare, bodies pressed tight in the back seat. Even then, Blossom’s leg found mine. Her lips grazed my ear, breath hot.

“I want you again,” she whispered.

So badly it almost hurt to wait.

Back at the house, everyone drifted: Pen and Greta to the patio, Val and Pandora into postmortem mode, Blossom and me to the kitchen for water and a laugh.

But Summer?

She didn’t crash.

She watched.

Waiting for the moment to ask.

The secret was alive.

The danger was real.

And now, even Mabel’s pancakes couldn’t dilute the hunger.


No More Secrets


The house was almost silent.

Somewhere down the hall, Pen’s laugh drifted, then died, the echo fading into closing doors and the hush of lake water outside. Val and Pandora disappeared with their sponsor notes, two black-ops ghosts already plotting the next move.

But the kitchen stayed alive, humming with leftover energy and something a hell of a lot more dangerous.

Summer had claimed the stool nearest the action: hair down now, blonde waves frizzed from hours in the crowd, skin scrubbed clean but still glowing under the low counter lights. She was barefoot and loose-limbed, knees drawn up, a Social Six shirt swallowing her frame down to her thighs. Her blue eyes followed every move I made, taking in details with a precision that should have come with a warning label.

Blossom sprawled on the other side of the island, hunched over a basket of fries and cold pancakes. The paint on her arms and thighs was a disaster, green and blue smeared in streaks that matched exactly where my hands had been hours earlier. Her hair was wild, bits of neon glitter still clinging to the red. Even her shorts, tiny, black, and barely enough, looked painted on, the shredded hemline riding high from dancing, sweat, and everything we had done after.

The surface vibe? Friendly, tired, a little slap-happy.

Underneath, it was an exposed wire.

Every single thing felt too loud: the way Blossom placed her hand on my forearm when she passed the water, the way Summer tracked the motion, the heat of their legs brushing mine beneath the island. Even the food tasted sharper, like my tongue had lost its filter.

I tried to act normal.

Safe.

Not like the guy who had just crossed the line with Blossom in a cinderblock hallway. Not like the guy who had already crossed it with Summer after the tailgate. Not like a man about to become the exact problem The Social Six had hired him to prevent.

I forced out a laugh. “So if Pen never wakes up from her patio coma, do we leave her a breakfast sandwich?”

Blossom’s lips curled, sly. “Maybe just a seltzer in each hand and a note that says good effort. You should see her on a real bender. She once passed out in the guest tub and somehow made it look intentional.”

Summer smiled, but the wattage was lower than usual. “Nobody can touch her. She’s the undefeated lake-house disaster artist.”

Blossom nudged my knee under the table. “Pretty sure you’re catching up, though. You’re not even limping after tonight. Maybe we should ramp up the training.”

She didn’t have to touch me, but she did: a slow drag of her palm from my wrist to my elbow, leaving behind a faint blue streak of paint. Her body language was pure take what you want. If I had been less wrecked, I might have hauled her against me and made her forget every name in the room.

Instead, I focused on not jumping out of my own skin.

Summer caught every flicker of tension: the way her eyes lingered on the neon mess across Blossom’s thighs, the way she checked my face, searching for tells.

She sipped her water, voice careful. “Tonight was wild. Even for us.”

Blossom grinned, teeth sharp. “That’s the goal, Sunshine.”

I tried to play along. “You both made it look easy from where I stood. Even after the crowd started tilting.”

Summer’s eyes stayed on mine. “Did it feel easy for you?”

For a split second, I froze.

Blossom answered first, snorting. “He handled it. You should’ve seen him during the worst of it. Guy could move a wall of grabby dudes without breaking a sweat.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” I said. “You ran that floor like a general. Nobody else could have kept the girls happy through that many ratio flips.”

Blossom glowed for half a second, raw pride burning through the exhaustion.

But Summer’s eyes never left my face.

She let the conversation burn down before she spoke again, softer this time. “You did more than crowd control, Matt. You and Blossom… you kind of ran the whole room together.”

My heart thumped. I looked away and found a smudge of orange on the marble I could not blame on anyone but myself.

Blossom didn’t flinch. She pressed closer, letting her thigh lock against mine. If I had been less delirious with fatigue and want, I would have mapped every inch of her skin for fresh paint and maybe left some more.

But Summer just watched, reading both of us like a textbook.

She set her glass down. The sound was tiny, but absolute.

“Are we pretending there’s not a thing here?” she asked, all gentle electricity. “Or is it just easier to hope nobody else will notice?”

The question hit me under the ribs.

The words themselves weren’t explosive, but the aftermath was. For three heartbeats, nobody moved.

Blossom’s hand found my knee and stayed there. “Subtle, Summer,” she said, voice a spark.

Summer didn’t shrink. She pushed her hair behind her ear, exposing her face, her expression clean and heartbreakingly vulnerable.

“I’m not being mean,” she said, almost whispering. “I just recognize the energy. It’s the same way I felt after the tailgate. With Matt. Only quieter, like you’re both trying not to say it out loud.”

She looked from me to Blossom, then back.

The silence was a living thing.

A low ache pulsed through my gut. This was the crossing point. The fine line between maybe-possible and yeah, we are actually doing this.

I swallowed, pulse spiking. “Summer—”

But she cut me off.

“You don’t have to explain everything. I just want to know if it’s real. Or if you’re going to pretend it didn’t matter.”

Blossom met Summer’s stare head-on.

“It’s real,” she said, voice half challenge, half confession.

The words burned through my chest.

We didn’t move.

We didn’t have to.

Every inch of Blossom pressed against me, paint and sweat and hunger. Summer’s gaze was hotter than any spotlight I had ever endured. All three of us breathed like we had just sprinted a mile.

It was more honest than sex. Hell, it was almost sex.

Blossom squeezed my knee, then ran her thumb along my thigh in a slow, taunting caress. She didn’t break eye contact with Summer.

“You mad?” Blossom asked. “Or just curious?”

Summer licked her lips, thinking.

“I’m not mad,” she said. “I just didn’t want to be the only one risking it, you know?” Her voice trembled, but she held it together. “And I want to know if I get to be honest. Or if we just go back to pretending.”

I could barely breathe.

The heat in the room made my jaw clench. My arms locked against the urge to pull both women into me and strip away what was left of their secrets.

But it wasn’t my move.

It was hers.

Summer gave Blossom a tiny, grateful smile. For a second, the tension changed shape. Less like a live wire. More like the next step had actually gotten easier.

Then she looked at me.

The urge to lie, to protect, to soften the facts was strong.

But Summer deserved more.

So did Blossom.

I exhaled, voice unsteady. “It wasn’t for the show. Not for the work. Not some flex. I wanted her.” I glanced at Blossom, wild and alive, then back at Summer. “We wanted each other. And after, we weren’t exactly great at hiding it.”

The air in the kitchen trembled.

Summer’s face went soft. She let out a shaky breath like she had braced for something worse.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay.”

But there was a whole world in the way she said it.

She dragged one finger through a streak of blue paint on her arm, then glanced up through her lashes. “Just don’t let it turn into secrets. Secrets break houses way faster than wanting someone does.”

Blossom’s eyes flashed, but her smile was real.

“No secrets,” Blossom said.

And just like that, it was out.

No more pretending. No fake deniability. I had crossed the line with two of them, and the world had shifted.

I wanted Summer. Still did, with every off-calendar heartbeat in my chest.

But I wanted Blossom, too.

And from the look in Summer’s eyes, she might actually understand.

We sat there, haunted by our own honesty, water glasses sweating, paint drying sticky on our skin, waiting for the next boundary to move.

For the first time in my life, the silence was not dead air.

It was the sound of possibility.

***

Summer’s words hung in the air, pulsing between us like a warning light.

No more secrets.

Blossom was the first to break the silence.

Her smirk wasn’t mean. It was bright, honest, and just a little scared underneath. “That’s the thing about the real stuff, Sunshine. You can’t pretend it’s just adrenaline and then wake up normal in the morning. At least, not if you’re me.”

She gripped my thigh, nails digging in. “You want to drag me for it? Call me the reckless one?”

Summer’s eyes widened. “No. God, Blossom, I’m not here to pick sides. I just—” She shot me a look, soft as the edge of a bruise. “I just didn’t like almost being a liar without getting a say.”

I couldn’t stand the ache in her voice. It wasn’t anger. It was the same raw need I had seen when Summer finally let herself come apart after the tailgate.

I leaned forward, hands flat on the cold marble. “This isn’t on you, Summer. Either of you. If there’s fallout, I own my part in it. I wanted you both. I crossed the line.”

Blossom was still clinging to my leg, but her smile wobbled, bravado flickering.

“So you’re saying you planned it? Or just couldn’t help yourself?” She tried to laugh, but it came out all nerves.

I stroked her paint-smeared hand. “I wanted you from the second you wired up Neon Jungle. And the minute we had an inch of privacy, we took it.”

Summer wrapped her arms over her legs, almost hugging herself. Still barefoot, still Summer, but raw now, like maybe for the first time she could admit she was afraid.

“Was it just sex,” she asked, voice cracking, “or do you actually want her, Matt?”

The force of the question hit me like a shot to the chest.

I didn’t dare look away from her.

“I want her,” I said, slow and deliberate. “Just like I want you. I’m not ashamed of either. And I’m not going to pretend tonight was meaningless, because it wasn’t. But it doesn’t make me want you less, Summer. If anything, it makes everything harder.”

She let the words sink in, eyes shiny but steady.

Then Blossom let out a low, dark laugh. “So what, are we running a schedule now? Is this how the lake-house harem starts?” She flicked Summer a look that was half dare, half apology. “Are you upset I wanted him, or are you pissed because you wanted to be the only one?”

Summer answered with pure honesty. “I don’t know. I keep waiting to feel threatened, or mad, or like it ruined everything. But watching you two tonight—” She swallowed. “It just made me hungrier. For him. And for not having to be the happy mascot all the time.”

Her cheeks flamed pink.

But she didn’t hide.

“I want him,” Summer said. “But I want to trust you, too. This isn’t a reality show. None of us wants to look pathetic.”

I drew a slow breath. The moment balanced between a fight and a fantasy, but the stakes were too high to rush.

“I’m not going to sneak around, run scripts, or lie to you,” I said. “I won’t be the guy who ruins the brand or makes you clean up my mess. If you both want me, then I need you to know it isn’t a contest. I don’t want to be the wedge. And I don’t want you to hate each other because of me.”

Blossom’s grip tightened. For a split second, the chaos-girl vanished, and something almost gentle bled through.

“It wasn’t a power move,” she said. “Wasn’t about being first or marking territory. I just—” Her voice dipped. “I wanted him. I didn’t want to pretend it was a fucking accident.”

She let the truth sit for a second, then looked at Summer.

“If you’re claiming him, just say it, babe. I can take the L.”

Summer shook her head. “It’s not about the claim. It never was. It’s about not having to fake it. I want us to be real, even if the truth gets messy.”

She looked at me, pinning me to the spot. “Can you actually handle both? Or are you going to drown the minute it gets complicated?”

I held her gaze, every nerve humming.

“I can handle it,” I said. “But I need you to tell me if the line shifts. I need to know if I’m breaking something that matters, or if we can build something that works, even if it only makes sense to us.”

Blossom’s expression was all pride and peril. “You won’t hear me whining. As long as you don’t make me the disaster in the group chat, I’m good.”

Summer’s laugh was tired, but real. “It’s not the group chat I worry about. It’s the house. The business. Can we keep the public rules even if the private ones melt?”

I answered without thinking.

“Yes. The work rule stands. No guests. No clients. No strangers. No prospects. No event hookups.” I looked at both of them. “If something happens inside the trusted circle, with someone who already knows us and works for this house, that’s different. Still private. Still honest. Still everyone’s choice. But I am not making either of you pay for me wanting you, and I will never turn a party into a hunting ground.”

Blossom let her head drop to my shoulder, smile hidden against my shirt. “So we’re doing it. We’re actually doing it.”

Summer hugged her legs, blue eyes searching mine for something I didn’t have a name for.

Summer’s fingers tightened around mine. “It’s not a fairytale. It’s a risk.”

I reached for her hand, painting my fingertips with leftover blue as I linked with her.

“Then we don’t pretend it isn’t.”

She squeezed my hand, and for a second, we were all fused at the wrist, paint and memory and three lives teetering on the edge of something that could either light up the next year or torch it completely.

The truth settled.

No winners.

No losers.

Just the start of a new play.

And in the hush of the kitchen, I found the energy to hope.

Even as the mess was just getting started.

***

For one minute, I let myself believe we could stay there: three bodies strung between confession, touch, and the insane tension of what might come next.

Blossom’s head was still on my shoulder, her hair sticky with sweat and glitter. Summer’s fingers linked with mine, water-wet and trembling. Even in exhaustion, I felt the pulse of want ripple through all of us. The looks, the heat, the sense that the next round might start in this very kitchen if the world would just hold still.

But the world never held still.

Footsteps padded up the hall, soft and precise.

Pandora slid into the room like a rumor. She wore black pajama shorts and a tank, hair pulled back, skin scrubbed clean except for a line of green paint still dusted across her wrist. Her eyes dropped instantly to where our hands connected on the marble.

For a second, she took it in.

No comment.

Just a slash of interest in her eyes.

Then she snapped a folder onto the table and fanned out three printouts. Not a full postmortem this time. A warning.

“Neon worked,” Pandora said. “So he changed the angle.”

Blossom lifted her head from my shoulder, instantly all business. “Dane.”

Pandora’s expression didn’t move. “The fake links are getting cleaner, but the target is uglier. He’s not just flooding rooms anymore. He’s trying to prove the house can be made to look careless the second sex enters the story.”

Summer went pale, but she didn’t flinch.

I scanned the sheets, brain clicking back into gear. “He wants a public scene.”

Pandora gave me a thin smile. “You’re seeing the playbook. That’s why you’re here.”

The reminder hit hard.

This was bigger than lust or bruised feelings. It was a war for the whole brand.

Summer’s hand shook as her thumb traced mine, but her voice stayed steady. “So we keep the work rule ironclad. We protect each other’s backs.”

Her eyes went to Blossom, then to me. “No secrets. Not in here. Not ever.”

Blossom grinned, bright and edged with steel. “If they want a war, let’s give them a show. Neon was just round one.”

Pandora’s mouth twitched. “You three sort your private rules. Public is non-negotiable.”

Then she was gone, notes in hand, footsteps vanishing toward the office.

We collapsed back into the silence, adrenaline buzzing, my body running like the night might never end.

Two fires burned in the house now.

The private line was gone, replaced by something heavier, riskier, and a lot more real.

And outside, waiting and watching, the enemy was no longer just a rumor.

I felt the weight of both.

Wanted both.

And deep down, I knew the next decision I made would set the shape of everything that followed.

For now, it was back to the table: paint on my skin, Summer’s hand in mine, and the echo of Blossom’s laugh lingering in my chest.

The only promise I could make, the only one worth making, was that I would never run from the truth.

Even if it burned.

Especially if it did.


Blue Line Bait


Sunday morning hit like an after-party brawl.

The lake house was a fever of sunlight and recovery: boozy-sweet, loud at the wrong moments, and stitched together with secrets that left my pulse jacked before my feet even hit the floor.

I woke with Summer’s perfume in my memory and Blossom’s teeth marks fading on my skin. Any normal guy would’ve spent the next six hours replaying the best parts.

I didn’t get the luxury.

Because the second I stepped into the kitchen, the game was on.

Blossom was already there, hair wild from sleep, tiny shorts barely holding together, tank top draped loose enough to give the morning air something to gossip about. She had one bare foot kicked up on the rung of her stool, the other pressed against my shin the instant I sat down. She didn’t say a word about the night before.

Her smirk did all the talking.

Summer looked different, too. Softer. Eyes shining even when she avoided mine. Her hair was still damp from a shower, her skin scrubbed clean and glowing, not hiding anything. When she reached for the coffee, her hand kept drifting my direction, and twice our fingers brushed, slow and deliberate.

I knew the difference between friendly and fragile.

This was neither.

We were alive with it: the aftershock of truth, the raw ache of wanting, and the awareness that at any second, the whole thing could tip from private fantasy to public explosion.

Val had breakfast in one hand and an iPad in the other, working sponsor emails before she’d even bothered with makeup. She nodded at me, business-sharp.

“We’re up in ten. Pandora wants the ops log, and she said the deck’s best. Shade, view, less echo.”

I tried to play it cool.

Honestly, I was just glad my voice didn’t crack.

Blossom rolled her eyes, but the way she slid her foot up my calf said she’d die before letting me forget what we’d done in the dark.

Summer barely touched her eggs. When she laughed at Pen’s joke about the boat keys, she shot me a look so tender I felt my lungs stutter.

We pretended breakfast was normal.

It wasn’t.

The real test began when Pandora strode in.

She was black-on-black, every inch composed, posture military, hair pulled tight enough to look spun from steel. Pandora didn’t bother with small talk. She flicked one glance over the room, registered Summer’s softness, Blossom’s possessive sprawl, my probably-guilty face, and took the empty seat at the head of the deck table.

Nobody missed the way her eyes lingered on the spot where Summer’s and my elbows nearly touched.

Blossom winked, and for once I wasn’t sure if the joke was on Pandora or me.

Val dropped her iPad onto the table with a thunk. One screen. One ugly pattern.

“Fake links again,” she said. “Cleaner copy. Worse intent.”

Everyone zeroed in like the hangover had never happened.

Pandora’s eyes went to me. “You work the doors. Tell me what they’re really doing.”

I took a breath. The air felt hotter than the coffee.

“They’re not trying to sneak in anymore,” I said. “They’re trying to make us fight in public. They push, we overcorrect, and suddenly the story is that The Social Six can’t handle pressure unless a guy plays bouncer.”

Summer went still.

Blossom’s thigh pressed harder against mine.

Pandora’s mouth twitched. For her, it was practically a smile. “And if the crowd’s watching for a crack?”

“Don’t give them one,” I said. “Solve it fast, clean, zero ego. If they want a fight, give them a party. If they test a line that matters, move before they know they crossed it.”

Pandora’s fingers drummed the table.

She stood and stepped behind my chair.

Her voice went even lower.

“And if I said the next test was at The Blue Line, high-status, under the microscope? Could you run the door under fire, with Summer running female VIPs, Blossom inside on energy, and half the campus ready to pounce if you slip up?”

I felt her presence behind me: tall, precise, body heat leaking through her black dress, command threaded through every syllable.

She rested one hand on the back of my chair.

The contact went straight up my spine.

Which was a problem.

Because Pandora Vale was not just dangerous.

She was Ethan’s girlfriend.

My best friend’s girlfriend.

That should have shut down every nerve in my body.

Instead, it made the boundary glow brighter, like a locked door with light spilling from underneath.

I nodded. “Yes. As long as we’re clear on priority: women’s safety, sponsors next, and the house’s rep always.”

Summer’s face went soft, almost like she wanted to melt into the floor.

Blossom muttered, “Fuck, that’s hot.”

Val just grinned, eyes darting from Pandora to me.

Pandora stepped to my side, hand settling on my bicep, fingers digging in just enough to test if I was all flex or something real.

I didn’t flinch.

She nodded approval. “Good. Then we use you.”

Then she turned to the rest of the table and made it official: Blue Line, tonight. I ran the door with Pandora. Summer kept the lead women together. Blossom protected the core energy. We would let the pressure show itself just enough to prove what Dane was doing, then kill it without giving him a clip.

Val circled the thread back. “Safe and hot. That’s the line. If people stop trusting both, we lose.”

Pandora laughed, low and dark. “So, Matt. Can you walk it?”

I met her eyes, feeling every woman’s attention tracing the current.

“Yeah,” I said. “I can walk it.”

She held my gaze an extra second.

It wasn’t about sex.

Not exactly.

It was about power. About whether I could stand next to her under fire, or freeze like every other guy who ever cracked around her.

Summer exhaled, and her hand found my wrist under the table. Soft, private, electric.

Blossom didn’t let go of my knee. If anything, her grip got tighter, like she’d claim me from the other side if she had to.

I nodded, letting the plan sink in.

But underneath, the real show was the energy in the room.

Every single woman was watching me. Not just my answers, but how I handled being the only guy in a house full of eyes.

Pandora stopped behind me again, close enough that no one else could pretend not to notice.

“If you break, the whole thing burns. No pressure.”

Her lips brushed close to the shell of my ear.

Accidental or not, I locked my jaw.

She wanted to see if I’d melt.

I didn’t.

When the meeting wrapped, Pandora clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t fuck up.”

Summer giggled, relief loosening her. “He won’t.”

Blossom’s laugh was wilder. “Dangerous is his brand now. You should see him backstage.”

Pandora just smiled, slow and unreadable.

She pivoted into the hallway, Val on her heels.

I stayed at the table, Summer’s slender fingers still wrapped around my wrist, Blossom’s thigh flush to mine.

We didn’t move for a moment.

Nobody breathed.

Then Summer exhaled, shaky and sweet.

Summer’s hand slid over my wrist. “You killed that.”

Blossom growled and pressed her lips to my jaw, biting down hard enough to leave a mark.

“Don’t ever get boring,” she said. “I’ll break you first.”

The hook of reality was set.

I had won round one.

But the next test was already waiting: The Blue Line, Pandora in command, and the instant I slipped, the whole game would start over.

I finished my coffee with a grin.

Bring it on.

***

The Blue Line was a weapon in the right hands.

We rolled up early, packing enough presence to make the bartenders double-check the schedule. The Social Six didn’t do shy. By the time we hit the sidewalk, every head for a block was trying to guess if we would let them in.

Pandora was jet-black everything: dress, hair, eyes. When she walked by, the guys in line straightened, hoping for mercy.

They never got it.

She claimed the door with a glance and a tap on her phone, then sized me up like she was deciding which part of me to test first.

Summer drifted behind me, all white and gold: tiny top, denim skirt, legs for days, and a smile that could break a man’s will before he made it past the bouncer. She handled female check-in, floating between names and faces, all warm power.

Inside, the place was loud even before it was crowded. Blossom worked in bursts of color: booths already popping, playlists dialed, first guests circling the selfie wall. The staff watched her with relief and awe. Whatever the girls wanted, Blossom could sell it.

My job was the door, the perimeter, and the opening energy.

And I wasn’t alone.

Pandora drifted closer, voice low in my ear. “First test. Can you spot the plants before they breach VIP?”

She didn’t just ask. She moved in, shoulder brushing mine, hips close enough to make my pulse stutter.

I grinned, playing along. “You mean besides the guy wearing three layers of mousse and a thousand-yard stare?”

She didn’t smile, but her eyes flashed approval.

Summer worked beside me like my missing limb. When a pair of girls arrived, one dyed in sorority blue and the other high-heeled and hyped for mischief, Summer went full charm offensive.

“Welcome, gorgeous. VIP bracelet’s yours. Your plus-one gets a drink chip and the best booth in the house.”

That set the tone. Every woman felt like a legend.

The ratio was flawless.

But the heat wasn’t only coming from the crowd.

Every time Summer leaned in, her body brushed my side. She let her hand linger when she passed me a wristband. Her perfume, bright with sun and salt, dragged every memory of her straight to the top of my brain.

And she knew it.

She’d smile, lips parted, then flick her eyes down my body and bite the edge of her lip like she was imagining how far she could push things if there weren’t a camera thirty feet away.

Whenever I thought I’d caught my breath, Blossom showed up.

She worked the inner bar and dance floor, but every pass she made, her fingers found my shoulder, my arm, or hooked around my belt loop. Once, she leaned into my back. “You look stupid hot in black. I bet everyone inside is dying for a closer look.”

When I turned, she was already moving away, but the message was clear: Blossom was on the hunt, and tonight there was nothing shy about it.

This was the job.

It was also a high-wire act.

Every time Blossom got handsy, Summer noticed.

Every time Summer drifted closer, Blossom amped the chaos up another notch.

Which is why it was almost a relief when a cluster of guy energy loomed in line.

Five of them, minimum, all frat-fake-casual, the scent of body spray hitting from ten feet out.

I flagged Summer with a tilt of my head, and she pivoted, holding the door for a group of three women and letting the guys stew.

Pandora hovered, then leaned into my side, hand warm on my bicep.

“Pro move,” she said. “Don’t let them bunch up. Hand off to the right with a fresh pitch, but don’t say no. Just don’t give them a lane.”

Her fingers squeezed, testing muscle, then let go.

I stepped up. “What’s up, fellas. Wristbands?”

They grinned like they’d practiced.

“We’re with The Social Six,” one said. “Blossom, actually. She said we could tap the bar when we got here.”

I faked a smile. “Perfect. She’s working the floor inside. Give me a sec, I’ll ping her.”

I flicked the radio, careful to keep the exchange light. “Hey Blossom, got a VIP pack for you. You expecting these guys?”

There was a pause, then Blossom’s voice: “Only VIPs I want are girl-forward, but if they don’t block the lane, let them roll in. Station them left, nearest the sponsor taps.”

I relayed it, then floated the group behind a set of women, letting them see that the only path to the bar was indirect, always split by new arrivals.

Pandora’s eyes narrowed, like she was savoring the efficiency.

Summer brushed my arm, pride bursting in her smile.

“You make that look easy,” she whispered, and the way she said it, low, honest, hungry, made my blood pressure spike.

I wanted to grab her, claim her, right there.

But this was control, and I was here to prove I could play that game too.

The next hour was a blur of bodies and heat. Ratio never cracked, but the pressure stayed constant.

Men hovered, tried to game the system. I kept the flow moving, redirecting, never blocking unless someone got handsy.

Women laughed, snapped selfies, and drifted inside on Summer’s cues, her hand brushing mine more than once as we worked the door together.

Blossom was a storm of her own.

When a booth got too guy-heavy, she’d slide in, flash a grin, and reroute the energy toward a new round of shots or a staged contest: fastest drinker, best fake jungle roar, whatever got the crowd talking. Half the time, she’d pause at my station, let her hand drift over my lower back, then sashay away with a laugh loud enough to make sure I felt it.

Summer never missed a beat.

She’d hand off to me, slow and deliberate, her smile private. Once, when we fixed a VIP bracelet on a girl’s wrist, Summer brushed her lips near my ear and murmured, “You make me want to start trouble.”

I nearly choked on my pulse.

But Pandora was the real test.

She ran logistics with surgical focus, always three feet away, always half a step ahead of me. When she caught my eye, it was pure control: sharp, cool, always calculating. She’d whisper instructions, fingers brushing my shoulder or the back of my neck, each time measuring if I’d jump or stand my ground.

And every time she did it, I remembered the boundary.

Ethan’s girlfriend.

My best friend’s girlfriend.

Forbidden was supposed to make things easier.

Instead, it turned every inch of distance into a dare.

Pandora noticed.

Of course she did.

She circled back at the ninety-minute mark, crowd thick and loud, all eyes on the dance floor where Blossom had just started a body-shot contest with two girls in painted tanks.

Pandora drifted up behind me, her voice pure velvet, just for my ear.

“I want to see if you can handle a live curve. Not just the door. The full floor.”

Her hand gripped my wrist, pulse steady.

She tugged me away from the station, past the sponsor wall, into the heart of the crowd. It was a power move, and everyone saw it.

Including Summer, who watched with a look that flickered between awe and raw want.

Blossom cheered as we passed. “Go get him, Pan.”

The setup was obvious, but Pandora didn’t blink.

She stopped in the center of a packed booth.

“Room’s heavy with eyes,” she murmured. “If I told you to play along right now, as if you’re mine, could you do it? Or would you crack under the pressure?”

Before I could answer, she stepped flush to my body, hand flat on my chest, close enough to turn every thought in my head into static.

She turned and made it a show: one arm around my waist, her body angled into mine, the kind of public proximity that made half the room lean forward.

Every guy in the room took the bait.

So did the women.

A hush rippled for one second, then the volume exploded with teasing, catcalls, and someone chanting “hot couple.”

But the real test was Pandora’s face.

She never let the mask slip.

She just looked at me, eyes inches from mine, waiting to see if I’d break.

I didn’t.

Even when the urge to erase that last inch went nuclear.

Even when I remembered, again, exactly whose girlfriend she was.

I grinned, settled one hand respectfully at her hip, and whispered, “How’s that for optics?”

Her nails dug into my chest.

“Don’t get cocky,” she said. “You’re not the only one who can play power games.”

She arched closer, bringing our faces near enough that my lips tingled with the threat of a kiss.

The whole room paused.

It would have been so easy to ruin Ethan, to ruin everything, just by leaning in.

But I didn’t.

I held the eye contact, steady as stone.

Pandora smiled, dark and sharp, then let go and pivoted off as if nothing had happened.

As we moved back to the door, she murmured, “That’s how you hold the line. Now let’s see how you manage a real attack.”

Summer and Blossom both saw the whole thing.

Blossom’s eyes went bright with hunger. She licked her lips, watching like she wanted to see me survive Pandora in public and then come finish the round with her.

Summer looked wrecked and breathless, but proud.

She caught my hand and squeezed it, voice trembling.

“You didn’t break.”

Somewhere inside, I wanted to scream.

But I just kept the line moving.

Because I was here to prove it.

Nobody was going to bait me off my game.

Especially not Pandora.

Even if I wanted her to try.

The clock rolled on, the party at full tilt.

The only question left was which bomb would go off first.

And who would survive the fallout.

***

If you put a bet on when the drama would walk in, you probably would’ve picked midnight, too.

That’s when Dane and his crew hit The Blue Line: loud, cocky, and looking nothing like the curated guest list Summer had worked all night to protect.

He didn’t need a pass.

He simply existed as the problem.

Dane was tall, thick with gym muscle, and wore a bomber jacket like he’d just walked out of his own promo shoot. His hair was perfect, his jaw sharp, and his eyes flicked over the crowd like he was already trying to own it.

He saw me, Summer, and Pandora at the door, and his smile went cold.

Behind Dane, a pack of guys tried not to look like backup.

It didn’t work.

Dane didn’t even slow down. He cut the line, then flashed a bored look at Summer.

“Hey, Sunshine,” he said, voice slick and prepackaged. “Heard the guest list got amped tonight. You letting the new muscle run security, or is he just here to carry the coolers?”

His gaze flicked to me, then to the way Summer’s arm was tucked against mine.

Summer’s body got tight, but her smile didn’t flicker.

“Hey, Dane. Welcome to the party. I see your calendar’s still tragic, since you popped up on our doorstep instead of running your own event.”

She slid the guest log across the counter, not giving an inch.

Dane didn’t bite right away.

Instead, he leaned in my direction, eyebrow cocked.

“You’re the new guy, right? Reynolds? Rumor is, you’re The Social Six’s secret weapon. Can’t decide if you’re their pet project or just the world’s best party mascot.”

His crew laughed too loud.

He wanted the scene.

I shrugged, casual as air. “You’ve got to play to your strengths. They pay me in protein shakes and good stories.”

Dane snorted, but I saw the hit land.

He switched gears, looking for a weak spot.

His eyes jumped to Summer, lingered on the curve of her hip where she pressed near me, then cut toward Blossom inside the bar, where she was running a drinking game with two dozen screaming guests.

Dane jerked his chin. “He for real, Summer? Or are you just rotating him through the dance floor until he sweats off the payroll?”

Summer didn’t flinch. She beamed, brighter than the bar lights.

“He’s very real,” she said, sliding her hand into mine. “And honestly? He’s made more VIPs happy tonight than you ever did sober.”

The people in line caught the volley.

Half of them grinned.

Dane hated being outdanced.

His next move was a dagger. “Hope your new mascot can handle the drama. Or are you keeping him around as boyfriend-in-training since the last one couldn’t cut it?”

He aimed it wide, enough not to name names, but everyone at the door heard the edge.

That pissed me off.

But before I could open my mouth, Blossom exploded out of the bar.

“Dane! You finally found your way here. Did it take a GPS, emotional support, and a trail of beer cans?” She threw a dazzling smile at the line. “Should we get you a name tag, or do you want to just shout at the women until they run for the exits like last time?”

The entire booth burst into laughter.

Even Dane’s crew winced.

Blossom grabbed my wrist, squeezed it, then did the unthinkable: pulled me into a full-body, over-the-top embrace, grinding back against me and planting a loud kiss on my cheek.

“Sorry, girls, but Matt here is doing essential work,” Blossom announced, voice hot and happy. “Best door guy since the invention of the velvet rope. Unlike some people, he doesn’t scare off the guests.”

Dane’s smile cracked.

For one heartbeat, nobody moved.

I let Blossom swing me back toward the crowd, my hands steady at her hips.

Summer watched it with a look like pure lightning, but all she did was grin and mouth, “You’re killing it.”

Dane wasn’t done.

He tried to bait round three.

He switched to Pandora, voice colder. “You making guys run three-deep at the door now, Pan? Or did The Social Six get tired of pretending they could run nights without a man to save the show?”

His tone was a trigger.

Half the people in line knew it.

Pandora’s eyes went cold.

But she didn’t match his volume.

She stepped into my space, crowding me, her body a perfect shield between Dane and the house.

She leaned close, speaking so only I could hear. “Let it go. Don’t give him what he wants.”

Her hand brushed mine, fingers sharp and sure.

The message was clear.

I exhaled slowly.

Dane glared, waiting for the meltdown.

I didn’t give it to him.

Instead, I grinned.

“You’re right, Dane. Honestly, it’s easy when the company’s this good. The girls make me look like a superstar, and nobody has to clean blood off the floor.”

The women behind the rail howled.

Dane’s crew looked ready to evaporate.

Summer was still holding my hand, her thigh leaned into mine under the table, all fire and pride.

Blossom hugged me one more time, then whispered, “You did it. You didn’t crack.”

Pandora’s hand landed on my shoulder, steady and proud.

Even Val poked her head out from sponsor check-in, lips curled in a wicked little smile.

Dane muttered something about a “puppy parade” and slouched toward the bar.

His impact? Zero.

The Social Six owned the moment.

And for the first time, I felt it: not just belonging, but danger. Like I was walking the line as hard as they were.

The entire scene fizzed with aftershock.

Summer’s eyes never left mine.

Blossom’s hips stayed flush to my side.

Pandora lingered an extra second, her hand squeezing my shoulder with a silent message.

You did good, Reynolds.

For a flash, she looked at me differently.

Not as a risk.

As a weapon.

And that was way hotter than victory.

The crowd moved. The club reset.

But Dane hovered in the background, chewing on his own loss.

Next round, whatever it was, was coming.

And I was more ready than ever.

***

The air sharpened just before it broke.

You could feel it in the way the noise at the door thickened, a spike in beer-loud voices that had nothing to do with the women on the guest list.

Fake-link surge.

I would’ve bet my next semester’s rent on it.

The branding was so clean it almost fooled me: near-perfect Social Six logos, copy-pasted invite language, and heads-up confidence in the way these guys approached. They weren’t here to see the show.

They were here to be the show.

In thirty seconds flat, the guest line went from dream to disaster.

Ratio crashed. Women started to edge away from the entrance. Even the bar staff clocked it.

For half a breath, the room strained.

I didn’t let it snap.

Pandora saw it hit, too.

She was in motion before I even called out, black dress cutting through the crowd, her hand locking on my forearm like we’d scripted it.

“On me,” she commanded, voice pitched for war.

She pressed close, no space, her lips at my ear.

“Five packs. All fakes. Redirect and split. Don’t let them bunch.”

I nodded, feeling her hand slide from my wrist to my bicep, a grip so strong I wondered whether she was testing muscle or control.

I hit the air, rounding the first group.

“Hey, fellas. Social Six VIP?”

They puffed up, eager. “You got the blue wristbands? We’re supposed to get bottle service.”

Summer caught the edges, looping three women around the block and whisking them into the safe lane.

Pandora never left my side.

She was an anchor, warm and precise.

Her mouth brushed close to my jaw with the next move. “Run three to the left bar. Tell them it’s a sponsor demo. Split the second group. Use the block on Blossom’s floor.”

Her hand pressed against my back, fingers splaying over my shirt.

The contact hit harder than it should have.

I moved guys without drama, always giving them a reason: free shot, beer game, the “underground” table. Spread them out. Never let a cluster near main VIP.

Blossom clocked it from inside.

She ramped the volume, started a dance contest, and pulled every female guest into the pit. The minute a guy tried to shift the ratio, she laughed him off, then spun the girls even tighter.

Summer was perfection. She swept her VIPs to a corner booth, made it exclusive, all sparkle and shield.

But the heartbeat of the operation was Pandora and me.

She shadowed every move, shoulder close to mine, hand on my waist whenever she needed to steer me through the crush. Whenever I needed the next play, she was already there, brushing her mouth near my jaw to whisper, “Cut them off at wristband.”

For one split second, the world narrowed to her scent, her command, and my own pounding pulse. I was rock hard.

Then I remembered Ethan.

And the line stayed bright.

The guy clusters got restless.

A few started to push back.

“Why are you running us off? We’re here for the event. The link’s legit. You don’t want us here?”

I grinned, wide and warm. “I want everyone to have a good night. That’s why we’re keeping VIP clear for the girls and their plus-ones this round. Sponsor challenge. If you can win the shot game at the back table, you get a fast-track bracelet for the next one.”

They took it.

All noise, no fight.

Pandora watched every word, every gesture, and kept pace shoulder to shoulder.

At one point, she spun me with the momentum of the crowd, using my frame to block a surge from the left.

Her hand landed on my chest, flat and hot.

“Hold the line,” she said. “This is where most men lose it.”

The touch was a lightning bolt, and she knew it.

The surge peaked.

Then crashed.

Inside, Blossom and Val ran a retake of VIP, then sent Summer the signal to start the next round of arrivals.

For one suspended moment, the world was only Pandora: her body near mine, eyes locked, lips barely an inch from my mouth.

If she’d dared, the whole bar would’ve watched us cross the line.

But she didn’t.

Instead, she dropped her hand and smoothed the fabric of my shirt.

“Perfect,” she said.

And in that second, I felt like I could have done anything for her.

The guy surge was gone.

No scandal.

No drama.

Just a story for the rumor circuit and a win for the house.

Dane clocked the entire thing.

He lingered near the sponsor taps, watching with rage barely hidden behind his grin.

But he said nothing.

Maybe he finally understood: I wasn’t here to lose.

Summer circled back, grabbed my hand, and beamed so bright I almost lost track of the room.

“I told you he’d be amazing,” she said to Pandora, loud enough for half the room to hear.

Pandora smiled, slow, dark, and very real.

She stepped in, squeezed my upper arm, and whispered, “You saved it. That’s not common.”

I felt her approval like a brand.

Even Blossom drifted to my side, body flush to mine, and shot me a look that was pure victory.

Dane tried one final pass, some shade about “not bad for a backup dancer,” but the women laughed him off with lips and eyes and raw, unapologetic energy.

Pandora lingered behind as the crowd found its next beat.

Her hand rested on my shoulder, heavier now.

“You want a real seat at this table?” she asked, voice pure heat. “Keep doing what you just did. Make me believe you can hold your own.”

I nodded, pulse right at the edge.

“Good,” she said, smirk cut with honest hunger. “Because if you crack, I’ll know.”

She walked away, hips rolling.

For the first time, she looked back over her shoulder.

Eyes on mine.

A dare without a promise.

The floor was calm. Summer and Blossom were at my side, energy fizzing like we’d survived a stadium collapse.

But for the first time, I knew the war wasn’t just on the guest list.

It was inside the house now.

Pandora had noticed me.

Really noticed.

And the next round was going to be a whole new kind of dangerous.

***

The Blue Line emptied in waves, but the current never faded.

It was aftermath and adrenaline, the kind of postgame where nobody wanted to blink and miss the next move.

Summer claimed the booth beside me, legs hooked over mine, blonde hair damp from the heat, neck still flushed from the night’s pressure.

Blossom sprawled across the back of the banquette, all curves and cocky smiles, her thigh wedged between Summer’s and mine, hand on my knee like she was staking out territory.

Val and Pandora ran the closeout: stacks of paper, screens glowing with ratio counts, wrists flicking from data to drink to signature.

Every so often, Pandora’s eyes found mine.

Longer now.

Hotter.

More loaded.

She didn’t bother to hide it.

That made it worse.

Because Summer fidgeted closer, skin on fire, watching us both.

And Blossom leaned in, lips at my ear. “She’s going to want a piece of you,” she murmured, not even pretending to hide it. “Pan doesn’t play games when she starts to circle.”

My body reacted to the way Blossom said it.

But I kept my game face on.

Dane stewed at the sponsor bar.

He was running out of oxygen, rage boiling behind a frozen grin.

He made one last swing at me.

Pushed off from the table, rolled his shoulders, then called down the row, “Damn, Reynolds, you ever get a break? Or do The Social Six girls just keep you on retainer?”

His buddies laughed, but it fell flat.

Summer smiled, pure sunshine. “We keep him because he works, Dane. You could try it sometime.”

Dane tried again, voice sharper. “I mean, the guy’s basically a walking billboard. You ever do anything that doesn’t involve carrying someone else’s brand?”

This time, Blossom zeroed in.

She grabbed the last seltzer from the bucket, popped it open, and lofted it to me like a trophy.

“Guess I’m drinking to the house hero,” she announced. “Anyone else want to toast the future of campus parties, take a number.”

Half the room laughed, and every woman in the place watched me.

Dane grinned, but there was no joy in it.

He left that round on the bar.

Pandora broke the tension, calling the group together.

Full operation mode this time: Summer, Blossom, Val, and me, with Pandora at the helm.

She set her phone down, angled toward the group, but her eyes found mine.

“Tonight was a live attack,” she said, voice flat but heavy. “The branding. The links. The timing. It’s not random. This is a network. Dane’s behind it, or he’s feeding it intel. Either way, it gets worse before it gets better.”

Val nodded, dry as ever. “The only fix is to run tighter. No cracks, no scenes, no bad press. If we look unstable, the sponsors run scared and the guys win.”

Pandora circled the thread back to me. “You didn’t flinch. Not at the door, not in the surge, not even when the room wanted you to blow up.”

She stepped closer, close enough to make my heart hammer.

Her hand caught my chin, fingers under my jaw, tilting my face toward hers.

“Do you get what that means?” she asked, voice for me alone.

I nodded. “You can trust me.”

She smiled, real and dangerous. “Not just that. I can use you.”

For a heartbeat, the tension was nearly too much.

Summer watched, lips parted, blue eyes shining with some private emotion too full to name.

Blossom nudged my hip, her voice pitched low. “Told you. She wants to see what you look like under pressure.”

Pandora let her hand drop, but not before her thumb brushed over my pulse.

“We’re going to war,” she said, this time for the whole crew. “And he’s not the problem anymore. He’s the weapon.”

The effect was instant.

Val held my gaze, respect brighter than a thousand sponsor banners.

Summer looked at me like she’d never seen me before: soft, a little in awe, maybe scared of how much she wanted it to be true.

Blossom pressed her thigh into mine, voice teasing but edged with something more brittle. “He’s not going anywhere. Unless one of us handcuffs him to the bar.”

Which, honestly, was not the worst offer I’d had tonight.

But underneath, I felt it: the new line, the new hunger.

This wasn’t about sex.

Not only.

It was about trust and power, and the sense that every test made the prize harder to win.

Dane gave me one last sideways look as he left, tossing some bullshit about “house champion” over his shoulder.

Nobody cared.

Not anymore.

Pandora had not crossed a line.

But she had drawn one.

And now I knew exactly where it was.

At the curb, as we left The Blue Line, Pandora slowed down.

She hooked her hand into my shirt and pulled me just close enough that I felt the heat of her body without getting the thing I wanted.

“Tonight you were perfect,” she whispered. “Don’t lose that. Not even for me.”

Her lips brushed so close to mine I tasted coffee and danger.

Then she let go and disappeared toward the rideshare.

I turned, and Summer and Blossom were both there.

Summer buried her face in my chest, arms wrapping me up, release and relief all at once.

Blossom slid in, kissed my jaw, and held me like she’d never let go.

We stood under the neon, a little wrecked, a lot proud.

And for the first time, I wondered if even I could survive the war I’d just promised to fight.

Because the next round wasn’t just numbers on a screen.

It was Summer.

Blossom.

And now Pandora, circling the edge of a line none of us were ready to cross yet.

I wanted them all.

God help the man who tried to stop us.


Rivalry Heat


By the time the stadium banners went up and the lake house started to buzz, you could feel it in your bones: this was a Social Six Saturday, and Calder State’s blood ran navy and silver.

Everything was electric.

The morning rolled hot and clear, sun bouncing off damp grass and the rows of sponsor tents stretching from the deck all the way out to the portable bar on the hill. You could smell beer, perfume, grilling meat, and just under it, the kind of adrenaline that made every part of you feel primed for collision.

I barely cleared my bedroom before Blossom pounced.

She appeared in the hallway in a tank that looked painted on and a pair of cutoff shorts that had no business surviving last night, much less another round of tailgate abuse. Her hair was wild and perfect, a tangle of red and glitter, and her mouth was already curving in a way that let me know I’d be living with the marks she’d left on me for another week.

She drifted close, her hip grazing mine. “Rise and shine, party hero. Did you bring your A-game, or should I notify the paramedics now?”

I grinned. “Depends. You running the triage, or just the chaos?”

She punched my arm, but the look in her eyes was pure possession. “Today, I want the show. All eyes on you, handsome. Let’s see if you can work the field as hard as you worked The Blue Line.”

That was the new twist.

No more just helpful Matt.

I was becoming part of the damn event.

Even before I made it to the kitchen, I felt Summer’s eyes.

She was already in uniform: Social Six blue crop top, silver-white micro-shorts, white boots, and a morning glow that should have shorted out every phone camera in the tailgate. Her hair was down in beach-blonde waves, and she’d leveled up the whole room with silver sunglasses perched on her head like a crown.

There were at least nine people in the kitchen: event staff, sorority guests, Greta and Pen wolfing bagels and chugging energy drinks like it was a team sport. But Summer floated at the center, giving crisp orders and hugs in the same breath.

She spotted me, and the wattage in her smile made my pulse jump.

“I see you survived the gauntlet,” Summer said, voice effortless but eyes searching my face for the wreckage.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I shot back.

The air between us went hot fast.

But before I could get closer, she snapped back into business mode, delegating wristbands and sponsor kits, always in motion.

The Social Six looked like a calendar shoot: Val in tailored game-day whites, Pandora stalking the perimeter in black and silver, Pen and Greta in swimwear and boots layered with jerseys that barely met the decency code.

But this was Summer’s domain.

She made the room hers with every smile, every touch, every two-second check-in on guests and staff.

I tried to play it cool, snagging a protein bar and catching a low-five from Pen, but my focus stayed locked on Summer.

The only person watching her harder was the woman who appeared at her side with a stack of laminated lists, three phones, and a smile bright enough to blind the sun.

Maisie Quinn.

Summer’s tether to sanity.

Maisie didn’t look like she belonged to the Social Six machine, exactly, but she projected more party-girl authority than half of Greek Row. Dark hair glossy and perfect, honey-brown eyes ringed in mascara, body hugged by a navy-and-silver Sorority Row tee that clung right to her curves. She moved fast, hugged Summer tight, and launched into a two-minute download on the rumor circuit, group chat drama, and who had already tried to fake a VIP wristband.

Her voice was rapid-fire and full of laughter. “Babe, you are everywhere online already. I literally saw a TikTok calling you the queen of invite-only. Dane is dying. He’s already papered the parking lots with those tragic flyers. It’s giving pick-me energy and last call at the bar in the same breath.”

Summer giggled, the sound spilling pure gold.

Maisie leaned in and squeezed her arm. “And your boy is in three group chats. He’s either the new security crush, the secret boyfriend, or the hottest thing since the seltzer sponsorship.”

I blinked at her. “You keep a scoreboard on this stuff?”

Maisie beamed, pinning me with a look that could only be described as warm, sharp, and just a little wicked. “Someone has to keep the receipts. Besides, Summer would combust if she had to carry all the campus gossip alone.”

Summer flushed, flattered but not flinching. “Maisie’s the reason I haven’t resorted to caffeine addiction or ritual sacrifice. She knows how to make the madness look good.”

Maisie hip-checked her. “Babe. You’re the talent. I’m just here to curate.”

Then she turned that smile on me.

“I’ve heard you’re the reason our tailgate doesn’t look like a frat keg-stravaganza. So, thanks for making my bestie look good.”

The air snapped.

Summer’s eyes went big for a second, then settled back to home base: my arms, my face, my hands braced on the counter like they were her next lifeline.

I could see right through her.

The real Summer.

Not the poster. Not the glow.

The woman who wanted, who needed, to be seen.

Blossom clocked it.

She drifted behind me, raking a painted nail up my back just enough to make Summer blush, then snagged a seltzer from the fridge and perched herself across the kitchen island, legs wide, daring anyone to challenge her for my attention.

It was territorial enough to fog the windows.

But Summer swallowed her nerves and turned to Maisie, voice soft so only we could hear.

“You ready for the storm?”

Maisie winked. “Born ready. I’ve got sorority interns at every gate, crowd control is locked, and I’m running two side chats in case anyone tries to sneak a fake VIP. All you have to do is smile, babe, and unleash your secret weapon.”

She tipped her head at me.

Summer’s cheeks went pink.

It was the tiniest tell, but I caught it.

She wanted me on her team.

Not for optics. Not for the show.

For Summer.

Before the tension could pop, Blossom made her move.

“Matt. Summer. Time for game plan. We need the check-in tent built before sponsors start dropping boxes at the gate. If you want to skip the cardboard cuts, bring muscle and at least a six on the commentary.”

I followed the pull but kept an eye on Summer.

She hovered at the edge of the room, Maisie flanking her, both of them scrolling matching lists and trading info like air.

But every twelve seconds, Summer’s glance ricocheted back to me.

I could feel the want under her skin.

Maisie noticed, too.

She grinned, sharp and sweet, and stage-whispered to Summer, “He’s a good one, babe. If you don’t lock that down, someone else will.”

Summer swatted her arm. “Stop. He can hear you.”

“Good! Maybe he needs to know he’s the real castle prize.”

Maisie made it look like a joke, but beneath the sparkle, I felt the truth.

I was alive on her radar.

And the more Summer tried to run the show, the more she wanted someone to see she was only barely keeping the pieces together.

The crowd started assembling on the lawn early. By noon, the space between the sponsor tents and deck had become a living river of bodies: music blaring, shorts creeping higher, painted faces and glitter, beer already flowing. The first sizzle of sausage hit the grill, sending a cloud of hunger and nostalgia across the crowd.

Summer went full charm offensive.

She moved through the mess, wristbands in hand, hair shining in the sun, voice bright and warm for every guest, until the mask glitched and she flicked her eyes to me, searching for something real.

That was when the first Dane hit landed.

A swarm hit the gate, five guys deep, all in “legit” Social Six wristbands, but if you looked twice, the colors were just a shade off. A stack of flyers slapped onto the folding table, not our branding but close enough to make a drunk freshman squint: REAL PARTY. REAL MEN. NO MASCOTS, JUST VIBES. The barcode at the bottom routed to Dane’s rival event.

Maisie’s reaction was instant.

She sidestepped the drama, intercepted the guy group, and turned them into a photo op without ever letting them within fifty feet of the guest-of-honor list.

Her voice was pure sugar. “You boys looking for the real action? Game pit’s that way. Food, drinks, and you can keep your flyers. God knows we could use them as kindling if it gets cold.”

They didn’t even realize she was rerouting them.

They grinned and drifted where she pointed, arms full of lost ambition.

Summer was right behind her, reading every move.

She flashed Maisie a thumbs-up, then caught my eyes.

For one perfect second, there was nothing in the world except us.

Nobody had ever backed her in public like this.

Nobody had ever made her feel like she wasn’t alone holding the line.

It hit me right in the chest.

Everyone else worked the crowd as if it was another rite of spring. Pen and Greta kept the flow moving, Blossom sparked pockets of energy, and Pandora stalked the far edge of the tent rows, eyes dark and fixed on every potential leak in the setup. But her gaze kept snapping to me, measuring whether the new guy could actually deliver.

The heat from Pandora was obvious, but not sharp.

It was a dare.

Summer’s struggle was quieter.

Maisie was the only one who saw every crack in the armor.

Even as Summer played queen of the world, the little things got to her: the sorority guest who said last year’s tailgate was hotter, the three-second flicker of doubt when a guy in a rival shirt demanded access, the constant shadow of knowing every beat was being photographed, posted, judged.

Maisie clocked her energy and circled back, always with a joke or a pivot.

She’d drop a comment about someone’s ex-boyfriend’s new mustache or tease Summer about their freshman-year disasters, and just like that, the strain eased.

The two of them ran the main drag like a tag team: Summer in the bright, Maisie in the shadows, always watching her six.

As the music climbed and bodies packed closer, you couldn’t miss the way the Social Six house had transformed from host to crowd magnet.

But the story in the air wasn’t only the party.

It was me.

And Summer.

Maisie parked herself beside me at one point, arms folded, expression gone sly.

“She’s trying not to melt,” Maisie said, voice pitched for my ears only. “I’ve known her since she could barely pick her own lip gloss. If she acts chill, it’s because she’s hanging by a thread.”

I glanced at Summer, who was across the field, glowing with the effort.

“She looks like she’s running the planet,” I said.

“She does,” Maisie replied. “But she wants to know if you’ll show up for her. Not the vibe. Not the house. Her.”

That landed.

After that, I worked the tent row closer to Summer’s orbit.

Whenever she needed a hand, cooler refills, wristband backup, the occasional sorority mom demanding a selfie, I was there.

Never front and center.

Always orbit.

Supporting, not claiming.

Maisie saw it.

She watched us work the crowd together and smiled, sharp and satisfied.

“New favorite rumor,” Maisie stage-whispered, looping Summer back into the trio. “You two are secretly engaged, but the ring is hidden so the brand doesn’t implode.”

Summer gaped, then broke into real laughter. “Stop. You’re making him blush.”

Maisie flicked my arm. “Oh, he likes it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”

I tried to pivot. “You’re the expert. What’s the best tailgate rumor you’ve actually heard?”

Maisie beamed. “That you personally tackle anyone who tries to bring Natty Light onto the Social Six lawn. Or that you once made a beer bong out of a seltzer can and saved a whole bachelorette pregame.”

Summer shook her head, but her eyes were alive now.

She grinned at me, pure mischief. “I’d put money on the bachelorette save.”

Maisie’s eyes shifted, serious for a second. “Whatever joke is running, just know this: you’re important to her. Even when she’s too busy to say it.”

Summer blushed, but let it stand.

She even curled her hand around my arm for a second, public and soft.

Heat flared through my neck, my chest, everywhere I wanted to touch her and couldn’t.

Then a new ripple hit.

A group of women, overflow from Greek Row, arrived at the gate with wristbands, only to be shadowed by four guys who claimed to be “house approved.” The women looked annoyed, the guys entitled, and the scene was seconds from mess.

Maisie moved fast, faking a call to the Social Six check-in, then pivoting to break up the logjam. She rerouted the girls with a VIP upgrade, then turned to the guys with a straight face and a prop from the sponsor basket.

“That’s adorable,” Maisie said, holding up a branded can. “But if you want to impress The Social Six, you have to actually know their drink of choice. Try again, guys.”

The men shuffled off, no match for sorority precision.

When the women thanked her, Maisie just shrugged. “Great event. Only works if you don’t let anyone kill the energy.”

Summer’s look was pure gratitude.

I felt it in my own chest, like I had just witnessed the real engine behind the Social Six brand: not status, but a whole network of women holding the world together behind the curtain.

Maisie gave me a wink, voice soft as she leaned close. “She needs the real thing, Matt. Not the mascot. Don’t let her down.”

The day blazed on, every hour hotter, every wave of arrivals rowdier.

But the true temperature was measured in the space between me and Summer.

Every time I passed her, she brushed my hand.

Every time she needed an answer, she turned to me.

Every time the pressure threatened to crack her shine, Maisie patched the gap, but I could see Summer’s pulse stutter when my arms got close or when my mouth hovered an inch from her ear.

The rumors never stopped.

By mid-afternoon, someone had tacked a parody poster to the sponsor wall: MATT REYNOLDS, SOCIAL SIX CAMPUS HERO. NOW HIRING, NO EXPERIENCE REQUIRED. The cartoon version of me had a six-pack and a Social Six-branded polo, and even the men who posted it made no move to claim credit.

It was a direct shot.

Summer’s face flickered when she saw it.

She smiled for the guests, ripped it down, and passed the heat to Maisie, who made a joke about “needing more shirtless promo images for the archive.”

But behind Summer’s smile, the crack ran deep.

Dane’s people were making their move.

And it was working.

The pressure on Summer wasn’t going away.

Maisie held her steady, all loyalty and banter, but for the first time all day, Summer looked at me with naked want.

No shield.

No performance.

Just the honest, wrecked need of a woman barely holding together under the weight of the war.

I wanted to haul her behind the nearest tent, pin her to the closest safe surface, and let her come apart.

But this was her show.

Her moment.

The best thing I could do was back her up with everything I had.

So I did.

I worked the rest of the shift shoulder to shoulder with Summer, always in sync. We processed VIPs, handled snack runs, rerouted half a dozen fake-link bros, and never once let the guests feel the tension at the center.

Maisie called it with a smile, just for us. “Look at you. Social Six’s hottest new couple, working the tent line like you’ve been at it for years.”

Summer giggled, softer now, her hand finding mine under the edge of the table.

Nobody saw it.

Except Maisie.

She just nodded, slow and satisfied.

That was the heartbeat of the day: relentless pressure, real risk, and Summer shining not because it was easy, but because the people who mattered saw her.

Maisie kept her anchored.

Blossom and Pandora stayed in the outer orbit.

But at the center, it was Summer and me.

Every glance.

Every touch.

Every moment of private need.

When the sun dipped and the crowd finally started to thin, Summer caught my wrist under the photo tent.

Her grip was desperate, electric.

She didn’t say a word at first.

She just pressed close, lips nearly touching my ear.

Then, under the noise and sponsor flags, she whispered, “I need you.”

The words nearly undid me.

I caught her hand, squeezed it, and nodded once.

Anything she wanted, I’d give it.

Even if it meant burning the world to do it.

That was how the next round started.

Not with a bang, but a secret, private promise.

And somewhere just behind the sunshine, Maisie saw everything.

She grinned, and for the first time, I wondered if she knew how much she mattered.

And how fast things would explode if the wrong secret slipped.

But that was a problem for tomorrow.

For now, I belonged to Summer.

And the war was just getting started.

***

If the early tailgate was a sprint, the afternoon was a pressure cooker.

The crush at the gates doubled, then tripled. You could feel the shift in the crowd: clusters of guys, louder now, pushing the edge with last year’s playbook and this year’s hungrier rumors. Every fifteen minutes, a new batch of “VIPs” tried to talk their way onto the deck, always with a story, always some twist tied to Dane and his failing circus down the block.

The first time it got obvious was when a group of frat-branded guys elbowed through, holding a printout of a Social Six meme they’d made overnight. It was a deep-fake of me in a superhero cape and nothing else: cartoon pecs, painted abs, the works. The caption read: MATT REYNOLDS, SOCIAL SIX MASCOT. IS HE EVEN REAL OR JUST SUNSHINE’S ARM CANDY?

The laughter was forced but loud.

You could tell Dane had seeded half the jokes and was waiting to see if I’d lose my shit in public.

I didn’t.

I played it chill, letting the guys snap their photos and then gently rerouting them. “Hey, fellas, main bar is on the other side of the field. Unless you want VIP access, then you’ve got to out-charm the sorority girls first.”

The jab landed.

They stuttered, then shuffled off.

No drama.

But as soon as the air cleared, I caught Summer’s face across the tent: white-hot fury, cheeks flushed, hands wrapped so tight around the wristband kit I thought the plastic might shatter.

I moved to her side in two strides.

“Hey,” I said. “Don’t let them get to you.”

Summer didn’t blink. “If one more person makes you the punchline, I’ll stage a mutiny.”

Maisie slid in, thread-the-needle smooth, voice pitched to slice through embarrassment. “Or you could spin it for content, babe. Make the mascot thing an asset. Sponsors love a little drama, especially if he’s shirtless and safe.”

Summer rolled her eyes, but the tension uncoiled a notch.

She pulled me into her workflow, handing off a stack of wristbands and a VIP check-in printout. Her fingers lingered on mine, electric.

For the next hour, we tag-teamed the entrance: Summer leading with warmth and wit, me handling whatever chaos Maisie or the universe tossed our way. There was never a break in the flow, just public rhythm, private precision. She’d shoulder in for a quick joke, lean close enough for her perfume to tangle me up, then melt away, always in command and haunted by the edge of something she couldn’t say out loud.

The heat was nuclear.

Every time I touched her, it felt like the whole campus held its breath.

Maisie, meanwhile, worked background magic.

She spotted a sorority group about to go nuclear over rival wristband drama: two girls fuming, four more teetering on the edge of snapping at the event team, all of them with phones out and ready to drop a bad review on the spot.

Maisie moved in, pure finesse. She wrapped one arm around the two angry girls, whispered something that made them crack up, then handed out custom drink tokens and “VIP Fast Passes” that did not exist until she invented them on the fly.

Instant peace.

Summer exhaled, relief flooding her features.

Maisie clocked my look. “Saw the whole thing coming, didn’t you? Seven out of ten tailgate meltdowns are about girl groups feeling invisible or getting shunted for guy drama. If you don’t get ahead of the ratio, you lose the event.”

I nodded, impressed. “You should be running these.”

Maisie grinned, eyes on Summer. “Nah. I just support my queen. She’s the magic. I’m the fixer.”

Summer looked like she might cry or laugh or both, but all she did was squeeze my wrist under the table, hidden from the world.

The next sabotage was more direct.

Dane himself rolled up: jacket off, muscles out, sunglasses gleaming, phone in hand. He didn’t wait for invitation. Just sauntered up to the sponsor tent, leaned back with a confident smirk, and fired off a barrage.

“Damn, Summer. Thought you ran all-female events. Is today’s angle just having Matt flex for the sponsors and praying nobody notices the VIPs are half men now?”

He shot me a look like he expected me to bite.

I didn’t twitch.

“Just happy to be here,” I said, smiling. “If you want a demo, I’m told the mascot costume comes off after dark.”

Laughter from the women nearby: instant, genuine, and all for me.

Dane looked pissed.

Summer leaned into my side, voice velvet but loaded.

“I’ll take Matt over a hundred guys with fake invites and zero game,” she said.

Maisie, not missing a beat, piped up. “It’s not even close. Matt’s a legend. You should see the group chats.”

That got more laughter, and a couple of the sorority girls behind Dane started filming.

Not him.

Summer and me.

The ground shifted.

Dane pivoted, but the damage was done.

He tried again, louder. “Whatever you say, Sunshine. Hope Reynolds brought enough protein to keep up with the schedule. I hear you’re running him hard.”

Maisie leaned in, stage-whispering to the nearest girl, “It’s the stamina for me. If you know, you know.”

The air vibrated.

Summer ignored Dane completely and focused on a new arrival: alumni group, big donors, the kind of guests who actually needed to be wowed.

She turned up the sparkle, but as we worked the next ten minutes together, I could see her hands shaking.

Beneath the charm, she was ragged.

Whenever we had a second to ourselves, behind the snack table, inside the tent, brushing arms as we checked coolers, her voice dropped lower, more brittle.

“I hate it,” she whispered. “I hate having to pretend I’m immune. I hate that they can’t just let it be what it is. I want you. Not for the cameras. For me.”

I laced my fingers with hers, hidden between the ice bins.

“Then let it be real. We can keep the work rules. But you don’t have to fake it with me.”

She nodded, but the ache stayed in her eyes.

“You’re the only thing that feels real right now,” she said, voice breaking just a little. “But it scares me. How much I want you. How much I care what you think. Even the way Pandora looks at you sometimes, it makes me want to claw the world in half. Is that crazy?”

I shook my head and pulled her closer.

“No. It’s honest.” I brushed my thumb over her knuckles. “And in this? Right now? I’m yours, Summer.”

She shuddered, letting the mask drop for one single second.

Nobody saw it except Maisie, who passed the tent, glanced in, and gave me a thumbs-up like she’d been waiting her whole life for Summer to admit she needed something selfish.

After that, the world came back hard.

Dane’s crew started snapping fake candid photos from the crowd, even circling the rumor that Summer and I were hype for a new Social Six dating app. Memes surfaced in the sponsor lounge, all variations on me flexing, Summer in my lap, or the two of us serving “influencer couple gone wild” even as we did nothing remotely off-script.

Maisie redirected every flare-up, always with a joke.

“My girl Summer’s too good for basic drama,” she said at one point, loudly enough for the nearest table. “We’re just out here trying to set the standard.”

But between the reroutes and the crowd work, Summer and I found a hundred tiny chances to touch, to share a breath, to flash each other silent promises that had nothing to do with Dane or the rest of campus.

It was pure torture, wanting her and not being able to act on it.

When the rhythm got too much, Summer snapped.

She hooked her fingers into my belt and pulled me low enough for nobody else to hear.

“We need a sponsor box from the alumni RV,” she whispered, voice all heat and rawness. “Immediately. The badge is clipped to my top. It’s a two-person job, and the suite will be empty.”

I got the message.

Maisie caught the move, smirked, and faked a call to distract the next row of guests.

The walk to the alumni RV was only thirty yards, but it felt like we crossed a hundred miles.

The entire time, Summer’s hand did not let go of me.

Once the door closed behind us, the noise faded.

Just Summer and me.

No cameras.

No business.

No lies.

She pressed back against the door, breathing hard.

All I could think was how badly I wanted to pull her apart and put her back together again.

But this time, it would be slow.

She deserved more than a secret.

She deserved every inch of the man who would turn the world off for her.

I reached for her hand.

She squeezed it, eyes bright with hunger.

The next move was hers.

And I was ready for anything.

***

The latch hit home, sealing us in.

For a second, we just breathed each other in.

The alumni RV was cool and private: curtained windows, a queen bed with pillows jumbled against the headboard, sponsor kits shoved beside the sideboard, the faint scent of clean linen and Summer’s perfume electrifying the whole space.

Summer pressed against the door, blue eyes shining with the kind of want that made me hard before she even touched me.

She looked at me with no illusion left.

“Do you want me?” she asked, trembling in the low, perfect light.

I slotted my body to hers, hands bracing her hips. “I’ve wanted you every day since you first smiled at me on the quad.”

She shivered, relief and heat mixing.

“Then don’t be gentle,” she whispered. “I want to feel it. I want to drown out everything except you.”

God, I loved her direct.

But I was going to take my time.

I trailed my palms up her sides, feeling the heat under her crop top, every inch of her soft, lithe body setting my nerves on fire.

Summer’s fingers found my shirt and yanked me down to her mouth. Our lips crashed together, bright and hungry, not polite or pretty. She let herself bite, let herself moan, let herself melt against my chest with all the need she had been hiding.

Her hands were everywhere: my hair, my neck, down my chest, fingers splaying over my abs like she had been dreaming of touching me for years.

I braced her with one arm and used the other to skim her top up slowly, exposing every inch with intent, my knuckles grazing the silky skin of her belly, then climbing to the edge of her bra.

She broke the kiss, breathless, eyes wide.

“Take it off.”

I peeled her crop top over her head and dropped it to the floor. It left her in a sapphire-and-white lace bra, her cleavage spilling over the cups, skin flushed and perfect, the scent of her sweat and sunscreen making my mouth water.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I growled.

Summer blushed, arching her back so her chest pressed harder into my hands.

“Show me.”

I didn’t hesitate.

I buried my face between her breasts, kissing up one round, perfect swell, then nipping at the edge of the lace. I found the front clasp and popped it; the bra fell open, and I lost all coherent thought.

She was unreal: full, round tits, pink nipples already puckering with need, skin glowing gold from the thin slice of sunlight through the RV curtains, the texture soft and warm in my palms.

I cupped both, squeezing gently, then circled her nipples with my thumbs.

Summer gasped and arched, hands tangling in my hair.

“That’s it,” she whispered, urgent. “Don’t stop.”

I bent and took one nipple into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue, sucking until she trembled. Her body went liquid. She pressed her tits up, chasing every touch, her hips grinding against my thigh as if she could fuck herself on the air.

The more I loved her chest, the more she unraveled. I switched to the other breast, sucking harder, and she gave a guttural moan, clamping both hands around the back of my head, smothering me in her curves.

“Jesus, Matt,” she whimpered. “More.”

I gave it to her.

Teeth, tongue, lips, the whole show. I wanted her to remember this every time she put on a sunshine smile for strangers.

I wanted her to remember my mouth, my hands, the way I made her feel so desired she couldn’t stand it.

When I came up for air, her entire chest was flushed pink and shining, her nipples tight and wet from my mouth.

I met her eyes.

She looked wrecked already.

But I was just getting started.

I knelt in front of her, tugged her shorts down slowly, relishing every centimeter of naked thigh as I bared her for myself.

She wore tiny bikini-cut panties, white with blue trim, the fabric hugging her hips and ass like it had been chosen specifically to ruin me.

I bit the waistband, making her squeak, then dragged them down with my hands, taking every inch of her in as I exposed her.

She was shaved smooth and already dewy.

I couldn’t resist.

I scooped her under the thighs and lifted her, laying her across the soft bed.

Summer’s legs fell open like she had been waiting all day for this.

Her lips were glossy, parted, the inside already dark and wet with need.

I traced my fingers up her calves, over her knees, up the silk of her inner thighs.

She trembled, then braced herself on her elbows, watching.

“Eat me,” she whispered.

No hesitation.

I pressed my mouth to her, licking a stripe from her entrance to her clit.

Summer’s head snapped back, a scream half-caught in her throat.

I flicked her clit, soft at first, then harder, then sucked it between my lips. I didn’t stop. I devoured her, tongue swirling, teasing, then plunging deep inside her pussy. Her taste was hot and clean, pure Summer: sun and sweat and honest, wild want.

She rocked her hips up, grinding into my mouth.

“Holy shit, baby, don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”

I hooked her knees over my shoulders and buried my face in her until she was writhing, moaning, begging for more.

Her hands clamped down on my hair; her thighs squeezed my head.

I added two fingers, curling them up, finding the spot that made her voice break.

Summer sobbed, then arched as her first orgasm slammed through her.

Her whole body shook, pussy clamping down on my fingers, thighs quivering around my ears. I licked and sucked, riding the wave with her, making sure she came and came again until her legs gave out and she collapsed onto the pillows, limp and trembling.

I eased up and kissed her thighs, her belly, then her tits again.

She wouldn’t let me go far. She grabbed my shirt and yanked me up, mashing her lips to mine.

She tasted herself, and it only made her hotter.

Summer’s hands found my waistband, desperate.

“Take off your clothes,” she demanded, voice raw and wrecked.

I stripped fast: shirt, shorts, underwear, the whole mess hitting the floor in a clump.

My cock sprang free, thick and hard and already leaking at the tip.

Summer reached for it, wrapping her hand around the shaft.

She stroked, then grinned up at me, eyes sly even through the haze.

“You want me?”

“More than anything.”

She guided my cock to her pussy, tip brushing her soaked lips.

But this time, I slowed her down.

I kissed her again, slower, sweeter, letting her feel my weight, my chest pressed to hers, our skin hot and slick with sweat.

I lined up, slid the head just inside, and froze.

Summer’s eyes went wide.

She wasn’t playacting.

This was her, stripped of every mask.

She cupped my face, voice small but sure.

“Make me yours.”

I drove in, slow and steady.

The heat of her pussy almost stole the breath out of me.

She gasped and arched, hands dragging down my back, nails scoring my skin.

I sank deeper, inch by inch, until my cock was buried to the hilt and her body had shaped itself around me perfectly.

We held there, shuddering.

Then I started to move.

This wasn’t a rough fuck.

It was deeper.

Every thrust was a promise: I see you. I want you. You are more than the brand, more than the party, more than all the wild nights put together.

Summer felt it.

She met every movement with a wildness she never showed the crowd.

Her arms locked around my neck, nails digging in, heels biting into my ass, driving me deeper.

Every time I bottomed out, her pussy clamped down, and the look on her face was pure, raw awe.

She came again, this time wrenching a sob out of her chest, clit grinding against the base of my cock.

But I didn’t let up.

I fucked her slow, then hard, then slow again, making her chase every sensation until she broke apart.

Underneath it all, I held her gaze.

“This is all for you,” I grunted.

She whimpered, “I love the way you fuck me. Nobody’s ever—oh god—made me feel like this. I want to feel you come, Matt. Please, fill me up.”

That nearly broke me.

I pulled almost all the way out, then drove in deep.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Until I felt my balls draw tight.

Summer’s pussy spasmed, milking me.

I let go and came hard, jet after jet, filling her until she shook with the force of it.

We clung together, bodies locked, sweat and breath and heartbeats tangled up.

I stayed inside her, kissing her neck, her lips, her hair.

Summer’s hands traced my back, fingertips memorizing every inch.

When I finally softened, I slipped out and pulled her into my arms.

She curled into my chest, exhausted but smiling.

For a long minute, neither of us said anything.

Her head rested on my heart.

Our bodies glowed with sex and something a hell of a lot more dangerous.

She was the girl behind the poster.

And she was mine.

We lay on the bed, limbs tangled, Summer’s leg draped over mine, her skin still shimmering and twitching from the aftershocks.

Her blonde hair was a mess, her lips swollen, her tits streaked with blush and bite marks.

She looked like she had been loved completely.

She looked happy.

I brushed my thumb along her jaw, needing her to believe it.

“You’re more than the sunshine,” I whispered.

She laughed, but her eyes shone.

“Not according to Instagram.”

“Fuck Instagram. You’re Summer. You’re the best thing that’s happened to me since I got here.”

She blushed, then ducked her head.

“You’re going to make me cry.”

I rolled her onto her back, kissing her softly.

“I never want you to feel like you’re not enough.”

She trembled, and that was the final tell.

She was really letting herself be seen.

For the next ten minutes, we traded slow, lazy kisses, hands roaming everywhere.

Eventually, she rolled on top of me, straddling my hips.

Her pussy, still slick from my cum, slid over my cock, making us both gasp.

She grinned, sassy even blissed-out.

“Round two?”

My body was already ready.

I let her ride.

She took control, grinding, bouncing, using my body exactly how she wanted, making herself come twice more before I exploded a second time, flooding her again.

All the way through, her eyes never left mine.

It was real.

It was us.

When we finally calmed, Summer curled into me, cheek on my chest.

“Don’t let me go,” she whispered.

“Never.”

Outside, the party still raged.

Inside that RV, the world belonged to us.

If she wanted to claim me, she could.

If she wanted to risk anything, I would back her all the way.

For as long as she needed.

I would never let anyone make her feel small.

Not even for a second.

She drifted in my arms for a minute, body soft and warm and perfect, then stirred when the bass outside shifted and the crowd roared at something beyond the glass.

Reality came tapping.

Summer lifted her head, dazed and glowing.

“We have to go back.”

I kissed her forehead. “I know.”

For the first time, I didn’t care if the rumors ever stopped.

We had the truth.

And I was never going to let it go.

***

We stepped back onto the lawn like we owned the world.

Every nerve in my body still hummed with Summer: her scent, her taste, the shock of her body squeezing around my cock and then melting into me after. My lips were raw from kissing her. My hands couldn’t stop finding her waist, or the trail of her hair, even as we tried to look normal for the crowd.

Summer was a whole new version of herself.

She glowed. Not the practiced sparkle, but the kind of lazy, post-orgasm bliss you couldn’t fake if you tried. Her lips were swollen. Tiny marks dotted her chest above the line of her top. Even her walk had changed, hips rolling with every step, like she had claimed a championship and nobody else in the stadium had a clue.

I wanted to show her off.

Instead, I let her lead the way.

Maisie saw us before we even broke the sponsor line.

She zeroed in on Summer, eyebrows up, a knowing grin splitting her face.

“Somebody looks reborn,” Maisie said, voice syrupy-sweet and just quiet enough for private war. “Did you take a power nap, or was it a personal halftime show?”

Summer flushed, but her eyes never left mine.

Maisie whooped, hopping in front of us. “Babe. You’re happier than I’ve seen you all semester. The real question is, are you going to let me in on the secret, or do I have to bribe the RV concierge for details?”

Summer bit her lip, laughing. “It was… needed. You know how hard the crowd’s been today.”

Maisie winked at me, suddenly softer. “Good. Because you earned it. And so did he. It’s about time you let yourself want something.”

The air went warm for a second.

Just the three of us: Summer radiant, me chest-thumping proud, and Maisie proving again why she was the only person Summer trusted with her unfiltered self.

Then, as we drifted behind the booth, the world came roaring back.

A cluster of women in sponsor tees flagged down Summer, waving their phones. The word was out: something about VIP drama, last-minute invites, and a screenshot pinned in a sorority group chat.

Maisie leaned in fast to analyze.

She scrolled her phone, then winced.

“Oh, wow. So someone forwarded around a screenshot of this fake invite. It’s got Summer’s photo, The Social Six logo, and a ‘plus one for Matt only’ thing. Bait for the rumor accounts. Wild, right?”

The pit opened in my gut.

Maisie tapped the screen. “It’s coming from the same group chat that leaked the last party’s fake link. I thought it was just girls being messy, but this looks… engineered. And one of the accounts is definitely tied to Dane’s crew. I’d bet anything.”

Summer’s jaw set.

“I never sent that invite,” she said, voice hardening.

Maisie frowned, scanning fast. “I know. I saw you approve the guest list this morning. I’m literally the last line before it hits the wild. So unless I got played…”

She trailed off.

For the first time, Maisie looked less sure.

And it hit me: if the breach wasn’t in the crew, it had to be somewhere in the trusted circle. Someone Dane could access. Someone close enough to Maisie’s network to slip poison into the stream.

I squeezed Summer’s hand, grounding her.

“It’s not sabotage if it’s just a screenshot,” I offered. “But if they tie it to the house, it gets ugly. Is there a way to trace who sent it first?”

Maisie’s eyes went wide. “I can try. But the group chat is mostly people I vetted. Friends, or friends-of-friends. If Dane’s got someone in there, I’ll hunt it down.”

Summer’s confidence faltered, but she covered it with a quick smile. “You always have my back, Maisie.”

Maisie hugged her, hard. “Always. And I won’t let him wreck this. What’s between…” She motioned at both of us, grinning. “You two? It’s real. I want you to enjoy it, not fight stupid rumors every time you breathe.”

Summer melted into her best friend, then shot me a grateful look.

The world spun a little slower.

Val swept in to drop a new wristband in my palm, business as usual. Her eyes flicked between Summer, me, and Maisie, reading the emotional weather faster than anyone had a right to.

She murmured, “Careful. Dane’s crew is running three rumor accounts, and they just boosted a screenshot making Matt look like he’s running side hookups through the house. Suddenly, every guy on campus thinks The Social Six is hiring through private invites.”

She didn’t say it loud, but the weight landed.

My blood ran cold.

Maisie’s voice went quiet. “If I cross-linked that by accident, even just sharing a screenshot, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to start a fire. I just wanted to tell you before it got worse.”

Summer shook her head, gentle. “It isn’t on you. We just have to be careful what we trust. I trust you, Maisie. And I trust Matt.”

She squeezed me tighter, the words landing like a blessing.

Maisie looked like she might cry, but then she squared her shoulders.

“Then let’s make sure we don’t give Dane any more ammo. Shut down the rumor, reroute the invites, and set the record straight: The Social Six doesn’t fall for thirsty boys, and neither do you.”

Heat. Loyalty. And the kind of risk that could end the whole party with one wrong move.

I watched the two women: Summer shining, Maisie fierce and more vulnerable than she wanted anyone to see.

They were a team.

If I was worth anything, I’d keep both safe.

The next few minutes became a blur of war-room energy: Maisie at Summer’s side, running interference with sorority girls, double-checking every guest name; Summer handling sponsors with new confidence, like the sex and honesty had fused into something steadier than performance.

I matched her pace.

Every time our eyes met, the charge came back, a secret only we could feel.

Whenever I brushed her waist or let my hand drift along her thigh, Summer let the touch linger, no longer afraid to want it, even if a hundred phones were trained in our direction.

Maisie noticed and just grinned.

When she caught Summer’s eye, she mouthed, “You deserve it.”

It was the best kind of blessing.

But behind the glow, the shadow stayed.

I checked the rumor threads. The fake invite was already viral, a dozen shares deep, and even rival event planners were parroting the story.

It was sabotage.

Smart and fast.

And if Maisie was the leak, even by accident, Dane had just leveled up.

I caught her alone as the crowd thinned.

Maisie’s eyes were red, but her voice was all business.

“I’ll kill the rumor at the source,” she promised. “Even if it means burning every old contact I have. Summer’s my family, and now I guess you are, too.”

I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“We’ll get ahead of it. Just promise me, if you see anything, anything at all, you tell Summer first.”

Maisie smiled, but it was tired.

“Always.”

We fell in with Summer as the sun set, the tailgate winding down.

The three of us formed an invisible alliance: love, loyalty, and a powder keg of secrets.

Summer’s hand found mine.

She laced our fingers, smiling up at me like nothing in the world could ever break her shine again.

But I knew better.

The war had gone private, and Maisie was the new fault line.

I held Summer close, letting her laughter guide us back through the crowd.

If Dane wanted a fight, he’d get one.

But this time, he’d have to come through all three of us.

The field echoed with the last shreds of chaos, the sun melting behind banners, and The Social Six standing tall at the end of it all.

Summer, beautiful and a little smug.

Me, shirt half-wrecked, arms bruised from her grip, and a smile I couldn’t hide.

Maisie, glued to Summer’s side, running point on every pulse of rumor.

It felt like family now.

But even as Summer tugged me close, lips brushing my ear, I braced for the next bomb to drop.

If the fake-link war had reached the trusted circle, it was only going to get messier.

But we were ready.

Hand in hand, Summer and I walked beneath the evening sun.

Maisie right behind us.

The party house was alive.

And the next fight was already on its way.


Maisie's Yes


Every party had an aftershock, but this one was loaded.

The kitchen glowed with late sunlight and the overspilled energy of a dozen near-misses. You could smell the lake, whatever had burned in the oven, and the kind of perfume that clung to skin after the best day of your life.

Summer was the first thing I saw.

She curled on the window banquette, legs bare, tangled in a lake-blue hoodie that swallowed her frame and made her look even smaller than usual. Her hair was thrown up in a messy topknot, cheeks still pink from whatever we’d done in the alumni RV. She didn’t hide it. If anything, she radiated postgame win: eyes bright, lips soft, and a contented glow that should have come with its own warning label.

Maisie was the power behind the throne.

She owned the island, perched on a barstool, scrolling her phone and picking at cold pancakes with the vibe of a woman who could run the entire Greek system before breakfast and still have time to fix Summer’s life. Her honey-brown eyes tracked everything. Me, Summer, the space between us, the way Summer’s foot kept drifting toward mine under the table.

Like she was logging it all into some secret ledger.

You’d think the tension would be nuclear.

Instead, it buzzed under the surface, wired to flip at any second from friendly to something much hungrier.

I snagged a spot at the counter, trying not to look like my entire world had been rewritten in a tailgate RV. My arms remembered Summer. My chest, too. Even my mouth still tasted like her.

Maisie pulled her gaze off her phone and smirked. “You look like a man who just survived a war. Was it the lunch shift, or the surprise guest list?”

Summer bit back a smile. “He worked both, actually.”

It was impossible not to look at her.

Or remember how she’d melted under my hands, how the sunshine girl had collapsed in my arms, and how even now, sitting at the kitchen table, she was so beautiful it rewired my brain.

Maisie clocked the look.

She grinned, all friendly knives. “Jesus, you two are adorable. Or possibly tragic, if the group chat is accurate.” She stabbed her fork at a pancake. “I could hear the sparks from across the sponsor tent.”

Summer shifted, hoodie sliding off one shoulder. “You’re just mad because you lost the over-under on how fast he’d break the house rules.”

Maisie’s laughter danced across the granite. “I never bet against a sure thing, babe. I just like pretending I have free will.” She popped a bite of pancake, then looked me dead in the eyes. “You want to defend your honor, Reynolds, or should I start prepping apology memes for the next rumor cycle?”

The banter was hot, but the charge underneath was all about Summer.

She glowed there, proud and soft at the same time. Her foot brushed mine under the table, a little tell, but honest. She didn’t want to perform anymore. Not for the house, not for the crowd, and definitely not for her best friend.

I reached out and laced my fingers through hers.

She didn’t pull away.

Maisie watched our hands, then smiled, a little sad around the edges. “That makes me happy. I know I sound like the gossip vulture, but—” Her voice dipped. “I want you to have what you want, Summer. Without feeling like you have to justify it.”

Summer’s eyes went glossy for a second, but she squeezed my hand tighter.

“It’s not easy,” Summer said. “Every time I try to just want things, the world finds a way to make it complicated.”

Maisie shook her head, glossy hair catching the kitchen light. “Then fuck complicated. Seriously. You’re magic when you stop apologizing. Can you just own it? For once?”

Summer ducked her head, but pride cut through the embarrassment. “I don’t want to hurt the house. Or you. Or—” She looked at me. “Or look like I don’t appreciate how careful you’ve been.”

Maisie flicked her nails against her mug, bright and sharp. “Matt’s a grown man. He can take it. And so can I. Honestly, hiding it just fuels the next round of drama. If you want him, claim it.”

She looked at me, mischievous as hell. “Not gonna lie, Reynolds, you’re high on the rumor boards. Should probably get used to it.”

I grinned at her. “You’re the one running the rumor boards, Mais.”

She smirked, then went soft, eyes on Summer. “I just want the best for my girl.”

It hit me then, how deep their trust went. Every ounce of heat in the room was built on years of Summer and Maisie carrying each other through worse than this. Being invited in was not just a gift.

It was a privilege.

Maisie pivoted back to the sharp stuff. “Also, if anyone’s going to take the fall for that bogus invite spreading through my circles, it’s me. The guilt is already killing my serotonin. I’d rather be the villain in some campus meme than watch you two pretend this isn’t the best thing that’s happened to the lake house all semester.”

Summer groaned, but her grip on my hand didn’t slip. “Maisie, you’re not the villain. Not even close.”

“Tell that to the group chat,” Maisie said. “But also tell them you’re happy. Because that’s all that actually matters to me.”

I studied them both, letting the truth sink in.

Summer’s cheeks glowed. She was trembling a little, but not from fear.

From excitement.

From not having to hide.

And Maisie radiated this protective fire, like she wanted to shield Summer from every ounce of shame anyone would ever try to sling her way.

I braced my hand on the table. “If we’re being honest, the only thing that scares me is hurting either of you. You matter, Maisie. This isn’t just—” I glanced at Summer, light spilling over her skin. “It’s not a flex. It’s not just sex. I want her. I want her happy.”

Maisie’s smile sharpened with approval. “That’s what I like to hear. Consent, clarity, and the cutest couple on campus.”

Summer blushed, but it was pride this time.

It broke the last of the tension.

Even standing there in the kitchen, with every cabinet half-open and the air full of leftover sugar and tailgate smoke, the three of us started to move together. Not a triangle. More like a secret alliance.

Maisie slipped off her stool and padded over to the banquette.

She flanked Summer, dropping an arm around her shoulders. “Listen to me, babe. Nobody gets to define your pleasure except you. Not the rumor mill, not the house, not even me. If you want Matt? If you want to enjoy the best day of your life and not explain it to anyone? Permission granted.”

She flicked her eyes to me, making the message clear.

“And if you want both of us,” Maisie added, voice softer now, “all you have to do is say the word.”

My pulse spiked hard enough to make my vision flicker.

Summer went still.

Then she laughed, breathless and a little wild. “Maisie, you make it sound so easy.”

Maisie grinned. “It is easy. The only failure would be not letting yourself enjoy the moment. You’ve seen me make worse mistakes before brunch.”

There it was, the spark that made the rumor queen loyal to the bone.

She was going to protect Summer, even from herself.

For the next few minutes, it was all teasing and warmth and the occasional jolt when Summer’s thigh found mine, or when Maisie laid her head on Summer’s shoulder and side-eyed me like she was daring me to make the next move.

We traded confessions.

Maisie admitted she’d been rooting for us from the start. “You don’t know how many times I’ve had to watch Summer eat her own heart over you,” she said, voice low, “or how many times she pretended she didn’t notice when you walked in the room.”

Summer groaned, hiding her face. “She’s making it up.”

“Am not. Babe, if there was an Olympic medal for mutual pining, you two would sweep gold, silver, and bronze.”

I caught Maisie’s gaze and matched her grin. “You sound like you want to see what happens when she stops overthinking.”

Maisie’s expression was pure fire. “I do. And I want to see if you can keep up.”

Every word was a kind of foreplay.

But Summer’s face told the real story: cheeks pink, eyes shining, body curled against Maisie and hand locked in mine.

She let the silence settle. Then she found her voice.

“If we go for it,” she whispered, “can it be just for us? Not for the cameras, not for the group chat, not because we’re doing some dare.”

Maisie hugged her, gentle and fierce at the same time. “Just for us, babe. I want you happy. I’d sell my favorite shoes for that.”

Summer melted into her best friend’s arms.

Maisie shot me a look, all mischief and challenge. “You on board?”

My answer was already there. “Anything for Summer.”

Maisie’s smile was reward enough.

She gave Summer one last squeeze, then slipped away, tossing her phone on the counter. “If you want privacy, you should take it while the house is empty. Unless you want Pen to walk in with a bottle of tequila and offer commentary.”

Summer snorted, then laughed, a real, unfiltered sound. “God, no. I just want to not hide. Not for one second.”

The next beat was pure Summer.

She stood, all soft limbs and golden skin, and reached for my hand.

Her hoodie bunched at her waist, and she looked at me like I was the only thing left in the world worth wanting.

Maisie hung back, watching, pride in her eyes.

But she wasn’t the outsider.

She was the engine.

She’d made it safe.

She’d made it possible.

And as we drifted toward the hallway, the next boundary was clear.

No more apologies.

No more shame.

Just three people ready to see what happened when the truth finally got to win one for the team.

The door closed behind us, air full of promise.

Maisie’s laughter echoed in the hallway, softer now, but right at the center of everything.

Game on.

***

If the kitchen was the launch pad, Summer’s bedroom was the moon landing.

We barely made it down the hall before Maisie slid ahead, opening the door with a magician’s flourish. She flicked on one lamp, all shimmer and gold, then locked the door behind us.

The rest of the world vanished.

I’d never really seen Summer’s room through this lens before.

The space oozed comfort: cream bedding, too many pillows, lake air drifting through a cracked window, and the sweet spike of her perfume hanging above a cluster of tailgate clothes abandoned on the chair. A Social Six tee hung over the mirror, lacy bras tumbled near the bed’s edge, and gold fairy lights wrapped along the headboard like a crown.

The energy had flipped on its head.

Nobody here was pretending.

Maisie prowled the space, cataloguing the details. She paused at the window, then perched on the bed, legs tucked under, body language open and sure.

Summer hovered near the dresser, hoodie half-off her shoulder, lit from within. She looked at me with huge, honest eyes like she’d never wanted anything so much in her life.

Maisie broke the silence first.

Her voice had lost the tease. It was all warmth, all mission. “Matt. Do you really get what Summer needs here? Because I’m not letting her risk this unless you do.”

She pinned me with a look.

I tried to answer, but Summer moved faster.

She closed the gap, curled up on the mattress beside Maisie, then tugged me down so the three of us were side by side, propped on the soft bed.

“I know what I want,” Summer said, voice clear and wild and a little shaky. “I want Maisie. My best friend. And I want you, Matt. I want—” She looked at Maisie, then at me. “I want both of you here. Not as a performance. Not for drama. For me.”

Maisie’s smile was pure sunlight.

She hugged Summer so tight Summer squealed.

“That’s my girl,” Maisie whispered. “You should never have to pick. Especially not when you want both.”

She released Summer, then pivoted to face me.

“You hear that, Reynolds? I’m not here to be your tour guide. Summer’s the reason I’m in this room.”

Summer squeezed both our hands, her body vibrating with relief.

“I used to think I had to be perfect,” she said. “But the truth is, when I let myself feel it, when I let myself want both of you, it’s the best I’ve ever felt.”

I could barely breathe.

The air vibrated with possibility.

Maisie leaned in, eyes molten. “Then let’s give her everything.”

She curled an arm around Summer’s waist, then reached for my hand.

The contact was electric.

Summer shuddered, letting her head tip back. Her hair spilled over the pillow, golden and wild.

Maisie stroked her cheek. “Babe, you’re so beautiful when you stop performing. You know that?”

Summer moaned, low and sweet. “You say that now.”

Maisie grinned. “I’ll say it for the rest of your life if you want.”

She shot me a look. “Matt, your move. Are you in?”

“God, yes,” I breathed.

Maisie was all-in, too.

She pressed her forehead to Summer’s, then let her hand drift down Summer’s arm in a way that was pure comfort and pure promise.

“We’ll go slow,” Maisie said. “You set the pace.”

Summer’s eyes fluttered closed. “Just don’t make me feel small. I want all of it. I want to be greedy. I want to be selfish.”

Maisie’s smile was everything. “Be as greedy as you want.”

I ran a hand along Summer’s jaw, savoring the way her whole body leaned into the touch.

“Whatever you want, we’ll give it,” I promised.

The atmosphere went molten.

Maisie moved closer to Summer. She didn’t hesitate. She cupped Summer’s chin, then kissed her, soft and slow, until Summer sighed and melted into her.

The sight wrecked me.

Not just the beauty of it, but the trust layered into every second.

When they parted, Summer grabbed Maisie’s hand and pulled her closer, crushing their bodies together.

Maisie’s eyes flicked to me, mischief and heat fused together. “You watching, Reynolds?”

I nodded, mute.

Summer giggled, a sound full of nerves and wild hope.

Maisie stroked her hair back, then whispered, “It’s your night, babe. Ours, but mostly yours.”

Summer reached for me, pulling me into the mix.

We all collapsed back on the bed, arms and legs tangling.

The lights were soft, the room safe, and the rules finally ours.

Summer’s voice trembled, but the need in it was nuclear. “Please. Don’t make me wait anymore.”

Maisie grinned, licking her lips. “Damn right. Let’s show her how good it can feel.”

I eased Summer down into the pillows.

Maisie curled around her, supportive and fierce, and together we bracketed Summer, making her the center of the universe.

I’d never felt anything like it.

The trust.

The want.

The absolute clarity that this was what Summer deserved: no shame, no apology, just pure, raw happiness.

All three of us, locked in.

The room went quiet except for the sound of our breathing, the rustle of sheets, and the lake wind rising just outside.

Consent was not just a word.

It was a promise.

And we were about to keep it together.

***

It kicked off, as always, with Summer.

She lay across the pillows, hoodie pulled up just enough to show bare thigh, the hem hiked from nervous hands and hopeful tension. The gold lights painted her skin in a honeyed glow and made her eyes seem twice as blue.

Maisie zeroed in, deadly and gentle at the same time.

She curled behind Summer, spooning her, one arm snaked around Summer’s waist like she’d done it a thousand times. Maybe she had. It felt that easy. Her other hand stroked Summer’s hair, fingers combing the gold, while her lips hovered right at the shell of Summer’s ear.

“You ready to be worshipped, babe?” Maisie’s voice was a velvet threat.

Summer shuddered, but it was want this time.

Maisie grinned at me, daring me to keep up, then kissed a line from Summer’s ear down to her neck.

Summer melted. Pure liquid.

I didn’t wait for a second cue.

I climbed onto the bed, bracing myself beside Summer, then let my hands glide along her waist over the hoodie, up to her ribs. She trembled under every inch.

Maisie whispered something against her skin, and Summer moaned.

That sound.

Game-changer.

I let my fingers explore, slow and reverent, tracing the edge of her shorts over the soft dip of her pelvis.

Maisie’s hand joined mine.

Together, we mapped Summer’s body.

She was the center of gravity.

Maisie tugged at the hem of Summer’s hoodie, teasing it up slowly, exposing her hips and then her belly, the skin warm and soft. Inch by inch, we peeled it upward. Summer didn’t fight it. If anything, she arched her back, pushing her tits up toward the next round.

Maisie drew the hoodie over Summer’s head, baring her perfect torso and the sapphire-blue lace of her bra.

Summer gasped.

Maisie whistled, eyes hungry. “She’s so fucking hot.”

I couldn’t have agreed more.

I kissed Summer’s collarbone, first the left, then the right, before nipping the line above her bra.

A flick, and Summer’s bra unclasped beneath my fingers, slipping free, her breasts tumbling forward in all their glory. Round, high, impossibly perky, they settled into place, those pink nipples a perfect temptation. My heart slammed against my ribs—I couldn’t look away.

“Those should be illegal,” Maisie blurted, jaw loose, eyes glued to Summer’s chest.

My hands trembled as I filled them with Summer’s breasts, and she just melted into me, humming her approval while my thumbs circled her nipples. They stiffened under my touch, hardening, and the low sound she made went straight to my head.

Summer’s hands were everywhere at once, wild and greedy: clutching the sheets, then seeking out Maisie’s waist, hips, her thigh. “God, baby, I love it when you touch me.”

I palmed her soft, sweet flesh, kissing my way up her throat, the feel of her nipples turning diamond-hard under my touch. Close to her ear, I whispered, “You’re perfect.”

Maisie didn’t just watch.

She got bolder.

She slid off her own tank top in one move, then flicked her bra open from the back, letting the straps slide down her arms and the fabric drop to the carpet.

Jesus.

Maisie’s breasts were a whole separate universe: full, round, tight to her frame, nipples dark and already hard. The air in the room crackled with the sight of them.

Summer moaned, desperate now.

Maisie turned, letting Summer’s hands wander.

Summer didn’t hesitate.

She cupped Maisie with both palms, fingers shaking with nerves and excitement. Maisie arched into it, moaning low in her throat.

I wanted to watch them all night.

Maisie grinned, never losing her rhythm. She guided Summer’s hands over her breasts, teaching her the pressure, the way to roll the nipple between thumb and finger, the way to make her squirm.

They made out, and it was a sight nobody could invent in a dream: Summer, bare except for her bra, thighs flushed with arousal, kissing her best friend like there was no tomorrow.

All the while, Maisie kept one hand between Summer’s legs, stroking her thigh, scooting up to brush over the denim of her shorts.

She eyed me, wicked. “Want to help, baby?”

I growled, kneeling over Summer’s hips.

Together, we popped the button on her shorts, then slowly, slowly slid them down her legs. First the left. Then the right.

Her panties, blue lace, barely covered anything.

Maisie hooked a finger under the waistband. “You trust us, babe?” she asked, voice gentle now.

Summer nodded, wild-eyed. “Yes. Please.”

Maisie peeled them off, so slow it felt like a seduction all its own, exposing Summer’s perfect pussy.

She was already soaked, lips glossy and pink, folds puffy with want.

Maisie purred. “God, you’re gorgeous.”

She kissed Summer again, then slid down the bed to worship her the way only someone who truly loved her could.

But Summer wasn’t the only target.

Maisie pivoted, eyes on me, and yanked the hem of my tee upward.

“Your turn, Reynolds. Lose the shirt.”

She didn’t ask twice.

I peeled it off and tossed it aside, not even pretending not to flex.

Maisie whistled. “Damn. All the rumors were underselling it.”

Summer reached for me, stroking my arms and abs, eyes shining with pride.

The sensation set me on fire.

Maisie crawled up close, hands at my waistband.

She popped the button and dragged down my shorts, exposing my underwear, black and tight and straining at the front.

Summer bit her lip, watching the outline of my cock.

Maisie didn’t miss a beat.

She palmed my bulge, squeezing, eyes alight with deviance.

“You want him, babe?” she murmured to Summer.

Summer sat up, body all tremble and hope.

“God, yes,” she whispered.

Maisie grinned.

She hooked her thumbs in the waistband and peeled my boxer briefs down, letting my cock spring free.

Summer’s breath caught.

Maisie’s eyes widened. “Legend status confirmed.”

She stroked me once, slow, base to tip.

The contact nearly made me lose it.

Then Summer reached, tentative, and wrapped her hand around my shaft, both of them watching as I went even harder at their touch.

In the corner, Maisie shimmied out of her own shorts, then her panties, navy and slinky and gone in one move.

She perched on the edge of the bed, fully revealed.

Maisie was stunning: soft waist, strong thighs, beautiful round ass, breasts proud and high, a patch of neatly trimmed hair above her glistening pussy. Her skin was all warm tan with flashes of blush at her chest and cheeks.

Summer barely managed to speak, but when she did, it was pure awe.

“You’re perfect, Mais.”

Maisie winked, climbed back onto the bed, and pressed her body to Summer’s.

Their breasts mashed together, nipples grazing, bellies flush, everything hot and urgent.

Maisie kissed Summer hard, then guided Summer’s hand down to her own pussy.

“Touch me,” Maisie whispered.

Summer obeyed.

She slid her fingers between Maisie’s folds, gentle at first, then bolder, until Maisie’s hips bucked and her breath turned needy.

God, I wanted to fuck them both.

But more than that, I wanted to give them everything they’d ever been denied: every ounce of honest, greedy pleasure.

Maisie guided my hand to Summer’s tits, and I worshipped them. Cupped. Squeezed. Then rolled one nipple in my mouth, tasting her skin, sucking until she writhed under me.

Summer moaned, helpless.

Maisie kept her own pace, making out with Summer, fingers circling her clit, then dipping inside.

Summer arched, desperate.

I kissed Summer’s lips, then Maisie’s, unable to choose.

The three of us fused into one writhing tangle: skin, sweat, need, and pure damn joy.

Maisie gave as good as she got, but every move was designed to make Summer feel more wanted, more chosen, more confident.

She whispered praise, bit Summer’s shoulder, and left perfect marks down her ribs.

Summer soaked it up, going from shy sunshine to goddess in less than five minutes.

I didn’t know where to put my hands. Every part of both women demanded worship.

Maisie sensed it.

She guided my mouth to Summer’s breast, then raked her nails down my back as I sucked Summer’s nipple.

Summer lost it, gasping, writhing, so alive it made me dizzy.

Maisie pivoted, kissing Summer hard, then switched to me, tongue wild, tasting Summer on my lips.

She reached for my cock, stroked it, then angled it between Summer’s thighs.

But before anything happened, she grinned and dropped lower.

Maisie licked Summer’s clit.

Summer screamed.

Maisie didn’t stop there.

She sucked, kissed, devoured, all while fingering herself and letting Summer’s hand join in.

I watched, supercharged, overwhelmed, and so fucking grateful to be inside this circle of trust.

Summer came from Maisie’s mouth, body seizing, pussy clamping down on nothing, eyes wide and jaw slack.

But Maisie kept eating her, kept praising her, kept making her moan and beg.

It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

When Summer’s tremors faded, Maisie crawled up, kissed her, then pulled me down for a taste.

We made out, Summer tasting of her own orgasm, Maisie’s tongue wild and demanding.

Summer turned to me, face all hunger.

“Please. I want to see you taste her, too.”

I didn’t hesitate.

I grabbed Maisie, hauled her under me, then buried my face between her legs.

She was slick, salty-sweet, and the sound she made, half-growl, half-laugh, nearly broke me.

I licked her clit, circled, sucked, then added a finger, then two.

Maisie lost her mind.

She bucked, moaned, grabbed my hair, and ground her pussy into my mouth.

Summer watched, eyes wide and starved for detail.

I flicked my tongue harder, faster.

Maisie’s breath hitched.

She looked at Summer and said, “Kiss me while he makes me come.”

Summer obeyed.

They made out, devouring each other, until Maisie snapped, body jerking, thighs crushing my ears, pussy flooding my mouth.

Her orgasm painted her cheeks red, and she sobbed, “Fuck. Yes. That’s it, baby.”

I didn’t stop until she shivered all over.

Then I kissed up her body, sucked her nipples, and let our bodies mesh together, skin to skin, heart to heart.

For a long minute, nobody spoke.

We just let the sweat, the kisses, and the strokes of anticipation build to fever pitch.

All three of us bare.

All three of us wrecked and ready.

All three of us wanting nothing more than to take it all the way.

Summer’s eyes never left mine.

Neither did Maisie’s.

The permission hung in the air, so thick you could taste it.

And from the way both women pulled me closer, I knew what had to happen next.

We’d go slow.

We’d go hard.

We’d go together.

But whatever came next, it would be Summer at the center, Maisie at her back, and me lucky enough to worship them both.

There was nothing in the world hotter.

The fuse was burning.

We were about to detonate.

***

It was Maisie who claimed me first.

She caught my gaze, wild and hungry, then glanced at Summer to check for permission. Summer’s answer was a nod, urgent and electric.

Maisie straddled my waist, bracing a hand on my chest. Her breasts hovered right at my mouth, perfect and heavy, nipples so hard it made my body ache to touch them.

She reached down, grabbed my cock, and stroked it base to tip, letting it slap against her slickness.

Summer sprawled beside us, watching with fever-bright eyes, body shivering with aftershocks but desperate for the next round.

Maisie teased the head of my cock against her pussy, circling, slicking the tip with her own wetness. Then, slow and deliberate, she sank down, inch by inch, swallowing me inside her.

The heat, the squeeze, the pure, obscene texture of it short-circuited my brain.

Maisie moaned. “God, you’re so thick.”

She didn’t just ride me.

She owned the moment.

Her hips rolled, ass flexing, as she ground down until I bottomed out.

Summer reached up, fingers ghosting along Maisie’s tit, pinching her nipple. Maisie gasped, riding me harder.

She bent, pressed her lips to Summer’s, and they made out above me. Tongue and teeth, hands everywhere, sweat and need fusing them together.

Maisie bounced, each slam of her hips making her tits bounce for both of us.

I grabbed her ass, holding her wide so I could see everything.

Summer watched, rapt, then locked eyes with me.

Maisie reached for her, guiding Summer’s mouth to her nipple.

“Bite,” she panted, “just how you like it, babe.”

Summer obeyed, sucking Maisie’s nipple, making her shudder and clamp down on my cock.

The room was a fever: bare skin on bare skin, the sound of wetness and moans, hands and mouths trading places every time someone begged for more.

Maisie fucked me like she’d been craving it since the dawn of time, but every few thrusts she checked on Summer. Kissed her. Praised her. Made her feel like the show was being put on just for her.

I didn’t let her down, either.

I thrust up hard, meeting Maisie’s rhythm, driving her wild.

Summer stroked both our bodies, sometimes pinching Maisie’s nipples, sometimes scratching my chest, always hungry for more.

Maisie’s breath got ragged, her hips wilder.

She grinned down at Summer, proud. “He’s about to lose it. You see the way he holds me?”

Summer was transfixed. “It’s so hot,” she breathed. “I want to watch you. I want to see you come together.”

Maisie went for the kill.

She bounced harder, slamming down until I felt her pussy clamp around me, the heat and wetness nearly blinding.

She shrieked, head thrown back, hair wild.

Summer’s hand found her clit, rubbing.

Maisie came hard.

Her pussy milked my cock, and the squeeze pushed me right over.

I grabbed Maisie’s hips, pinned her down, and buried myself deep inside her, cock pulsing as I shot again and again, the pleasure so sharp it left me gasping.

Maisie collapsed forward, shaking, her tits mashed to my chest, sweat slick everywhere.

For a second, we just trembled together.

Summer stroked Maisie’s back, then kissed her shoulder.

When Maisie finally rolled off, she dragged Summer with her, tangling their limbs while she caught her breath.

I collapsed on my back, totally spent.

For about ten seconds.

Then Summer slithered between my legs, eyes wide with purpose.

She grabbed my cock, still wet from Maisie and gleaming with cum, and slipped it between her lips.

Fuck.

My soul left my body.

Summer’s mouth was warm, soft, and greedy. She sucked me clean, slow, deep strokes, swirling her tongue, moaning as she tasted both me and Maisie.

I started to get hard again, stunned it was even possible.

Maisie watched, eyes glazed with pride.

“Look at you, Summer,” Maisie whispered. “You’re a fucking goddess.”

Summer pulled off, grinned, and licked her lips.

Then she swung a leg over my hips, straddling me.

Her tits, flushed and perfect, jiggled as she adjusted her angle.

She pinned me with her gaze.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered, loud and naked.

I couldn’t say no.

She lined me up, cock now rock solid again, and lowered herself onto me inch by inch.

Summer’s pussy was slick, hot, velvet.

She ground her hips down, taking me to the root.

She rode me slow at first.

Every drop of pleasure was for her.

Then Maisie joined in, kissing Summer’s neck, palming her tits, sucking each nipple in turn.

Summer moaned, head rolling back.

I filled my hands with her ass, helping her bounce.

Her tits popped up and down, sweated and bitten, her whole body flushed and wild.

Maisie tangled her hands in Summer’s hair, kissing her so hard it stole her breath.

I thrust up, driving into Summer, loving the way she took control.

She fucked me fast.

Then slow.

Then fast again.

Her pussy gripped me, each clench a wave of new heat.

Maisie didn’t stop praising her. “You’re so beautiful when you let go,” she groaned, nuzzling Summer’s neck. “Show him what you want, babe. Be selfish.”

Summer did.

Her whole body locked down on my cock, hips, abs, even her fingers, and the shockwave of her orgasm hit like lightning through a storm. She slammed herself down, rocking me so deep it almost hurt, her pussy rippling around me in hungry waves.

Maisie’s arms wound tight around her, hands clutching at Summer’s tits, mouth open as she moaned into Summer’s neck, the kind of raw approval that made every nerve ending in my body light up.

I’d seen Summer shattered by pleasure before, but nothing like this. She clawed at Maisie’s arms, fighting for anchor, and her head rolled back, jaw open, eyes squeezed shut. Every muscle in her body flexed at once, spine arching as sensation overtook her. She started to sob out loud, not even words at first, just shameless, animal sounds. Then the words broke through.

“Yes. Fuck. Oh my god. Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

I slammed up, matching her, needing her to have it, to never forget what we could do together. My hands locked on her hips, using her and letting her use me, hips rolling so every inch counted. I watched her lose herself, and the heat of her pussy, the sight of her tits bouncing with every slam, the feel of her sweat pouring down on me, and Maisie’s tongue flicking Summer’s nipple just as she peaked, all of it was too much.

She squeezed down, and I felt it in my bones, a relentless, milking grip that forced the blood from my head straight to my cock. I growled, cursing, and the orgasm ripped through me with a violence that caught me off guard. My cock swelled, then erupted inside her, and the heat and pulse of it sent Summer into another shivering wave. Even as I emptied into her, she was coming again, writhing so hard Maisie had to hold her up, kissing sweat off her shoulder and whispering, “Goddamn, babe, you’re perfect.”

Our skin was soaked, every inch of us pressed together. I kept thrusting, even as I came, wanting her to feel it, to own it: the way I filled her, the way her body refused to let me go, the way she kept taking everything I had.

Summer didn’t ride the orgasm down gentle. She chased it, grinding hard, hips frantic, until I was completely spent and beyond, legs shaking, chest heaving as I tried to anchor her in place. We were a tangle of bodies and hair and sweat, fingers everywhere, lips biting, gasps overlapping.

It was cosmic, the pleasure. It hurt, it healed, it made everything else in the world seem like a joke. All the bullshit, all the rules and rumors and hours of restraint were obliterated by heat, by the taste of Summer’s skin, by the way she moaned and owned the moment with Maisie fused to her back and me buried inside her.

I had never been used like this.

Never been wanted like this.

Never been chosen this hard.

When Summer finally shuddered to a stop, she let out a sound I had never heard before, a soft, overwhelmed sob of relief, like she had been holding her breath for a year and could finally let go. Maisie kissed her head, then kissed my mouth, her tongue salty from sweat and so fucking proud.

I wanted to say something, anything to mark this as real, as ours, but I couldn’t speak. My brain was static, my jaw slack, and all I could do was hold onto Summer’s hips, feeling the aftershocks roll through both of us.

She collapsed on my chest, sweat-slick and trembling.

Maisie snuggled up at her side, kissing her cheeks, her shoulders, every inch of skin that needed care.

We lay there, all three of us, bodies tangled and sticky, nobody in a rush to break the spell.

But the orgasms weren’t done.

Summer slid off, limp, then curled up in my arms, letting Maisie suckle her nipples and stroke her thighs.

I was too spent to move.

Maisie slipped a finger between Summer’s legs, still open and wet.

She grinned at me. “Watch this.”

Maisie kissed down Summer’s belly and buried her face in Summer’s pussy, licking her clean.

Summer thrashed, moaning, still sensitive.

Maisie worked her with tongue and gentle fingers until Summer screamed again, body locking up.

I watched, awed.

Maisie finished by kissing Summer’s inner thighs, then flopped beside her, exhausted.

My cock twitched.

I glanced at the women, both wrecked, both glowing.

Summer caught her breath, then stroked my cheek.

“Was it good?” she asked, voice tiny.

Maisie snorted. “You could have started a religion with what you just did.”

I just grinned, dragging Summer in for a slow, proud kiss.

We all cuddled, chests heaving.

For a while, there was only the sound of the house settling, the wind off the lake, and the stuttered breathing of three people who had just redefined trust.

Maisie wriggled between us, proud and soft.

Summer let herself be held.

We were a mess: cum and sweat, bite marks and tangled hair, love and appetite and everything that made us a family for the night.

But the best part?

Summer didn’t hide.

She draped her leg across me, claimed her place, and let herself burn.

Maisie beamed.

All of it was real.

There was nowhere else I wanted to be.

We drifted, bodies fused, until none of us could remember how it had started, only that we were all fucking lucky it had.

If this was scandal, let the whole world watch.

We were untouchable.

And for the first time, Summer believed it.

***

We melted into each other like we had been invented for this moment.

Summer sprawled across my chest, hair wild, skin dewy with sweat and sex. Maisie spooned her from behind, a leg draped over both of us, her lips at Summer’s ear, still murmuring filthy praise and inside jokes.

The sheets were trashed.

The bed was a fortress of pillows, tangled limbs, and enough evidence to get us all banned from polite society.

For the first few minutes, nobody talked.

Summer glowed, lazy and wrecked.

I traced circles along her back. She hummed, utterly at peace.

Maisie grinned at me across the pillow wall, still looking smug as hell.

“That was next-level,” she whispered. “Like, write-a-movie-about-it next-level.”

Summer giggled, voice tiny but triumphant. “It was better than I ever dreamed.”

Maisie kissed her cheek, then nuzzled the back of her neck.

“You deserve every second, babe. This is what happy looks like.”

I couldn’t argue.

They looked perfect together, two different kinds of gorgeous, both shining with the kind of afterglow you couldn’t fake.

Maisie cuddled Summer, then reached to stroke my thigh, just because she could.

“You’re a monster, Reynolds,” she said. “I can’t feel my legs.”

I winked. “Compliment accepted.”

Maisie burst out laughing, and Summer joined, and for a while we just lay there, trading kisses and stories and dumb post-sex jokes that made us laugh so hard the sheets nearly went airborne.

Maisie didn’t fade into the background.

She made herself part of the fabric.

She raved about Summer’s tits, about my cock, about how nobody on campus would ever believe what the “study group” really looked like behind closed doors.

Summer’s cheeks flamed, but she owned it.

“I don’t want to hide anymore,” she whispered. “Not from Maisie. Not from myself. I want to feel this good every day.”

Maisie hugged her, soft and real.

“That’s the point, babe. Not the rumor, not the drama. The feeling. That’s what makes it worth the risk.”

I nodded, letting the comfort of the moment wash over me.

It felt like home.

Like family, if family could be made from sweat and lust and secrets so beautiful you wanted to wear them on your skin.

For the first time in my life, I wasn’t afraid of being wanted.

I was afraid of losing it.

Which was why the vibration of Maisie’s phone felt like a thunderclap.

She reached for it, giggling as she rolled into the mess beside Summer.

One glance at the screen, and Maisie’s whole face lit up.

“Oh my god. The group chat is losing their minds. But also—” Her eyes flicked, reading fast. “Someone’s asking if the VIP dinner rumor is true. The one about you and Summer getting private time at the lake house.”

Summer snorted. “Obviously true. We literally just—”

She cut herself off, grinning and blushing at the same time.

Maisie typed a reply, thumbs flying, still floating too high to notice the danger at first.

“Easy,” I said, voice low.

She glanced up. “I’m not outing the whole thing. I’m just shutting down the gross version.”

She read as she typed, half to us and half to herself. “They’re together, but it’s not invite access and it’s not a hookup pass. Don’t spread Dane’s trash. Summer looked happy, end of story.”

Her thumb hovered.

Summer, still blissed out and brave, kissed Maisie’s shoulder. “Send it. I’m done being scared.”

Maisie smiled and hit send.

I felt the spike of adrenaline in my gut.

“Maisie,” I asked carefully, “who was that to?”

She blinked, the glow dimming a notch. “Lacey’s side thread. Mostly safe. It’s a friend-of-friend account, but I know who runs it. Sorority pipeline. Shouldn’t be a leak.”

Shouldn’t be.

God, I hated those words.

Dane’s people thrived on tiny cracks.

Summer didn’t seem worried yet.

She curled tighter into the pillow, let Maisie spoon her, and sighed, “If anyone asks, let them. I’m done being scared.”

Maisie kissed her temple, already halfway back into the softness.

But the message was out.

And somewhere on the other end, the wrong eyes might see it.

I watched the two women, soft and golden in the afterglow. How could I regret it? How could I do anything but hold them tighter?

But underneath the glow, the stakes had changed.

Inside the bedroom, trust was everything.

Outside, trust was ammunition.

We drifted, laughter mixing with lake air, the world beyond the door already plotting its next shot.

Summer. Maisie. Me.

If anyone wanted to try for round two, we were more than ready.

But the real danger?

The leak was already live.

And the war had only just begun.


Raven's Warning


The world after the night before was always brighter, sharper, loaded.

But this, waking up tangled between Summer and Maisie, my body spent and my brain humming with the kind of contentment that made hunger and pain seem like concepts for other people, this was different.

Sun slammed through the cracks in Summer’s curtains, turning everything in her bedroom into a dreamy accident: gold tangled in honey-blonde hair, dust motes twinkling above bruised knees, the heat of three naked bodies fused in a tangle that could have been sculpted and left for future civilizations to puzzle over. There was no hurry, no shame, and exactly zero impulse to cover up.

Summer was on her side, cheek pressed to my chest, hair in my face, legs thrown over my thigh so her pussy rested soft against my hip. She smelled like sunscreen and lake air, and her hand, delicate, cool, determined, was wrapped around my cock, holding it like she didn’t trust physics to keep me close. Her skin was so luminous it seemed to halo her with light, and the faint smudges from last night’s tears still lingered under her lashes, as if she wanted to leave a visible record of what had happened between us.

Maisie slept with her face against Summer’s shoulder, arm curved over Summer’s ribs like a backup security system. Even in sleep, she held a little smug smile, the kind of half-smirk you wore after pulling off a world-class heist and getting away clean. Her hair fanned across Summer’s back, dark and glossy and wild, and her nipples, still peaked from the chilly morning air, pressed against Summer’s shoulder with the same confidence that defined the rest of her.

As for me, I wasn’t sure my skeleton had survived the night, let alone my reputation.

What was left of it was currently sandwiched between two of the most beautiful women in the state.

If I moved, they both grumbled. If I held still, I got to memorize them for a while longer.

I voted for memorization.

Maisie woke first, and the shift was like a chemical reaction. Her arm moved over Summer’s chest, fingertips brushing Summer’s breast, then curling under the curve to give it a lazy, affectionate squeeze. She didn’t care that I was watching.

She wanted me to watch.

Her eyes found mine, and the glint was both a dare and a thank-you.

“Are you alive?” Maisie whispered, voice dry but fond.

My mouth was too dry to answer, but I tried.

“I think so. If I’m not, this is a decent afterlife.”

Maisie grinned. She leaned up and stretched, arching her back so her tits rose and separated, then wiggled them with a little shake for good measure. The effect, scientifically speaking, was devastating.

Summer blinked awake with Maisie’s boobs in her face. She giggled and bit Maisie’s nipple in revenge, which led to a yelp and a return kiss on Summer’s shoulder. Next thing I knew, both of them were staring at me like I’d personally summoned the sun.

“God, you’re cute when you sleep,” Summer said, then kissed my chest.

She looked wrecked in the best way: hair everywhere, lips swollen, a line of bite marks from Maisie on her neck, and a big, private smile like she had spent the night breaking every rule she had ever sworn to keep.

Maisie propped herself on her elbow, completely unconcerned about being naked in a room with another woman and a guy who wasn’t her boyfriend. “So, Matt, do you always break the house record for most orgasms delivered in a single night, or was that a special engagement?”

Summer groaned and covered her face. “Shut up. I’m mortified.”

Maisie snorted. “You’re glowing. You look like a girl who ate a star for breakfast.”

I couldn’t stop watching the two of them, the difference in their bodies and the way they fit together: Summer petite, radiant, all clean lines and soft curves; Maisie curvier, taller, bolder, with a shape that demanded both admiration and respect. Maisie’s nipples were darker and wider than Summer’s pink ones, and I had to look away before I made it weird.

But then Maisie caught my eye and winked, so maybe weird was already baked into the cake.

Summer peeled the sheet off and sat up, totally topless, and nothing about it was for show. “I need coffee, or I’m going to die.”

Then she looked at me with the morning’s first hint of vulnerability. “Don’t leave. Please?”

I squeezed her hand. “Not unless you order me out.”

Maisie climbed over me, and her body dragged across my abs, leaving a damp streak from her pussy that made me instantly hard again. She noticed, of course, and gave my dick a little slap.

“Down, boy. You’re going to need electrolytes before you go again.”

She giggled, then padded to the bathroom without bothering with even a towel. Summer watched her leave, then curled back into my chest, letting her hand drift from my shoulder to my ribs, like she was learning me by touch.

“You okay?” I whispered, burying my nose in her hair.

She nodded, then rolled her face up. “I’m better than okay. I’m just… weirdly calm. And happy. And nervous as hell about what happens when the world finds out.”

I kissed her temple. “Let them. Anyone with a brain would kill to be in my spot.”

She gave a tiny, satisfied hum. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I want to say it.”

She grinned, and her hand traveled lower, tracing the line of my cock under the sheet.

There was a knock, then the door cracked open.

“Breakfast is on, bitches!” Blossom’s voice, loud, sharp, and already high on the day. “If you want it hot, you have to haul ass to the kitchen. I will eat all the waffles myself if you wait—”

She stopped.

For half a second, the room froze.

Blossom took in the bed. Summer. Maisie. Me. The wrecked sheets. The naked limbs.

Then she slid back against the wall and pulled the door almost shut.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry, carry on. I don’t care. Not judging. Love is love. Just please don’t stain the sheets again.”

Summer made a tiny mortified noise, but Maisie, back from the bathroom, howled with laughter. “Jesus, Hart, could you announce yourself any louder? You want to join or just narrate from the hall?”

Blossom’s voice from the other side was cool, amused, but laced with the kind of hurt only someone paying attention would notice. “Please. Like you have the stamina to keep up with me, Maisie. Save the strength for the next round. You’ll need it.”

Summer rolled her eyes and muttered, “We broke her.”

Maisie shrugged, then looked at me and Summer with her head cocked. “She’s not actually mad. She’s just going to perform fine all day. Wait for it.”

Maisie claimed my T-shirt off the floor, slipped it on, then waggled her ass as she left, calling back, “Waffles! Bring your naked bodies to the kitchen. Or don’t, if you’re cowards.”

Summer slumped over me, cheek hot against my chest. “God, I’m dead. We’re going to be so obvious.”

“I don’t care,” I whispered, hands running up her spine.

She let me hold her for another few minutes before we made ourselves presentable. Which, in this house, just meant stealing someone else’s shirt, skipping pants, and daring the universe to blink first.

Summer’s shirt was a faded high school basketball tee that fit like a dress. She looked up at me, still unfiltered, and said, “Don’t let me be crazy about you alone, okay?”

I had to laugh. “That’s physically impossible.”

We left the bedroom together, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t give a single fuck what anyone in the house thought.

Which was lucky, because the house had opinions.

The kitchen was chaos: Blossom at the stove, hair up in wild red spikes, a tank top that looked stolen from an ex, cutoff shorts that bordered on illegal. She worked the skillet with a vengeance, flipping waffles and bacon while blasting music from a phone speaker.

She didn’t look up when we came in.

She didn’t have to.

Blossom had already seen enough upstairs: Summer naked in my arms, Maisie strolling out of the bathroom like modesty was a rumor, me caught in the middle of all that heat with no possible innocent explanation. There was no pretending she didn’t know.

The only question was what she was going to do with it.

For now, apparently, she was making waffles like breakfast could survive anything.

Maisie sat at the island, cross-legged, bare legs on display, T-shirt barely covering her tits, and a plate loaded with food in front of her. She had her phone in one hand, coffee in the other, and wore the expression of a woman upgraded from sidekick to boss overnight.

I started to make coffee, but Summer pressed up behind me, arms around my waist, and let her cheek rest against my back.

It felt domestic.

Perfect.

Dangerous.

Blossom side-eyed us and finally smirked. “You two look disgusting. Congratulations, but also, never touch my jam again.”

Maisie cackled. “Babe, your jam is what made it possible.”

Summer hid her face in my back. “I want to disappear.”

Blossom shot her a look, wry but not unkind. “Not a chance. You’re required for the Homecoming check-in at nine, and Val wants to go over the afterparty plan. I hope you can focus with whatever is leaking out of your legs right now.”

The line was meant to sting.

Summer just snorted, muffled in my shirt. “You’re the worst.”

Blossom shrugged. “I’m the only one telling the truth.”

She shoved a waffle onto a plate, then slid it across the counter. “Eat. You’re going to need energy. Today is sponsor optics and rumor control, and if you fuck up, I’ll personally repaint the bathrooms with your teeth.”

Summer let go of me, took the waffle, and perched at the far end of the island. Blossom made a show of not looking at her, but I caught the way her gaze darted to Summer’s knees, to my hand on Summer’s thigh, to Maisie’s arm around Summer’s shoulder.

She saw it all.

And seeing it cost her something.

Maisie broke the silence with a toast, half-serious. “To Team Summer. May your orgasms be legendary and your reputation unkillable.”

Summer burst out laughing, then immediately checked to see if Blossom would match the energy.

She did.

Blossom grinned, tore into a strip of bacon, and said, “May your drama keep the rest of us from dying of boredom.”

The breakfast went faster than I wanted. Maisie traded gossipy side-eye with Summer, whispering things I couldn’t catch, but I saw Summer’s face go from terror to relaxed in under five minutes. The bond was real. The post-war glow was realer.

Blossom ramped up the volume, her voice and energy never dropping below crisis level. When the food was gone, she wiped her hands and said, “Family meeting. Summer, get your ass in the dining room. Matt, you too, but keep your shirt on. Val and Pandora are dialing in, and I don’t want anyone thinking we run a nudist colony out here.”

Maisie’s lips curled in a secret smile, but she caught the cue. “I’ll clean up,” she said, and kissed Summer on the cheek. “Go make us proud, babe.”

Summer’s hand squeezed mine under the table.

I squeezed back.

We left Maisie and followed Blossom to the dining room, which had been transformed from lazy-lakehouse-chic to war room: whiteboards, two laptops, printouts, and four open phone lines, all leading back to Val’s voice, cool and clipped, coming from a tablet in the center.

Pandora’s video popped up too: black hair slicked back, eyes hungry and sharp, like she’d been up since dawn prepping for a street fight.

Blossom dropped into a chair and swung her legs up, owning her space. Summer folded herself into the chair next to mine, but kept her body angled away from Blossom, like she was bracing for a new attack.

Val got right to the point.

“Blossom, we need to trim the afterparty plan. The new rumor thread is that The Social Six is splitting between Summer’s brand and Blossom’s, and the sponsor packet needs clean, safe lines. No DJ drama, no secret show after the main event, and definitely no ratio chaos. Dane’s people are already posting mock invites for your afterparty.”

Blossom didn’t blink. “That’s because they can’t throw one of their own worth a damn. If we water down the afterparty, we lose the crowd. We’ll drive the women to the lake, the men will follow, and then all we’re left with is a half-empty main event and another rumor cycle about how we got outplayed.”

Val’s voice turned arctic. “If sponsors see even a single unlicensed offshoot, we lose the new deal with Calder Rising Seltzer and maybe two of the local donor chains. You want to pay out of pocket for the next round?”

Blossom’s mouth twisted, but she shot back, “I want to not turn into the event version of summer camp. People come to us for heat, not a slideshow.”

Pandora broke in, her face filling the screen. “Blossom, I get it, but we can’t give them a leak. If Dane’s group tags you as the crazy half, we all lose.”

Blossom looked like she wanted to flip the table, but instead she drummed her fingers, eyes flicking to me.

“Matt, you’ve seen the crowd. What happens if we cut the afterparty and go all-in on the Homecoming main event?”

I felt the attention shift. All eyes on me.

Even Summer was watching, needing me to play it right.

“People will show for Homecoming,” I said, careful, “but it won’t stick. If you don’t give them a release valve after, they’ll make one. Either Blossom runs it, or Dane co-opts the crowd. I saw it happen on Greek Row last year. Guys spiked the invite, half the women split off, and the rest drifted wherever the music stayed loudest. I don’t know the politics, but the party math is simple.”

Blossom pointed at me like I’d just scored a goal. “Thank you. Not hard, right?”

Val sounded annoyed but grudgingly impressed. “Matt is not wrong. But we have to get optics under control. Blossom, can you run your event with a signed DJ, zero off-roster guests, and a camera on the floor?”

Blossom rolled her eyes, but I saw the wince. “Fine. But the DJ is my pick, and the headliner doesn’t change. If anyone leaks the set list or tries to sabotage the mix, I walk.”

Pandora smiled, sharp and satisfied. “That’s my girl. Keep it clean, and I’ll back you against Dane every day.”

Val signed off, promising an updated sponsor pack by noon.

The tension in the room drained by half.

Blossom turned to Summer, voice lower, almost tender. “Hey. You good?”

Summer nodded, but didn’t say anything.

Blossom’s next move was pure genius or pure evil. She reached across the table and squeezed Summer’s hand, just for a second.

“You’re still the brand,” Blossom said. “I’m just the circus. Let’s keep it that way.”

The look in Summer’s eyes was raw, complicated, but at least she was breathing again.

As Blossom left the table, she flicked a glance at me.

It was loaded, familiar, and not even a little bit subtle.

See me.

Don’t look away.

Summer leaned against my arm, drained. “They’re going to kill each other.”

I put my lips to her hair. “They need each other.”

She shook her head, then grabbed my hand, staring at my knuckles like she could read the future there.

“What if I want both?” she whispered, so low I almost missed it.

I looked at her, then looked toward the hall where Blossom had gone, red hair glowing in the morning sun.

“Then I’ll follow your lead,” I said.

Summer smiled, and for a second, she looked younger than I’d ever seen her.

“That’s all I want,” she said.

The war had shifted again.

And if Blossom was the next front, I was already bracing for impact.

***

Blossom did not wait for the world to catch up.

Ten minutes after the war-room meeting, she was in my space, grabbing my wrist and marching me out the door with the kind of no-bullshit energy only she could weaponize before noon.

“Come on, Reynolds. If we don’t fix this, I’m quitting on live TV and setting the place on fire.”

I barely had time to grab my hoodie. She hauled me down the drive, into her barely legal golf cart, and floored it toward Rook’s like the devil himself was riding shotgun. The wind flared her red hair back in a streaming banner, and she did not look at me. Not once, the entire ride.

When we hit Rook’s, the parking lot was empty except for the battered crew van and a maintenance truck. Blossom slammed the golf cart to a stop, took two seconds to collect herself, then stalked through the side door, not checking to see if I was behind her.

I followed, the air shifting from crisp outside to beer-soaked and humid inside.

The bar looked different during daylight. Neon Jungle’s bones were exposed: cables snaking across the concrete, lighting rigs half-hung, DJ tables gutted and waiting for their next transformation. The floor was sticky and scuffed, the stage a mess of black crates and loose wires. It smelled like stale beer, club soda, and history.

Raven was already there, perched on the DJ riser with one boot up on a flight case. She wore mesh leggings, a black tank, and a faded hoodie with the sleeves ripped off. Her tattoos were out in force, swirling up her arms and disappearing beneath the hem of her shorts. Eyes ringed in last night’s liner, she looked tired, sharp, and less than one second from throwing a punch.

She clocked Blossom first. “You look like shit, babe. Want a hit?”

She flicked a vape pen in Blossom’s direction.

Blossom waved it off. “Need my head clear for this. Is he here yet?”

Raven’s eyes flicked to me.

She let the silence marinate.

“He’s not coming,” Raven said, voice low and flat. “DJ Arson bailed two hours ago. Texted that his girlfriend’s sorority threatened to blackball him if he played a toxic event.”

Blossom’s jaw worked.

She snatched the vape anyway and took a long pull.

I stood in the middle of the dance floor, waiting for a cue.

Raven zeroed in on me. “Is this your move, Reynolds? Are you here to hold hands, or did you actually come to fix something?”

Blossom half-laughed, half-growled. “He’s here because Summer’s got the main event on lockdown, and I need a bodyguard who doesn’t quit when the rumors turn nuclear.”

Raven’s gaze stayed on me. “I know your type. You like the chaos when it’s safe. When it gets bloody, you bail.”

She didn’t blink. Her stare pinned me to the wall.

I matched it. “You don’t know me.”

Raven stood, letting the distance close. She was close to my height in boots, and her body language was all threat and control: head up, shoulders back, muscles coiled under ink.

“I know you want to fuck her,” Raven said, voice so matter-of-fact I almost missed the dare underneath. “But that’s not enough to keep her from burning out. Or being erased.”

Blossom rolled her eyes, but the edge in her posture softened. “Don’t make it weird, Rae. We’re not doing this right now.”

Raven stepped in close enough for me to smell her perfume, sweet, heavy, dark. She jabbed a finger at my chest, stopping just shy of contact.

“Do you know why Blossom runs the afterparties?” Raven asked. “Because nobody else on this campus can turn a disaster into a legend. Not even your new golden girlfriend. You want to fuck around? You want to make Blossom feel seen? Back her when it matters, or get out of her way.”

I felt the challenge in my blood.

And I liked it.

“I’m not here to rescue her,” I said, steady. “I’m here because she makes the room worth walking into.”

That landed harder than I expected.

Raven’s face went unreadable for a second.

Blossom hopped onto the edge of the stage, feet swinging. “If you two are done measuring dicks, can we solve the actual problem? We have a sponsor-linked event with no DJ, no promo list, and the only headliner on the books is ghosting us because his girlfriend saw a meme about me blowing lines off a campus cop’s ass.”

Raven’s lips curled. “That was last semester.”

“Not the point,” Blossom said, but she grinned anyway. “We need someone legit. Someone who won’t roll over the minute Dane’s crew starts a rumor about the event being a trap.”

Raven sucked her teeth, thinking. Then she pivoted, calling up her phone. “I have maybe two names who could do it. One’s in Detroit, and he’s expensive. The other’s local, but she’s never done a Social Six crowd. She’s also got beef with Dane, which could work, but she’ll want cash up front and probably a rider.”

Blossom glanced at me. “Is this going to be a problem for the Homecoming optics?”

I shrugged. “The main event is still by the book. Val and Pandora care about the donor line, not what happens after dark. If you want the afterparty to be wild, make it wild. Just don’t lose the floor.”

Raven grinned, all teeth. “I like this one. He gets it.”

For the next half hour, we huddled over a janky plastic table, phones out, spitballing every possible fix. Blossom kept one knee bouncing so hard she nearly shook the table off its bolts, and every few minutes Raven would tap her vape or crack a Red Bull, the restlessness contagious.

But I watched them, and not just with my brain.

There was a dance between the two of them: the way Blossom’s jokes were aimed as much at Raven as at me, the way Raven’s eyes kept flitting to Blossom’s lips every time she said something honest. This was a power couple in another universe, maybe. Or two halves of a dangerous whole.

And I was the test subject.

When we hit a lull, Blossom’s energy went dark.

She hunched over the table, face in her hands. “They’re going to kill the brand,” she muttered. “Dane wins, and it’s my fault.”

Raven was instantly there, a hand on Blossom’s neck, thumb rubbing circles into the skin just below her hairline. Her touch was tough-love, but the tenderness was real.

“He doesn’t win unless we let him,” Raven said. “And you never quit, Blossom. Not once.”

The silence thickened.

Raven’s next look to me was almost an olive branch. “You in, Reynolds? Or do you have to go ask permission first?”

I shook my head. “I’m in. Tell me what you need.”

Blossom straightened, and the flicker of hope was everything.

Raven grinned. “Good. Because we’re going to make this the most fucked-up, unforgettable, fire-proof afterparty in Social Six history. And we’re going to do it with you, not around you.”

Blossom glowed, even if she tried to hide it.

I glanced between them, then at the pulsing lights on the DJ booth, already waiting for the next storm.

There was no question about what happened next.

I could feel it in the room.

This wasn’t about music.

It was about loyalty.

And Raven had just decided, for the moment, that I was worth trusting.

For now.

***

We got to work.

It started as logistics: calling backup DJs, running through sponsor lists, writing down what might survive Val’s no-chaos mandate.

But it wasn’t really about any of that.

It was about whether Blossom could find enough oxygen to make the night hers, or whether the new, sanitized Social Six would finally crowd her out.

She faked like she didn’t care. She threw every idea onto the table with a shit-eating grin, acted like she wanted them roasted or shot down, but every time I watched her eyes, I saw the part that needed someone to say: No, you’re right. This is the one.

Blossom wanted a party that felt like the world before everyone was terrified of optics. Neon paint, open floors, cages for the drama kids to climb, and a contest where the best costume at midnight won the first hour of next year’s sponsor seltzer for free.

“Think old-school club night,” she said, pacing hard enough to burn grooves in the floor, “but with a glitter cannon, a mud pit, and a photo booth that doesn’t filter out the sweat.”

Raven ran the numbers with a DJ’s cold eye. “If we go paint, we need tarps, liability waivers, and a sponsor who won’t shit their pants if someone stains the portable bar. Plus, you’ll have to keep it under control or you get campus security at the door, and you know they’re watching us this month.”

Blossom shrugged. “Let them come. Maybe they’ll learn to dance.”

She said it like a joke, but her hands shook when she picked up the Red Bull can.

I tried a different angle. “What about the flow? You said last time the biggest problem was everyone bunching up near the main stage and leaving the rest of the floor empty.”

She looked at me, surprised. “You remembered?”

“I listen.”

Blossom chewed her lip, then re-angled her pitch. “We don’t need a real stage. We could build platforms around the room. Make the DJ mobile, so the whole floor is alive. Every fifteen minutes, you move the energy.”

Raven tapped her nails on the table, thinking. “Like a rotating spotlight.”

“Exactly,” Blossom said. “Nobody’s ever more than twenty feet from the epicenter. It keeps the ratio safe, too, because you can’t bottleneck or get cornered. Anyone gets weird, the crowd moves on, the DJ resets, and the creeps get bored or exposed.”

It was brilliant, and she knew it.

She just couldn’t admit it out loud.

I sat up. “You just solved the entire safety problem. All the heat, none of the collapse.”

Blossom laughed, but it came out jagged. “Tell that to Val.”

“She’ll care if the numbers spike and the review goes viral,” Raven said. “Especially if you make it look intentional. But you’ll need a DJ who can handle the change. That’s not mix-and-go. You need someone who can improvise on the fly.”

Blossom sighed. “So we’re fucked.”

I shook my head. “We’re not. You said you wanted Detroit, right? What about the woman Raven mentioned?”

Raven leaned back, arms crossed over her chest. “DJ Nox. Legend in the warehouse scene, but she hates college crowds. Might come for the right money, or if you give her creative control.”

Blossom groaned. “That means letting her paint the floor too.”

Raven grinned. “Could be fun.”

We all stared at each other for a beat, letting the idea grow legs.

Then Blossom started pacing, firing off fragments of her next pitch. “We double the mobile DJ idea. Nox does the midnight set, but the first hour is me and Raven running party games and live crowd polling. If the ratio spikes, we punish the crowd. Make the guys do push-ups, or make them walk the runway in their worst outfit.”

Raven’s eyes lit up. “Public ego management. I love it.”

Blossom bounced in place, energy raw. “Matt, can you build platforms and get the lighting to keep up? I don’t want a blackout when the floor shifts.”

“Yeah,” I said, already running the logistics in my head. “We can do it with stadium risers, maybe move the wireless rig from the boat dock. I’ll need help, but it’s not impossible.”

She nodded, then stopped dead.

“Wait. Are you fucking with me, or do you actually think this will work?”

I grinned. “I think it’s the best thing I’ve heard since I got here.”

Blossom stared at me, and for a second the mask cracked. She blinked, then looked at Raven.

Raven saw it, and softened just a hair. “You should let him help. You can’t do this alone, babe.”

The tension in the room got tight enough to snap.

Then Raven clapped her hands. “Fine. I’ll call Nox. You two work out the floor plan. But if you screw this up, Reynolds, I’m taping you to a booth and letting the first-years body-paint your balls.”

Blossom doubled over laughing, some of the panic leaking out in a giggle-fit. When she caught her breath, she slid onto the edge of the booth beside me, thigh pressed tight to mine.

We started sketching the layout on the back of a drink menu, knees touching, hands overlapping every time we reached for the pen. I kept waiting for her to flinch or pull away, but she didn’t.

Instead, Blossom got louder, sharper, more alive with every pass.

She asked for my opinion, but she didn’t need me to approve her. She needed someone in the room who saw her work and didn’t need a punchline to justify taking it seriously.

Raven took the high seat at the DJ booth, one leg slung over the side, watching us like a teacher with two star students and no patience for false moves.

When the sketches were done, Blossom turned to me. “You really think I can pull this off?”

I looked at her: hair sweaty, hands ink-stained, eyes wild. “I think you’re the only person who could.”

She grinned, softer this time, and for a second I saw the younger version of her that used to skate the lake in pajamas and steal my lunch for the dare of it.

Raven whistled, breaking the spell. “Jesus. This is getting obscene. Can you two please make out already so I can get some work done?”

Blossom rolled her eyes, but she didn’t move away.

The next hour was a fever dream of ideas. We ordered pizza. Blossom rigged up a mock set on the portable speaker, testing how far the wireless range would stretch if we moved the crowd every fifteen minutes. She barked orders at me, but always with the gleam that let me know I was actually doing it right.

Every now and then, Raven would drop in with a threat or a sarcastic cheer.

But she let us lead.

And the more we worked, the more I felt the charge.

It was like sex, only with floor plans.

Blossom invaded my space constantly: leaning over to point at a spot on the map, reaching across to steal the pen, bumping her knee against mine so often it started to feel like the only way she knew how to communicate.

I started doing it back. Little touches, just enough to keep the current live.

Once, while marking a spot on the sketch, she rested her hand on my thigh, looked up, and said, “You know this means if it works, you have to run the floor every party for the rest of the year?”

I grinned. “As long as you promise to keep the stakes high.”

Blossom’s lips curled. “I don’t do low stakes.”

Raven looked up from her phone, caught the moment, and gave a rare, real smile. “Maybe I was wrong about you, Reynolds.”

I shrugged, but didn’t let Blossom’s hand slip away.

The plan locked into place. It was bold, insane, and guaranteed to piss off the people who most deserved to be pissed off.

Which was exactly the point.

When we packed up the sketches, Blossom flopped onto the booth bench and stretched her arms overhead. The tank she wore slid up, showing a few inches of freckled skin at her belly, and she arched her back so her tits jutted out, daring me to look.

I looked.

She caught me looking, and her smile was a fuck-you to the universe.

Raven tossed me a Red Bull. “Keep the energy. You’ll need it.”

We sat in silence for a second, the aftermath thicker than the prep.

Blossom’s hand found mine under the table, fingers lacing through, rough and imperfect.

It felt like the truth.

And I didn’t want to let go.

Not even when the phone buzzed and the crisis started all over again.

***

The phone was still vibrating on the table when Blossom snatched it up.

She didn’t answer.

Just stared at the screen, face gone hard as glass.

“Arson’s out,” she said, voice flat. “He just reposted a meme from Dane’s burner, something about Sex-For-Access at The Social Six. Says we’re a joke now. Says he’s not risking his rep on a glorified Greek orgy.”

She tried to laugh, but it broke off at the end.

Raven’s fingers clenched on the table edge. “Coward.”

Blossom put the phone down, but not before I saw the text. The language was brutal, designed to wound. She was shaking, not with rage, but something worse, like someone had told her she was invisible and then turned off the lights.

“We have Nox on backup,” Raven said, like it was obvious. “I’ll pay the retainer myself. Only catch is, she wants creative say on the floor, and you have to pitch her in person. Tonight.”

Blossom’s lip curled, but her bravado wasn’t holding up. “If she says no, we’re dead.”

Raven looked at me, daring me to blink. “If you want to be in this, Reynolds, now’s your moment. Or do you only care when it’s Summer’s crowd?”

I braced a hand on the table, looked at Blossom, then back at Raven.

“I care because she’s better than any of them,” I said. “The whole point of the afterparty is to keep the night real. If Nox wants proof, bring her in. If she wants creative control, give her the sound. Keep Blossom’s architecture. Let the chaos breathe.”

Raven held my stare.

Then she nodded, a hair’s breadth.

“Fine,” she said. “But you pitch with us. Because if you can’t sell a warehouse DJ on a college crowd, you’re not worth the shirt you’re wearing.”

Blossom’s energy flickered at the edges. “We’re not enough. Even with Nox, the rumor will outpace us.”

Raven barked a laugh. “You hear that? That’s defeat talking. You were ready to burn the place down an hour ago.”

Blossom hunched her shoulders, voice small. “I’m not scared of burning it down. I’m scared no one will notice.”

That hit me harder than I wanted to admit.

Raven broke the tension with action. She punched in a number, put it on speaker, and when Nox answered, her voice was all honey and static.

“Talk,” Nox said.

Raven didn’t waste time. “Social Six Homecoming, Saturday, after dark. You own the sound, we run the floor, Blossom architects the energy. We want chaos with backbone. Can you make it?”

There was a beat, then laughter. “Is the chaos controlled, or is this another clown car?”

Blossom took the phone. “It’s not a clown car,” she said, voice regaining color. “It’s controlled eruption. You’ll have freedom, but I want a moving epicenter. No main stage. Every fifteen minutes, the action shifts. We keep the ratio hot, the crowd moving, and the sponsors get their logo shots no matter where they point the camera. If you want to test it, come by tonight. I’ll show you the floor in motion.”

Silence.

Then: “Is this about the meme?”

Blossom didn’t blink. “It’s about making sure nobody ever tries to erase me again. I want the night to be impossible to forget, even if it pisses off every fragile man in a fifty-mile radius.”

The laugh that came through the speaker was pure delight.

“Now that’s a party,” Nox said. “You get one chance, Red. If the mockup works, I’ll take the slot. If not, you owe me a night at the lake house, and I pick the guest list.”

Blossom grinned, wild and right on the edge. “Deal.”

Nox hung up.

The bar went quiet.

Raven exhaled, a slow release. “You did it, babe. You pulled her.”

But Blossom’s hands still shook.

I reached under the table, found her fingers, and squeezed.

She looked at me, and I knew: if this had gone the other way, she might have blown out of here and never come back.

“You don’t have to fight alone,” I whispered.

She squeezed back, hard enough to bruise.

Raven’s voice came from the booth, softer now. “You should get used to being seen, Hart. Some of us don’t want you any other way.”

Blossom let the words sink in, then squared her shoulders.

“Tonight,” she said. “We run the drill, and if it works, the rumor’s dead.”

She got up, still holding my hand, and for the first time that day, her smile was all teeth and hunger.

Raven gave me a rare thumbs-up. “You’re all right, Reynolds. You back her when it matters.”

I grinned, but inside, I was already planning how to make the night work, no matter what. Because if she crashed and burned, I’d crash and burn with her.

There was no safer place to be.

Not for me.

Not for her.

And definitely not for anyone who tried to make Blossom disappear.

***

The bar was dark again.

Not dead, just sleeping. Restless, waiting for the next round. Most of the crew had filtered out, and even Raven disappeared to take a call in the alley, her boots echoing on the concrete like the world’s slowest metronome.

It left just me and Blossom, cleaning up the aftermath of our own war.

We hovered around the DJ booth, pretending to check cables, but really we were just waiting for the courage to say the next thing. The only light was the neon above the bar, cycling through colors like it was trying to remember which mood fit best.

Blossom tucked her hair behind her ear and fiddled with a broken wristband. She wasn’t joking anymore. She wasn’t running. She was just there, real and open, and as close to vulnerable as I’d ever seen her.

I wanted to kiss her so bad it hurt.

But I didn’t want to move too soon, not when she had finally let herself breathe.

So I asked, “You good?”

She looked at me, eyes wide and a little wild. “I don’t know what I am. High, I guess. Or maybe just fucking grateful.”

“For what?”

Blossom rolled her eyes, but there was no bite to it. “For you not bailing. For not trying to fix me, either. You just let me be loud, and weird, and too much.”

I reached out and brushed her hand with my knuckles. “It’s the best part of you.”

She shivered, a soft tremor that started at her fingers and worked its way up.

The silence in the booth got thick again.

When she finally moved, it was all at once. She stepped in, braced her hands on either side of my waist, and pulled me down until our faces were inches apart.

“If you ever try to rescue me again,” Blossom said, “I’ll set your hair on fire.”

I grinned. “If you ever pretend you’re not the hottest thing on this campus, I’ll call you out in front of everyone.”

She laughed.

Then she kissed me.

It wasn’t careful, or polite. It was Blossom at full tilt: mouth hungry, tongue deep, hands in my hair, body pressed so close I could feel the drum of her heart through my hoodie. She tasted like sugar and sweat, and when her teeth caught my lip, I nearly lost control.

I backed her into the DJ booth, our bodies fusing, hands clutching at hips, backs, anything that could anchor the moment. She moaned into my mouth, biting, sucking, never giving ground.

It was almost a fight, and I loved every second.

She broke away, lips swollen, breath ragged. “God, you’re so fucking alive,” she whispered. “You make me want to punch something.”

I nuzzled her neck, inhaled her, then bit down gently on her collarbone. “I can take a punch.”

She gasped, nails digging into my side. “You want to fuck me right here, don’t you?”

I growled, honest. “I want to fuck you everywhere.”

She laughed, half-madness, half-miracle.

We crashed together again, mouth on mouth, hands everywhere. Her thigh pressed between mine, grinding, and I could feel her heat through her denim.

She pushed my hoodie up, slid her hand under my shirt, and splayed her palm over my abs like she needed to memorize the shape.

I did the same to her: palmed her waist, her ribs, found the soft skin just under the band of her tank and traced circles until she shuddered.

We would have gone for it right there if not for the heavy tread of Raven’s boots and the snap of the door as she came back in.

We froze.

Raven stopped in the doorway, hands on her hips, hair wild, a bottle of water hanging from her fingers.

She took in the scene, and for a second her face was blank.

Then she smirked, slow and approving.

“Fuck, it’s about time,” Raven said. “If you hadn’t, I was going to dare you into it.”

Blossom, for once, looked shy.

Only for a second.

She straightened, tugged her tank down, and glared at Raven. “You don’t get to narrate my sex life.”

Raven strolled in, uncapped her water, and took a long pull before saying, “No, but I do get to make sure you don’t pretend it never happened.”

She cocked her head at me. “You good with this, Reynolds? You want her, or are you just trying to one-up Summer for the day?”

The question was a knife.

But it was fair.

Blossom flinched, then looked at me.

I didn’t hesitate.

“I want her,” I said, loud enough to echo. “I always have.”

Raven smiled, real and a little sad. “She burns brightest when she thinks no one will stay,” she said. “So if you’re going to light her up, make sure you don’t ghost her in the daylight.”

It landed.

Hard.

Blossom met my eyes, and for once, she let the moment sit without a punchline.

Raven wandered back to the booth, stretched out, and watched us, not as a challenge, but as a friend who wanted proof we could keep from falling apart.

Blossom stepped in close again, this time softer, and pressed her forehead to mine.

“You really want this?” she whispered. “Even with the circus, and the rumors, and the fact I’ll probably ruin every shirt you own?”

I pulled her against me, heart pounding.

“I want you. Not the performance. Not the chaos. Just you.”

She melted.

For a minute, we held each other, nothing between us except sweat, heat, and the perfect hush of an empty club.

Raven finally broke the spell.

“Don’t get sentimental on me,” she said, but her voice was gentle. “There’s an afterparty to run. And you two better be ready to blow the fucking roof off.”

We laughed.

But this time, the laughter didn’t cover the fear.

It made the fear honest, and beautiful, and almost bearable.

As we left the booth, Blossom slipped her hand into mine, and I realized this was the real war.

Not the party.

Not the brand.

Her.

Us.

And for the first time, I wanted to win it more than I wanted to breathe.

Bring on the next round.

We were not untouchable.

Not even close.

But maybe, if we stopped pretending we didn’t need each other, we could be hard as hell to erase.


Blossom's Room


Rook’s looked like a dead planet, all the neon and sound peeled away and left for scavengers. The only light was the sodium bruise from the street, cutting through a gap in the blackout curtains and pooling in radioactive puddles across the concrete. It was too early for regulars, too late for anyone with an actual social life. The only bodies in the building were three: Blossom, Raven, and me.

Blossom was already in motion. Not pacing, because she hated that word and claimed it was for people who didn’t know what they were building, but covering the space like the only way to think was to map the perimeter with her body. She wore cut-off overalls over a long-sleeve mesh top that left diamond-shaped patches of skin exposed every time she turned. Her hair was pinned in a messy, half-punk twist, and even from ten feet away, I could smell citrus shampoo and the stubborn ghost of club glitter fused to her collarbones.

Raven set up at the portable booth, scowling at her phone and slamming half-warm seltzers like caffeine was the only thing standing between her and violence. She was in off-duty mode: black leggings, old band tee, battered boots with pink laces. Even then, the tattoos on her arms looked alive under the weak light, like the beat in her head never actually stopped. She clocked me when I walked in, raised her chin in greeting, and immediately started diagnosing every problem I might bring into her space.

Blossom didn’t look up when I entered. She just tossed a roll of neon spike tape in my direction. “Mark the outside loop. I need to see where the flow dies if we bottleneck the main bar.”

I caught the tape, peeled a few yards off, and started doing the job. “Who’s on sound check? I thought the point was building the vibe from the floor up.”

“That’s Raven,” Blossom said. “After we stress-test the crowdflow.”

Raven shrugged, not looking up from her screen. “DJ Nox wants to scope the room before she loads in. She’s got trust issues.”

“Blossom promised her creative control,” Raven added, eyes finally flicking to me. “That means no macho shit and no main-event energy from you, Reynolds.”

“Copy that,” I said, and went back to marking the tape.

Blossom grinned, sidled up beside me, and unspooled a second roll to double the line. “For the next hour, you’re my hands, not my ego.”

“Your wish is my command.”

She pressed the roll into my chest, eyes narrowed. “Don’t tease me unless you can finish the job.”

I bit back the next line, suddenly very aware of how close she was, and how every interaction with her now carried a risk of friction burn. Raven’s gaze lingered too, like she was saving the moment for later evidence.

We laid out the grid. Instead of one dance pit, the space became a series of concentric lanes broken by high-top tables, portable risers, and open routes wide enough to move through under pressure. Blossom called out the structure while I placed and taped.

“This section rotates every quarter hour. Hydration station here, no cover and no crowding. Sponsor sightline shoots straight through the first thirty feet, so nothing sticky, nothing ugly, no wipeouts in the camera lane. Platform here is for the center-shift contest.”

I stopped, grinning. “The what?”

Blossom rolled her eyes. “The DJ drops a track, and the crowd has to change who owns the center. If it’s all guys, they get booed and sent to the back. If it’s all women, they get a power minute. If it’s fifty-fifty, everyone drinks.”

“You’re impossible.”

She shot me a glance, softer than I expected. “I’m sick of watching the same thing happen every year. Groupthink at the bar, then every creep migrates to the dance floor and the women leave before midnight. Not this time.”

Raven chimed in, still not looking up. “We want a room that can’t be claimed. If Nox likes the blueprint, we’re gold. If she bails, Blossom is back to square one and Dane’s afterparty owns the overflow.”

I took a beat to actually see it. With the tape down and the risers up, the plan snapped into place: energy rotated, islands shifted, nobody got pinned or edged out, and every fifteen minutes the DJ could drop the focus anywhere in the building.

It wasn’t random.

It was a controlled burn.

Blossom seemed to feel me watching her. She pivoted and stood at the center of the floor, hipshot and defiant. “You get it?” she asked, not coy at all. “Or am I talking to myself again?”

I stepped in, met her eyes, and said, “You’re the architect. I’m here to keep the walls from falling down.”

Her whole face lit, like maybe nobody had ever called her that before and meant it. For a second, all the punk bravado cracked, and what showed underneath was the same reckless genius that had once convinced me to skip school and jump a locked municipal pool fence because she couldn’t stand the idea of a rule existing if it didn’t make things better.

Raven’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and said, “Nox ETA, two minutes. Her car’s ugly as shit, so don’t stand in front of the windows or you’ll make her paranoid.”

“Noted,” Blossom said, then turned to me. “You’re up next. When Nox walks in, you run the floor like it’s already packed. We’re selling the idea, not the ad copy.”

“What’s my motivation?” I asked, deadpan.

“Think fire marshal’s nightmare,” Blossom said, grinning for real, “but hotter.”

We scattered to positions. Blossom hit the far side of the floor, arms crossed, radiating in control but not attached to the outcome. Raven tucked into the booth with one earbud in, but her eyes never left the entrance. I stationed myself on the main axis, the one Blossom had called the Energy Spine. It ran from the front bar to the bathroom alcove, a clean line for sponsors and a danger zone for anyone trying to corner the crowd.

Nox arrived exactly on schedule. She was hard to miss: tall, shaved head, wire-rimmed glasses, and a floor-length hoodie that looked like it had survived a decade of East Side warehouses and three city-wide bans. She walked with a slow perimeter scan, checking the ceiling, the exits, the lights, the tape. When she finally clocked Blossom, she didn’t smile. Just nodded once, then looked down at the grid.

“Talk,” Nox said, voice all smoke and cinder. “What problem are you solving?”

Blossom didn’t flinch. “Crowd ossifies after two hours. Guys build a wall at the bar and starve the dance floor. If we let it happen, the ratio goes south and the women leave. We want a moving hot zone, so the center of gravity keeps changing. No static stage, no choke points. Mobile focus, clean lanes, controlled heat.”

Nox grunted, not even slightly convinced.

“Who’s running the demo?” she asked.

“That’s him,” Blossom said, thumbing in my direction.

Nox looked me over like she was checking for weak joints in a machine.

“Don’t fuck it up,” she said.

I didn’t.

When Raven cued the first track, a slow-build bassline that would have embarrassed most college bars but worked perfectly in the industrial emptiness of Rook’s, I did what Blossom asked: I moved. Not like a dancer, and definitely not like a bouncer. Like someone trying to make the space feel kinetic without a crowd.

Blossom jogged in, simulated clusters, flagged where the tape grid needed a fix, and switched positions with me every time the track broke into a new section.

Nox’s eyes followed everything. She didn’t move from the wall for the first ten minutes, just shadowed us and scribbled notes on her phone. When the tempo flipped, Raven cut the lights except for two long sweeps of blue LED, and the center lane snapped into focus. Suddenly, the room didn’t feel empty. It felt loaded.

Nox finally spoke. “What happens if the crowd backs up? Who owns the dead zone?”

Blossom didn’t hesitate. “We don’t let one form. Every time the flow slows, the DJ swaps focus. Bar becomes dance, dance becomes lounge, lounge becomes games, games become confession booth.”

Nox arched a brow. “Confession booth?”

“Last thirty minutes, anyone can send a song request and an anonymous dare. If they survive the floor with the dare intact, they get VIP at the next event.”

It was insane. It was irresistible.

Nox’s face didn’t betray shit, but I saw her posture relax by a fraction.

Blossom kept pushing, running me through every fail scenario. What if the risers got overloaded? They wouldn’t, because we capped bodies and built the lane to keep people moving. What if a ratio surge flooded the bar? Floaters at every choke, two escape lanes open at all times. What if the DJ got bored and started doing her own thing? Every fifteen minutes, the handoff was hardwired into color zones.

Nox finally stepped into the center, looked me dead in the eye, and said, “Would you actually run this sober? Or is it just a hot mess until the crowd gets drunk enough to forgive it?”

I answered honestly. “I’d run it straight, and I’d come back to see if you could top yourself the next time. It’s alive. Most events die in the first hour. This one keeps evolving.”

That was it.

Nox nodded once, then looked at Blossom with the first real sign of respect.

“You’re weirder than I was warned,” Nox said. “I’m in, if you keep the sponsor idiots off my back.”

Blossom fist-pumped, then immediately deflated like she’d been holding her breath for three days.

“Can we run a full cycle?” Nox asked, eyes on Blossom now. “Thirty minutes, no interruptions. I want to see the space go from empty to meltdown.”

Blossom didn’t blink. “Raven? You ready?”

Raven’s voice came through the booth. “Let’s cook.”

The next half hour was a fever dream. Blossom ran us through the full party script, but without a crowd, we had to improv every role. I was line, floater, sponsor rep, and pressure point all at once. Blossom ran control, keeping the tape grid dynamic, shouting out commands, making it look easy even as sweat soaked through her mesh. Raven rotated lights and sound with military precision, and every time the beat dropped, she pushed the tempo until it felt like a hundred bodies were about to pour out of the walls.

Nox followed the pattern: perimeter, center, back again. At minute eighteen, she set her phone down, crossed her arms, and actually smiled.

Blossom saw it, and her whole posture changed. More pride. Less armor.

The cycle ended with Raven cutting the sound, then slowly bringing it back with a low, thudding pulse that made my blood echo in my ears. Blossom finished at the main riser, hands braced, legs trembling, hair damp with sweat, and the look on her face was so raw it made my chest hurt.

Nox walked over, offered her hand to Blossom, and said, “You built it. I’ll bring the crowd.”

Blossom shook her hand and didn’t let go right away.

They held for a second.

Then Nox turned to Raven, gave her a sharp nod, and said, “Keep this one. Don’t let her get chewed up by the machine.”

Raven smirked. “I’m more worried about her chewing through it.”

Nox laughed, then vanished into the night with all the ceremony of a back-alley contract.

Raven watched her leave, then looked at me and Blossom, still breathing hard on the riser.

She didn’t say anything. Just raised a brow and let the question hang.

Blossom turned to me, cheeks still flaming, and said, “You ever feel like the room is finally listening to you, even if nobody else is in it?”

I nodded.

She let go of my hand, but not before squeezing tight enough to hurt.

Raven waited until Blossom turned to fix a light cable, then caught my eye. “She won’t say it out loud, but she needed you here.”

I looked over at Blossom, still flushed from the win, still pretending she wasn’t lit up from the inside.

“I know,” I said.

Raven’s expression softened by one dangerous inch. “You back her up. That’s rare.”

Blossom called out from the riser, “Less talk, more fixing. We have a deadline.”

Raven rolled her eyes, then wandered back to her booth, already plotting the next ten moves.

Blossom waited for me to catch up, then leaned in so quietly nobody but me could hear. “Thanks for not making me do this alone.”

I wanted to kiss her.

I wanted to fuck her on the riser, in the booth, anywhere she called home.

But more than that, I wanted her to keep winning.

So I just smiled, handed her the next roll of tape, and let the rest burn in the silence.

The club was empty.

But the room was alive.

And every inch of it belonged to her.

***

When the door banged shut behind Nox, the air in Rook’s went slack. All the staged motion, the whiplash energy, even the residue of club heat drained out of the room and left nothing but the sound of our breathing. I looked for Blossom. She was still planted on the riser, one foot up, both hands gripping the edge as if the floor might tilt and dump her off if she relaxed.

Raven let the silence run. She stayed at the booth, head bent over a tangle of cables, but her eyes tracked us through the spill of blue light like she was waiting for the real show to start.

I hopped down from the grid, wiped my palms on my jeans, and went to Blossom. She didn’t notice me at first, too busy staring at the pattern of tape on the concrete. Her chest heaved, hairline sticky with sweat, but she wasn’t smiling. Not even close.

I touched her shoulder, soft. “You crushed it. You know that, right?”

She snorted, sharp and brittle. “We didn’t even have a crowd. It was a fake run. Nox could still bail and leave us hanging.”

“Raven thinks you pulled it off. So do I. Even Nox had to admit you changed the game.”

Blossom flicked her gaze up, searching my face for sarcasm. Finding none, she looked away just as quick. “If it matters so much, why don’t I feel like I won?”

I waited.

She popped off the riser, boots clapping on the concrete, and stalked toward the service bar. She found a glass, wiped it half-clean on her sleeve, and filled it with tap water from behind the bar.

She drained half the glass, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and said, “Why does it always feel like the prize for surviving one fight is getting promoted to the next one?”

I let the question hang in the dead air.

“Maybe because you never let yourself have the win,” I said.

“Maybe because the win is just a head start on the next mess.”

We stood there in the quiet, neither of us moving.

Raven cranked a last cable tight, then flicked the lights down to a dull, underwater green. She headed toward the exit, pausing to watch us from the far edge of the bar.

“Floor’s yours, Hart. Try not to break it,” Raven called, then ducked out, boots echoing down the hall.

We were alone.

Blossom leaned on the bar, elbows propped, glass spinning in her hands. I moved behind the bar and planted myself across from her, close enough to smell the salt in her hair.

“Wanna talk about it?” I asked.

She stared me down, then blew out a breath. “Do you know what it’s like to be the joke and the genius at the same time?”

I shrugged. “I’ve watched Summer smile until it hurts. I’ve watched Pandora turn herself into steel because everyone expects her to be untouchable.”

She rolled her eyes, but the edge was softer now. “Summer gets to be soft. Pandora gets to be iron. Maisie gets to be the enabler. But if I ever let up for one fucking second, everyone either gets bored or says I lost my spark.”

She stopped.

Her hands were trembling.

I reached across the bar and caught them, thumb tracing slow circles over her knuckles. She let it happen, but didn’t look up.

“What if you’re allowed to be tired?” I said.

She laughed, but it broke halfway through. “I’m not. Nobody likes Blossom Hart when she isn’t on.”

“I do.”

She shuddered, then dropped her head until her hair curtained off her face. “Yeah, well, you’re the exception. Not the rule.”

She tried to pull away.

I didn’t let her.

Instead, I came around the bar, braced my hands on either side of her on the sticky counter, and waited for her to look at me.

She did, finally.

Her green eyes were huge, almost dangerous, but rimmed with real ache.

“I don’t want to just be fun,” she said. “I want to matter after the party ends.”

“You do,” I said, not letting her dodge. “You matter in every fucking room, even when you’re not running it.”

She sniffed, then, as if realizing she’d given up too much, twisted away and made a big show of hopping back onto the riser. “Don’t get soft on me, Reynolds. I still plan to get you drunk and embarrass you in front of the whole campus.”

I followed, grinning, but my hands didn’t shake. “Only if you let me take you out for food first. You’ve earned more than bar tap water and leftover Red Bull.”

She pretended to think it over, then patted the riser next to her.

When I sat, she tucked her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

“Summer gets to be in love,” she said, voice so low I almost missed it. “Maisie gets to be greedy. What am I allowed?”

I put my arm around her, slow.

“Whatever the fuck you want,” I said.

She pressed her face into my shoulder and hid for one second. When she looked up, her mascara was streaked, but her stare was fierce.

“Promise?” she asked, in the smallest voice I’d ever heard from her.

I kissed her forehead, then her hair.

“Promise.”

She held me there, as if she could freeze the moment and climb into it before the next fight arrived.

I let her.

In the hush after the win, I finally understood: Blossom didn’t want to be the party.

She wanted to be the reason someone stayed after the lights cut.

I wanted to be that person.

So I held on.

Let the world wait.

And for the first time, she let herself want more than the noise.

***

By the time we made it back to the lake house, the sky had faded to bruised blue and the porch lights made the whole place look like a second, smaller planet hung out past the dock. The kitchen was empty except for a half-finished smoothie and a still-warm skillet abandoned on the range. We sidestepped the mess, both of us too keyed up and wrecked to want food or company.

Blossom moved through the house like she was both hiding and leading. She ditched her boots at the door, but not the attitude. She padded down the hall in socked feet, glancing back every few steps like she was afraid I’d vanish if she let me fall behind.

Her room was at the end of the main hall, tucked behind a chipped white door with ART IS NOT A LUXURY painted on the panel in what looked suspiciously like ancient nail polish.

She unlocked it, shoved the door open with her hip, and stood in the doorway like a dare.

“You coming in, or are you just going to stare at my ass all night?”

The right answer was both.

I followed her, catching the low snort she tried to smother when I brushed past her hip.

Blossom’s room was not what I expected.

I thought it would be a post-party disaster zone, like the rest of the house after a big event. Instead, it was more like an art supply warehouse had exploded and somehow left behind only the best scraps and the softest surfaces.

The bed was a tangle of neon blankets and throw pillows, two or three old comforters, and a dozen bandanas used as improvised pillowcases. The wall above the bed was covered in thumbtacked event flyers, doodles, and warped Polaroids of people I mostly recognized but had never seen quite like that: laughing, smeared with paint or cake, mid-hug or mid-epic fuckup.

Half the room was dedicated to a workbench: glitter, glue guns, Sharpies, bins full of god-knew-what, and a battered sewing machine. Beside it, a crash pile of paint-stained denim, vintage tees, ripped tights, and at least three unfinished costume builds waited for her next burst of focus.

It was messy, sure.

But it was lived-in. Real. More honest than almost anything I’d seen in this house.

Blossom watched me take it in, arms folded, but the mask was slipping.

She looked nervous.

I didn’t think she was capable of nervous.

So I kept looking, slower this time, cataloguing all the secrets on the shelves: a can of pepper spray with rhinestones glued to the side, a stack of tiny notebooks with the covers half-ripped off, a cracked snow globe with a mini version of the lake house inside, a mason jar filled with old wristbands and ticket stubs labeled DO NOT OPEN: DNA EVIDENCE.

“You’re making that face again,” Blossom said, voice sharp but not mean.

“What face?” I asked, still trying to memorize the way the fairy lights tangled around her headboard, and how her hair glowed strawberry under the pink LED strip tacked above the window.

“The one where you’re deciding if I’m a walking disaster or just tragic.”

I stepped in, wrapped my arms around her waist, and tugged her closer.

“Neither,” I said. “I just didn’t know you kept so much of yourself in here.”

She went rigid, but only for a second. Then her head dropped against my chest, and she breathed me in. “Don’t tell anyone,” she whispered. “I have a reputation to maintain.”

I brushed my fingers over her lower back, feeling the heat through mesh and denim.

She didn’t pull away.

If anything, she melted, piece by piece.

“Most people don’t make it past the first layer,” she said. “The part with all the noise and jokes and dares.”

“Most people are idiots.”

She huffed a laugh, but I could feel her heartbeat, fast and real.

“So what do you think?” she asked, voice pitched like a challenge, though her hands shook a little where they clung to my shirt.

I looked her up and down: paint-stained arms, cut-off overalls, mesh clinging to her ribs, the fringe of her bangs half-hiding the scar near her temple from that time she ate shit on her skateboard.

“I think,” I said, “you’re more interesting when you’re not running the show.”

She barked a laugh, genuine this time. “You’re the only one who’s ever said that.”

I kissed her, soft, tasting the salt of old sweat and the hint of peach gum she’d been chewing all night.

She kissed back fiercer than I expected, hands scrabbling up my sides, pulling me closer. When she broke away, her breath was shaky.

“You want to stay?” she asked.

I didn’t answer.

I pushed her toward the bed, half-carried her onto the mountain of blankets, and let her drag me down after.

For a minute, nothing happened.

We just sprawled there, side by side, listening to the house settle and the faint thump of music from the other side of the lake.

Blossom twisted, looking at the ceiling. “You ever think about how easy it is for Summer? Or Maisie? They just get to want things and the universe gives it to them.”

I thought about the last forty-eight hours. The way Summer had finally dropped her shine and let herself be greedy. The way Maisie was always perfect echo, perfect accomplice, perfect permission. The way they had both utterly ruined me the night before.

Then I looked at Blossom, knees pulled to her chest, arms hugging them tight.

“You get to want things, too,” I said.

She turned her face to me, lip quivering just the tiniest bit.

“You’ll let me?” she asked, and for the first time I understood how scared she was of losing her place.

I brushed her hair out of her face and let my palm rest against her cheek.

“I’ll let you,” I said. “And if you want to run, I’ll run with you. If you want to stop, I’ll stop. If you want to be selfish for once, I’ll be right here.”

She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into my hand.

“Can we just…” She trailed off, like the sentence got tangled in her teeth.

“What?”

“Just lay here? Just for a minute. Without it turning into a bit, or a dare, or a reason to get kicked out.”

I pulled her into my arms, wrapped us both in the tangle of throws and blankets, and let her shiver out the last of the adrenaline.

We stayed that way until the last bruised light at the curtain went dark and the house settled into its late-night hush.

Blossom’s breath evened out, her body soft and warm in my arms.

She didn’t let go.

Not even when she finally slept.

I didn’t want to move.

Not ever.

***

We must have drifted, because when I woke, the room was ink-black and Blossom was wrapped around me like a question I’d never get tired of answering. She’d rolled halfway onto my chest, one thigh between my legs, her hair a curtain across both our faces, the strawberry scent replaced by something deeper: sweat, salt, heat. I felt her breathing, soft at first, then quickening as she came back to consciousness.

She didn’t say anything at first.

She just moved.

First her leg, rubbing slow and experimental against the line of my jeans.

Then her hand, sneaking under my shirt, fingers spidering up my abs to my ribs and flattening there as if she needed to map every inch by touch.

When she finally looked up, her eyes were clear and focused. None of the shield she wore in daylight. Just need.

“You awake?” she whispered.

Before I could answer, she pulled my shirt up and off, exposing my chest and the goosebumps already standing there for her.

She rolled on top, knees straddling my hips, and rucked her own mesh top upward. It caught in the buckles of her overalls and she laughed once, breathless and embarrassed.

“Smooth,” I said.

“Shut up and help.”

I did.

We worked the straps loose, slow enough to feel deliberate, close enough that her breath kept catching against my mouth. The overalls slid down her shoulders, then lower, bunching at her waist before she shoved them away and threw the mesh after them. Underneath, she was bare: no bra, just her breasts, high and full and dusted with a trail of freckles that led down her sternum and vanished beneath the waistband of her cutoffs.

I stared.

She grinned.

“You gonna look all night, or actually do something?” Blossom said, but her voice was more want than bite.

“I’m thinking about my options.”

I ran my hands up her sides, from her waist to her ribs, then cupped her breasts, thumbs brushing her nipples until they went hard under my skin.

She arched into it, head tipping back.

“God, your hands,” she said, all the bravado gone.

“Yours too,” I said, and reached for her wrists, guiding them down to the button on my jeans.

She made quick work of it, then sat up with her hands braced on either side of my hips as she shimmied down my zipper. My cock was already hard, straining against my boxers, and when she saw it, she let out a laugh that was half pride and half disbelief.

“You’re gonna wreck me, Reynolds.”

“Only if you want.”

She reached under the elastic and freed me, the motion quick and practiced but almost reverent. She wrapped both hands around my shaft, stroked slow, then notched her hips forward until I could feel the heat of her through the thin denim.

I braced my hands on her thighs, sliding them up until my thumbs brushed the edge of her shorts. Then, careful and slow, I started to work them down, exposing inch by inch of skin: the flare of her hip, the strength in her thighs, the tiny black starburst tattoo on her left thigh I’d never seen before.

When the shorts were off, she wore nothing but black panties, cotton worn thin at the seams, and I could see the wetness already darkening the fabric.

She didn’t hide it.

She leaned forward, mouth at my ear, and whispered, “Want to see how bad I want it?”

She took my hand and pressed my fingers to her pussy, letting me feel the heat, the slick, the tremble under her skin.

I groaned, and she kissed my neck, biting hard enough to mark me.

I flipped her, rolling us so I was above, caging her in with my arms. She spread her legs, letting her knees fall open, but before I went for her panties, I kissed my way down: throat, collarbone, each breast in turn, sucking and rolling her nipples between my teeth until she was gasping and raking her nails down my back.

“Harder,” she said.

I bit down just enough to make her yelp, then laugh.

I licked down her stomach, tracing the line of freckles with my tongue, then settled at her hips, mouth hovering just above the waistband of her panties.

“You want these off?”

“Rip them if you want. They’re not sentimental.”

I smiled, then did exactly that, tearing the fabric at the seam and exposing her fully.

Her pussy was shaved smooth, lips swollen and slick, clit already peeking and begging for attention.

I kissed her thighs first, taking my time because this was the part she never seemed to expect: not the roughness, not the heat, but patience. I kissed every inch like I had nowhere else to be. Like the party could collapse, the house could go up in smoke, and I’d still stay right there between her legs until she believed she deserved to be worshipped.

“Matt,” she breathed, almost a warning.

I looked up. “What?”

Her throat worked. “Don’t make me beg unless you mean it.”

I slid my hands under her ass and pulled her closer. “I mean it.”

Then I licked a stripe from her entrance up to her clit, slow and deliberate.

She made a sound that was almost a sob, grabbed my hair, and pulled me in.

I licked again, then circled her clit with the tip of my tongue, gentle at first, then faster, sucking it between my lips and rolling it with the pressure she needed. She thrashed, hands gripping my head like she could anchor herself with just my hair. I slipped two fingers inside, curling them until I found the spot that made her shudder.

“Jesus, Matt, don’t stop,” she moaned.

I didn’t.

I devoured her, tongue and fingers working in rhythm, not letting up even when she started to shake and her pussy clenched around my fingers. I wanted the first orgasm to take her apart before she had time to make it a joke. I wanted her too breathless to pretend she wasn’t being loved exactly the way she needed.

She came hard, knees slamming in, mouth open and silent for one stretched second before the cry tore out of her.

I kept going.

I slowed it down, then ramped it back up as her aftershocks faded, only letting go when she yanked my head up for air.

She looked ruined: hair plastered to her forehead, mascara smeared, cheeks pink with effort.

“You good?” I asked, my lips and chin shining with her.

She grinned, reached up, and pulled me into a kiss, tasting herself on my mouth.

“Fuck yes,” she said. “But now I want you.”

I crawled up and let her wrap her legs around my waist. I lined my cock at her entrance.

She stared me dead in the eyes, hands on my face, pulling me in until our foreheads touched.

“This is not a joke,” Blossom said, voice shaking but steady.

“Never was.”

She angled her hips, and I pushed in, the first inch sliding slow, then the next, until I was all the way inside her.

She gasped, digging her nails into my back.

The heat and squeeze of her nearly made me come right then, but I held still, letting her adjust.

“God, you fill me up,” she said, raw and open.

I started to move, slow at first, then deeper, feeling every ripple of her body. She met every thrust, hips snapping up to meet me, arms around my neck, and every time I bottomed out she moaned, soft and shocked, like she hadn’t expected it to feel this good when nobody was rushing.

She didn’t just take it.

She wanted more.

“Harder,” she whispered, then again, voice getting stronger. “Harder, Matt. Don’t hold back.”

I gripped her ass, thrust harder, fucked her like we had all the time in the world and nothing else mattered. Her pussy milked me, and she came again, locking down so tight I nearly lost it.

But I held on, slowing the rhythm, kissing her face, her hair, her lips, wanting her to know she was the only thing in the world right then.

She blinked up, eyes glossy.

“You want to finish?” she asked.

“Not until you’re done.”

She grinned, sharp and dazed. “I’m never done.”

Blossom broke the rhythm with sudden force, hands bracing my chest, hair wild around her flushed face. She pushed me onto my back, slammed her hips down, and held there in a grind that sent white sparks from my bones to my brain. Then she started to ride, not slow or teasing now, but hard, punishing, determined, like she was trying to print herself into the memory of my body forever.

Each time she dropped, her tits bounced, sweat rolling in beads down the valley between them, catching in the freckles and the hollow of her sternum. She was panting, mouth open, neck arched, eyes never leaving mine for more than a second. It was raw and desperate and almost too intimate, the way she looked at me. Like she was daring me to look away.

I reached for her and she caught my wrist, pinning it to the mattress above my head. She planted both hands there, leaned in, and bit my shoulder hard enough to sting. Then she pulled back and rode me even rougher, her hips battering forward, clit grinding against the ridge of my pelvis on every stroke. The sound of it was obscene: wet, hot, a steady smack that got louder as she went.

Her pussy clenched around me, slick and tight and so alive I could hardly breathe. I felt her start to tremble, thighs shaking, nails scoring my chest as she bucked. I tried to hold back, tried to make it last, but she was relentless, fucking me like it was the only thing keeping her from disappearing.

Blossom leaned close, bracing her arms on either side of my face, her breath hot in my ear. “I want to see you lose it,” she growled. “I want you to lose it for me.”

She rolled her hips slower, a grinding pulse that sent a shock up my spine every time our bodies met. She was working herself up, chasing another orgasm, but she wanted mine too, like she needed proof that she could break me open and keep every messy, helpless part I tried to hide.

I grabbed her hips, trying to control the pace.

Blossom laughed and shoved my hands away. Then she leaned back, hands on my chest, and started moving with a new, torturous tempo. It was all sensation: her hair stuck to her cheeks, the sweet-sour bite of sweat, her muscles straining under my palms, the heat of her wrapped around me.

I felt the edge coming, fast and savage, and she must have felt it in the way my body tensed, the way my abs went rigid.

She smiled, hungry and wicked. “You gonna make a mess, Matt?”

She picked up the pace, putting every ounce of strength into her thighs, slamming down and pulling me so deep inside her I forgot my own name. I tried to warn her. Tried to say her name. All that came out was a grunt, a desperate, stupid gasp.

She squeezed, locked down so tight that the world went white at the edges, and I exploded inside her, the rush so strong I nearly blacked out.

Blossom didn’t stop.

She milked every drop, grinding her hips, watching my face as I let go completely. Her eyes went wide with wild joy, and then she started to climax again, her whole body going stiff before shuddering in a long, wracking wave that left us both gasping.

She finally collapsed onto my chest.

We lay there, bodies fused, sweat and cum soaking into her sheets.

For a while, nobody moved.

She breathed with her head tucked under my chin, hands splayed on my chest.

“You’re not just the party,” I whispered. “You’re the reason to stay after.”

She bit my shoulder, gentle this time.

“If you get corny, I’ll never let you fuck me again.”

“I’ll take the risk.”

She laughed, then kissed me slow and sweet.

For the next forever, we stayed there, trading kisses, catching our breath, her body wrapped around mine.

If I could freeze a moment, it would be that one.

Her.

Me.

Nothing else.

When we finally untangled, she turned and pressed her back into my chest, pulling my arm around her and guiding my hand up to her breast. I cupped it, squeezed slow, and she settled deeper into me with a soft exhale. I rolled her nipple between my fingers, gentle, unhurried, and she shivered.

She murmured, “You’ll still want me when it’s daylight?”

“I’ll want you every second.”

She went quiet, then shivered, but not from fear.

“Don’t leave.”

“Never.”

And I meant it.

We drifted, the world outside erased by the dark and the heat of her.

She’d let me in.

And this time, I wasn’t letting go.

***

The dark lingered, but the air in the room had turned blue at the edges, the strange color that comes when you’ve been awake too long and your eyes stop trusting shadow. Blossom was curled up in my arms, skin to skin, cheek pillowed against my chest, one leg hooked around mine like she didn’t trust gravity to do the job alone.

We hadn’t said a word in twenty minutes.

She just let herself be held, breathing slow, her skin still humming with the echoes of what we’d done. Her hair was everywhere, and every time I shifted to breathe her in, she made a contented noise against my chest.

If this was the only thing I ever did right, it would be enough.

She finally stirred, arm looping over my stomach, fingers tracing random shapes on my ribs.

“You awake?” she whispered.

“Barely.”

She smiled, nuzzled closer, and for once didn’t say something snarky just to break the mood.

It felt like a secret.

We lay there, letting the lake wind rattle the old windows and the smell of her, smoke and peach and sweat, fuse into my brain. I didn’t want to move. I didn’t want the world to start again.

Her phone, abandoned somewhere under the heap of ripped denim, buzzed with the brittle insistence of a failing alarm.

She tensed, just a little.

I squeezed her tighter. “Don’t.”

She laughed, warm and tired. “You think if we stay here long enough, the world will move on without us?”

I brushed her hair back and kissed her forehead. “Let it try.”

But the buzzing kept up, stopped, then started again.

Blossom groaned, fished the phone out, and lit up the screen.

She read the message, and her whole body went still.

I kissed her shoulder. “Bad?”

She shook her head, then handed me the phone.

The text was from Raven.

Nox is in.

Also: we need to talk. All three of us. Before this burns through the floor.

Don’t ghost, babe. You matter.

I looked at Blossom.

She watched me, eyes suddenly too bright for the hour.

“Raven always knows, doesn’t she?” Blossom said, half wonder, half dread.

“She does,” I said. “But that’s good.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “Means we’re worth the trouble.”

She stared at the phone for a second, then tossed it onto the pillow above her head. She let her body melt into mine again, face buried in the crook of my arm.

“I don’t want to burn it down,” she said, voice muffled. “I want to keep it.”

I cupped her face and made her look at me.

“Then we will,” I promised.

She laughed softly, the sound of someone finally believing in the thing she was about to risk.

She pressed a kiss to my jaw, curled closer, and closed her eyes.

The next round would be messier. Louder. Unavoidable.

But for now, the world could wait.

We fell asleep like that, her skin against mine, the lake wind still rattling the windows.


Raven Joins the Beat


There’s nothing like morning light to make you face what you did the night before.

I woke with a mouth like the bottom of a paint can and the insides of my eyelids still flashing to some slow-motion strobe only Blossom’s room could invent. It was late enough for the sun to cook the dust off her windows and bleach the bed in cold, honest white. I could see everything: the streaks of mascara on her pillow, the dried sweat in the crook of her neck, the constellation of freckles across her shoulder that I’d never noticed because last night she’d been moving too fast to catch.

I felt her before I saw her: one thigh slung over my waist, her hair splayed in a strawberry tangle across my arm, her bare skin warm and sticky where our bodies had never fully cooled down.

She wasn’t supposed to look like this in daylight. Last night had been honest in a way that still sat heavy in my chest, two people who’d stopped pretending and reached for something real. That was exactly what made the morning harder. But now, with the sun cranking the truth up to eleven, the only thing more naked than Blossom was the fact that I was still there.

She stirred, a slow twitch that traveled up her leg and set her whole body shifting closer. One hand rested on my stomach, fingers still curled in sleep, knuckles smudged with old Sharpie. Her face was soft, younger than the version of herself she built for the world.

She blinked once, twice, then squinted into the sunbeam and froze.

For three seconds, neither of us moved.

She took in the scene: herself half on top of me, both of us exposed, her walls as thin as her comforter. Her eyes searched for a joke, a punchline, a way to run.

None of it arrived.

“Shit,” she whispered. “You’re still here.”

I didn’t move. Just watched her process it.

She swallowed, mouth dry. “Is this a walk of shame for both of us, or—?”

I rolled toward her and ran a hand up her back into her hair. She flinched like she expected to be tickled, then let it happen.

“Not going anywhere,” I said, voice so low it was practically a rumor.

She snorted, then immediately regretted the noise. “You’re full of shit, Reynolds. Daylight’s a whole different sport. Most people tap out before morning.”

“Maybe I want to see what happens when you can’t hide behind the blackout curtains.”

I smoothed a tangle of hair behind her ear.

She eyed me hard, waiting for the trick. “My face looks like roadkill. My pits probably smell like a bowling alley. And I’ll bet you a hundred bucks my thigh is stuck to your leg with Red Bull sweat.”

I smiled. “Still want you. Maybe even more now.”

She made a noise, not quite a laugh.

But she didn’t let go.

For a few minutes, we just lay there, the lake wind rattling the window and the sheets still hot from our bodies. Blossom flexed her toes against my shin, then inched up until our hips lined up just right. She stretched, cracked her neck, and settled back down with her cheek on my chest and a sigh that was almost content.

“Do you always break things when you stay over?” she asked, voice muffled by my skin.

“Only things that deserve it.”

She let the line hang, then picked her head up far enough to look at me. The sun hit her eyes, and I could see every gold-green spark in them.

She ran her tongue across her lower lip. “What happens now?”

I didn’t have an answer. I just slid my hand lower, following the curve of her back to the top of her ass, then squeezed slow and deliberate.

She shivered.

“You tell me,” I said.

She studied me, jaw working like she was fighting with herself.

Then she grinned, dirty and dangerous.

“I want to see if it feels as good in the daylight,” she said. “Or if you’re just a fever dream with a really nice dick.”

I laughed, and she bit my chest just below my nipple, sharp enough to leave a mark.

“Prove it,” she said.

Her mouth followed the threat, lips and tongue trailing down my stomach, teeth nipping every few inches like she was mapping me by damage. My cock went from lazy curiosity to full attention before she even got her hand around it.

She stroked me slow. Not last night’s frantic hunger, but something confident and greedy, the rhythm of someone who wasn’t asking for permission anymore. When she reached the tip, she paused and looked up, a dare on her tongue.

“You want it, don’t you?”

I grunted, honest. “Yeah.”

She licked the head, tasting me, then slid her mouth down over my cock, slow at first, then deeper, letting me fill her mouth. The heat was insane. I braced a hand in her hair and she let me, humming as she worked her lips and tongue around the shaft.

She looked up, eyes watery but clear, and pulled off with a soft pop. “You’re not allowed to come yet. I have a point to prove.”

She crawled back up and straddled my hips, letting her tits drag up my chest, the weight of her making my cock twitch between us. She cupped her own breast, pinching the nipple until it peaked, then pressed it to my mouth.

“Bite it.”

I did.

She shuddered, but didn’t flinch away.

She grabbed my cock, lined it up, and rubbed it against her pussy, slow and wet, up and down, the head catching on her clit each time she rocked her hips.

I reached for her waist, but she smacked my hands away.

“Let me,” Blossom said. “I need to know you’re real.”

She sank onto my cock in one long slide, her pussy already soaking, velvet and tight, the squeeze better than anything from last night because now there was nowhere to hide from it. She rode me slow, hips grinding in little circles, clit mashed down onto my pubic bone, eyes locked on mine like she was hunting for the place where I might vanish.

It was different in daylight.

More exposed.

More honest.

She fucked me like it was a test, but I could tell it was more than that. She wanted to see if I would bail. If I’d freak out. If I’d stop wanting her when everything was bright and messy and too real to dodge.

I didn’t.

She started to lose the rhythm, hips rolling faster, breath catching in the back of her throat. She was getting close, pussy fluttering, hands grabbing my chest for anchor.

I wanted to let her have it.

Wanted to give her the win.

So I sat up, wrapped my arms around her waist, and fucked up into her hard enough to make her gasp.

She clawed at my back, digging in with her nails. Her forehead pressed to mine, sweat slipping down her face. She was so beautiful it hurt.

“I’m gonna come,” she whispered. “God, I’m gonna—”

“Do it,” I said. “I want to feel it.”

She locked her legs around me and came, not shy this time, but loud and ragged, pussy clamping down on my cock, body shaking all over.

I fucked her through it, loving the way she lost control. When I felt myself start to go, I pulled her closer, buried myself as deep as I could get, and held there. The orgasm didn’t rip through me so much as detonate, starting low and spreading up my spine in a slow, obliterating wave, my whole body locking around it, cock pulsing hard inside her while she was still shaking from her own.

We clung to each other, both shaking, both out of breath.

She laughed, wild and broken.

“You’re not a fever dream,” she said. “You’re fucking dangerous.”

She slid off, collapsed next to me, and for a long minute, we panted together in the mess of blankets and sweat and whatever magic we’d just made.

I stared at the ceiling, brain rebooting.

Blossom rolled over, traced my jaw with her fingertip, and said, “Promise you won’t go weird on me?”

I kissed her hand. “No way.”

She snuggled in, cheek on my chest.

Then, soft as a secret, she said, “Good. Because I think I want to keep you.”

I laughed, but my heart was running wild.

“Works for me.”

We lay there, the sun bright and the world too real to pretend.

For the first time, Blossom seemed okay with the quiet.

And so was I.

***

Nobody did a victory lap like Blossom Hart.

By ten p.m., Rook’s had already swapped its skin twice: once for the sponsor walk-through, all clean lines and table tents and Safe Party posters; again for the pre-party, with the social media set lighting up the grid with selfies and bootleg LED bracelets; and now, finally, for the real show, a pre-Homecoming test run on a Thursday night, small enough to be a trial run, big enough to matter, where DJ Nox had wheeled her booth to the first of three floor positions and every body on the floor moved because Blossom had told the room how.

We’d spent the afternoon locking the last risers in place, fine-tuning the color-coded lighting, and running through every scenario that could wreck the flow. Blossom got her hands dirty, zip-tied cables herself, spray-painted warning stencils on the crowd lanes, and ripped the sleeves off my only decent button-down because “nobody trusts a man in cuffs at a party.”

By the time the doors opened, she was running on Monster and three hours of sleep, but the only sign was the shine to her skin and the way her hands never stopped moving, even when the job was done.

She didn’t want to stand back and watch.

She wanted to be in it.

So did I.

By midnight, the plan was working better than even I’d believed.

The energy was different. Instead of one big knot of bodies fighting for space, the club pulsed with moving hot spots: a cluster near the main bar, then a wave shifting to the dance lanes, then a pop-up in the far corner where the best view of the DJ hit during the blue phase. Every fifteen minutes, Nox hit a transition, and the room seemed to tilt, the focus sliding wherever she wanted it, the crowd never able to settle or go dead.

Women owned the floor. Not by accident, but because the rules favored them. Each time the center formed, if guys dominated, Nox punished the ratio with a buzzkill track, then reset. When women took the center, the lights spiked and the real drops landed, and suddenly every phone in the club was up, catching the moment for the feed.

Raven was in the sound booth, dark eyes never leaving the floor, calling signals to Nox through text and hand signs, making sure every shift hit on time. If something drifted off, Blossom herself waded into the thick of it, arms up, voice loud, redirecting the surge with a grin that made everyone want to follow her.

The sponsors hovered at the back, grinning like they’d bought into a tech startup right before the IPO.

But we weren’t working anymore.

Blossom grabbed me by the collar and yanked me into the heart of it.

“You owe me a dance,” she shouted, just before the third drop of the night rattled the air so hard the windows shook.

I didn’t know how to dance. Not like this, not in a way that wouldn’t embarrass both of us. But Blossom didn’t care about moves. She wanted me there. Wanted me to match her beat and let the room roll off my skin.

She pressed close, hands on my chest, then looped them around my neck, rocking her hips against mine in a slow, sinuous grind. We could barely hear each other, but it didn’t matter. The language was pressure and sweat and eye contact. She laughed at my two left feet, then guided me with her hips, hips that knew how to find the music even when the rest of her looked like she was built out of lightning.

We lost time.

She spun away, then back, grabbing my hand and pulling me through the whirling grid to where the air was cooler and the lighting painted us in bands of purple and gold. Every time I looked at her, she glowed: cheeks hot, lips parted, hair sticking to her neck in streaks that looked accidental but probably took years to perfect.

She dragged me to the center, then spun into my arms, slamming her back to my chest and rolling her ass into my lap. The crowd went nuts for it. She was loud, hot, shameless. Men shouted. Women clapped and threw their hands up. Cameras flashed in a ten-foot radius, but she didn’t care.

She was alive.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and held her there, letting her own the show while making damn sure she knew I wasn’t going anywhere.

The song broke down into a slow, grinding bass line, and Blossom turned, pressing her body flush to mine.

Her arms hooked behind my neck, and she stared up at me, eyes wild and serious all at once.

Then she kissed me.

Not a quick peck.

Not a party gag.

A real kiss, deep and open and hard enough to make me dizzy.

She pressed her tongue between my lips, bit me, sucked my lower lip, and smiled into my mouth as the crowd roared.

When we finally broke apart, her face was lit with a pride I’d never seen before.

She looked around, caught Raven’s gaze from the booth, then looked back at me.

“Let them talk,” Blossom said, breath hot on my cheek. “This is the point. Not the party. Not the numbers. This.”

She kissed me again, and I kissed her back, the crowd fading until the only thing that mattered was her skin, her sweat, her need.

For one perfect moment, there was no rumor, no failure, no fight left to win.

Just proof that, for once, the architect got to enjoy what she built.

Blossom was the hottest thing in the room.

And this time, she let herself believe it.

***

Raven watched from the sound booth with a look that could cut glass.

For the first hour, she played it cool: fingers finessing controls, one boot up on the rail, face half-lit by cycling LEDs. But when Blossom went all in on the dance floor and I let her, Raven’s eyes shifted. The new look wasn’t envy. It was something deeper and harder: a private scan for damage, for threat, for whether the thing in front of her was real or just another one-night event.

After the second hard drop, Nox cranked the bass until the whole club shuddered. It was the perfect cover for Raven to make her move.

She didn’t waste time. She hopped the booth gate and slipped into the crowd, parting bodies like she owned the floor. Her black mesh top and spray-painted cutoffs were a message to the universe, and the ink on her arms glowed under the light.

She slid up beside Blossom with surgical precision.

I’d barely caught my breath from Blossom’s last attack when I felt a hand at my waist, strong, cool, practiced. Raven hooked her chin over Blossom’s shoulder and spoke straight to her, voice somehow perfectly audible despite the music.

“You trying to start a rumor, or end one?” Raven asked.

Blossom laughed, raw and hoarse. “If you’re worried, you could always take control.”

“I always do.”

They pressed together, Blossom’s back to my chest, Raven close enough in front of her that the three of us became one locked shape in the middle of the floor. I felt the heat of both of them, two distinct currents: Blossom’s reckless want, Raven’s deliberate hunger.

Raven’s hand found mine, threaded our fingers together, and pulled both of us tighter around Blossom’s hips. She bit Blossom’s ear and whispered something I didn’t catch. Blossom trembled, but she didn’t look away. Not from me, not from Raven, not from the crowd that had started to notice.

Raven spun Blossom, then drew both of us into a slow, grinding triangle. Bodies collided. Hands found waists, hips, hair, the safe edges of what the room could see without turning the moment into evidence. The air between us went thick and electric. I didn’t know if it was the crowd, the music, or the leftover adrenaline from the rest of the night, but everything got sharper: the taste of sweat on Blossom’s shoulder, the smell of Raven’s hair, the blunt pressure of Blossom’s ass grinding my cock against Raven’s thigh.

Raven didn’t try to hide her intention. She squeezed my hand and dragged it to Blossom’s ribs, daring me to touch, daring me to be seen wanting her. Blossom arched back, let her head fall to my shoulder, and let herself be wanted.

That’s when Raven kissed her.

It wasn’t a dare.

It wasn’t a stunt.

She grabbed Blossom’s jaw, turned her face, and kissed her deep, soft at first, then biting, tongue and teeth and need. Blossom melted into it, hands flying to Raven’s waist, pulling her closer. I felt Blossom’s body shudder, and for a second every sound in the club washed away.

Raven broke the kiss, looked straight at me, then did it again, longer and hungrier.

This time, Blossom made a tiny, helpless sound that went straight to my cock.

Raven looked at me, eyes black and bright.

“You good with this?” she asked, not pretending to care what the crowd thought.

I nodded, speechless.

Raven grabbed my neck, pulled me down, and kissed me hard. Her mouth tasted like whiskey and sweat and something sharp I couldn’t name. She pressed her body against mine, tits hard and high against my chest.

She bit my lip, then smiled.

“I’ve wanted to do that all night,” Raven said.

“Then do it again.”

She did.

The three of us danced, if you could call it that, a tangle of limbs and mouths and friction. Raven was in charge, but she didn’t control for the sake of power. She did it to keep the moment from collapsing under its own heat.

She took Blossom’s hand, spun her, then crashed her back to my chest.

She ground against Blossom from the front while I pressed in from behind, holding Blossom so tight she could barely breathe. Blossom didn’t want air. She wanted to be consumed.

People were watching.

Phones were out.

And that was exactly why Raven’s hand caught my wrist before the moment could go too far.

Her mouth moved to my ear. “Not here.”

The restraint hit harder than anything else could have.

She kissed Blossom’s throat once, slow enough to make her knees soften, then looked between us with total command.

“Go home,” Raven said. “You two look hot together.”

Then she kissed me one more time, soft and lingering.

We broke apart, all three of us panting.

Blossom looked at Raven, eyes wide and wet.

“Come with us,” Blossom whispered.

Raven smiled, a twist of pride and something like relief.

“If you’re sure.”

Blossom nodded.

We left together, the three of us, and the club didn’t just cheer.

It erupted.

But that was noise.

The real sound was our hands locking together, boots on concrete, and the promise of what would happen when the lights were finally out.

Rook’s faded behind us.

The fire burned all the way to the lake house.

And this time, I was more than ready for it.

***

We hit the lake house like a rolling blackout: three bodies, zero subtlety, and at least one neighbor definitely clocking the noise before we made it twenty feet up the walk. It didn’t matter. The rest of the house was dead quiet, lights off except for the half-glow in the living room. The only sign of life was the last beer can abandoned on the stairs and a string of fairy lights flickering above the basement landing.

Blossom wasted no time. She peeled off her boots at the front door, then led us up the stairs, skipping every other step and flicking the middle finger at a framed Social Six group photo on the landing.

“Fuck the cameras,” she said, voice rough from the night. “Only lens I care about is the one in my brain.”

Raven trailed behind, slower and deliberate. When we got to Blossom’s room, she hung back a half step and let Blossom open the door.

Inside, nothing had changed: neon sheets, mismatched blankets, the wall of old party flyers, the racks of costumes and stacked-up crafts. But the vibe was new. No more hiding, no more acting like the space was just a crash pad. Blossom flicked on her desk lamp, then watched both of us from the safety of her bed, knees drawn up to her chest, waiting for the verdict.

I stood in the doorway, not sure if I was the party crasher or the guest of honor.

Raven solved the problem by stepping in, closing the door with a sharp click, and bracing her back against it. Her eyes raked the room, then locked on Blossom.

“Ground rules,” Raven said. “If this is a dare, I’m out. If it’s a one-night freak-out, also out. If it’s a joke, I’ll torch the whole fantasy and leave you both emotionally concussed.”

Blossom snorted. “Who’s scared now?”

Raven’s smile was thin, but not unkind. “I’m not scared. I just want to know if you’re actually ready for this.”

Blossom looked at me, then Raven, then away. “I just want to not be alone after a night like that.”

Raven nodded, softer now. “You won the night. Don’t let yourself lose the morning after.”

I cut through, not liking the tremor in Blossom’s hands. “What if we just want to be together? No script, no show, no first-one-to-flinch loses?”

Blossom’s whole body tensed, but she didn’t run.

Raven walked over slowly and perched at the edge of the bed, close but not touching. Her tattoos caught the light, black ink stark against the pale curve of her forearm.

“I want you both,” Raven said, eyes direct on Blossom. “But I want you to want it. I’m not here to play backup. I’m here because I can’t stop thinking about this. About you. About him. About what you two did tonight.” She looked at me, measuring. “I haven’t seen her that alive in a long time.”

Blossom looked down at her hands. “I’m not good at this. Usually I make it a bit, or I make it explode, so nobody notices when it’s gone.”

I knelt beside the bed, took Blossom’s hand, and laced my fingers through hers. “You’re not going to mess it up.”

She glared at me, but her grip tightened. “Wanna bet?”

Raven leaned in, voice velvet. “Not tonight, babe. Let yourself have something.”

She reached for Blossom, tucked a red strand behind her ear, then traced her jaw.

Blossom shivered.

“Is it weird that this is scarier than the club?” Blossom whispered.

Raven smiled, gentler now. “Only if you think you can break us. Which you can’t.”

I ran my hand up Blossom’s thigh, slow, then higher, feeling her muscles tremble under my touch. “You want both of us, right?”

She nodded, cheeks on fire.

Raven looked at me, then back at Blossom.

“Let’s make her believe it.”

Together, we moved: me climbing up behind Blossom, Raven sliding in front. Blossom was bracketed between us, her breath coming faster with every second.

Raven kissed Blossom first, slow and soft, hand at her cheek. Blossom didn’t move at first. Then she melted, let it happen, let herself be kissed. She moaned, low and honest. When they broke apart, Blossom was blinking, shell-shocked.

Raven nodded to me.

My turn.

I kissed Blossom, holding her face in my palms, tasting the salt on her lips and the sharp, honest want. She whimpered into my mouth, clung to my arm, pulled me closer until our chests mashed together. “God, baby. I want you."

Raven grinned. “Let’s get her out of these clothes.”

She made good on the promise, sliding her hands under Blossom’s shirt, then up and over, pulling it off in one move. The bra underneath was no match for Raven’s patience. I helped, finding the clasp, unhooking it, tossing it aside.

Blossom’s tits were perfect in the soft glow of her desk lamp. She went to cover them, but Raven caught her wrists and pinned them above her head.

“No hiding,” Raven said. “Not from us.”

I kissed down Blossom’s neck, then her collarbone, then lower, taking her nipple into my mouth. She gasped, arched her back, pressed herself into me.

Raven let go of her wrists and ran her hands down Blossom’s side, hooking her fingers under the waistband of her shorts.

“Off,” Raven commanded.

Blossom obeyed, shucking the shorts and panties, kicking them away.

She was naked now, sprawled on the bed, hair wild, skin flushed, eyes huge.

Raven stripped next, quick and methodical. She was stunning in a way that hit you like a door swinging open: dark hair, full mouth, a body that was all lush curves and pale skin, her tattoos running down her arms and pooling at her hips like something spilled. Her breasts were heavy and full, nipples dark. She stood there, letting us look, and she knew exactly what she was doing.

Then she turned to me. “Your turn, Reynolds. Don’t keep us waiting.”

I grinned, shucked my shirt, then my jeans, underwear gone in one move. My cock was already hard, standing straight up, and Raven whistled low.

“Nice,” she said. “But I want to watch you use it.”

She pounced on Blossom, straddling her, hands roaming everywhere: chest, sides, thighs, then between Blossom’s legs. She spread them, ran her tongue up Blossom’s inner thigh, then bit her just above the knee.

Blossom squirmed, moaned, reached for me.

I climbed on the bed and pressed my cock against Blossom’s thigh. She shivered, hands reaching for me, but Raven smacked them away.

“Greedy,” Raven teased.

“Can’t help it,” Blossom whispered. “He’s so hot.”

Raven kissed her, then turned her head and kissed me, hard and sudden and demanding. Our tongues clashed. She bit my lower lip and grinned.

She laid Blossom flat, then dragged her tongue up Blossom’s slit, slow and deliberate, circling the clit but not touching it, making Blossom writhe.

I bent down, kissed Blossom’s lips, sucked her tongue into my mouth. She groaned, hips arching off the bed.

Raven reached back, grabbed my cock, stroked me twice, then lined me up with Blossom’s pussy.

“Give her what she wants,” Raven ordered.

I didn’t need to be told twice.

I pushed into Blossom slowly, feeling her heat and wetness wrap around me. She gasped, then moaned, then started to rock her hips up to meet every thrust.

Raven hovered above, hand at Blossom’s throat, squeezing just enough to make her gasp before releasing. She kissed Blossom hard, then licked her own fingers and pinched Blossom’s nipple until Blossom arched up, almost breaking me off inside her.

The three of us moved together: my cock buried in Blossom, Raven above her, kissing her, pinning her, making her moan. I watched Blossom’s face, the way her lips parted, the way her eyes rolled back every time I bottomed out, the way she said my name over and over like she was still half-afraid I’d vanish.

Raven kissed me, then bit Blossom’s ear, then whispered, “Let yourself come, babe.”

Blossom shook, wild, then locked down on my cock, coming hard, whole body seizing, mouth open in a silent scream.

I wasn’t far behind, but Raven wasn’t done.

She slid down, pulled my cock out of Blossom, then sucked it into her mouth, wet and deep, cleaning Blossom off me while her eyes locked on mine.

I groaned, ready to explode, but she pulled off, stroking me with her hand as she climbed into my lap. Her heavy breasts slid against my chest, skin slick with sweat, as she straddled me. She lined herself up and took my cock inside her in one fluid motion.

Raven didn’t just fuck, she performed dominance like it was oxygen. She settled onto my lap, lowering herself onto my cock with a slow, deliberate control that made both me and Blossom gasp. Her thighs framed me, strong and smooth, and she used them the way athletes use leverage, every grind calculated, every bounce designed to keep me right at that shivering edge of self-control. Her hands braced on my shoulders, nails lightly scoring my skin as she rolled her hips in canted circles, squeezing and pulsing around me until I could barely remember my name.

Blossom, wild-eyed and rosy-cheeked, watched from the pillow, utterly bared and shameless in her fascination. Her hair fanned out in a halo of tangled, flaming red. Raven’s tits were a force of nature, heavy, pale, topped with dark nipples that begged for attention. Blossom reached up, greedy, cupping one breast and then the other, squeezing and tweaking until Raven’s face twisted in pleasure and she drove herself down even harder. The slap of her hips filled the room, intercut with wet, obscene sounds that would’ve made a priest drop dead.

Blossom, never content to just spectate, slid over and pressed her lips to Raven’s breast, taking the nipple into her mouth, sucking and biting in time with Raven’s thrusts. Raven growled, one hand knotting in Blossom’s hair, holding her there, a wicked smile curving her mouth. Blossom’s other hand traced down my abs, fingertips feather-light, then wrapped around the base of my cock at the point where it disappeared inside Raven’s gorgeous, greedy cunt.

“You see how wet you made me, baby?” Raven taunted, looking down at both of us, her pride edged with hunger. “You made me want this so bad.”

Blossom answered by sucking harder, tongue flicking, eyes closed in concentration. I could feel the tension curling in my gut, electric and impossible to fight. Blossom sensed it, too, because she looked up and grinned, then locked her lips on mine, kissing me upside-down and sweet, messy, and desperate.

Raven’s movements became feral, rhythm gone, just hard brutal slams that made the bones in my thighs rattle. “God, you’re so fucking tight,” I groaned, head falling back, vision blurring at the edges.

She leaned forward, mouth at my ear: “I know. You’re going to fill me up, aren’t you, baby?”

I almost lost it right there, but Blossom’s fist tightened around my cock, as if she could milk out a few more seconds of suspense for herself. Raven was breathing hard, sweat painting her collarbones, hair sticking to her cheeks. She locked eyes with me, daring me to hold on, to win, to surrender. My body answered without my permission, hips bucking up, hands gripping her ass so hard it left marks. I came, heat flooding through me, filling her until Raven’s own orgasm crashed down. Her walls clenched, milking out every drop, and she cried out, fingernails digging bloody half-moons into my shoulders.

She collapsed against me, chest pressed to mine, both of us shuddering and breathless. Blossom, not to be left out, wormed her way between us, laughing and panting, and licked the sweat from Raven’s cheek. Raven just kissed her, mouth open and unrushed, then let her head fall onto my chest, hair spilling everywhere.

We sprawled on the bed, tangled and sticky, limbs and hearts and everything knotted together. Nobody said anything, too wrung out, too satisfied, too tangled up in the weird, perfect electricity of what we’d just done. The room smelled like sex and sweat and every old memory we’d ever made in that bed, now rewritten with new rules.

Blossom rolled over, nuzzled in, and for a second the three of us just lay there, skin to skin, sweat and heat and everything in the world reduced to the sound of our breathing.

Raven kissed Blossom, then me, then Blossom again.

“We’re not done,” she said, voice lazy but full of promise.

Blossom smiled, wide and satisfied. “Good.”

And just like that, the night started again: new rules, new heat, no fear this time.

No matter what happened in the morning, we’d earned this.

Together.

***

The rumor about threesomes is that they’re a free-for-all, a quantum leap in pleasure, bodies with no rules except the number of hands and mouths involved. The reality is, when you’re in it with women like Blossom and Raven, it’s more like being thrown into a storm and realizing you don’t care if you make it back intact.

I was still inside Raven when Blossom started up again. Her hands roamed both our bodies, never satisfied, greedy for skin and proof that the night hadn’t been a trick of the light. Raven’s breath was hot against my shoulder, her head pillowed in the crook of my arm. She didn’t purr or melt, not like Summer. She just let herself be heavy against me in a way that dared anyone to say it wasn’t earned.

Blossom crawled over us, kissed Raven first, hungry and open, tongues clashing, then kissed me, sucking my lower lip until it hurt.

“You’re not tapping out,” Blossom said. “Not while there’s blood left in your body.”

Raven laughed, soft and dangerous. “He’ll break before we do.”

“You’re on,” Blossom said.

She slid lower, lips and tongue tracing sweat lines down my chest, pausing at my abs, biting just enough to leave a mark. Then she kept going, kissing her way down Raven’s hip, then to the apex of her thigh.

Raven spread her legs, casual and cocky, propping herself up on an elbow so she could watch Blossom work.

Blossom licked a stripe up Raven’s pussy, slow, tongue flat and wet. She flicked the tip against Raven’s clit, just teasing, and Raven shivered, but didn’t let herself moan. Blossom did it again, harder this time, then sucked the clit into her mouth and circled it.

Raven’s eyes fluttered closed. Her hand threaded into Blossom’s hair, not guiding, just anchoring.

I watched, and the urge to touch them both got so strong it was like my hands were being pulled toward heat.

I reached down, palmed Blossom’s ass, squeezed, then slid my thumb along the cleft.

She moaned into Raven’s pussy, then backed off, laughing against Raven’s skin.

“God, you’re filthy,” Blossom said.

“I learned from the best.”

I used my grip on her ass to pull her closer.

Blossom shivered. She went back to work, sucking Raven’s clit, then sliding two fingers deep inside her. Raven’s whole body tensed, abs flexing, breasts rising as she tried to breathe through it.

Her hand shot out and grabbed my cock, still slick from her own orgasm. She stroked me, slow at first, then harder. Blossom’s other hand joined hers, and together they squeezed and pulled, trading strokes as if they had planned it ahead of time.

Raven came fast. Her body arched, head thrown back, mouth open in a soundless moan. She didn’t thrash or scream. She just shook, a silent quake, and then her hand on my dick went tight as she rode out the aftershocks.

Blossom didn’t stop. She kept licking, gentler now, cleaning up, her fingers never leaving Raven’s pussy. When Raven couldn’t take any more, she pushed Blossom’s face away with a laugh.

“Mercy,” Raven said. “Fuck. Give me a minute.”

Blossom grinned, wiped her mouth, then turned her attention to me. She crawled up my body, grabbed my cock, and lined it up with her entrance.

She hovered, eyes locked on mine.

“Do you want me?” Blossom whispered.

There was a crack in her voice, just enough for me to know the question wasn’t about the night.

It was about everything.

I cupped her face, thumb brushing her cheek. “Always.”

She lowered herself onto my cock slowly, letting me fill her inch by inch. The heat was insane. She gasped, then rocked her hips, taking me deeper.

She rode me slow and deliberate. Her breasts bounced, nipples red from earlier bites. I sat up, wrapped my arms around her, took one nipple into my mouth and sucked, rolling it between my lips.

Blossom ground down, clit rubbing hard against my pubic bone. She started to pant, hands clawing at my back.

Raven watched, smiling, then moved in to help. She kissed Blossom’s shoulder, her neck, then her lips. She reached down, found Blossom’s clit, and rubbed it in tight little circles.

Blossom lost control.

She bounced harder, fucked me like she wanted to break us both. Her pussy clenched, and I could feel her getting close.

Raven bit Blossom’s ear. “Come for him, babe. Let it out.”

Blossom did.

She came loud, the sound punched out of her, her whole body seizing as she pulsed around my cock. She bucked against me, driving me so deep inside her I saw stars.

I gritted my teeth, holding back as long as I could, but the heat and pressure and the look in both their eyes broke me.

I grabbed Blossom’s ass, slammed her down, and came hard, spurting inside her until my vision blurred.

She collapsed against me, shaking, tears in her eyes. Not from pain. From something too honest to name.

Raven cuddled in, pulling both of us down to the sheets, arms wound around our shoulders. The three of us lay there, bodies knotted together, nothing but the sound of our breathing and the echo of what we’d done.

For a while, nobody moved.

When the world started again, it was Blossom who broke the spell.

She rolled over, pressed her face to my chest, and said, “I want him, Rae. All the way.”

Raven kissed the top of her head. “He’s not going anywhere, babe.”

I wrapped my arms around both of them.

It felt like home.

There would be hell to pay in the morning. Dane’s rumor mill, the politics of the house, the million ways trust could fracture under the wrong pressure.

But for tonight, we were unbreakable.

We drifted together, not alone, not anymore, and let the lake wind rattle the glass until it sounded like music.


The Rumor Goes Live


The sun found its way through Blossom’s thin curtains, spilling straight onto my face and baking the last traces of sleep from my brain. It was midmorning, maybe later, and I had no idea how long we’d actually slept. The only way I knew I was alive was the line of heat pressed tight down my right side and the suspicious ache in my thighs.

Blossom’s leg was draped over mine, the rest of her anchored stubbornly against my chest. Raven had migrated into my other arm, back curved against me, one tattooed forearm thrown over both our bodies like a warning sign.

The room smelled like sex and sweat, with an overlay of peach gum and cheap body spray. The bedsheets were wrecked, dotted with old paint and brand-new stains. My arms and abs were striped with scratches and lipstick, neither of which I remembered accumulating in real time. Blossom’s head was pillowed on my shoulder, her red hair a mess of tangled ribbons. Raven was less asleep than on watch: breathing even, hand splayed flat, always in contact, the pulse at her wrist keeping time with mine.

For the first two minutes, it was perfect.

I didn’t move. I didn’t even try. I let the weight and sweat and tangle of bodies convince me the world outside this room could wait, or better yet, just not exist.

Blossom’s eyelids fluttered open. She didn’t speak at first. Just blinked at the ceiling, then at the bare arm under her cheek, then at me. There was no immediate shield, no sarcasm, no staged exit. She made a noise in her throat, almost a purr, and ran her foot up my shin before settling in again.

“You alive, baby?” she asked, voice a dry whisper.

“Barely.”

Raven snorted, but didn’t open her eyes. “Both of you snore. You did it in rhythm for an hour. Almost impressive.”

Blossom pressed her lips to my bicep, not even trying to hide it. “Sorry I left you the wet spot, babe,” she said to Raven.

“It’s not my first,” Raven said.

Her arm flexed, pinning us both for a second, then she rolled onto her back, hair a black sheet fanned out behind her.

Blossom craned her head to check the clock. “Fuck. We’re going to have to face the kitchen at some point, aren’t we?”

“Not yet,” I said, hand tracing a line down her spine.

She shivered, not pulling away.

Raven watched us, eyes sharp above the bruised mess of her lips. “We have five minutes before the rest of the house starts circulating. Then you’re mine, Hart. I’m not taking the first bullet.”

Blossom nodded. “Deal.”

Nobody moved. Not for real. The only motion was Blossom’s hand drifting to my chest and drawing lazy circles below my sternum. She studied my face, tracing the line of my jaw with her index finger, then up to my temple, like she needed to record every detail before the spell broke.

“I’m scared to blink,” she said, voice low.

“Don’t,” I said. “You’re safe.”

Blossom smiled, almost shy. “It’s never been this good in the morning. I always thought night was the only thing that worked for me.”

I kissed her hair, letting it tangle around my lips. “Maybe we broke the curse.”

“Or maybe you just wore me out,” Blossom said. “I don’t have the energy to run.”

Raven finally opened her eyes for real, fixing me with a look. “You good?” she asked, a flicker of concern behind the detachment.

I wanted to say a hundred things. None of them were cool, or even coherent.

So I just nodded.

“Never better.”

It was the truth.

That was what made it dangerous.

The illusion lasted exactly ninety seconds.

First, Raven’s phone started buzzing on the floor, vibrating against the hardwood. She ignored it at first. Then Blossom’s went off, buried somewhere in her disaster of a nightstand, lighting up the wall with pink-and-green notification flashes. The third hit was my own phone, face-down on the mattress, glowing with a wave of group texts and missed calls.

All three of us tensed.

Blossom stretched, arching her back with a slow roll that made my dick twitch even in the middle of the alarm. She shimmied out of the bedsheet, bare as the day she was born, and stalked to her phone. Raven watched her go, hungry and protective in equal measure.

Blossom thumbed the phone awake, then went very still. Her face moved through three emotions in five seconds: irritation, curiosity, then a cold snap of fear.

“Uh, guys?” Blossom said, voice wobbling. “You might want to check your feeds.”

Raven rolled over, snatched her phone, and scrolled. Her mouth set into a line, the tension working at her jaw.

I reached for mine. Notifications scrolled forever: the house chat, the Social Six event-staff thread, two from Summer, three from Maisie, and a bunch from people I barely knew.

Maisie’s text was the most direct:

NEW RUMOR. DANE PULLED THE RIPCORD. Check the snitch thread NOW.

I opened the group thread.

It wasn’t a meme this time.

It wasn’t even a joke.

The first screenshot was from a campus confessions page, showing a blurry photo of me at the lake house, shirtless, with Blossom in my lap. It was from before anything had even happened. The caption read:

When Social Six said “no male guests,” they meant “unless you’re the new access bait.” Bet he gets more than the guest list.

A second post was worse:

Rumor is they’re letting a guy fuck his way to the VIP list. Homecoming tickets sold out to “friends and family” only, lmao.

But the worst was the thread beneath it, suggesting The Social Six had “lost control of their brand,” citing the obvious: too many men at the afterparty, DJs bailing, and “confirmed private hookups with staff and party girls.”

My name wasn’t on all of it.

It didn’t have to be.

I felt cold, even with sweat still drying on my skin.

Blossom’s phone buzzed again. This time she answered.

“What,” she snapped, not even checking the number.

Maisie’s voice came through speaker, too loud and too fast. “It’s out, Blossom. The rumor’s gone viral. Even my grandma texted about the ‘homecoming sex pyramid’ thing. Are you okay? Are you with Matt right now? Are you with anyone?”

Blossom glared at me, then Raven, then herself. She was naked, caught in the open, and for once she looked more human than myth.

“Yeah,” Blossom said. “I’m with Matt. And Raven. And I’d do it again, so tell Dane to go fuck himself.”

She hung up, threw the phone onto the bed, then flopped down next to me. She wrapped both arms around my neck and buried her face in my chest.

Raven exhaled, long and slow, and rolled upright, letting the sheet fall from her breasts. She looked at me, then Blossom, then back.

“Damage control?” she asked.

Blossom nodded without looking up.

Raven reached for my hand, her grip colder than I expected. “You okay, Reynolds? This isn’t your average walk of shame.”

I tried to smile, but it felt fake. “I’m fine. This was going to happen either way.”

Blossom pulled her face out of my chest, eyes red. “No, it wasn’t. I brought you into it. I wanted to. But now—”

“It’s not on you,” I said, voice sharper than I meant. “If I bail now, I become the rumor. If I stay, maybe I can help fix it.”

Raven smiled, tight as a bandage. “That’s the spirit. Classic martyr play.”

Blossom hit her with a look. “We don’t need a martyr. We need a strategy.”

Raven shrugged. “We’ll find one. But first, maybe pants?”

Blossom laughed, ragged and wild. “Good call, Rae.”

They both started hunting for clothes, bare skin everywhere, bruises and bite marks and fresh fingerprints mapping the last eight hours. I found my underwear, then my jeans, but nothing else. Blossom threw me a tank top that didn’t belong to me, but fit okay.

Raven threw her hoodie on over nothing and padded into the hall, bare legs daring the universe to try her.

I paused for a second, watching Blossom wrangle herself into cutoffs. Her body was all evidence, none of it shy: bite marks at her hips, red patches on her neck, a nail track down her thigh from when she’d lost it on my cock. She caught me watching, then smirked.

“If you ever use this against me,” she said, “I’ll shiv you in your sleep.”

I walked over, kissed her forehead, then her lips, soft and real.

“Never.”

She kissed me back, and for a moment nothing outside that room could touch us.

But when we left the bedroom, the rest of the house was already humming.

The rumor was loose, and every step down the hallway felt less like walking toward breakfast and more like walking into a firing squad.

At least we were walking together.

Even if the world was about to aim for our hearts.

***

The kitchen wasn’t just awake.

It was a live wire.

All six women of The Social Six plus Maisie had clustered around the island, every one of them dressed and battle-ready, faces scrubbed of sleep but carrying every bruise, bite, and emotional aftershock from the night before. Even Pen, who usually showed up in pajamas and a hoodie until noon, was there in gym shorts, eyes sharp and weirdly gentle. Greta had pulled her hair into a severe braid and wore a Social Six logo quarter-zip like armor, arms crossed and jaw set. Val and Pandora occupied opposite ends of the island, cold-pressed coffees in hand, the entire table covered in laptops, notepads, and three different kinds of emergency breakfast.

Maisie perched beside Summer, who clung to her mug with both hands like it was all that kept her afloat. Maisie had one knee tucked under her, hair still damp from a fast shower, face pale with guilt and want and stubborn loyalty. She wasn’t hiding behind Summer. Not quite. Her shoulder pressed to Summer’s, but her eyes found mine the second I walked in.

That look mattered.

She mattered.

The dynamic was unmistakable: courtroom, firing squad, and intervention, all at once.

We stepped into the doorway and the whole room went silent.

It took me half a second to read it. Not anger. Not just anger. Curiosity, nerves, longing, loyalty, the kind of closeness you only get from sharing a house, a mission, and every day’s worst news cycle. But also, more than ever, the tension of too many hearts in the same room, every one of them afraid of the next wrong word.

Raven moved first, brushing past me in her hoodie, heading straight for the fridge. She grabbed a can of seltzer, popped it, and leaned against the counter like she owned the world and wouldn’t mind setting it on fire.

Blossom slid into the nearest barstool, head ducked, a pink flush running all the way up her neck.

I stood with my hands in my pockets, trying to look like a guy who hadn’t just spent the night with two of the hottest women in the state while an entire campus whispered his name.

Summer broke the silence.

“Is it true?”

Blossom didn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”

Summer’s jaw worked.

Then she started to laugh. “God, I knew it,” she said, breathless and a little wrecked. “I fucking knew it. Why does it always start with you?”

Blossom shrugged, grabbed an apple from the bowl, and bit in hard. “Because I’m efficient.”

Pen cocked her head, gaze flitting from Blossom to Raven to me, then to Summer and Maisie, like she was calculating new physics in real time. “So the rumor is what, exactly? That Matt is sleeping his way through the house? Or that he’s the bait? Because those are two very different stories.”

Val’s voice cut in, cool and clinical. “The campus thread is running both at once. Access bait, sex-for-invites, exploitation, and old-fashioned slut shaming. There’s even a side pool on which one of us ‘breaks first,’ as if they get to decide what breaking looks like.”

Pandora smiled, sharp as a scalpel. “Receipts first. Feelings after. We handle this in-house, on our terms.”

Maisie, who had been quiet, finally raised her hand. “Um. It’s already at three thousand shares, and there’s a TikTok where someone mashed up last night’s party with video from, like, three years ago of Blossom making out with a mascot. So the ‘facts’ are not the facts.”

Blossom pointed the apple at her. “That mascot had excellent tongue and a scholarship.”

Greta looked at me, eyes icy blue and perfectly still. “You want to speak for yourself, Matt? Or do you want us to roast you first and ask questions later?”

I stepped up to the island before anyone else could rescue me.

“Dane wants us ashamed,” I said.

That shut the room down.

I looked at Summer first, because she was the one he wanted to make feel fake. Then Blossom, because he wanted her reduced to a punchline. Then Maisie and Raven, because neither of them deserved to be treated like fallout from someone else’s fantasy.

“That’s the play. Not just that I’m sleeping with people. That if any of you want me, it makes the house dirty. That Summer’s brand is a lie, Blossom’s parties are a scam, Maisie’s trust is a leak, Raven’s loyalty is a stunt, and I’m the proof that men can still turn this place into access.” My voice went rough. “I won’t help him do that.”

Summer’s eyes shone.

I took a breath and kept going. “Roast me all you want. But nobody here is getting exploited. Everything that happened was private, wanted, and never crossed the work line. Maisie and Raven aren’t clients. They aren’t prospects. They’re friends. They work for this world, they protect this house, and they made their own choices.”

Blossom snorted. “If anything, we broke the work line to make the rest of it less lonely.”

Raven said nothing. She just cracked her knuckles, watching the room for the first sign of threat.

Summer let out a slow breath. “Then I’m not sorry,” she said. “Not to anyone. And I won’t let Dane or anyone else make it sound like wanting you is some kind of crime, Matt.”

Maisie’s hand found Summer’s on the counter. Then her eyes lifted to mine.

“Me either,” Maisie said, quieter but just as clear. “I’m sorry if I made the rumor easier to weaponize. I’m sorry I trusted the wrong thread. But I’m not sorry for what happened with us. With you and Summer. I wanted it. It mattered.”

The room shifted.

Not toward scandal.

Toward truth.

Val’s eyes widened, just for a second. “Then we get ahead of it before it decides who we are.”

Pandora’s smile barely moved. “And we save everything before guilt makes anyone delete it.”

Pen whistled. “Great. Emotional honesty survived contact with breakfast. Next?”

Greta shook her head. “Straight answer. No glitter on it. Are any of you getting played, or is this just Dane Whitlock’s fantasy version of a reality he can’t control?”

Maisie touched Summer’s arm, fingers light, then turned to face the group. “No one is getting played. And if I made it worse by venting to the wrong person, I’m sorry. But I’m not the leak. This story was always going to break. Dane’s just good at making a shitshow stick.”

Val picked up her phone, scrolled, then turned the screen to me. “You saw this one, right?”

The meme was a photo of me at the last football game, surrounded by Social Six women in school colors. The caption read:

CHAD OF THE LAKE, GETTING IT WET WITH SOCIAL SIX.

I laughed, but it was hollow. “I was nobody three weeks ago. Now I’m a walking orgy?”

Pandora’s voice went soft and dangerous. “That’s how they take power from women who run the table. They make it about the guy and the dick, even when the women are the ones making the choices.”

Raven spoke up, finally. “Matt’s not the threat. He’s the test. If the world can’t stand us wanting what we want, that’s their problem. But if you need a sacrifice to save the house, you know where to find me.”

The whole room went still.

Blossom, head down, voice small, said, “I don’t want to lose either of you. Not for optics, not for Dane, not for the brand.”

Maisie, quiet but clear: “Then don’t.”

Pandora rapped her knuckles on the counter, focus unblinking. “We draw the line. We tell the world what we are. No access-for-sex, no clients, no guests, no favors traded for heat. Private is private, and public is business.”

Val nodded. “And we put out a statement. Not apologizing. Defining the truth before the next lie becomes fact.”

Pen looked at Greta. “You in?”

Greta’s smile went dangerous. “I’m in if the rest of you are.”

Summer grinned, just a little wild. “Let’s make them jealous instead.”

And that was how, with two hickeys, a half-healed bite mark, and the collective stubbornness of the best damn house on campus, we decided to take the rumor and make it ours.

For better or worse.

Blossom looked at me, eyes shiny but steady.

“Baby, maybe next time, warn me before you go viral,” she said.

Raven threw an arm around Blossom, then grabbed my hand and yanked me closer.

“Fuck next time,” Raven said. “This time, we show them what happens when you aim for the heart and miss.”

Maisie reached across Summer and touched my wrist too, just for a second.

Not claiming.

Not hiding.

Just there.

For the first time since I woke up, I felt like the world might not win.

At least, not today.

***

It was almost comical how fast the unity evaporated once I opened my mouth.

I waited until the noise of the kitchen was replaced by group typing and the slow, caffeinated rhythm of everyone re-trenching to their own side of the island. Val and Pandora ran a full comms lockdown, archiving posts, prepping the house response, and building a list of accounts to watch. Summer conferred with Maisie in rapid, urgent whispers. Blossom and Raven started cleaning, even though the kitchen was already clean, their backs to me like they could erase the last hour by scrubbing the island until the grains of salt vanished. Pen and Greta watched from the side, each with the posture of an athlete waiting for the real heat to arrive.

It was, maybe, the safest window I’d ever have.

So I said it.

“If this is going to cost you the business,” I said, voice even and direct, “then you should cut me now.”

Nobody moved.

Not a sound, not a twitch.

I pressed on, finding the edge and jumping off. “If the sponsors need clean optics, or if the campus needs a male-free house, I’ll pack and go. I don’t want to be the reason this works for Dane or for anyone who thinks they can define you by who you sleep with.”

The effect was electric.

Summer’s head jerked up, wide-eyed and a little betrayed. Blossom spun in place, dish towel dropping to the floor. Raven froze, but the look on her face wasn’t surprise.

It was disappointment.

Maisie’s jaw went slack, and she nearly dropped her phone.

Pen muttered, “Goddamn,” under her breath, and Greta smirked like she’d been waiting for this.

Pandora was first to speak, her words acid-etched and cold. “You think you’re doing us a favor?”

Val didn’t wait for a beat. “If you resign, you confirm every line of the rumor. You prove the narrative. ‘Guy comes in, breaks the circle, gets kicked.’ It’s the dumbest power move you could make.”

I felt heat climb up my neck, but I kept my voice steady. “I don’t want to be the reason anyone gets hurt. I can work the events without the private side, or I can leave. Either way, you don’t lose the optics.”

Summer’s mug hit the island so hard I thought it would shatter. “You really think this is what I want? You think leaving will make me less of a rumor? I want you here, Matt. I want you in this house. If people can’t deal, that’s on them.”

Maisie, for once, didn’t play it off. “If you leave, they’ll say you fucked up and ran. If you stay, we decide what’s true together.” She slid her hand over Summer’s, but her eyes stayed on me. “You don’t get to make yourself the contamination when Dane’s the one poisoning the room.”

Blossom’s eyes flashed, green and lethal. “Don’t get noble on me, Reynolds. You want to walk, say it’s because you’re scared. Say it’s because you can’t handle the noise. But don’t act like it’s for us. We can take more heat than anyone on campus.”

Raven, voice like gravel and velvet: “You want to die for our sins? Cool. But it’s not a sin if nobody cares. Don’t be a martyr. It’s boring.”

Pen grinned, teeth white and dangerous. “He’s protected more floors from disaster than any five other dudes I’ve worked with. He’s not the reason shit goes bad. He’s the reason anyone trusts us to run the events at all.”

Greta nodded. “The women involved aren’t being exploited, Matt. They’re choosing this. You don’t get to erase that choice because of a meme.”

Blossom stepped in front of me, close enough for me to feel the heat off her skin. “If you even think about bailing, I will set your car on fire and blame it on Dane myself.”

I looked at Summer. Her eyes were shining with something brittle, maybe anger, maybe tears.

“You’re not going anywhere,” she said. “I want you in this house.”

Maisie’s voice was softer, but it cut just as deep. “So do I.”

I glanced around the table, at every woman who had either fought for me, wanted me, or both.

Val said it best.

“If we fire you now, we hand the win to Dane. If we keep you and own the line, there’s nothing to use against us. We write the story. Not the rumor. Not the algorithm.”

Maisie squeezed Summer’s hand, then turned back to me. “You’re not the virus, Matt. Stop pretending sacrifice is the only way to prove you care.”

Blossom’s voice went all the way soft. “Please don’t go.”

Pandora put it into words. “Decision time, Reynolds. You staying or not?”

I looked at every face around the table. Every eye. Every past, every hope, every fucking ounce of risk.

I swallowed.

“I’m staying,” I said. “If you want me.”

Blossom grinned, pure relief. “We want you.”

Raven punched my arm, just hard enough to hurt. “Good. Now get us more coffee. Martyrs don’t get a day off.”

Pen and Greta laughed, the sound breaking up the tension like sunlight after a storm.

For once, I didn’t feel like the guy who had ruined everything.

I felt wanted.

Not just by Summer.

Not just by Blossom.

Not just by Raven.

Maisie looked at me like she wanted to say more, then didn’t, and somehow that counted too.

It felt dangerous as hell.

But it felt right.

***

Once the storm blew itself out, the kitchen turned into a strategy bunker.

The coffee was refilled, the laptops rebooted, and the whole Social Six, plus Maisie from the inner circle, circled up at the island, sleeves rolled and nerves taut. Even Greta and Pen, who usually played the fun committee to avoid dry planning, were engaged, faces sober, shoulders squared.

Val set the tone with a tap of her pen on the table. “We’re redefining the line, right now. No more ambiguity. The next time a rumor hits, it dies on impact.”

Pandora’s voice was softer, but not less forceful. “Nobody hooks up with clients, prospects, or event guests. Ever. If there’s so much as a doubt, you pass.”

Summer nodded. “No access-for-sex. No favors. No trading on anything but the brand and what we built ourselves.”

Blossom, perched on the countertop with her knees hugged to her chest, chimed in. “You want to fuck someone, you do it because you want to, not because it might look hot in a bathroom mirror.”

Raven grinned. “No offense, babe, but sometimes the bathroom mirror does it for me.”

Maisie snorted. “As long as it’s not at an event. Or with someone who thinks VIP means they bought the right.”

Val brought it back. “If you’re sleeping with someone inside the house or trusted inner circle, keep it private, consensual, and honest with the people affected. But don’t lie, dodge, or make a game out of it. We don’t owe the world a confession, but we don’t run a fantasy service either.”

Greta looked at me, then at Summer, Blossom, Raven, and Maisie. “What about him?”

Pen chimed in. “Yeah, what about Matt? Is this a grandfathered thing, or are we going to have to schedule a fuck-off every semester?”

Pandora answered before I could. “He’s not a client, not a guest, and he’s part of the official crew. If there’s a conflict of interest, we deal with it inside the house.”

Val’s gaze stayed on me, cool and final. “And for the record, the trial period is over. You’re crew.”

Val’s eyes locked on mine, testing. “You good with that?”

I nodded. “No guests. No clients. No public mess. I’m here for the work first, and whatever else happens, it stays private and honest.”

Summer reached for my hand under the table, squeezing until my fingers tingled. “I trust him,” she said. “And I trust you.”

Her eyes moved to every woman in the room.

Blossom nudged my knee with hers, grinning. “He’s not exactly subtle, but at least he’s loyal.”

Raven winked over the rim of her seltzer can. “Don’t let it go to your head, Reynolds.”

Maisie slid her fingers along my wrist and mouthed, thank you.

I didn’t know if she meant for the night, or for not running, or for letting her be part of the truth.

Maybe all of it.

Pandora gave the closing line. “If anyone has a problem, say it now. Or we move forward.”

Nobody spoke.

Pen reached over and clapped my shoulder, hard. “Welcome to the show.”

Greta let out a slow breath, then grinned. “We’re a mess, but at least we’re not boring.”

Val looked at her screen, then at the room. “Statement goes out in twenty minutes. I’ll handle sponsors and alumni. Pandora will run Greek Row, and everyone else keeps eyes on event security, comms, and ratio. No surprises.”

Summer stood, pulled me up beside her, and said, “We’re good.”

Blossom stretched, catlike, and slid off the counter. “We’re better than good. We’re untouchable.”

Raven muttered, “That’s a strong word, babe.”

Blossom didn’t blink. “Let them try.”

The meeting dissolved into laughter and noise, but the tension wasn’t gone. It had changed: charged, coiled, ready to bend the world if it had to.

Maisie found me near the coffee pot, voice low and urgent. “You really were going to leave?”

I shrugged. “If it was better for the house, yeah.”

She kissed me on the lips, fast and fierce. “Don’t. Some of us need you more than you think.”

She slipped away, and I watched the others pair off: Summer and Blossom, heads together, already plotting the next wave of resistance; Val and Pandora, typing in silence but somehow completely attuned; Pen and Greta, running up a betting pool on which rumor would trend next, voices low and conspiratorial.

Raven watched me from the hall, arms folded, eyes narrowed but not unfriendly. “You’re not a bad guy, Reynolds. You just need to stop trying to take the bullet for everyone else.”

“Noted.”

She smiled. “But if you do, make it look good. We have a reputation to protect.”

The day moved forward.

It wasn’t a clean slate, and the next wave would be worse.

But something had changed shape.

Before this, I’d been trying to earn a bed, survive temptation, and prove I could stand inside the Social Six without becoming the problem.

Now the truth was out inside the house. Summer wanted me. Blossom wanted me. Maisie and Raven mattered. The private circle was real.

And that meant Dane finally had a weapon sharp enough to cut with.

The line was clear.

So was the cost.

For the first time since my life exploded into theirs, I actually wanted to see what happened next.

***

Calder Coffee Co. always hit different on a day when the world felt brighter and weirder than the inside of my own head. The place was packed: every table claimed by some combination of hungover students, freshly minted overachievers, and the brand of influencer who would trade a kidney for an early-morning selfie in front of the blue tile wall. I ordered a quad espresso, mostly because I needed the violence, and grabbed the only open seat at the bar.

The caffeine hit before the cup left the counter.

I looked up, scanning the room out of habit. The usual suspects: two sorority girls in leggings with laptops, a row of football walk-ons doing their best to look like they were reading instead of watching the girls, a scattering of nerds, three grad students with research tattoos. For a second, I let myself believe the air was clean. Nobody stared. Nobody whispered. Even the baristas gave me a look and a smirk, then got back to the grind.

For about two minutes, it was peace.

Then I saw him.

Chase.

He was at a table by the windows, laptop open, textbook spread out, but his eyes never stayed on the screen for more than a second. Every time someone walked by, he tensed. His hair was shorter than I remembered, and he’d gained a little weight, but it was him.

I debated ghosting the moment. Finishing my coffee and walking out would have been easy.

But something stopped me.

Maybe it was the aftershocks of the house decision. Maybe it was the fact that I had survived two months with the Social Six and come out not just alive, but wanted.

I watched Chase for a full minute.

He saw me, looked away, then checked again to make sure I was real.

Finally, he stood, squared his shoulders, and came over.

He pulled up the barstool next to mine and did a half smile. “Hey, Matt.”

I didn’t answer.

He tried again. “You look good. You, uh… must be eating well at the lake house.”

I said nothing.

Not yet.

Chase shifted, fidgeting with his sleeve. “Look, I know I fucked up with the apartment. It wasn’t— I mean, I didn’t think you’d end up on the street. Casey needed a place and her sublet bailed, and it all happened fast.”

I stared at him.

He kept talking because silence had always been his least favorite room.

“I heard you landed on your feet, though,” Chase said, trying for a laugh. “Or on a few, uh, beds.”

It didn’t land.

He looked down, then tried a last play. “I’m not the enemy, Matt. Sometimes you’ve gotta take the market correction, you know?”

That phrase.

Market correction.

I’d heard it before.

Out of Dane’s mouth. Out of the mouths of every asshole who thought the world was a scoreboard and people were just inventory.

My hand went still around the espresso.

Chase didn’t notice at first. He just kept fidgeting, eyes darting toward the door like he was already looking for an exit.

I set my cup down.

Untouched.

I turned to face him.

“Sit down, Chase.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Sit down.”

Something in my voice made him stop moving.

For once, he did.

And for the first time since I lost my old life, I had the feeling the truth was finally close enough to grab.


Chase's Tell


Chase sat.

It looked like the act cost him real money: the way he eased down, knees together, feet flat, hands clamped between his thighs like the barstool was a seat at a disciplinary hearing.

Calder Coffee Co. was louder than before, espresso hiss and the slap of ceramic upstaging even the morning after, and for one minute I thought about letting him off the hook. Taking my coffee to go, leaving him at the counter, letting the universe dish out his correction. He’d always preferred the easy way out.

But I wanted him to say it.

I wanted to see if he even knew how.

He tried first. “Look, Matt—”

“No,” I said, voice flat enough to make a barista glance over. “You start by telling me how you justified it.”

Chase’s eyes did a little dance: door, cup, hands. “I didn’t— It wasn’t planned, dude. Casey’s housing was a mess, and she was going to have to drive in from Lansing every day. Then, like, the apartment was barely livable after—”

“Stop.”

I let him see the dead calm in my eyes.

“You signed the sublet before you ever told me, Chase. I found out when the keys didn’t work.”

He made a show of regret, chewing his lip like he was waiting for a jury to take his side. “That’s fair. But you had options. You always land on your feet. You had, what, three job offers? And the Social Six thing. Honestly, I figured you’d already have something lined up.”

I took a sip of coffee and let the burn anchor me. “Did you.”

He nodded, but his smile was a wound. “Man, you were always the golden boy. Even in high school, you ended up class president without running a single event. People just… like you. You were gonna be fine. I figured, why make it harder for everyone when I could help my girl and you’d get over it in a week?”

“Funny,” I said. “You never struck me as the rationalization type.”

He shrugged. “I’m just saying, everyone moves on. You got a better place, better people, you’re making bank—”

“You haven’t asked if I’m okay.”

The words landed.

Chase opened his mouth, then shut it. For a second he looked ready to bolt, but I could see in the slope of his shoulders that he knew he owed me something.

“Okay,” he said, eyes on the fake marble. “Are you okay?”

“I’m surviving.”

“See?” Chase tried for a smile, but it cracked at the corners. “Like I said, you’re fine.”

A pause.

Then:

“You know you could probably get any girl you want now, right?” he added, like this was comfort. “I saw the party flyer with your face on it. Social Six already moved you into the house, right? You’re, like, the new campus trophy.”

There it was.

The message Dane had been whispering into every corner of campus for months.

I let the silence widen until Chase was forced to fill it.

“You know what people are saying, right?”

I didn’t answer. I just sipped.

Chase pressed. “They say you’re the only guy allowed into Social Six, which means you must be—” He caught himself. “You know. Putting it to all of them. Or maybe they’re putting it to you.”

I laughed, a hard, empty thing. “You know me better than that.”

He shrugged, but there was a flicker of something else in his face. “Doesn’t matter what I know. What matters is what people buy. There’s a whole thread just for your stats. There’s even a bet line on whether you’ll make it through the year before they replace you.”

I almost let it go.

But something in my chest forced the question out.

“How much did Dane pay you, Chase?”

He flinched.

“Whoa, man. No. No one paid me. I’m not—” He dropped his voice. “Look, Dane just said he’d make sure the deposit was squared if it got ugly with the landlord. And he said there might be a way to get into his next rental project if I kept it clean. But that’s it.”

“So he told you to dump me?”

Chase shook his head fast. “He didn’t care if it was you or some other guy. He just said I should make sure Casey was set up, and that if I gave him a heads-up, it would be less messy for everyone. He said, quote, ‘Matt’s gonna land on his feet, probably in a better setup than you. Trust me, he’s already got Social Six sympathies. He’ll be fine.’”

I absorbed that.

All of it.

“So you talked to Dane before you broke the lease.”

“Dude, it wasn’t a conspiracy. It was just…” Chase swallowed. “I didn’t want to get ghosted by both you and Casey. I had to make a choice. I picked my girl.”

I wanted to punch him.

Not for the betrayal.

For making it sound so reasonable.

“Did you ever think I might not be okay?” I asked.

He finally looked at me, and for a second I thought he’d answer for real. Then the old Chase came back, desperate to patch the cracks. “I mean, no offense, but you’re doing a hell of a lot better than me, Matt. Look at you. You’re in the best shape of your life, living in the lake house with literal models, and I’m stuck in a two-bedroom with three ferrets and a girlfriend who has zero filter. You didn’t lose, man. If anything, you—”

“Got played,” I finished.

He shook his head, not wanting to hear it.

“Did Dane ever say why he wanted me out?”

Chase’s hands fidgeted with his coffee lid, spinning it until it nearly overflowed. “He said you were going to ‘change the market.’ Said he wanted to see what happened if someone like you started mixing it up with the Social Six. That’s it.”

I felt the shape of the whole thing: every step mapped ahead, every kindness converted to a weapon. My glow-up, the house, even the first time I saw Summer again. Maybe none of it had been as organic as I wanted to believe. Maybe every move had been a test of how far you could stretch a line before someone snapped.

“You said I had options,” I said. “But what you meant was, you didn’t care what happened as long as it wasn’t inconvenient for you.”

Chase opened his mouth, then shut it. He shook his head, like if he didn’t say it out loud, it didn’t count.

“You never would’ve done this in high school,” I said, voice flat. “But now you’re just another foot soldier in Dane’s story.”

He looked wounded.

Maybe for real.

“Matt—”

“Don’t.” I set my cup down. “If you ever want to make it right, don’t talk to Dane. Don’t talk to anyone who talks to Dane. Just fix your own life.”

He nodded, small.

I slid off the stool and left him there, hands shaking, coffee untouched.

I didn’t feel better.

But I felt awake.

And for the first time since this started, I knew exactly who was holding the leash.

***

The lake house had a way of telling on itself. Maybe it was the way the light hit the stairwell, brighter when someone was lurking just out of sight. Maybe it was the wind’s echo off the water, carrying every whisper up to the second floor no matter how many doors you closed. Or maybe it was just the women, and how fast their moods changed the air.

I walked in through the garage. My hand still shook on the doorknob, like the ghost of Chase’s panic had ridden home with me.

Summer was waiting in the kitchen.

Not doing anything. Just leaning against the butcher block with her arms crossed, eyes narrowed and blue as the Monday sky outside.

“You look like shit,” she said, voice sugar but not sweet.

I shrugged off my jacket and tried to play it casual. “Rough morning.”

She wasn’t buying. “Who was it?”

I hesitated.

She saw straight through the stall. “Chase.”

I nodded, and for a second the world blurred out.

Summer stepped in. No preamble, no warm-up. She wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed hard. She was strong, stronger than she looked, and the press of her body cracked something inside my chest. I smelled the citrus shampoo in her hair and could have fallen apart in her arms.

She looked up at me. “Tell me what happened.”

So I did.

Not every ugly detail, not yet, but enough. Chase had dumped me for his girlfriend. Dane had helped smooth the timing. And even before I landed here, someone had been betting I’d end up in this exact position.

Pawn, bait, distraction.

Pick your term.

I watched her reaction: face tightening, shoulders drawing up, jaw going rigid. “He said it would be a win-win,” I finished, voice dull. “That I’d be fine because I always land on my feet.”

Summer’s eyes went glassy for a second. She held it in, then let it out. “He thought I’d just sweep you up. Like a fucking rescue project.”

It landed too hard, and I tensed, but Summer was already on it, voice softening. “That’s not what you are. That’s not what I want you to feel. I just—”

She trailed off, hands opening and closing like she was wringing the betrayal out by force.

Then she pressed her face to my chest, shuddered once, and said, “Let’s tell the others.”

We found them scattered around the main room: Blossom on the sun porch with a paint can and a tangle of flyers, Maisie curled on the couch in joggers and an oversized Social Six hoodie, Pandora and Val in the corner, both bent over a laptop like they were plotting a coup.

Blossom clocked me from ten yards. “Yo, dude, you look like the guy in a pharmaceutical ad for—”

She cut herself off when Summer shot her a look.

“Powwow, now,” Summer said.

They assembled in the living room. Pen appeared from the basement with wet hair. Greta trailed in from the back dock, carrying the aura of a woman who had just gotten off a two-mile run and wanted the universe to respect it.

I took the loveseat and let Summer do the talking.

She didn’t sugarcoat.

She said the thing I’d been spinning circles around for weeks: that I was here because Dane wanted me to be. That the attacks had been building for months, and that every time we’d tried to adapt, he’d been two steps ahead, using social networks and old wounds to keep the drama bleeding.

Pandora’s face didn’t move. Her eyes stayed locked on the middle distance, running a hundred parallel scenarios at once.

Val just said, “Of course. It’s the long game. If they can’t out-hot the Social Six, they’ll try to prove we’re just as messy as everyone else.”

Blossom broke the script first. She rolled onto the arm of my chair, planted herself beside me, and threw one leg across my lap. It was half joke, half possession. “Let them watch,” she said. “If they want a show, I’ll give them one they can’t survive.”

Maisie’s voice was the quietest, but it hurt the most. “Why would anyone do this to you?”

It hit something in me.

Blossom squeezed my thigh. “Because he’s a threat now, babe. Nobody hates you for being hot until you actually make a difference.”

Pen snorted. “Or until the right girls pick you.”

Greta spoke last, her voice low and steady. “He’s not the problem. He’s the reason people trust this house at all.”

Pandora nodded, turning from the window. “It’s not about Matt. It’s about making us look weak, petty, or fraudulent. If the rumor holds, everyone involved becomes a fantasy, and the women who built this get erased by the same old story.”

Val’s mouth went tight. “We can flip it. We control the next beat.”

Summer slid onto the arm of the loveseat opposite Blossom, sandwiching me between them. Her hand found mine. Blossom leaned in, smelling of paint and lemon, her thigh warm against me. Maisie scooted closer on the rug, not quite touching my knee, but close enough for me to feel her.

“You don’t get to blame yourself,” Summer said, looking me in the eye. “You didn’t do this. Chase did. Dane did. But you didn’t.”

Blossom’s hand crept up my leg, fingers squeezing my quad like she was reassuring herself I was still solid. “If you want, I’ll go to campus and dump a hundred rats into Dane’s car. Real ones. I know a guy.”

I snorted, then shook my head. “Just keep me sane, okay?”

“You got it,” Blossom said, voice softening.

Pandora came over and squatted by the end of the loveseat, making direct eye contact. “You’re not the decoy, Matt. You’re the proof. They thought you’d snap under pressure. You didn’t. You chose us, not the easy exit.”

Val, from behind her laptop, added, “No matter what the next wave looks like, it won’t change what you are to this house. Or to Summer.”

That did it.

The tension snapped, replaced by something warmer. It wasn’t a committee anymore.

It was a perimeter.

A shield.

Maisie moved in closer, tucking herself against my side. She didn’t say anything, but her fingers tangled with mine for a second before she let go.

Greta handed me a protein bar. “Eat. You look like you haven’t in days.”

I took it, chewed in silence.

Pen sat down on the rug, back to the fire, and shot me a crooked grin. “If it helps, your abs are trending right now. Not even Dane can make you look bad with lighting like that.”

I laughed, and it felt real this time.

Summer kissed my cheek. “We’ll get through it. Together.”

Blossom pressed her nose to my neck and whispered, “You’re not alone.”

It was the truth.

For the first time, I let myself believe it.

Even if the rest of campus wanted a different ending, I knew which side I was on.

And so did they.

***

The house reset itself around the problem. Summer dragged me off to the back deck with the excuse of helping her wipe down the glass patio table, but really just to keep me moving so I didn’t start living in my own head again. Blossom and Pen split for the gym, and Greta followed, silent and watchful. Pandora retreated to the den, pacing her war room with a phone glued to her ear. Val vanished, probably to email a sponsor before the rumors mutated again.

Maisie stayed in the kitchen.

I could see her through the sliding glass, small and hunched, elbows on the counter, staring down at her phone like it owed her an apology.

It took maybe twenty minutes before she cracked.

I was halfway through the world’s worst attempt at scraping bird crap off the railing when she slid open the door and said, “Matt? Can you come in for a sec?”

Her eyes wouldn’t meet mine. Even her voice was different: tight, professional, like a nurse giving you the needle instead of the candy.

I went.

Summer followed, but hung back at the threshold.

Maisie stood in front of the island, gripping her phone so hard her knuckles went white. Her face was pale, eyes rimmed with red, but she’d done her makeup anyway, like it was armor.

She took a breath. “I need to tell you something,” she said. “And I need you to not hate me.”

The words stung even before I knew why.

I waited.

Maisie sucked in her cheeks. “Okay. So, the thread that ran the Social Six rumor, the one that started the ‘Matt’s in the house for sex’ thing? I think I’m the reason it started.”

My jaw tensed. “Explain.”

Maisie’s voice dropped even lower. “There’s a DM chain. Burner account. I thought it was a new Chi O from OSU. She said she was coming up for Homecoming and wanted to know if the Social Six afterparty was real. I didn’t say anything public, I swear. But I got chatty. Too much. I said you were working the house, and that it was kind of a secret, and that you were living here. I thought it was inside baseball. Then it got posted to the main account, and…”

She trailed off, the rest implied.

She looked at Summer, then me, then away. “I was trying to make Summer look good, you know? Like she had the hottest new guy on campus living in her house. I thought I was helping the narrative, but—”

Summer cut her off, voice gentle but not soft. “You wanted to protect me.”

Maisie’s lips trembled. “I didn’t want them to think you were a victim. Or that he was using you. I wanted them to know you picked him, that it was your idea.”

I saw her then, really saw her: all the armor stripped down to one raw nerve. Her body shivered with every breath.

I stepped closer. “Maisie, I don’t hate you.”

She flinched, like the word itself was a bullet.

I pressed on. “You’re not like Chase. You were trying to help, even if you didn’t know who you were talking to.”

She wiped at her face, smudging mascara. “I’m supposed to be the social one, Matt. I’m supposed to see through shit like this. Instead I handed Dane the best ammo in the world, and now you’re the meme and Summer’s the punchline and I ruined it for everyone.”

Her voice started to break.

Summer hugged her from behind, chin on Maisie’s shoulder, arms around her waist. “You didn’t ruin anything. You gave a damn, even when it hurt. That’s why I love you, okay?”

Maisie turned, buried her face in Summer’s neck, and let out a muffled, helpless sound.

I wanted to hold her too.

So I did.

I pulled them both in, and for a minute we just stood there, knotted up like survivors in the ruins of a very stupid war.

Maisie finally peeled away, still wiping her face. “So what do I do now?”

Summer brushed her hair back, tender as a promise. “You talk to Matt. Not as my fixer, not as my co-conspirator, but as yourself. He deserves to hear from you, not just the rumor.”

Maisie looked at me. Her eyes were shiny and scared, but I could see the want there too, hiding behind the guilt.

I nodded, slow. “Whenever you’re ready.”

She didn’t answer right away. But she gave my hand a squeeze, and in the squeeze I felt something like hope.

When she let go, her fingers trailed mine, holding on a second too long.

I knew the next conversation was going to be more than an apology.

I wanted that.

I wanted her.

For real.

Even if neither of us was ready to say it out loud yet.

***

That night, the house was a well of hush, every woman drifting to her own corner, every door closed with a soft click. Summer and Blossom vanished into Summer’s room, probably to plot ratio for the next event and then crash side by side like sisters in a sleepover movie. Pen and Greta disappeared hours earlier, either to the lake or the world’s fastest bedtime. Only Pandora’s and Val’s voices echoed through the ductwork, running late-night logistics calls, as tireless as the dark.

I killed the lights, plugged my phone in, and let myself drift toward the kind of sleep you only get after your heart has been wrung like a bell. The Chase scene and the kitchen gauntlet left me hollowed out and weightless, and for once I believed I might get real rest.

Maisie’s DM came through at 12:14 a.m., five minutes after the house fell silent:

still up?

I thumbed back:

door’s open

She was there before I could sit up.

She wore pajamas: old Chi O shorts, yellow with a faded pink drawstring, and a cream tank so thin it was basically a suggestion. Over it, an enormous Michigan hoodie with the sleeves cut off. Her hair was down, soft and wavy, no makeup, face scrubbed so bare her cheeks looked raw. She held her phone like a rosary, knuckles white, biting her bottom lip the way I’d seen her do only once before: the first time she’d come on to me in Summer’s room.

She hesitated in the doorway.

“Come in,” I said.

She shuffled in, closed the door, and hovered. “This isn’t a booty call, just for the record. I mean, it can be. If you want. But I have a thing I need to say, and if I text it I’ll sound like a fortune cookie with attachment issues.”

I laughed, and she relaxed by a millimeter.

I scooted over and patted the bed. She sat, legs folded under her, hands in her lap. She tried to start three sentences, failed every one.

Finally: “Can I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

Maisie looked up, eyes big and brown and rimmed with red. “Are you mad at me?”

“No,” I said, voice gentle.

She blinked. “Not even a little? You don’t want to, like, get payback or have a huge fight and then storm out so I can tell Summer you’re a dramatic asshole and make her laugh until she can breathe again?”

I smiled. “Why would I want that?”

She considered, then shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe because every guy I’ve ever trusted wanted to win the argument, even when it was about something neither of us really understood.”

She fidgeted with the hem of her shorts, then picked up again. “But you didn’t do that. You just—” Maisie bit her lip. “You let me confess, and then you held me, and you didn’t make it about you. Not even once.”

“That’s not true,” I said gently. “I want you. That’s about me.”

Maisie’s laugh was watery. “See, that’s the thing. I don’t know what to do with that.”

I reached out and slid my hand into hers. “Try.”

She squeezed hard.

“Summer said I should talk to you as myself,” Maisie said. “Not as a fixer, or an assistant, or whatever. I don’t think I’ve ever done that before.”

She looked at me, jaw working, words tangled. “The first time we hooked up, it was all Summer’s idea. She wanted you, and I wanted her happy, so I said yes. And I liked it. Fuck, I loved it. But it always felt like I was auditioning for her approval, or maybe yours, or maybe just for the story. You know what I mean?”

“Maisie, I do.”

She let out a breath. “But this isn’t an audition. It’s just me. Wanting you.”

The truth of it hit me in the chest.

She laughed, wild and embarrassed. “Sorry, this is so cringe. I’m not even horny, I just wanted to not have the lie in my stomach anymore.”

I slid my thumb over the back of her hand. “Maisie, I want you too. For you. Not as an extension, or a reward, or a fix for anyone else’s mess.”

Her cheeks went pink. “You do?”

“I do.”

She started to speak, then stopped.

A minute passed with just the house noises between us: a fridge motor, distant laughter from the last human on the planet still on TikTok, and Maisie’s breath, soft and quick, like she was afraid to disturb the spell.

“Can I kiss you?” she asked, voice small.

“Please.”

Maisie climbed into my lap, the move both desperate and shy. She wrapped her arms around my neck, pressed her lips to mine, and let out a noise that was equal parts relief and hunger. Her mouth was warm and nervous, and for the first time it didn’t taste like she was trying to beat Summer at her own game.

It tasted like Maisie.

Clean, honest, a little wild.

I held her slowly. I didn’t rush. I wanted to give her every second, every excuse to pull back if she needed to.

She didn’t.

She pressed closer, hands tangling in my hair, tongue tentative, then more daring. Her hips rocked, grinding against me, and I could feel the heat through both our layers.

She broke away, gasping.

“I don’t know if I want to go fast or slow,” she said, voice hoarse. “Or if it’s even allowed to want both at once.”

I smiled, kissed her cheek, then her neck. “Why don’t we try both?”

She laughed, loud and true. “Deal.”

She yanked off the hoodie first, then tossed her tank. She wore no bra. Her tits were perfect, full and high, the nipples a warm brown shade that made my mouth water. She started to cover up, maybe out of habit, then let her arms drop.

“Sorry,” Maisie said, nerves returning. “I haven’t… I don’t usually do this without, you know, a script.”

“You look perfect,” I said, and meant it.

She blushed hard, then covered her own embarrassment by yanking off my shirt. Her hands were rough but sweet, knuckles grazing my ribs, fingers lingering on my abs like she needed proof I was real.

She ran her palms up my chest, then slid them around to my back, hugging me close. Her head dropped to my shoulder, and for a second we just sat like that, her breath hot on my neck.

“Can I take these off?” I asked, thumb sliding under her shorts.

She nodded, bit her lip, and watched as I peeled them down her thighs. She wore navy blue panties, the simple kind, already wet in the crotch. The scent of her made my blood rush.

Maisie let me stare for a second.

Then she shimmied out of the panties, letting them fall to her ankles before she kicked them away.

I wanted her so badly it hurt.

She must have seen it in my eyes.

She smiled, a little wicked, a lot shy. “Your turn.”

She tugged my boxers down, freeing my cock, and her eyes widened.

“Oh, damn,” Maisie said, reverent.

She reached for me, wrapped her hand around my shaft, stroked slow. “How did I not get the full effect until now?”

“Different lighting,” I said, trying not to laugh.

She grinned, then licked her palm and stroked me again. I watched her face, the way her eyes followed the movement, the way her lip caught on her teeth. It was Maisie, but more: raw, alive, craving.

She kissed me again, softer, then pulled away and looked down.

“Can I—”

She didn’t finish.

She pushed me back, crawled between my knees, and took my cock into her mouth.

The heat was unreal. She started slowly, using her tongue on the tip, then bobbing down until I hit the back of her throat. She choked a little, then laughed, wiped her mouth, and tried again.

She was better than she knew. She cupped my balls with one hand, stroked the base, then let herself get messy, wet and eager, all over my cock. She looked up, eyes locked on mine, and the hunger there made my heart lurch.

She sucked me with a mix of slow worship and messy abandon, moaning when I tangled my hand in her hair.

When I got close, I tried to warn her.

She pulled off, face bright and greedy. “No way. I want to taste it.”

She took me again, hotter now, cheeks hollowing, eyes locked on mine like she was daring me to survive it. The pressure built fast, low and brutal. When I came, it burst white behind my eyes, and she swallowed every drop, her gaze never wavering, taking all of me in.

She pulled off, wiped her chin, and grinned. “Your turn, stud.”

She didn’t have to say it twice.

I lifted her onto the bed, parted her legs, and kissed down her thighs, taking my time, letting her squirm and gasp. Her pussy was perfect, lips slick and glistening, clit already swollen and begging for attention.

I licked her slowly at first, then faster, tongue flicking her clit, then sucking it. She grabbed the headboard, knuckles white, hips bucking up. I slipped two fingers inside, curling them until I found the spot that made her jerk.

She moaned, wild and loud. “Fuck, Matt, don’t stop, please.”

I didn’t.

I devoured her, tongue and fingers working in rhythm, savoring every noise, every shudder. She started to shake, thighs trembling, and when she came she squeezed my head between her legs so tight I saw stars.

She pushed me away, panting. “Too much, too much—”

I eased off, crawled up beside her, and kissed her lips.

Maisie rolled on top, straddling me. She reached back, grabbed my cock, and lined it up with her pussy.

She paused, hovering, searching my eyes.

“Is this okay?” she whispered.

“It’s perfect.”

She slid down, taking me inch by inch, gasping as I stretched her open. She was tight, warm, slick. She rolled her hips, riding slowly, savoring every stroke.

Her body was a dazzling blur above me, sweat gleaming on her chest, curves and muscle flexing as she rode me deep and fast. I cupped her tits gently at first, thumbs stroking the soft slope of each breast, then grew bolder, needing to feel more of her, palming her curves, running my hands up her stomach, grazing her nipples with my thumbs until they peaked hard against my touch. The way she responded, eyes fluttering, mouth parted in a gasp, made my pulse erupt in my ears.

Maisie’s thighs gripped my hips like she was clinging to the edge of the world. She braced one hand on my chest, nails curling against my skin, the other in my hair, tugging just enough to make my scalp tingle. Each time she ground down, her whole body shivered, and the wet, obscene sound of us together almost made me lose control right then.

She started to move faster, chasing something with hungry, single-minded focus. Her ass smacked against my thighs in a rhythm that grew wild, her hair a golden halo gone feral, sweat and scent and need rolling off her in waves. She was stunning: tan lines, freckled shoulders, every bit of her alive and clawing for more.

Between thrusts she’d lean down and kiss me, open-mouthed and messy, then pull back and grind her hips in a circle that drew a helpless groan out of me. I watched her face as she started to lose herself, lashes fluttering, cheeks flushed, lips swollen from kissing and biting. Every now and then she’d open her eyes and look at me, and it felt like being examined by a scientist and a lover and a girl burning up with fever, all at once.

She bent over me, hair falling around our faces like curtains, her voice trembling but clear. “I want to see your face when you come this time.”

The words hit like a live wire. I tried to slow her, to draw it out, but she didn’t want soft or slow. She wanted me to break.

I gave in.

I grabbed her hips and bucked up into her, thrusting hard, feeling the heat and friction, the tight grip of her cunt milking me every time I bottomed out. She gasped, a wild sound, then bit my shoulder, and I could feel her start to tighten, pulling me deeper.

The world shrank to just sensation, her breath in my ear, the slap and grind of us together, the sharp pain of her nails raked across my chest. I felt my orgasm start to crest, tried to warn her, but she just bore down, grinding hard, and her pussy clamped around me. She started to tremble, then screamed my name into my neck as she came, her body spastic, shivering, clutching at me like she’d drown if she let go.

I followed, helpless to stop, coming so hard I saw white behind my eyelids. My whole body jerked, hips spasming, hands digging bruises into her ass as I emptied into her in wave after wave.

She didn’t move for a second, just squeezed me with her thighs, her whole body locked in release. Then, as the aftershocks faded, she slumped forward, all her strength gone, and I wrapped my arms around her back to hold her tight.

She collapsed onto my chest, breath ragged.

We stayed there, tangled in limbs and sweat and salt.

She laughed, dazed. “I can’t believe how good that was.”

I stroked her hair, held her close. “Me either.”

She looked up, eyes shiny. “Thank you.”

“You never have to thank me for wanting you,” I said.

She nuzzled in, face buried in my neck, legs tangled with mine. “I could stay here forever,” Maisie whispered.

“You can.”

She squeezed me tight.

And for the first time, Maisie believed it.

***

Maisie slept like she was afraid the world would blink and take her comfort away. She stayed wrapped around me even after her breathing deepened, her whole body pinning my arm like a seatbelt. I stroked her back, memorizing the small of it, the dip of her waist, the little snore that caught when she exhaled too hard.

The room was dark and blue and still.

I watched the clock for a while, not because I wanted the moment to end, but because I didn’t want to miss a single minute of it.

Around 1:30, I heard the tap of bare feet on carpet.

Summer stood in the doorway, haloed by the hall nightlight. Her hair was a mess, cheeks pink from sleep, and she wore an oversized football tee that came down just past her thighs. For a second, she just watched us. The look in her eyes wasn’t jealousy or fear. It was something softer: relief, pride, a tiny smile that said more than any words ever could.

Maisie stirred, blinked awake, and when she saw Summer, her whole body tensed.

“Hey,” Summer said, quiet.

Maisie tried to sit up, to cover herself, but Summer shook her head. “Don’t. You’re perfect.”

Maisie wilted, then smiled, sleepy and shy. “Sorry, I stole your boyfriend.”

Summer grinned, peeling the tee over her head. She wore nothing under it, her body all curves and gold, the deep blue shadows turning every inch to art. She climbed onto the bed, settled on my other side, and tucked herself against my chest. Her bare leg hooked over mine, her hand drifting up to stroke Maisie’s cheek.

“You look happy,” Summer whispered.

Maisie nodded, and I felt her breath hitch.

Summer kissed my lips, then Maisie’s forehead. She traced Maisie’s face with her fingers, gentle and worshipful. “It makes me happy too,” she said.

Maisie went still, then relaxed, melting into both of us. “I thought you’d be mad.”

“Never,” Summer said. “I wanted you to feel it for yourself. Not as a favor to me. Not as a rumor. Just as you.”

She squeezed both our hands together.

I held Summer close, letting my other arm stay around Maisie, the three of us a knot of skin and trust and slow, sleepy heat. For a long time, we just lay like that, not talking, barely moving. Every so often Summer or Maisie would kiss my neck, or each other, or let out a little laugh in the dark. There was a sweetness to it, but also something deeper and hungry: a shared want that didn’t need to prove anything else tonight.

Summer shifted, propped herself up on an elbow, and ran her tongue up my jaw, tasting salt and sweat.

“Want to know a secret?” she whispered.

Maisie giggled. “Always.”

Summer kissed Maisie, slow and deep, her hand drifting down Maisie’s spine to her ass. “I’ve never wanted anything more than to see you happy,” she said.

Maisie’s eyes shone in the dim light. “Me too.”

Summer glanced at me, blue eyes lit with mischief. “Think you can handle both of us like this?”

“Try me,” I said.

The three of us tumbled back into a tangle of lips and skin and need.

It wasn’t frantic this time. It was slow, almost lazy, bodies exploring bodies, kisses traded and hands tangled. Summer rode my thigh while Maisie curled into my other side, sucking my neck, her fingers ghosting down my chest. They took turns kissing me, then each other, and every time I thought the moment might settle, it deepened: a touch here, a whispered I want you, a shivering laugh when Summer licked Maisie’s nipple or Maisie pulled Summer’s hips onto her lap.

Summer pulled me on top of her, spreading her legs, letting me slide in slowly while Maisie curled beside us, kissing my shoulder, her hand between my legs, guiding and stroking. I fucked Summer deep and slow, watching her eyes roll back, her hands clutching my arms. Maisie watched, her own fingers slipping between her thighs, circling her clit as she moaned for both of us.

When Summer came, she shook and shuddered, voice raw and real, hips grinding against mine until she pulled me all the way in and squeezed, milking me for every drop. I felt Maisie’s hand around my cock as I slipped out, and then she took me in her mouth, cleaning me off, swallowing my moans until I came again while Summer stroked my hair and whispered, “Let go. You’re safe.”

The three of us fell into the sheets, tangled and tired and spent.

I wanted to stay like that forever.

But the universe had other plans.

My phone buzzed.

Then again.

Then again.

Maisie whimpered. “Don’t check it. Just for five minutes.”

Summer laughed softly and pressed a kiss to my ear. “We should look.”

I grabbed the phone.

Three new texts.

All from Val.

PRIORITY. Dane’s timed Homecoming drop just hit the Reddit. It’s a full whisper campaign, not a meme.

Check the accounts. It’s personal this time.

We have an hour before it hits the campus feeds.

I looked at the two women curled against me. Maisie watched my face, fear flickering. Summer grinned, defiant, and nuzzled in tighter.

I set the phone down and pulled them both close.

For a second, we were a buffer state: heat, want, trust, all locked together, as real as the truth in our bodies.

Let the rumors come.

This time, I knew where I belonged.

And who belonged with me.


The Bridge Between


There’s something religious about the first shower after a night like that.

It wasn’t just about getting clean. It was a reset: each spray of hot water burning off another layer of the old world so the new one could grow over the raw parts left behind. I braced my hands on the tile and let the steam cook my brain, hoping it would loosen the knots behind my eyes.

It almost worked.

But every time I closed my eyes, I saw the past forty-eight hours in high-def: Chase sweating through his apology at Calder Coffee Co., Maisie’s voice shaking as she told me she wanted me for herself, and Summer, arms around both of us in the blue light of my room, whispering that she was happy for Maisie. For me. For all of us.

I could have stood there for hours, letting the water turn my skin red. I heard the bathroom door open, then the squeak of bare feet on tile.

Summer’s voice came from just outside the glass. “Baby, I think you’re going to lose your skin if you stay in there any longer.”

I didn’t answer, but a smile fought up through my ribs.

She slid open the shower door, not caring about the blast of heat that turned her hair instantly wild and wavy. She was already naked, holding her towel with one hand, the other arm crossed over her chest in a show of fake modesty that fooled exactly nobody.

I tried not to gawk.

I failed.

Summer’s body looked like the model for every dirty drawing I’d ever made in the margins of a high school notebook. She was all pale gold skin and impossible curves, the line of her waist dipping between a perfect chest and hips that could make a man forget every useful word he knew. Her tits were round and high, firm enough to bounce with every move. Her belly was flat with a secret strength, her hips as wide as her smile, and her legs tapered down from a tight runner’s ass to the kind of feet that made you want to kneel just for the privilege of being stepped on.

She dropped the towel.

Every inch of her skin glowed. Steam clung to her in pearls. Her nipples peaked from the temperature shift, hard enough to leave marks if I sucked them, which I absolutely planned to do in the next five minutes.

She stepped in, shut the glass behind her, and let her hair fall over her shoulders.

Then she grinned.

“You’re staring,” Summer said.

“Only because I can’t take a picture.”

She laughed, but her eyes flickered to my dick, which was already halfway to salute. She didn’t even try to hide her approval. “Somebody’s ready for the day.”

“Depends on the day.”

She let the water hit her, moaning as she soaked her hair. She tilted her face up to the spray, then combed the wet through every lock. Drops beaded on her collarbones, slid down her ribs, pooled between her breasts before rolling off. The sight was hypnotic. The sound of her soft sigh, the catch of her breath, the moan when water reached a sore spot, nearly shorted my brain.

I wanted to press her against the wall right then.

I waited.

She turned toward me, blue eyes sharp and wicked.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

I let her see it, just for a second: the worry, the churn, the way every happy thing seemed balanced on the sharpest possible edge.

Summer didn’t flinch.

She stepped into my space, pressing close, tits to my chest, hands flat on my pecs. Even with water running down her face, she stared up at me, unblinking.

“Talk to me, Reynolds.”

So I did.

“It still feels like a dream,” I said. “Last night, the rumors, Maisie, you. All of it. I keep waiting for the floor to collapse.”

She grinned, softer now. “We don’t break that easy.”

I touched her jaw, thumb tracing the perfect line to her earlobe. “It’s not you I’m worried about.”

She leaned in, tiptoed to kiss my chin, then the corner of my mouth. Her skin was warm and slick, her lips like wet velvet. “You don’t have to save anyone. Not today. Not ever.”

“I want to, though.”

Summer made a noise in her throat, like I’d said something so dumb it was adorable.

“You’re such a good boy,” she teased, but her hand slid down my chest, skimming over my abs until it wrapped around my cock.

She squeezed.

I moaned, louder than intended.

She grinned.

I pressed her against the tile, careful not to crowd her, just enough to pin her wrists above her head and let her feel my body flush against hers. The water sluiced down her front, flattening every curve into slick, impossible perfection. Her nipples pressed into my chest, hard and hot, and I could feel her pulse picking up under my hands.

I kissed her, deep and hungry.

She kissed me back, biting my lower lip, then running her tongue across the bite mark.

“Does this mean you’re not mad?” I asked, mouth inches from hers.

She rolled her eyes, but the flush on her cheeks said more than any words. “I could never be mad at you for making someone happy. Especially Maisie.”

I let her wrists go. She immediately wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me closer.

She whispered in my ear, “I’ve never seen her look so alive. I think you broke her in all the right places.”

I let that sink in, the warmth of it filling places that had never been safe before.

“You made her feel wanted,” Summer continued. “That makes me want you even more. Does that make me weird?”

I grinned. “Only if wanting you back is weird too.”

She pulled me down, kissing me again, deeper this time, her body grinding up into mine with zero hesitation. Her thigh slid between my legs, her hands roaming my back, nails scratching at the sensitive spot just above my ass.

I slid my hands down her sides, cupping her tits, thumbs circling each nipple until she arched her back and moaned into my mouth.

The water was loud, but not as loud as the sound she made when I pinched her gently, then sucked one nipple between my lips.

Her hands caught in my hair, holding me there as I licked and sucked, switching sides until both were red and swollen and slick from my mouth.

I went lower, kissing down her stomach, kneeling on the tile as the spray hit my back and her hair fell over her shoulders.

I kissed her hip, then her inner thigh, then looked up.

“May I?”

Her eyes were wild, pupils blown, breathless. “If you don’t, I’ll explode.”

I smiled and spread her legs, lifting one of her thighs onto my shoulder. The shower made everything extra: the heat, the scent, the taste. Her pussy was already soaked, not just from the water. Her clit peeked out, pink and hard, and I ran my tongue over it, soft at first, then harder.

She jerked, hands finding the grab bar for support. I licked again, then sucked her clit between my lips, working it gently as I slid two fingers inside her.

She nearly fell.

I held her up, devouring her, tongue and fingers moving in sync. Every sound she made echoed off the tile, bouncing back hotter and more desperate each time. She thrashed, hips grinding against my face, lost in it.

I wanted to worship her.

I wanted her to come apart in my hands.

I pushed deeper, curling my fingers until I felt her pussy clamp down, the ripple that meant she was close.

She gasped, then screamed, “Oh, fuck, Matt, don’t stop!”

I didn’t.

She came, shuddering, legs almost giving out. I held her up as the orgasm rolled through her, keeping the rhythm steady, then slowing as the aftershocks faded.

When she could stand again, she slid down, pulling me into a kiss. She tasted herself on my tongue, and that seemed to make her hungrier.

She wrapped her hand around my cock, stroking me with the slickness from her own orgasm.

She looked at me, eyes daring.

“Now you.”

She spun me so my back hit the glass, then dropped to her knees, water flattening her hair and making every inch of her skin gleam. She took my cock in her mouth, slow at first, swirling her tongue around the head, then sinking deeper until her lips pressed the base.

She bobbed her head, moaning as she sucked, her hands working in time. The sensation was insane: the heat of her mouth, the slick pressure, the wet and wild look on her face every time she glanced up.

She pulled off, eyes wild, and I didn’t let her get a word out.

I hooked my hands under her thighs and lifted her, pinning her back against the tile. She gasped, arms locking around my neck, legs wrapping my waist on instinct.

“Matt,” she breathed, half warning, half dare.

“What?” I said, mouth at her throat. “You said now me.”

Summer laughed, breathless and already shaking. “I meant, like, politely.”

“You have met me, right?”

“Unfortunately for my ability to walk, yes.”

That almost broke me.

Then I lined myself up and pushed inside her, slow enough to feel every inch.

Her head dropped back against the wall. “Oh god.”

I held her there, buried deep, and didn’t move until she looked at me.

She was open for me, blue eyes blown wide, lips parted, every polished inch of Summer Cole wrecked by the same hunger that was eating me alive. I pressed in slow, feeling the first clutch of her heat around my cock, then the next, until I bottomed out. She was slick and tight and perfect, the angle making her squeeze me harder than I could stand. Her hands locked behind my neck, legs a vise around my hips, and she held me there, forehead to mine, daring me not to lose it.

“Still happy about Maisie?” I asked, voice rough.

Her smile flashed, filthy and bright. “Ecstatic.”

Then she clenched around me on purpose.

I swore.

Summer’s laugh turned into a moan. “Good. Now stop being careful.”

I started to move.

At first it was a slow, hungry grind, shallow enough to tease her and deep enough to make her stiffen and gasp every time I pressed in. The first thrust flexed the line of her jaw and parted her lips in a silent, shocked moan that vibrated through my chest. The next made her eyes roll, and suddenly every muscle in her thighs went rigid around my hips, locking me in place.

There was nothing in the world but her, slick and hot and clinging to me so hard it felt like we’d fuse together and become one person, one thing built for this exact moment.

I pulled out almost all the way, letting her feel the edge of emptiness, the cold air where my cock had been, and then drove back in, deep and hard enough to make the glass rattle in its frame and the tiles vibrate beneath our feet.

Summer gasped, then grinned like I’d given her exactly what she wanted.

“There he is,” she whispered.

Steam rose in clouds, curling off our bodies, making it impossible to tell where my sweat stopped and the water started. The sound of the spray, her moans, the slap of my hips against hers, it all mixed into a rhythm that erased every thought except one.

I want her.

I want her.

I want her.

Summer bit my lip, hard enough to sting, then licked the spot like an apology she absolutely did not mean. She kissed me deeper, sucked my tongue until my knees almost buckled. She locked her ankles behind my back and clawed at my shoulders, nails sharp enough that I’d probably still feel the marks next week.

“Careful,” I growled. “You’re going to leave evidence.”

She dragged her nails down again, slower this time. “Good.”

She wanted every inch of me. Wanted it fast and furious. Wanted to fuck so hard the rest of the day would feel like a fever dream.

I braced her against the cold tile with both hands and pounded into her, steady and relentless, each thrust a shockwave through her body. Her tits bounced with every slam and left wet, hot imprints on my chest. She clawed at me, frenzied, gripping whatever skin she could and hanging on for dear life.

I felt her starting to slip, but she didn’t let up. She just tightened around me and rocked into every movement, hips bucking in perfect time.

I watched her face the whole time.

I wanted every second of it.

She kept her eyes locked on mine, sharp and daring, like she was competing with me to see who could take more, feel more, push the other further. When the pleasure hit, it hit her hard: her back arched away from the wall, her mouth opened in a wild, broken laugh, and her thighs trembled so violently I had to grip her ass just to keep her from sliding down.

The blue of her eyes darkened until the black took over. She tilted her head so our foreheads touched and the heat from her breath scalded my lips.

“Harder,” she hissed.

“Bossy.”

“Loved.”

The word landed between us, not quite a confession, not quite an accident.

Then she kissed me before either of us could decide what it meant.

I obeyed.

She made a sound that was half scream, half sob, and all hunger.

I never wanted to stop. I wanted to keep her pinned in that moment, to see her come apart and piece herself back together with nothing but my name in her mouth.

She was close. Her eyes fluttered. Her body went fierce and frantic. Her words broke apart, from jokes to curses to praise to needy, desperate pleas.

“Don’t you fucking stop,” Summer gasped, fists white-knuckled in my hair. “Don’t you dare—”

I didn’t even think to answer.

I drove into her over and over, the pace brutal, the friction perfect, every nerve on fire. She started to shake, breath stuttering, the moan in her throat gone raw and helpless.

Her pussy trembled around me, tight to tighter to impossibly tight.

Then she shattered.

Her whole body seized, and she screamed my name so loud it echoed off the glass, off the tile, off every hard surface in the room and maybe the whole house. The grip of her orgasm wrung every last bit of control out of me. I growled, braced my feet, and lost it completely.

I pulled her flush against my body, fucking her through the end of it, every part of me straining, pressure coiling up my spine until my head went white and I couldn’t see or think or breathe. I exploded inside her, hips jerking helplessly as I emptied into her, and the only thing keeping me upright was the iron grip of her legs and the cold wall behind her back.

We stayed like that, bodies welded together, water pounding down like rain in a hurricane, neither of us able to move or speak.

Finally, Summer’s hand slid weakly into my hair.

“Okay,” she whispered, voice wrecked. “That was not polite.”

I laughed against her shoulder, breathless and ruined.

She kissed my temple.

“Perfect,” she said.

We stayed like that, bodies welded together, water pounding down like rain in a hurricane, neither of us able to move or speak.

Finally, Summer’s hand slid weakly into my hair.

“Okay,” she whispered, voice wrecked. “That was not polite.”

I laughed against her shoulder, breathless and ruined.

She kissed my temple.

“Perfect,” she said.

When I could trust my legs again, I let her slide down slowly. Her feet touched the tile, but she didn’t step away. Neither did I. We stood chest to chest, both of us shaking, both of us laughing softly at the mess we’d made and the fact that somehow, impossibly, the day still expected us to function.

Summer leaned into me, lips brushing my ear. “That’s the good kind of religion.”

I kissed her, slow and lazy, both of us too spent to pretend we weren’t already in dangerous territory. Not just sex. Not just heat. Something bigger, quieter, and a hell of a lot harder to survive if we named it too soon.

We washed up in silence, sharing the soap, hands roaming with no urgency left. She ran her palms over my chest and shoulders like she was checking that I was still real. I slid my hands through her wet hair, down her back, over the curve of her waist, memorizing the way she leaned into every touch.

Neither of us wanted to be the first to step out.

The water started to cool before Summer finally turned it off.

The sudden quiet felt enormous.

She wrapped herself in a towel, then wrapped herself around me, arms tight around my waist, cheek pressed to my chest. I held her there, dripping onto the bathmat, my chin resting in her wet hair.

Her heartbeat matched mine.

For a minute, that was all we needed.

“Big day,” she said, voice thick.

I nodded. “Homecoming. The next rumor. The world trying to break us.”

She lifted her face, and there it was again: that shine in her eyes, the one that made my chest go tight.

“Let them try,” she said.

But she didn’t move.

Instead, her fingers curled in the towel at my waist. “Matt?”

“Yeah?”

She looked at me like she was standing on the edge of a cliff and deciding whether the fall was worth it.

“I’ve never felt like this before.”

My throat tightened. “Like what?”

She hesitated, and I could see the words fighting their way up.

Like I love you.

She didn’t say them.

Not yet.

“Like I could be happy,” Summer whispered. “Like I could be safe. Like I could trust you with all the parts I used to keep locked away.”

I squeezed her tight, hands spreading across her back.

“You can,” I said, voice rough. “All of them.”

Her breath hitched.

The words were right there between us. So close I could feel their shape. I wanted to say them first. I wanted to put them in her hands and let her decide what to do with them.

But something stopped me.

Not fear, exactly.

Respect.

Summer deserved to get there in her own time. She deserved to own that moment the way she owned every room she walked into. And if I said it now, before she was ready, I was scared I’d turn something beautiful into pressure.

So I kissed her forehead, her temple, her cheek.

She closed her eyes.

“I want to say something,” she murmured, “but I’m scared I’ll ruin it.”

“You won’t.”

She trembled, then kissed me, soft and slow, tongue tracing my lips like a promise.

“I think I—”

She stopped.

Her eyes opened, wide and shining.

“I think I like you way too much, Matt Reynolds.”

I grinned, heart pounding so loud I thought she’d hear it.

“Then we’re in real trouble,” I said.

She laughed, relieved and shaky, then kissed me again.

This one was different.

Less hungry.

More permanent.

When we finally pulled apart, she rested her forehead against mine.

“I’m yours today,” she whispered. “Not because of the rumors. Not because of the house. Because I want to be.”

I closed my eyes, the words hitting almost as hard as the ones she hadn’t said.

“And I’m yours,” I said. “All day. Every step.”

She nodded, like that was the vow she needed.

We dried off slowly. She picked my clothes, fixed my collar, fussed with my hair until it lay the way she wanted. I watched her in the mirror, bare-faced and flushed, moving around me with the quiet confidence of someone who had already claimed the morning and was about to go win the day.

She dressed in a Social Six logo tank, a skirt that could have been painted on, and her favorite blue-and-silver kicks. Her makeup was simple: glossed lips, bright cheeks, eyes that still looked like she had almost told me the truth and survived it.

Before we left the bathroom, she caught my wrist.

“If it ever gets to be too much,” she said, “promise you’ll tell me.”

I didn’t have the words for what she meant.

So I kissed her.

Hard.

Honest.

Real.

“I promise.”

She let out a breath, relieved.

Then she smiled, the real one, the one that could melt glaciers.

We left the room shoulder to shoulder, hearts knotted together, stepping into the noise of the house and the day waiting beyond it.

The rumor might have been burning down the feeds.

Homecoming might have been waiting to chew us alive.

But the only thing that mattered was the woman beside me, and the wild, impossible hope that maybe, just maybe, the world could handle us after all.

***

Nothing on earth is as honest as a Homecoming tailgate.

Even if you staged it in a simulation, you couldn’t fake the burn of grill smoke in your eyes, the roar of a marching band from a mile away, the unholy fusion of warm beer, woodsmoke, and gasoline from a hundred tailgate rigs packed ass-to-hitch. The stadium didn’t just anchor the scene. It radiated gravity, pulling every human in a five-mile radius into its orbit, dressing them in Calder blue and silver, and telling them to want the same thing: victory, or at least the promise of it.

If you stood on the bluff above the main lot, you’d see a field of bodies: alumni tents shaded in old-school navy, parents in polos and expensive shades, sorority clusters in perfect hair and glitter face-paint, game-day guys in compression shirts or nothing at all, and everywhere, pockets of women who looked like they could break your heart just by picking a different party.

But all of them orbited one axis: the Social Six Homecoming event.

The Social Six tent was three times the size of anything around it. It had a two-tier platform, its own pop-up DJ booth, a mural wall for sponsor photos, and more blue-and-silver balloons than the entire student government budget could have bought. There were custom cookies, actual hot food, color-coded drink wristbands, and a selfie corridor lined with sponsor logos and discreet security cameras.

It looked like an alumni fantasy of college: safe, branded, but secretly burning underneath.

It was Summer’s kingdom.

I didn’t recognize myself in the crowd at first, but the moment we reached the check-in perimeter, I felt the new wiring snap into place. Every bouncer move I’d drilled since August, every ratio calculation, every gut-check on which girls belonged and which men didn’t, now it was all muscle memory. I was the safe guy, the presence that made parents and sponsors nod in approval, but the undertow beneath it all was stronger than ever.

I watched the first hour of arrivals, scanning for the pattern.

The usual ratio games were happening, but they were background noise now. I could spot fake-wristband clusters on sight, reroute them to the generic lot with a nod and a “Sorry, that’s later access only.”

But the men weren’t the problem anymore.

The women were.

Not in the way anyone expects. They weren’t being squeezed out or herded by drunk guys. Instead, there was a subtle, constant siphon: groups of women, some from top sororities, some in influencer-perfect clusters, who’d line up for the Social Six event, get just to the wristband check, and then bounce. No drama, no scene. Just a quiet loss of interest as soon as the last selfie was banked.

At first I thought it was because the event was too polished. Maybe Summer’s obsession with sponsor optics was sanding the fun out of it.

But that wasn’t it.

It was the rumor.

Every other phone in the line was tuned to the same handful of posts. I caught them over shoulders, in the second screen of mirrored sunglasses, heard the code in the way the girls laughed. The meme wasn’t about me anymore. It was about The Social Six being a front, a polished decoy while the real Homecoming party was hidden, secret, and, if you knew the right guy, you’d get invited to what was really happening.

The language had shifted.

“You going to the real Six after?”

“I heard it’s only for VIPs.”

“Rumor is they’re letting a guy run the floor for special guests.”

Every reference was laced with the subtext that Summer’s main event was for optics, but the real thing was somewhere else, for people who could decode the wink. The new attack wasn’t about brute-forcing men into the tent. It was about fracturing trust, making even the hottest event look like a stage set for people who didn’t know better.

That was why the women were ghosting the lines. Not because they didn’t want the party, but because they thought the party in front of them was fake.

I looped the perimeter, checking the sideline clusters and making notes of every woman whose dress matched the post-grad badge and every guy who wore sunglasses after sunset. The volume of blue and silver was higher than ever, but the real game was happening in the shadow of the stadium, where The Social Six had made its name. Every “after” was being mapped, every secret channel amplified, every fake VIP run by someone who’d been coached in Dane’s exact phrasing.

It made me want to punch a wall.

But the tent looked flawless. Summer was the star: she ran every conversation, hugged every alumni guest, remembered every parent’s name and every sponsor’s junior rep. If she felt the undertow, she hid it with the shine of someone who never let her mask slip. Her laughter was a weapon, her hugs a brand promise.

The other Social Six members were even more on: Val in a tailored navy dress, moving through donor clusters like she was born with a clipboard; Pandora locking down every ratio point at the VIP bar, shutting down any man who stepped out of line; Pen at the beer station, slinging tallboys and running circles around the frat guys; Greta with the entire cheer squad, using every selfie to triple-tag The Social Six handles.

And Blossom.

Where the fuck was Blossom?

I scanned the grid and found her posted near the food trucks, head down as she flicked through her phone with a look I didn’t trust.

She glanced up, caught my eye, and grinned.

Then she walked over, hips rolling in the way that dared the whole crowd to look at her. Her hair was redder than fire in the daylight, her lips stained blue from a Jell-O shot she definitely wasn’t supposed to be serving, and her shirt was cropped above her navel and customized with black electrical tape to say SEXY SIX instead of the official Social Six logo.

She leaned into me, eyes scanning the flow behind my shoulder.

“You see it, right?” Blossom asked, voice low.

“See what?”

She jerked her head toward the main line. “They’re walking as soon as they see the check. Even the ones that want to be here. Dane’s got a new proxy running. Burner’s pushing a secret Nox party at Rook’s and saying only the inner circle’s invited.”

I processed that.

“He’s redirecting the women.”

Blossom laughed, sharp and a little cruel. “Like a river, babe. Only this time, he’s not aiming at you. He’s aiming at Summer.”

I looked over at the tent. Summer was posing with the team for a local news segment, hair perfect, voice clear even over the buzz of the speakers.

Blossom caught my face. “You want to fix it, don’t you?”

I nodded.

She bumped my hip with hers, then whispered, “You and me both, Reynolds. Only I bet you’ll get there first.”

She vanished back into the crowd.

The next two hours moved fast. The crowd doubled, then tripled. I worked the edge, never standing still, tracking every micro-shift. If a sponsor mom looked uncomfortable, I rerouted her to the parents’ tent. If a cluster of women looked bored, I introduced them to Pen or Greta and let the magic work. I kept the obvious bad pressure at bay, not by muscle, but by presence and timing.

But the routing attack kept bleeding the numbers. Every so often, I’d check the lines and see a new gap, or a cluster of girls walking off together, phone screens bright with mystery.

That was when I knew.

It wasn’t the event that was being attacked.

It was the lane between events. The soft handoff where women left the safety of The Social Six, then got pulled into some rumor-fueled fake VIP, only to end up where? Not the Nox event. Not the real afterparty at Rook’s. Somewhere cold, messy, and deliberately confusing, with nothing to show for it but the sense of having been tricked.

It was brilliant.

It was infuriating.

And it was working.

The first real blow landed at 2:30, when the event manager for the official tailgate came over with a problem she didn’t know how to fix.

She was a mid-level staffer, clipboard loaded, smile stretched past the breaking point.

“We’re losing the female guests to the fake afterparty,” she said. “They’re asking if Matt is the access point, or if you have the real wristbands. Is there another event we don’t know about?”

I played dumb, then went to the source.

I found Summer behind the photo mural, fixing her lip gloss in a compact and holding perfectly still like she could will herself into a better world.

She saw me.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, voice perfectly flat.

I told her.

Not just about the fake wristbands or the girls peeling out of line. I told her what I thought was really happening.

“He’s not attacking the tailgate,” I said. “He’s attacking the handoff. The space between you and Blossom. If he can make the walk from here to Rook’s feel fake, unsafe, or secret, then he doesn’t have to beat either event. He just has to poison the lane between them.”

Summer didn’t blink.

She snapped the compact shut, squared her shoulders, and said, “He’s making us look split.”

“Yeah.”

“Me as the polished decoy,” she said, voice going colder. “Blossom as the scandal. You as the access point.”

The way she said it told me she already saw ten moves past me.

“We need Blossom,” I said.

Summer looked past me, toward the edge of the tent where Blossom was working her phone like she could strangle the truth out of it.

“Yes,” she said. “But not here. Not in front of everyone.”

I looked at her, the stress bleeding through the perfect makeup, the raw need to win in her voice.

“We’ll fix it,” I said, and believed it.

She let out a tiny sigh, then linked her arm through mine.

“Thank you, baby,” she whispered. “For seeing it before it swallowed us.”

We stepped into the light together, shoulder to shoulder.

But the rest of the day, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the world was splitting in half, and if we didn’t move fast, Dane was going to turn the space between Summer and Blossom into the place where The Social Six finally broke.

***

Summer handled the first wave of doubt like it was nothing: a crisis line here, a parent’s complaint there, a drunk alum hitting on her and getting shot down with a smile sharp enough to slice his hand off at the wrist. But by late afternoon, the wound had started to show.

Not on her face.

Never there.

But in the way she went too still when the noise peaked, or how she kept me within touching distance even when she was working the room.

I could see the problem through her eyes: she’d built the tent to be a beacon. Safe, warm, sponsor-perfect, the kind of place that made every woman on campus want in, even if just for a taste of the magic. But the rumor, the one that said the real party was happening somewhere else, had thrown a shadow over the whole show. Every hug she gave was shadowed by a glance at the group chat. Every new guest was scanned for the question she knew was coming.

She hid it well.

I saw the cracks.

It was different for Blossom.

She didn’t care about optics the way Summer did. She cared about the party, the rush, the fire that burned when you put two hundred people into a room and gave them a beat worth chasing. That was why she made the Nox event at Rook’s her hill to die on. It was raw, alive, a promise that whatever Summer could build for parents and donors, Blossom could turn into release for everyone too honest to pretend they didn’t want heat.

But even Blossom felt the pressure. I saw her slip in and out of the tent perimeter, lingering by the food trucks, phone in hand, fielding calls, texting Raven and probably every club operator in the city. The look in her eye wasn’t panic. It was that old brilliance, the one that said she would break the rules before she let someone else write them.

I watched the two of them orbit the same event without ever colliding, each putting on a show, both bleeding from the same cut.

It didn’t last.

Right before the late crowd, Summer caught Blossom near the water station and pulled her away from the guest grid with a look that brooked zero argument.

Blossom went with her, phone still in hand.

They vanished into the sponsor tent.

I wanted to follow. Instead, I hovered outside, keeping the world at bay as best I could, every muscle tight, every nerve tuned to the fight. I’d given Summer the shape of it. Now she needed Blossom’s half of the map.

Inside, I heard nothing. Not voices, not movement, just the muffled thump of the crowd and the sound of my own heartbeat.

When the tent flap opened, they came out together, moving like they’d been joined at the spine.

Summer’s eyes were sharp, but no longer afraid.

Blossom’s smile was wicked, but it didn’t mask the hurt underneath.

They walked over to me in lockstep, each grabbing an arm.

“We need a moment,” Summer said, dragging me away from the swarm.

Blossom leaned in, voice low. “You were right, babe. He’s not trying to steal the tent. He’s trying to kill the handoff to Rook’s. Raven’s getting the same bullshit from the club side. Fake Nox lists, fake VIP wristbands, fake ‘inner circle’ passwords. If the girls never make it to the real afterparty, he gets them in the void between. That’s where the needle drops.”

Summer looked at me, then Blossom, then back. “He’s splitting the world in two. Making me the fake, Blossom the scandal, and you the bait.”

Blossom laughed, but the sound was almost gentle. “He thinks the house will crack.”

I stared at both of them, and for the first time that day, I felt like I belonged in the center of something too alive to break.

Summer squeezed my hand, her skin hot and shaking. “We can’t let him do it.”

Blossom’s hand landed on my hip, grounding me. “What do you want to do, Reynolds?”

For a second, I didn’t know what to say. Every solution I’d ever learned was muscle and logic, but this was a problem that needed something human.

“We show them we’re together,” I said. “Not as a rumor. As the truth. We don’t let the world split us.”

Blossom grinned. “You mean a show of force?”

“Not force,” I said. “Desire.”

Summer’s cheeks went pink, but she didn’t let go.

Blossom’s eyes flickered, a private storm brewing. “You sure you can handle both of us in public?”

I smiled, honest. “With you? Always.”

They each kissed me, one on each cheek, right in front of everyone.

The world didn’t end.

The world watched.

From that moment on, every woman at the event stopped scanning for the secret party. They scanned us. Some looked jealous. Some looked hungry. Most looked like they’d just seen proof of a rumor they desperately wanted to believe.

The rest of the afternoon, I was never more than a yard from both of them.

When a rumor plant in the crowd tried to needle us, some guy with a burner phone and a fake Rook’s wristband, Blossom shut him down with three sentences, and Summer finished him off with a hug that made every influencer in the tent post it to their stories.

The three of us ran the table.

When the sun started to sink and the tailgate began turning toward kickoff, Blossom whispered, “This isn’t over. He’ll hit harder tonight.”

I nodded, but for the first time I knew we could handle it.

Together.

Summer squeezed my hand as we watched the world move toward the next event, the next battle, and the truth none of them could kill.

I looked at both of them and thought: let the world try to break us.

It never even stood a chance.

***

When the stadium crowd started shifting and the first wave of Homecoming survivors funneled back toward the lots, the air changed. The crowd was looser, meaner, more desperate. You could smell the coming night in the way girls swapped shoes for boots, the way men moved in packs instead of pairs, and the way every voice seemed pitched a little higher, straining for a signal of what was really about to happen.

Blossom, Summer, and I hung back at the edge of the sponsor tent, watching the world reset for its next collision.

We already knew what Dane was doing.

That was the worst part.

Once you saw the pattern, you could see it everywhere: the girls hovering at the edge of the lot, waiting for someone to tell them which party was real; the guys with fake wristbands drifting toward any group that looked uncertain; the phones lighting up with half-truths about secret lists, back doors, and “real” access.

He wasn’t hiding the attack anymore.

He was daring us to stop it.

Summer pulled off her branded vest, wiped her brow, and let her hair out of its ponytail, the blonde waves falling over her shoulders. She looked tired, but not defeated.

Blossom had swapped into a ripped denim jacket, her Social Six tee now cut into something that would get her arrested in at least twelve states. Her lips were stained from another round of Jell-O shots, but her eyes were sharp and alive.

They stood side by side, not speaking.

Summer was looking at the tent she’d built.

Blossom was looking toward the road to Rook’s.

And I could feel the gap between them like a live wire.

Summer finally said, “If they leave here scared, I failed them.”

Blossom’s jaw tightened. “If they get to Rook’s thinking it’s some fake dirty secret, I failed them.”

“You didn’t,” I said.

They both looked at me.

I wanted to say something clean. Something useful. But the truth was messier than that.

“He wants you blaming each other,” I said. “That’s the move. Summer thinks the afterparty makes the tailgate look fake. Blossom thinks the tailgate makes Rook’s look like the thing everyone has to sneak off to. Meanwhile, he gets the lane between you.”

Summer’s mouth went tight.

Blossom looked away first.

There it was.

Not the strategy. The wound under it.

Blossom shrugged, but it was a real shrug, not a mask. “I hated you for this a little,” she said to Summer. “Not because you did anything wrong. Just because you make trust look easy.”

Summer gave a tired little laugh. “You think this is easy? I spend half my life smiling so people won’t notice I’m terrified they’ll leave the second the shine wears off.”

Blossom looked at her then.

Really looked.

For a second, neither of them had the party face on.

Summer reached for Blossom’s hand. “I don’t want to compete with you.”

Blossom swallowed, the joke visibly loading and then dying before it reached her mouth.

“Good,” she said, quieter. “Because I’m tired of pretending I don’t care if you win.”

Summer squeezed her hand. “I want to win with you.”

Blossom’s smile came back, but this time it was softer around the edges. “Finally. Something hot and emotionally inconvenient.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

They both turned on me.

“What?” I said. “That was growth.”

Blossom pointed at me. “Don’t narrate my healing arc, Reynolds.”

Summer’s smile broke wider, and for the first time all day, the air around us loosened.

Then Blossom looked toward the road again. “So how do we make them believe both events are real?”

I felt it click then.

Not the problem. We already had the problem.

The answer.

“We don’t make them choose,” I said.

Summer’s eyes sharpened. “Say more.”

“We make the transition part of the event. Not an exit. Not a gap. Not a place where fake wristbands and secret-list bullshit can get between you.” I looked from Summer to Blossom. “We make the walk from here to Rook’s the proof.”

Blossom’s grin started slow. “A procession.”

Summer’s cheeks flushed. “A handoff.”

“A bridge,” I said. “You two lead it. Together. Everyone sees the tailgate isn’t fake, Rook’s isn’t a secret, and I’m not the access point. The only way in is through The Social Six.”

Blossom’s eyes lit. “You want to run a parade of the hottest women on campus straight from the stadium to Rook’s and make every fake VIP list look pathetic?”

“Basically.”

Summer looked toward the crowd, then back at Blossom. “We stamp them here. We walk them there. No shortcuts.”

Blossom nodded. “Raven can have Nox ready when we land. Lights up when the first wave hits the floor.”

“And Pen and Greta run the edges,” Summer said, already building it. “Val pushes the official language. Pandora kills the fake channels.”

Blossom wrapped an arm around both of us, pulling us tight. “We’re going to kill him with this.”

I looked at the two women on either side of me, both fierce, both brilliant, both done letting Dane turn one of them into the respectable lie and the other into the dangerous secret.

For the first time all day, I felt something close to hope.

Maybe even joy.

The night wasn’t over.

It hadn’t even started yet.

***

We didn’t have time for a committee or a mood board. From the moment Summer and Blossom shook on the idea, the clock started running.

I watched them work, and I realized whatever this was, it was evolution. Summer was all high-speed logic and hospitality instinct, spinning up her team to rebrand the post-game walk as a once-only Runway Rally to Rook’s, with her and Blossom leading the charge at the front. She got Pen and Greta to run the perimeter, double-check wristbands, and put a real ones only stamp on every woman who had been at the tent since noon. She even drafted a line of football girlfriends, all in Calder blue and silver, to walk with the squad and make the transition look like a homecoming court on parade.

Blossom handled the launch signal. She got Nox to prime the sound at Rook’s, built a phone tree of DJs and promoters to swamp the group chats with the official plan, and weaponized the rumor by flipping it: if you weren’t part of the Social Six afterparty, you were just chasing Dane’s knockoff. She made the real route sound dangerous, exclusive, and more than a little illegal, even though on paper it was the safest walk in town.

I ran the ground game. I found every risk spot along the path and dropped staffers there, made sure every fake secret party was shadowed by two Social Six marshals, and borrowed a security guy from the stadium to keep the worst pressure in line. Maisie and Raven ran comms, swapping memes, shutting down troll accounts, and DMing every trusted woman on campus with the truth.

The word spread fast.

You wanted in? You had to show up at the tent, get stamped, and make the walk. There were no shortcuts, no secret afters, no back-channel lists. The only way in was to join the rally, follow the queens, and let the whole city see you wanted it enough to walk the gauntlet.

An hour before go time, I met Summer and Blossom in the transition tent. The world outside was a tidal wave: women in game-day makeup, men in packs circling the perimeter, cameras everywhere. The rumor had become self-aware, each side racing the other to see who would crack first.

Summer’s hair was braided with metallic blue ribbons, her eyes painted like she was going to war for every girl who had ever had to smile through a lie. She gave me a look I’d never seen before.

Not fear.

Not need.

Conviction.

Blossom had on a jacket spray-painted with her own party name and a mesh shirt under it that made me forget how to breathe. She gave me a punch in the arm, then winked at Summer.

They flanked me, one on each side.

Summer whispered, “You ready?”

I nodded. “Always.”

Blossom grinned. “Let’s fuck up his world.”

Outside the tent, the first fifty women gathered, stamped and laughing and waiting to be seen. Beyond them, the path to Rook’s cut through the dark like a dare.

Somewhere out there, Dane’s fake links were still moving. His whisper campaign was still trying to poison the handoff. His people were waiting in the gaps, ready to catch anyone who drifted.

But this time, we weren’t leaving gaps.

Summer took my left hand.

Blossom took my right.

Together, they stepped toward the opening of the tent, toward the roar of the crowd and the line of women ready to follow.

I felt the truth of it settle into my bones.

We don’t merge the events.

We merge the path.

Then the tent flap opened, the cameras lifted, and the night surged forward.


The Runway Rally


The noise from the lot wasn’t even a roar anymore. It was the tail end of a weather event, air vibrating with the same nervous energy you get before the last song at a wedding, only nobody was sure whether the next track was an anthem or a dirge. The bodies pressing around the Social Six tent weren’t looking for drinks or sponsor merch now. They were watching the boundary, waiting for the answer to a rumor none of them wanted to say out loud.

Summer and Blossom were the answer.

They stood at the tent entrance, close enough their hips brushed, close enough the air between them looked charged. I was wedged between them, not like a bouncer or a handler, but like the critical joint in a bridge that finally admitted it needed both sides to work.

For months, I’d seen Summer in stadium mode: flawless, blinding, the kind of perfection you could build a brand around. I’d seen Blossom in full chaos, daring the universe to take offense and never asking permission to want what she wanted.

Tonight, they stood together.

And it was obvious to everyone.

Summer reached for my hand without hesitation. Her fingers were small, but her grip was nuclear. She did it in front of a hundred people, not as a joke, not as a dare, but like it was the thing she’d always planned. Blossom clocked the move, then smirked and looped her own arm through mine, knuckles skating over my bicep before she hooked one finger through my belt loop.

The cameras caught it. So did every phone. I felt eyes burning holes in my skin, some shocked, some greedy, a few just recalculating their own odds now that the math had changed.

Blossom’s breath brushed my ear. “Ready to be famous, Reynolds?”

“Not even a little.”

She grinned. “Perfect. Neither are we.”

Summer glanced across me at Blossom. “Speak for yourself.”

Blossom laughed, delighted and sharp. “There she is.”

The women at the front of the lot had stopped pretending to line up. They were just watching, absorbing every detail like it was going on their feeds in real time. Pen, flanking from the left, gave us a little salute, her smirk visible from fifty feet. Greta was on the right, running perimeter, but she kept glancing over, blue eyes cold as dry ice and twice as ruthless. Behind us, I could hear the Social Six team prepping their own phones, making sure whatever happened next would land first in their hands.

Summer squeezed my hand again. It was an anchor. Not for her.

For me.

She leaned in, not enough to lose face, but enough that her hair brushed my shoulder.

“Don’t let go,” she said.

It wasn’t a plea.

It was a dare.

Blossom licked her lips, pulled me closer by the belt, and said, “On three?”

I felt the countdown in both their bodies: Summer, tense as a bowstring; Blossom, loose and wild, but burning hot.

“One,” Summer said.

“Two,” Blossom echoed.

And on three, we stepped forward.

It wasn’t a walk.

It was a launch.

The crowd’s reaction was instant. Some girls cheered, a rising note of approval that felt more real than any sponsorship pitch or Homecoming pep rally. A cluster of football girlfriends looked at each other, shrugged, then moved to fall in behind us. I felt phones up everywhere, watched the blue-white glow of notifications reflected off every wrist and cheek.

Some men in the crowd tried to slide into the slipstream, angling for proximity to the sudden engine of status and sex. They bounced off the wall of women that closed behind us, Greta and Pen running interference with such effortless efficiency that the men never got closer than a whisper. Every attempt at an interruption was ignored, not by me, but by the women themselves. The crowd didn’t want the men at the front. They wanted to see how far this new truth could run before it crashed.

We made it thirty feet out of the tent before I realized I was sweating, not from the cold, but from the intensity of the attention.

Blossom glanced at me, caught the nerves, and flashed her teeth.

“Smile, baby. You’re trending.”

I snorted, tried to play it off, but Summer shot me a look so pure I could have died happy on the spot.

She was alive. She was in charge. And for the first time since this mess started, she looked like she actually believed she deserved the front of the parade.

Blossom leaned in, nipped my ear, then whispered, “This is history, you know.”

I did know.

I saw it in the way people parted for us, in the hum of new posts hitting the feeds, in the way every group of women looked at Summer and Blossom and recalculated not just the night, but maybe the shape of the world.

We moved as one.

Not bait.

Not scandal.

Not rumor.

Just the truth, walking out of a tent and into the night, with every eye in the city locked on us.

I didn’t let go of either one.

Not for a second.

And for the first time, I felt the bridge under my feet hold steady, not because I was strong enough to span it, but because the women on either side had chosen to make it real.

Let Dane watch.

Let the world watch.

This was ours now.

***

Nobody had to announce the start.

It just happened.

One second we were at the edge of the lot, the next we were moving, a column of bodies falling in behind us like they’d all received the same secret text at the same instant. At the front, Summer set the pace: all perfect posture, blue-and-silver braid gleaming under the lights, the face of someone who had never lost a Homecoming in her life. She didn’t look back, not once. Her chin was up, her walk confident, and every woman on campus knew exactly what it meant.

You can’t kill a rumor if you don’t walk straight through it.

Blossom stayed glued to my right. If Summer was the ambassador, Blossom was the provocation. She didn’t smile so much as radiate dare. Every step, she shimmied or spun, shaking up the cluster behind us and pulling stray satellites into our wake. Her eyes flicked left and right, clocking every friend, every hater, every jealous glance tracking the parade. Blossom was on fire. She fed off the tension, waving or blowing kisses to any woman who looked like she wanted in but was scared to make the jump.

The result was kinetic. Every thirty feet, another cluster merged in. Greek girls with sponsor sashes, athletes in logo windbreakers, art kids in combat boots and dramatic makeup, influencer squads in coordinated outfits. Every one of them bled into the wave, finding their place in the new order.

The men tried.

Of course they tried.

A pair of gym bros in backward hats tried to muscle up to the front. They made it three paces before Greta planted herself in their path and gave them the glacial, withering “wrong line, dude” look. They peeled off, circling back to the perimeter.

A guy in a collared shirt and way too much cologne tried the classic escort move, sidling up behind Summer with his hand out like he was owed the spot. Pen looped in from the side, intercepted him, and redirected him with a laugh that was both hot and absolutely dismissive.

He got the hint and drifted away.

It didn’t even take force. It was inertia. Nobody told the men they couldn’t lead the parade. The current simply didn’t allow it.

The real procession was women, wall to wall, two hundred strong and growing. Some drifted just to watch. Some pushed to the front to get in the Snapchats and livestreams. The energy was a chain reaction: once you joined, you never wanted to let go.

Phones were everywhere. I saw myself on five screens before we’d even crossed the first street. Summer’s hair was viral before we reached the fountain. Blossom’s jacket had already become a meme. I was being recorded by at least a hundred pairs of eyes at any given moment, most of them women.

The talk was loud enough to rattle glass.

“Holy shit, look at them.”

“Is that Matt? Matt Reynolds?”

“Summer and Blossom? No way.”

“Best rumor ever.”

“Social Six parade, bitch!”

Every block, the numbers doubled. By the time we hit the halfway mark, it felt like we were leading a revolution and a Homecoming dance at the same time. Random bystanders on the sidewalk started to join the tail of the column, a few shouting encouragement or just filming the madness. I saw more than one hater in the crowd, arms folded and lips curled, but it didn’t matter.

They weren’t the story anymore.

Summer set the tone, but Blossom owned the tempo.

The first time the parade stopped at a red light, Blossom climbed onto a bench, spun a full circle, then grabbed the nearest girl and yanked her up beside her. It wasn’t random. She was a first-year in Social Six blue, cheeks red, eyes wide with the disbelief of someone who had never been invited into a cool girl’s world before.

Blossom made it look like the most natural thing on earth.

Then she turned and roared, “WHO’S WITH US?”

It wasn’t staged.

It was pure momentum.

The women behind us shrieked back, “WE ARE!”

Someone started a chant. “SIX! SIX! SIX!” At first, it was a joke, but the echo caught, then amplified, and by the time the light changed, the whole crowd was chanting, feet stomping the pavement like they owned every inch.

Summer looked over her shoulder at Blossom, then at me.

She was grinning.

Not the hostess smile.

A real one.

She squeezed my hand. I squeezed back, and for a second we were just three people at the front of a parade, no noise, no status, nothing but the thrum of being seen and chosen in the only way that ever mattered.

We moved on.

The closer we got to Rook’s, the more the crowd thickened. Dane’s new rumor said there was a secret Nox event only for people who could decode the password or outmaneuver the door. The parade didn’t care about any of that. We walked straight up to the entrance, Summer and Blossom flanking me, Pen and Greta right behind.

The bouncers at Rook’s saw us coming and exchanged one look.

Then the door opened.

The line outside went silent for half a breath before the cheering started again. Every woman who had been on the fence, every group weighing the fake afterparty against the real one, saw the mass moving and joined the wave. The men hung back in pockets of failed ambition, a few daring each other to push through, but mostly just watching the world rewire itself in real time.

I could feel it.

The narrative was dead.

Dane’s attack had become the punchline.

All that mattered was the three of us at the front, Summer and Blossom claiming me with matching death grips, the crowd roaring behind us, and the taste of victory so sharp I almost couldn’t breathe.

The second we hit the stairs to Rook’s, I heard the first beat of Nox through the wall.

Blossom whooped, dragged me toward the door, and Summer followed, hair flying, blue eyes electric.

We didn’t even look back.

We didn’t have to.

Behind us, the world had changed.

***

If the parade was a revolution, the club was its coronation.

We hit the stairs at Rook’s and the pulse of the bassline punched straight through my sternum. The bouncers, three deep, barely managed to keep the door moving in a controlled rhythm before the entire street tried to surge in behind us. They were ready for a rush.

They weren’t ready for this.

Inside, the dark was absolute except for the splash of blue lasers and the ripple of LED around the DJ cage. The main room was already half full, but the instant we crossed the threshold, the place filled like someone had detonated a smoke bomb made of bodies and static.

Raven was in the booth.

She didn’t see us at first. She was too busy turning the world upside down. Nox had the controls, but it was Raven’s hand on the throttle, her silhouette backlit and motionless as she waited for the next beat to drop.

We pushed through the floor, Summer and Blossom at my flanks, the Runway crowd now a swirling vortex. The music went silent for two seconds.

The silence was electric.

The kind of pause that sets your bones on edge.

Then the drop hit.

All at once, the room went thermonuclear. The floor heaved, bodies moving like they’d been promised private salvation. Phones lifted, hair flew, and the smell of sweat and vodka and Summer’s perfume lit up every nerve I had.

Raven spotted us.

She locked eyes with Blossom, grinned, and shifted the set to the next level. The track morphed into something wild and pulsing, a cross between a pop anthem and a club banger, and the whole room sang along like they’d been rehearsing for months.

Blossom’s face went from hard to awestruck in three seconds flat. She looked around, saw the madness, and her hands went to her hair, then her mouth, then my arm. She squeezed so hard it left a bruise.

“This is fucking insane,” Blossom yelled over the noise, voice half-laugh, half-cry.

Summer spun in a slow circle, scanning the room, and for once there was no calculation in her eyes. Just delight. Pure and sharp, the way I’d seen it the day we first kissed.

Everywhere I looked, women owned the room: on tables, in the booths, on the balcony above, arms thrown around each other, hair whipping, glitter catching the lasers. There were men, but not at the center. They orbited the real party, some trying to dance their way in, most just gawking at the spectacle.

Pen and Greta took up position at the far side of the room, backs to the bar, both sipping the same cocktail and watching the floor with the posture of people who knew no threat could touch them here. Pen winked at me, then did a two-finger whistle that made three dozen women look up at once.

Maisie was up front, perched on the edge of a VIP rail, her phone pointed at the crowd. She saw us and gave Summer a thumbs up, then caught Blossom’s eye and blew her a kiss.

Even the bar staff were caught up in it: every round poured like a victory lap, every shout answered with a grin, every body in the room moving to the same command.

Blossom pulled me into the middle of the floor. Summer followed, close enough that her breath was in my ear. Blossom danced with her entire body: head thrown back, hair flying, breasts bouncing under the mesh, legs in constant motion. Every time a beat landed, she made a move of it, throwing an arm around my neck, grinding against my hips, jumping up and yanking me down to her level so she could yell something in my ear that was always filthier than I expected.

Summer danced differently. She was all flow, no chaos: her arms in the air, her feet barely leaving the ground, a smile on her lips that made the women around us want to be her or be chosen by her. Every so often, she’d pull me in for a kiss, not even looking to see who saw.

She didn’t care.

Nobody did.

Nox changed the track, and the room surged again. It was a blur: hands, bodies, lights, the taste of Summer’s lip gloss and Blossom’s sweat. I lost count of how many women touched me in passing: a hand on my chest, a squeeze of my arm, a brush of fingers through my hair. None of it felt like an intrusion. It felt like everyone wanted a piece of the new truth before it became legend.

At the DJ booth, Raven watched it all, arms folded, a private smile on her lips. When the music dropped to a whisper and the chant started again, “SIX! SIX! SIX!” she grabbed the mic and said, “Show them how it’s done.”

The crowd erupted.

I’d never felt anything like it.

It wasn’t about me.

It wasn’t about Summer.

It wasn’t even about Blossom.

It was about the fusion.

The rumor was dead.

The party was alive.

Dane’s bait story was a joke now. The only thing anyone wanted was to be as close to the center as possible. There was no access. There was only presence. The women at the center were there because they chose to be, and for once, nobody was being hustled, pushed, or cut down to size.

I watched Summer and Blossom find each other in the mass.

They didn’t just tolerate each other.

They found the beat, linked hands, and danced together, messy and real. There was no competition. No mask. When Summer caught my gaze over Blossom’s shoulder, she winked. When Blossom saw, she laughed and grabbed me, sandwiching my body between theirs.

It was the best party I’d ever seen.

Not because it was a party.

Because it was proof.

In that moment, I knew nothing could split this. Not a rumor, not a hater, not even the old habits that had kept everyone separate for so long.

We’d built something new.

And the world was begging to be let in.

***

The heat on the dance floor wasn’t just temperature. It was social voltage, every touch an act of theft from the old rules, every kiss an affront to the way things had always worked. For the first time, I felt like a participant in my own story, not the backdrop or the test case or the bait.

Blossom pulled me deep into the crowd, Summer hard on my heels. For a few seconds, it was just movement: hands, hips, the swirl of hair and the press of sweat-slick arms against my neck. Blossom started wild, body thrashing, grabbing my face and biting my lower lip, grinding against my thigh so hard it was almost a dare. I could feel the crowd around us, everyone watching, everyone wanting in.

Summer came at me from behind, winding her arms around my waist, her front to my back, breasts pressed against my shoulder blades as she whispered, “I want you to hold me, Matt.”

I did.

She was radiant, less polished than usual, sweat beading at her temples, lipstick already half gone. She wasn’t putting on a show for the crowd. She was putting one on for herself. She raked her nails up my ribs, then dragged me down until our lips met, her kiss hungry and unguarded.

Blossom watched, then dove in, catching both our mouths in one wild swoop, her hand behind my head, her other on Summer’s cheek.

The crowd lost their minds.

Every camera in the place was aimed at us, but nobody dared to get closer than the next circle out. For a second, I thought I saw Pen and Greta high-fiving above the press, but then they vanished, laughing into the noise. Maisie climbed onto a bench, phone held high, the flash catching every second of Summer and Blossom and me in a tangle of limbs.

Summer pulled away, lips shiny, pupils blown.

She turned to Blossom and, before anyone could blink, kissed her straight on the mouth.

It wasn’t a peck.

It was a statement.

Blossom gasped, then laughed, and the sound got eaten by the roar of the room.

They kept going, hands everywhere. Summer tugged at Blossom’s waist, Blossom raked her hands through Summer’s hair, and then both reached for me, pulling me back into the mix.

I let them lead. For once, I didn’t need to be the fix. I just had to hold them and let the world see that this wasn’t performance, wasn’t a stunt. It was a real thing, messy and alive and probably dangerous in a way I’d never felt before.

Nox built the tempo, dropping the beat harder every time the dance floor’s energy started to dip. Raven worked the lights, spotlighting the action in time with the music, then plunging us back into shadow. Every few seconds, the three of us found each other, faces close, lips grazing, hands clutching and then releasing, skin slick with the sweat of strangers.

Blossom shimmied down my body, hands on my hips, then ran her tongue up the column of my throat before sinking her teeth into my ear.

“You like this, don’t you?” she whispered.

“I like you,” I said, voice hoarse.

Her bravado flickered.

Just for a second.

Then she smiled like I’d handed her a match. “Then prove it.”

Summer heard and laughed, turning to lick my other ear, her hand slipping under my shirt to trace the line of my abs.

If it had been private, I might have lost control.

But the publicness was part of the game now. Every beat, every move, we gave the crowd exactly what they wanted, and the more we gave, the more the hunger radiated back. There was no line between rumor and reality. It was just us, and the world, and the raw honesty of wanting what we wanted.

At the peak of the song, Nox cut the lights. In the dark, I felt Summer’s hand cup my face, felt Blossom’s nails dig into my bicep. Their mouths found mine at the same time, hot breath mingling, three tongues tangled in a kiss so deep it felt like falling.

When the lights flared back on, the room cheered. Women at the edge of the floor were screaming, some filming, some just riding the shockwave.

Summer spun away, then circled back, dragging Blossom with her. She pulled Blossom close, lips brushing her ear, and I heard her say, “No more secrets.”

Blossom shivered, then smiled.

Soft.

Almost shy.

The next song slowed the pace. Summer looped her arms around my neck, leaned in close, and whispered, “Is it too much?”

“Never.”

She squeezed me, then pulled me into a lazy sway. Blossom looped in behind, sandwiching me between them, her hands creeping under my shirt to rake the small of my back.

We danced like that, slow, then fast, then slow again, for what felt like hours. I lost all sense of time. The heat never faded. If anything, it deepened. Every time I thought the world would get bored or move on, a new chant would start, or a new wave of bodies would crash through the floor, and it was like we’d hit reset.

I saw Pandora at the bar, eyes sharp, watching the action. Ethan was with her, looking a little lost but more amused than threatened. He caught my eye, shrugged, and raised his glass, as if to say, Good luck surviving that.

Pandora noticed the exchange. Her gaze flicked from Ethan to me, then back to Summer and Blossom pressed against my body.

Something unreadable crossed her face.

Then Ethan leaned in to say something, and she smiled at him a second too late.

Raven and Nox ran the floor from above, the booth their throne. At one point, Raven gave Blossom a private signal, and Blossom broke away from me and Summer to sprint up the side stairs. She returned with three shots, bright blue and dangerous, and handed one to each of us.

“To rumors,” Blossom shouted.

Summer clinked her glass. “To never hiding again.”

I raised mine. “To both of you.”

We drank. The stuff tasted like gasoline and sugar and pure adrenaline. I felt it burn down my chest and ignite something new in my blood.

When the music slowed again, Summer dragged me onto a raised platform, pulled Blossom up too, and the three of us danced in plain view of the whole club. We didn’t hold back. Summer’s hands wandered everywhere. Blossom’s hair flew, her body pressed tight to mine, and when she leaned back against me, trusting my arm around her waist, the women in the front row screamed like they’d seen the ending they wanted.

At one point, Blossom dropped to her knees and kissed up my thighs, then bit my inner leg through my jeans. The crowd screamed again. Summer laughed, yanked Blossom back to standing, and kissed her full on the lips, messy and lingering.

It should have been chaos.

Instead, it was clarity.

There was no need to choose. No need to split. No need to be ashamed.

It was all real.

And the world loved it.

By the time the music crashed to its last drop, the three of us were stuck together in a knot of sweat and skin, breathless and wild.

I looked at Summer, then at Blossom.

They looked at each other, then at me.

For a split second, there was no club, no rumor, no one else in the universe.

Just us.

And it was perfect.

***

The last beat of the song echoed in my bones, but Blossom was already gone.

It took me three seconds to realize it, and maybe one more to know why.

I scanned the room, but she wasn’t at the bar, or the DJ cage, or anywhere you’d expect a queen after a coronation. I caught a flash of her hair on the spiral stairwell by the VIP rail, her bolt-hole, the place she always retreated to when the world got too big.

Summer saw me looking.

She didn’t hesitate. She took my hand, and together we shouldered through the crowd and up the stairs, leaving the roar behind.

Blossom sat on the fourth step, elbows on her knees, head tilted back so the lights painted wild shadows up her cheekbones. She still vibrated with the energy of the floor, but her breath was shallow, almost shaky.

She caught us coming up and rolled her eyes. “Jesus, you two are persistent. Can’t a girl have five seconds to emotionally malfunction in peace?”

Summer didn’t buy the tone, but her face softened.

She sat next to Blossom, not touching, just close. I leaned on the railing above, letting them have their space.

Blossom laughed once, sharp and breathless, then pressed both hands over her face. “Sorry. I’m fine. I’m stupidly fine. That’s the problem.”

Summer nudged her with a shoulder. “You looked happy.”

Blossom dropped her hands.

Her eyes were shiny.

“I was,” she said, like the words cost her something. “I am. Fuck, Summer, did you see it? Did you see them? They followed us. They followed me. They came to Rook’s because they wanted what I built.”

Summer’s smile went soft and proud. “Yeah. They did.”

Blossom swallowed, staring down at the steps like the metal grate had suddenly become fascinating. “I kept waiting for the joke. For somebody to make it gross, or fake, or turn it into another thing I had to laugh off before it hurt.” She shook her head. “But they didn’t. They just… came.”

It hurt, but not in the old way.

It was the ache of getting something you’d stopped asking for.

Blossom looked at me, then away fast. “Don’t mind me, Reynolds. Just having a private victory panic. Very hot. Very mysterious.”

I crouched in front of her, close enough to touch, but I waited.

She noticed.

Of course she noticed.

“What?” she asked, voice rough.

“I saw it,” I said. “The whole room finally caught up to you.”

Blossom blinked.

Summer took her hand then, threading their fingers together. “You weren’t the afterparty tonight. You were the reason everyone wanted the night to keep going.”

That did it.

Blossom looked away fast, like the words had hit somewhere too soft to leave uncovered.

For a second, she didn’t have a comeback.

Then she laughed, small and unsteady. “God, both of you are so corny. It’s almost hotter than the mesh top.”

Summer smiled. “You like it.”

“I do.”

The honesty landed before the joke could cover it.

Summer leaned in and kissed her.

It wasn’t for the camera.

It was soft, quick, but loaded. Summer’s hand cupped Blossom’s jaw. Blossom’s fingers laced into Summer’s braid, holding on just long enough to be sure it was real.

When they broke apart, Blossom looked at me, eyes wet but fierce. “You’re not gonna cry, are you?”

I grinned. “Only if you make me watch that again.”

She rolled her eyes, then wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “So what now? We go back down there and let everyone keep staring?”

Summer shook her head. “We go back down there and let them celebrate you.”

Blossom’s mouth opened, then closed.

That scared her more than the staring.

I held out my hand. “You built the room. You get to stand in it.”

Blossom stared at my hand for half a second.

Then she took it.

Summer took the other.

For the first time, Blossom didn’t look like she was bracing for a punchline.

She looked overwhelmed.

Happy.

Steady enough to let us see it.

I squeezed her hand. “Ready?”

Blossom smirked. “No.”

Summer blinked.

Blossom shrugged. “What? I’m being emotionally honest. It’s disgusting, but apparently we’re doing that now.”

Summer laughed, bright and helpless.

Blossom’s smile turned real.

“Okay,” she said, glancing down at the roaring floor below. “Now I’m ready.”

We went down together.

This time, we didn’t head straight for the center of the floor. We found a corner booth, a little above the main chaos, where we could see everything. Blossom took the middle, Summer curled into her side, and I wrapped my arm around both of them, anchoring us in the hurricane.

The next hour was a blur: friends, allies, even a few old enemies coming by to toast or shout or just touch the new axis of the rumor. Maisie popped by with a tray of lemon drop shots and a smirk that said she’d been shipping this from day one. Pen and Greta brought a trophy from the bar, something they’d hijacked from a forgotten trivia shelf, and presented it like an Olympic medal to the three of us.

Even Raven came down from the booth, gave Blossom a hard hug, and whispered something in her ear that made Blossom flush all the way down her chest.

For the first time, Blossom didn’t run from the attention.

She let it land.

She let Summer hold her.

She let me kiss her cheek, and when the crowd howled, she just grinned and pulled me closer.

The world didn’t end.

It got better.

And the best part was, it wasn’t even over yet.

I saw the hunger in Summer’s eyes, the want in Blossom’s hands, the way the pulse of the club seemed to crawl inside my veins and make every nerve go live.

The afterparty had only just begun.

And this time, it was for us.

***

No matter how hard you rage, the club eventually starts trying to spit you back into the street.

But this time, nobody wanted to be the first to let go.

The Social Six booth was a fortress, every inch packed with bodies and heat and the slosh of cheap liquor poured into whatever clean glass could be scavenged. Pen and Greta were holding court at the edge, both legs draped over the back of the banquette, boots knocking together as they tried to outdo each other’s war stories from the night. Maisie had her phone out, trading numbers and screen names with every woman who wanted to keep the party rolling. Even Raven came down from the DJ booth, still wearing the black mesh top she’d debuted at midnight, eyes ringed in kohl and pride.

I sat in the middle, flanked by Summer and Blossom, both women crowding my lap like they couldn’t decide who got more real estate. Blossom had abandoned her jacket and was running her fingers through Summer’s hair, every now and then catching a stray lock and pulling it so Summer yelped. Summer, for her part, didn’t retaliate. She just nuzzled closer and let her hand roam Blossom’s bare thigh, a casual claim staked in the open.

Every so often, Blossom would drag my hand under the table, palm it against her ass, then bite my shoulder until I paid her back with a kiss. Summer, always watching, always hungry, would find my mouth with hers and remind the world who started this game in the first place.

I lost track of time.

The next signal didn’t come from inside the booth. It came from the world outside, from the way the streetlights hit the glass, from the way the cold air started to leak in around the edges of the crowd.

Raven was the first to say it, voice low but clear. “It’s dead here. Take the win home.”

Pen popped up, hair wild, eyes even wilder. “Lake house. Now.”

Greta, not to be outdone, slammed her empty glass on the table and shouted, “Last one to the firepit has to run cleanup.”

Maisie was already texting the ride thread, fingers a blur. “Everyone who matters, rally on the curb in ten.”

Ethan was there too, somehow: standing by the far wall, backpack slung over his shoulder, looking like he’d been waiting for an excuse to bail on the noise. Pandora leaned into his side, perfect and inscrutable, but her eyes found mine across the room, held for a heartbeat, and then flicked away like nothing had happened.

The herd moved fast. What had been a marathon of club stamina turned into a sprint of bodies, jackets, and high heels hammering the street outside. The temperature had dropped hard since sunset. I barely noticed.

Summer and Blossom locked onto my arms as we moved through the doors, their bodies a furnace against either side of me. Blossom had her phone out, filming the after for the house feed. Summer’s hand was jammed in my back pocket, using me as both a shield and a leash.

On the sidewalk, the chaos was total. Some women had their shoes off, some had their arms wrapped around each other for balance or for heat. Pen and Greta were already shoving each other near the curb and laughing so hard they could barely stand. Maisie and Val coordinated rides, yelling at anyone who tried to drift off the main route.

I watched the pack cohere.

It was mostly women, except for me, Ethan, and a handful of men who had proven themselves useful or safe enough to stick around. A few extra guys tried to join the swarm, but Pen stepped in front of them without breaking stride.

“Private after,” she said, grinning. “Not your miracle.”

Ethan shot me a look as we waited for the Uber XL. He nodded toward the two women glued to my sides and said, “So, that’s real.”

I shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Yeah.”

He didn’t seem mad. Just fascinated. Maybe a little tired.

“I never saw this coming for you,” he said.

“Me either.”

Pandora gave me a look, something complex and appraising. Then she kissed Ethan on the cheek, whispered something in his ear, and the two of them vanished into the back seat of the first car.

We were next.

Summer and Blossom piled in after me, clicking seatbelts only after tangling themselves across my lap like the car had been designed specifically to test my self-control.

The driver looked in the rearview, did a double take, and said, “Long night?”

Summer leaned forward, lips at my ear. “Longest yet.”

Blossom’s hand slid up my thigh, slow and sure. “And it’s not over.”

The ride back to the lake house was a blur. At every red light, someone took a selfie. At every turn, Summer kissed my jaw, or Blossom whispered filth in my ear, or both at once. The world beyond the windows didn’t matter. I didn’t know if we were moving through space or just refusing to let the night end.

When we pulled up, the rest of the party was already there, footprints leading to the front door, the porch light blazing like a beacon.

Inside, the house was warm. Not just the heat from the register, but the heat of twenty bodies that didn’t want the night to die. The kitchen table was covered in bottles and snacks; the living room already had the music going, Pen and Greta in the middle of a wrestling match on the rug, the rest of the women egging them on.

Maisie appeared, cheeks red, hair wild, and handed off a bottle of wine to Blossom. “Kiss and make up, bitches,” she said, before stealing a kiss of her own from Summer’s lips and darting away.

Summer, Blossom, and I found the nearest couch. We landed in a heap, laughing and out of breath.

I looked at the two of them.

Their eyes found each other first.

Then me.

There was a new hunger in the air.

Summer’s hand cupped the back of Blossom’s neck, thumb stroking the fine hairs at her nape. Blossom’s hand rested on my chest, fingers splayed like she was taking my temperature through my shirt.

I thought of the parade, the club, the crack in Blossom’s voice on the stairs. I thought of every rumor, every story, every warning that we’d fracture if we tried to have it all at once.

But we weren’t splitting.

We were fusing.

Summer kissed me first. Then she kissed Blossom. Then she pressed both our heads together and whispered, “I want tonight to be ours.”

Blossom’s eyes went wide, but she didn’t joke.

Not right away.

Then her grin came, softer than usual and twice as dangerous. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

I pulled them both closer. There was a weight in the air: expectation, yes, but also joy.

We were safe.

For a night.

Maybe longer.

But the night wasn’t done with us yet.

Summer ran her fingers through Blossom’s hair and kissed her, slow and deep. Blossom shivered, then kissed her back, one hand clutching Summer’s waist while the other stayed pressed to my chest, as if she needed both of us under her hands to believe this was real.

When Blossom pulled away, her lips were swollen, her cheeks pink.

She looked at me.

“I want this,” she said, voice rough enough to shake. “Not just the party version. Not just the rumor version. This.”

Summer’s eyes softened. “Then stay with us.”

Blossom’s grin flickered, almost a joke, almost armor. Then she let it fall.

“Yeah,” she said. “Okay.”

The rest of the world came rushing back in: Pen and Greta yelling from the living room, Maisie laughing somewhere near the kitchen, Raven’s voice cutting through the noise, music shaking the old windows. The lake house was alive around us, too warm and loud and messy to let anything become too careful yet.

Summer looked toward the firepit lights flickering beyond the back glass, then back at Blossom and me.

“Come on,” she said, taking both our hands. “If this is ours, we don’t hide upstairs. Not yet.”

Blossom swallowed, then squeezed her fingers around mine.

“Public first?” she asked.

Summer smiled. “With our people.”

I felt something in my chest shift.

Not settle.

Open.

We stood as one, arms brushing, hands linked, and moved back into the noise of the house. The party folded around us instantly: cheers from the couch, whistles from the kitchen, somebody banging a bottle against the counter like a drum. Blossom ducked her head for half a second, overwhelmed by it, but Summer held on. So did I.

Then Blossom lifted her chin, grinned like she’d decided to survive being wanted, and pulled both of us toward the back door.

Outside, the firepit burned by the lake, sparks twisting up into the dark.

The night had followed us home.

And whatever happened next, we were going to let it see us.


The New Order


The only thing more honest than a Homecoming parade was the world you made after it ended. We’d barely gotten through the door before the lake house turned into a warm, rolling wave of bodies, half too wired to sit, the rest too happy to stand. No wristbands. No sponsors. No alumni cameras. This was the event after the event, the way you celebrated surviving before the next night started chewing you up again.

I stepped through the mudroom and nearly ate shit over a heap of boots. Beyond that, the kitchen was already lit: Pen wrestling open a bottle of limoncello with her teeth, Greta mixing whiskey sours in a salad bowl, Val perched on the counter like she was born to command from there. Pandora and Ethan held down the den, talking quietly, neither sober enough to relax nor drunk enough to miss anything.

Fire flickered blue-orange on the patio, throwing shadows across the glass. Maisie and Raven were on the sectional, Raven’s boots in Maisie’s lap, both howling at a TikTok that Maisie swore was going to “redefine culture.” The air was thick with spilled seltzer, smoke, perfume, and drying sweat.

I caught my own reflection in the dark window: hair wild, shirt rumpled, cheeks flushed like I’d just run stadiums for charity. I looked exactly how I felt, like someone who had spent a night being watched, then followed, then chosen.

Summer and Blossom never left my sides. Summer shucked her jacket first, dropping it on a coat rack that hadn’t seen honest use since move-in. She immediately went to the fridge, pulled out a tray of Jell-O shots, and offered them like a prom queen with a grudge against sobriety. Blossom ducked behind me, still vibrating from the club, her hair half-damp where a stranger had dumped water on her during the last song. She raked her hand down my spine, then stuck her face over my shoulder and growled, “God, it’s so fucking perfect in here.”

She wasn’t wrong.

It was perfect because it wasn’t planned. No pressure to perform. No sponsor check-ins. Just the people who mattered, in a house where nobody had to be anything but what the night had made them.

Ethan found me first, slapping my back and whispering, “You survived.”

“Barely,” I said.

He grinned. “You’re trending. Don’t check your phone.”

I didn’t need to.

Summer came over and handed me a red plastic shot cup, her face shining in the light from the firepit. “To the last man standing,” she said, bumping it against my chest.

Blossom grabbed another, threw it back, and winced. “Christ, Pen, what did you cut these with? Drano?”

Pen shrugged, not looking up from her battle with the limoncello. “It’s authentic.”

Greta, ever the menace, slid in behind Blossom and snatched a shot out of her hand. “You’re just mad because you can’t do three in a row.”

“Wanna bet?”

“I do.”

Within seconds, they were locked in a contest, shouts and laughter escalating as everyone else took bets. The rest of the room closed in around the island, everyone’s attention focused on the duel.

I watched them, the swirl and surge of bodies, the way people found their gravity and held it for as long as they could. For the first time, I wasn’t the odd man out. I wasn’t the workhorse or the curiosity. I was just here, in the middle of it, the world’s luckiest guy with Summer on one side and Blossom on the other.

We drifted toward the couch, the three of us in a tangle, and Summer sprawled across my lap with the kind of casual entitlement that would have gotten her crowned in most countries. Blossom perched on the armrest, then hooked her leg over mine and flopped back, red hair spilling across my shirt in a wild, impossible fan.

People moved in and out, talking, drinking, dancing to the sound system Val had set up in the corner. Nobody managed or moderated. If something spilled, someone wiped it up. If someone cried, someone else hugged them, then passed them another drink. Raven called me over once, just to say, “You did good tonight, Reynolds.” Her eyes, black with liner, were softer than I’d ever seen. “You made her happy. Both of them.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to talk.

She punched my arm, smiled, and walked away.

Summer twisted to look up at me, her hair a mess, eyes blue and wide. “You okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. More than.”

She smiled, a real one. “Good.”

Blossom nudged my thigh with her knee, then tilted her head and said, “You’re allowed to enjoy it, you know.”

“I am,” I said. “I do.”

She grinned, then kissed Summer’s cheek, not caring who saw.

And that was the difference.

Nobody was performing for anyone. There were no eyes left to impress. Just the people who already belonged, and the three of us figuring out what the world looked like when nobody was hiding.

The night outside went blacker, the firepit glowing blue at the edge of the water.

Inside, the lake house was alive with want, with joy, with the shock of being safe enough to show it.

The world hadn’t ended.

It had just changed.

And I wanted to see what happened next.

***

You can tell a secret is dead when nobody even bothers to whisper it. I felt the difference in the first hour: the new math, the new heat, the way eyes kept flicking toward me, then toward Summer, then toward Blossom, then back to me like they were trying to draw lines between every possible point. At a lesser party, or in a lesser house, it might have gotten sharp. Here, it just got loud.

The first move was Summer’s. She sat in my lap and made herself at home, legs draped sideways, her face buried in my neck. She was less polished now, pink-cheeked and giddy, sweat drying on her skin. The girls at the counter, Pen, Greta, Maisie, watched her, saw the change, and started making side bets on how long before she’d try to climb me like a tree.

Blossom, rather than hover or run, did a thing that made me fall for her even harder: she sprawled herself across the other arm of the couch, thigh pressed against mine, head thrown back so her hair spilled over my shirt. She grabbed a beer from the coffee table, took a long pull, then stared at the ceiling like she was talking to God.

Pen was the first to go nuclear.

She elbowed Greta and called out, “Someone should tell Reynolds that human bodies can only handle two girls at a time if you alternate hydration every hour.”

Maisie cackled, then fake-whispered to Summer, “If you need backup, I’m always available for emotional support. Or, you know, a running start.”

Summer didn’t blush. She just rolled her eyes, then kissed my jaw in front of everyone, a long, soft, unhurried kiss that made the whole room forget its next joke.

Greta raised her glass and toasted, “To Reynolds: a good man, a brave soul, and about to learn why the gods warned against hubris.”

Even Val laughed at that, raising her wine glass from the edge of the room. Pandora, never one for the limelight, just smirked and nudged Ethan’s shoulder, whispering something in his ear that made him choke on his drink.

The men, such as they were, had two camps. Ethan, who was so loyal it hurt, and a couple of other “safe” guys who knew their place was to drink, make jokes, and stay out of the blast radius. The only whiff of jealousy came from the girls: not toxic, not angry, just a hunger sharpened by the impossibility of the moment.

Maisie sprawled on the carpet by our feet, then reached up and held Summer’s hand, like she needed proof it was all real. “You look different,” she said, voice full of wild, bright energy. “Like you finally stopped worrying about which pose looks best.”

Summer squeezed her hand. “That’s because I’m not posing.”

The room laughed. Raven, always the hardest to read, slid up behind Blossom and started braiding a piece of her hair. “Told you he was the one,” Raven murmured, just loud enough for the three of us to hear.

Blossom twisted, gave her a crooked grin, and said, “Guess I’m not getting kicked out after all.”

“Not unless you want to be,” Raven said, sharp and fond all at once.

Blossom didn’t have a joke for that. Instead, she looked at me, then at Summer, then away, as if her body wasn’t sure how to fit into the new shape the night had made.

Pen, who never let a mood get too deep, started a drinking game that required you to tell a truth before every shot. By round three, I’d learned that Greta once tried to sleep with a Swedish Olympian for the meme, that Maisie’s favorite party trick was to steal people’s hats and sell them back for charity, and that Pen could out-shotgun any guy on the football team, provided someone was there to hold her hair when she finished.

It was my turn.

“Truth,” I said, eyeing the circle.

Pen raised her brows. “You ever had a night better than this one, Reynolds?”

I looked at Summer. At Blossom. At the wild, impossible joy of not having to hide, not having to earn it or explain it.

“No,” I said. “Never.”

There was a beat where the world went soft, like the house had stopped breathing just to listen.

Then someone, Maisie, I think, started clapping, and the rest followed, a noisy, ridiculous round of applause that turned into a chant of “SIX! SIX! SIX!” even though nobody needed to explain who or what the number meant.

Summer, who had been quiet for the last few minutes, leaned close and whispered in my ear, “Is this really happening?”

I squeezed her hand. “Yes.”

She grinned, then whispered, “God, I love this house.”

Blossom, never one to let Summer have the last word, elbowed me in the ribs and said, “Careful. If you keep looking at us like that, people are going to start thinking this is serious.”

The crowd heard that.

And cheered like she’d made an announcement.

Even Val and Pandora, who’d been holding court by the fire, smiled and let the moment pass without commentary. It was the first time in weeks I’d seen them off-duty, letting the chaos be chaos, not a problem to be solved.

The night bled on: games, dancing, someone jumping in the lake, someone convincing Pen to chug from the bottle, and all of it wrapped around the three of us on the couch, orbiting closer and closer until it didn’t matter who had started it, who had finished it, or who was in the middle.

At one point, Summer pulled Blossom onto her lap, the two of them laughing so hard they almost rolled off. I pulled both of them in, arms wrapped around the tangle of limbs, and let myself float in it: the heat, the want, the knowing that this was what it looked like when nobody had to choose between truth and survival.

I caught Raven watching us, eyes steady, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at her lips.

She mouthed, “Good job,” then faded back into the crowd.

I didn’t have words for the feeling in my chest.

But I didn’t need them.

Not anymore.

***

The music in the main room had drifted from thumping club to guilty-pleasure anthems and finally to the kind of warm, sloshy bangers that only sounded good after midnight. By then, the party had split into zones: a dozen bodies slow-dancing or swaying on the living room rug, a critical mass of women shrieking with laughter around a baking tray of frozen mozzarella sticks, and an all-gender tangle sprawled on and around the patio furniture, faces illuminated by the blue flicker of the firepit and the cheap string lights stapled to the eaves.

Summer and I drifted outside after our third round of shots, not because we needed air but because the stars over Lake Calder looked like they’d been spilled there by someone with a real sense of drama. The air had gone crisp, almost sharp, but she burrowed into my side, wrapped my arm around her, and curled into my lap with a softness she never would have risked in front of people back on move-in weekend. She was less careful now, no Social Six polish, no hostess management, just skin and warmth and the sweet buzz of being wanted with no filter.

Blossom hovered, then didn’t. She hung back a minute, letting us settle, then dropped onto the Adirondack next to us, boots up, knees splayed, arms crossed like she owned the whole night. She wore her mesh shirt and a stolen Social Six hoodie, the hood up, hair pouring out in a red storm. For a second she tried to play cool, but then Summer reached out and yanked her over. Blossom let herself be reeled in, landing with a soft grunt right on top of Summer’s thighs.

They both laughed.

I didn’t know if it was meant to be a scene, but it absolutely was.

Pen and Greta clocked the move instantly. Pen, who’d stepped outside to vape, blew a cloud and stage-whispered, “Damn, Reynolds, did you remember to sign a liability waiver for this?”

“Pretty sure he needs three,” Greta shot back, grabbing a seat on the patio rail.

“Don’t encourage him,” Pen replied. “It’s already gone to his head. His—” she made a vague, phallic gesture “—other head.”

“Honestly,” Maisie added from behind, “I just want to see if they can all fit on one hammock.”

Summer took the mockery in stride, flipping Pen the bird without lifting her head from my chest. Blossom grinned and stuck her tongue out at the haters, then curled up and pressed her cheek to Summer’s knee.

Maisie, who’d followed us out, squatted at Summer’s feet, resting her chin on her arms and just watching the moment. “You look really happy,” she said, voice quiet but full of mischief.

“I am,” Summer said, and the words landed like a stone skipping across water: light at first, but leaving a trail of ripples that kept going, even after the sound faded.

Blossom nudged Summer’s shoulder with her nose. “I told you the world wouldn’t end.”

Summer looked down at her. “I didn’t believe you.”

“Now you do,” Blossom said.

Summer leaned down and kissed her. Not dramatic, not for effect, just a quick, real kiss that made both of them blush, then laugh at the fact that they had.

The fire crackled. Someone inside changed the music to a slow ballad, the kind that gets covered by every open-mic guy with a guitar and a beard. I felt the shift: less adrenaline, more gravity, the kind of mood that makes people want to confess things, or do something dangerous, or maybe both at once.

Blossom’s hand found mine, her fingers cold but insistent. She squeezed hard, then let go, then took Summer’s instead, as if her body wasn’t sure what to do with so much permission.

I felt eyes on us, but it wasn’t pressure.

It was pride.

Raven watched from the edge of the patio, black hoodie up, eyes soft in the firelight. She didn’t say anything, just lifted her cup in salute, then faded into the shadows like she’d done her job and could retire early.

Pen and Greta started a game of “Truth or Dare,” but nobody really cared about the rules. Mostly it was just an excuse for people to brag, flirt, or ask questions too raw for daylight. The rest of the house drifted in and out, but the energy stayed anchored to our little knot by the fire, like everyone wanted to see what would happen if nobody flinched first.

I expected Blossom to try and break the tension.

She didn’t.

Instead, she let Summer’s head rest on her lap and ran her hands through the golden hair, face open and stunned. It was like watching someone who had spent years bracing for the fall realize she might actually get to fly.

Summer, for her part, just basked. She looked happier than I’d ever seen her: hair wild, eyes glassy, skin warm against mine. Every so often, she’d catch me staring and smile, like she was just as surprised to find me here as I was to have made it.

Inside the house, Pandora and Val held down the grown-up corner. Pandora, never fully off-duty, sipped her drink and watched the world from behind a veil of careful detachment. But every now and then, her gaze would catch on the three of us outside, linger there, and then flick away with a tiny smile, like she’d seen something she approved of but wasn’t ready to name.

Ethan hovered, sometimes with the men, sometimes with the women, but mostly just orbiting. At one point, he slipped out to the patio, caught Pandora watching us, and sidled up with a joke I couldn’t quite hear. Pandora said something sharp and then softened it, hand on his arm. He smiled, but the timing was half a second late. I caught his glance, curious, a little lost, but not angry.

Greta raised her voice, turning the whole patio. “I don’t care what anyone says, but if you’re going to rewrite the social order on my patio, you better drink like you mean it.”

She poured a round, then toasted the three of us, her grin wide and wicked. Pen joined in, and the rest followed, voices blurring together in a single, honest chorus:

“To the new order!”

We clinked, we drank, we let ourselves believe.

The rest of the world could wait.

For tonight, this was the only reality that mattered.

And I wanted to live in it forever.

***

By the time the fire burned down to glowing coals, most of the party had fractured into little knots of tired, happy humans. Pen and Greta were still at it, arguing about whether Canadian whiskey counted as “real” liquor, but the rest had moved to the kitchen, the basement, or the far end of the dock where the lake air carried every word straight into the black.

Summer, Blossom, and I found ourselves at the end of the pier, the last few feet above the water, nothing between us and the opposite shore but moonlight and the rippled reflection of every star we’d tried to claim as our own.

Summer wrapped herself tighter in my hoodie, shivering a little even though she’d refused the offer of a blanket. She had the look of someone who needed the chill to remind her the night wasn’t a hallucination.

Blossom, barefoot, kicked her legs over the edge, toes flexing in the cold. She stared at the water like she expected it to move in patterns only she could see.

For a while, none of us talked.

The quiet was real, and it didn’t scare me.

Finally, Blossom said, “Do you ever get the feeling that the second you stop making jokes, the whole universe will figure out you don’t belong here?”

Summer looked over, her face soft in the dark. “No,” she said. “But only because the one time I stopped, you held my hair and made me laugh again.”

Blossom laughed, but there was an edge to it. “That’s cheating. You have an actual fan club. You were born for the front of the room.”

Summer shook her head, damp hair sticking to her cheek. “Blossom, you had the front of the room tonight.”

Blossom looked away.

Summer squeezed her hand. “Not because I gave it to you. Because they followed you there.”

Blossom’s mouth twitched, almost a joke, but it never made it out. “That’s the part that scares me.”

I let the silence roll, waiting.

Blossom hugged her knees, voice smaller now. “I kept waiting for it to disappear. Like the second the song ended, everyone would remember I’m just the girl who makes things loud.” She swallowed. “But they didn’t. They stayed. You stayed.”

I put my hand on her back, palm flat. “Say it.”

She exhaled, hard. “Maybe it doesn’t have to be a joke.”

Summer took Blossom’s hand, fingers weaving tight. “It doesn’t.”

I looked at both of them, the moonlight turning their skin to shadow and glass. “It’s not a joke to me,” I said. “Neither of you are.”

Blossom made a face, part disbelief and part gratitude. “You sure? Because I am objectively hilarious.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but you’re a better human than you let yourself believe.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue.

Summer drew Blossom in, head on her shoulder, and held her there. “You don’t have to stay at the edge,” she whispered.

Blossom was quiet for a long time. Then: “Maybe I want to try the middle. Just once.”

She looked at me, then Summer, and something in her face broke open, a softness I’d only seen in the split second after she came, or when she thought nobody was watching.

I kissed her then, slow and careful, feeling the shiver in her lips and the way she let herself fall into it.

Summer smiled, watching us, then reached out and pulled both of us closer.

We sat that way, all three of us huddled together, until the cold started to seep through the wood and Blossom’s feet went numb. She tried to hop up, only to almost slide straight into the water.

I caught her, arms around her waist.

Summer laughed, then pressed herself against my back, arms wrapping around me and Blossom at once. “Let’s go inside,” she said, voice low and certain.

Blossom grinned, but the old armor was gone. “What, you afraid of catching hypothermia if you don’t get a Reynolds blanket right now?”

Summer shook her head. “I’m afraid of letting you get away before you say yes.”

Blossom’s grin wobbled. “To what?”

Summer looked her in the eye. “To us. For real.”

Blossom was quiet.

Then she nodded, quick and sure.

“Yes,” she said, and meant it.

We stood as one, hands tangled, shoulders bumping, and walked back toward the noise of the house with the lake at our backs and the next yes waiting upstairs.

***

The walk to Summer’s room felt different than any other time I’d climbed those stairs.

The house was quieter now, the party noise a distant pulse under the floorboards. We passed through hallways lit only by the soft blue haze from Pen’s LED nightlights, the only sound our footsteps and Summer’s quiet, giddy laugh as she led us up.

Her room was at the end of the hall, the door marked by a strip of glitter tape and a pair of magnetic letters: S and B, side by side.

Blossom stopped when she saw them.

For half a second, she looked like she didn’t know what to do with her own face.

Summer noticed. Of course she noticed.

“They’ve been there all semester,” Summer said softly.

Blossom swallowed. “Yeah, well. Different night.”

Summer opened the door, pulled us both in, and shut it behind us.

The quiet hit first.

Not silence. The party still breathed downstairs, and the lake wind brushed the glass, and the old house shifted around us. But Summer’s room felt separate from all of it. Fairy lights pooled over the unmade bed. Clothes lay in a heap near the closet. Photos covered the wall above the desk: Summer and Maisie in face paint, Blossom in a tiara, the girls laughing in a storm of confetti. There was one of me too, taken at the tailgate, dazed and happy with Summer’s arm around my shoulder.

Blossom saw it.

Her mouth opened, probably to say something dangerous.

Summer reached for her first.

“Come here.”

Blossom came, slower than usual.

Summer touched her face, brushing red hair behind her ear. “You don’t have to be funny right now.”

Blossom tried anyway. “That’s a hate crime against my brand.”

Summer smiled. “Your brand can wait outside.”

Then she kissed her.

It was gentle, but not cautious. Summer held Blossom’s face in both hands and kissed her like she had all the time in the world, like the point wasn’t heat or performance or proving anything to anyone downstairs. Blossom stiffened for one breath, then folded into it. Her hands caught Summer’s waist. Her breath stuttered. The last of the joke died in her throat.

I watched, hard and aching and weirdly wrecked by the tenderness of it.

When they broke apart, Blossom looked dazed.

Summer glanced at me, eyes bright. “You coming, baby?”

I crossed the room in two steps.

Summer kissed me first, hot and greedy, then pulled Blossom into us until the three of us were a knot of mouths and hands and breath. Blossom’s lips were still slick from Summer when I kissed her, and she opened for me in a way that made my chest hurt.

Not performing.

Not daring.

Letting me in.

We moved to the bed without rushing. Summer pulled off her hoodie, then her tank, and Blossom’s eyes went right to her, hungry and shy at the same time.

Summer caught the look. “You can stare.”

Blossom laughed under her breath. “Good. Because I was going to.”

Summer’s smile went wicked. “Better.”

Blossom’s mesh top came next. She tugged it over her head, then paused like her body had suddenly remembered it could be judged.

I reached for her hand. “Don’t hide.”

Her eyes flicked to mine.

Summer moved behind her, arms around Blossom’s waist, mouth at her ear. “He means it.”

Blossom’s throat worked.

Then she let her arms fall.

That was the first real surrender of the night.

Summer kissed the side of Blossom’s neck while I stepped in and kissed her mouth. Blossom shivered between us, one hand clutching Summer’s wrist, the other fisted in my shirt. We undressed each other in pieces, laughing when buttons stuck, swearing when someone’s boot caught on a pant leg, kissing through every stupid interruption until there was nothing between us but skin and want.

Summer pushed me back onto the bed.

“Lie down,” she said.

I did.

Blossom climbed over me first, straddling my thighs but not taking me yet. Her hair fell around her face, wild and red in the fairy lights. Summer knelt beside us, one hand sliding up Blossom’s spine.

“Look at him,” Summer whispered.

Blossom did.

I don’t know what she saw on my face, but whatever it was made her expression soften.

“You really want both of us,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Not because everyone cheered?”

“No.”

Summer’s hand moved to Blossom’s throat, gentle, grounding. “Because he sees you.”

Blossom blinked fast, then shook her head like she could throw the feeling off.

“Less poetry,” she whispered. “More ruining me.”

Summer laughed, low and pleased. “There she is.”

They worked together after that, and I stopped knowing where one sensation ended and the next began. Blossom kissed down my chest, sharp and messy, teeth and tongue and breath. Summer followed with softer touches, her mouth warm over the places Blossom had marked. When Blossom wrapped her hand around me, Summer’s fingers joined hers, and they both watched my face as if my reaction belonged to them equally.

“Easy,” Summer murmured when my hips lifted.

Blossom grinned. “No, don’t be easy. I want to see him lose it.”

“You will,” Summer said. “But not yet.”

Blossom took me in her mouth first, slow enough to make it cruel. Summer kissed my stomach, my hip, the base of me, then leaned in and kissed Blossom with my cock between them. The sight nearly ended me right there.

Summer caught the tremor in my body and smiled.

“Still with us?”

“Barely.”

“Good,” Blossom said, pulling off with wet lips. “Barely is where I like you.”

Summer climbed up my body and fed me one perfect breast, her nipple hard against my tongue. I sucked her while Blossom kept working me, and Summer’s hand slid into my hair, holding me there.

For a few minutes, they took me apart.

Then Summer rolled onto her back and pulled me with her.

“My turn,” she whispered.

I went between her legs and tasted her until her polished party face was completely gone. Summer’s hands twisted in my hair, her thighs shaking against my shoulders, her voice breaking into breathless, filthy little pleas that made Blossom crawl closer just to watch.

Blossom’s fingers slipped into her own panties.

Summer saw.

“Come here,” she said.

Blossom froze.

Summer reached for her. “I want you close.”

Blossom came.

She knelt beside Summer’s head while I worked Summer with my tongue and fingers. Summer grabbed Blossom by the back of the neck and kissed her hard, moaning into her mouth as she came. Her body arched under me, hips grinding against my face, and Blossom made a helpless sound like watching Summer fall apart had done something permanent to her.

When Summer could breathe again, she pulled me up and kissed me, tasting herself on my mouth.

Then she looked at Blossom.

“Now you.”

Blossom’s bravado flickered. “Bossy.”

“Loved,” Summer said.

The word hit the room like a match.

Not the full confession. Not yet. But close enough that all three of us felt the heat of it.

Blossom’s face cracked open.

I sat up and pulled her into my lap. “Only if you want.”

She gave me a look that tried to be dirty and landed somewhere much softer.

“I want,” she said. “I want too much.”

Summer moved behind her, kissing her shoulder. “Then take too much.”

Blossom sank onto me slowly, inch by inch, her eyes locked on mine. The first tight clutch of her made my hands grip her hips. She gasped, mouth falling open, then pressed her forehead to mine as she took the rest.

For once, she didn’t make a joke.

She just breathed.

Summer wrapped around her from behind, one hand on Blossom’s breast, the other between her thighs. “You look beautiful like this.”

Blossom made a broken sound. “Don’t say stuff like that when he’s inside me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ll believe you.”

Summer kissed her cheek. “Good.”

Blossom started to move.

At first, she rode me like a challenge, hard and sharp, trying to turn feeling into force. But Summer kept touching her, kissing her neck, whispering against her skin, and little by little Blossom changed. Her rhythm got less frantic. Her eyes stayed on mine longer. The performance burned away, leaving something hotter underneath.

Need.

Trust.

The terrifying relief of being wanted and not having to earn it every second.

I held her hips and met her every time, letting her set the pace until she started to shake.

“Matt,” she said, and my name sounded different in her mouth. Not a dare. Not a joke.

“I’ve got you.”

Summer’s fingers moved faster against her. “Let him feel it.”

Blossom came hard, her whole body locking around me, a cry tearing out of her that the house probably heard. She collapsed forward, shaking against my chest, and I followed her over the edge before I could stop it, buried deep inside her while Summer held us both.

For a long minute, none of us moved.

Blossom’s breath was ragged against my throat.

Summer stroked her back, then my cheek, her eyes bright and soft and dangerous with everything she wasn’t saying yet.

Blossom finally lifted her head. “Holy shit.”

Summer kissed her temple. “Perfect.”

Blossom looked at me, raw in a way I’d never seen. “Was it real for you?”

I cupped her face. “Blossom. Yes.”

Her eyes went shiny.

Summer brushed her thumb over Blossom’s lower lip. “Stay.”

Blossom laughed once, weak and breathless. “I’m literally on top of him.”

“You know what I mean.”

Blossom swallowed.

Then she nodded.

“I’ll stay.”

The quiet after that was almost too much, so Summer broke it the only way Summer could: by sliding down my body, kissing my stomach, and wrapping her lips around me while her eyes stayed on Blossom.

Blossom stared. “Oh.”

Summer pulled off, smiling. “You can watch. Or help.”

Blossom helped.

They brought me back together with mouths and hands and teasing laughter, less frantic now, more certain. Summer took her time cleaning Blossom from my skin, then kissed Blossom so she could taste it too. Blossom moaned into her mouth, one hand between her own thighs again, the other wrapped around me.

When I was hard enough to hurt, Summer lay back and reached for me.

“I want you,” she said. Then her eyes moved to Blossom. “And I want you with me.”

Blossom curled beside her, suddenly reverent.

I pushed into Summer slowly. Her body opened around me with a soft gasp, warm and slick and familiar in a way that felt like home and danger at the same time. Blossom kissed her while I moved, one hand on Summer’s clit, the other in my hair, guiding us closer together.

There was no rush now.

No crowd.

No rumor.

Just Summer under me, Blossom beside us, and the three of us learning the shape of a thing none of us knew how to name yet.

Summer’s eyes stayed on mine as I moved deeper. “Don’t look away.”

“I won’t.”

Blossom kissed Summer’s throat. “He couldn’t if he tried.”

Summer smiled, then broke into a moan when Blossom’s fingers circled faster.

I changed the angle, and Summer’s body bowed under mine. Her nails dug into my back. Blossom whispered to her, filthy and tender, telling her how good she looked, how much she deserved this, how badly we both wanted her.

Summer came with my name on her lips and Blossom’s hand between her thighs.

The sight of it broke whatever control I had left. I came inside her, hard and helpless, while Blossom shook against us, getting herself off to the sound of Summer falling apart.

When it was over, I stayed inside Summer until my arms gave out.

Blossom pulled us both down.

We collapsed into the sheets, tangled and wrecked, with Summer’s hand still locked around Blossom’s.

Nobody spoke for a long time.

Then Summer turned onto her side and brushed Blossom’s hair back from her face.

“You belong here,” she said.

Blossom blinked.

For once, she didn’t deflect.

“I know,” she whispered.

She sounded like she almost believed it.

I did.

I believed it with everything I had.

***

We lay there in a tangle of limbs and sweat, breath slowing, hearts finally catching up to the wildness that had gone before. Summer curled into my chest, her leg hooked over mine, skin hot and damp, her hair a mess on my shoulder. Blossom pressed against my other side, one arm thrown across both of us like she could hold the moment down by force.

For the first time in my life, I felt completely full.

The world outside was gone. No lake, no party, no rumors, no eyes waiting to see if we’d break. There was only this: the slow, sweet exhaustion of having survived wanting something so much it could have ruined us.

Summer was the first to speak.

Her voice was soft, honeyed, almost shy. “Do you think we’re allowed to be this happy?”

I kissed her forehead, the curve of her nose, the corner of her mouth. “I think we just proved we are.”

She hummed, content.

Blossom tried to make it a joke. “I’d like to file a complaint. My body feels like it owes me money.”

Summer laughed, then turned to her. “Worth it?”

Blossom looked at her. Really looked.

The joke faded.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “Worth it.”

Summer kissed her, slow and soft.

Blossom let herself be kissed.

When they parted, Blossom tucked herself between us, one hand in mine, the other curled against Summer’s stomach. “I didn’t know it could feel this quiet,” she said, voice shaky but sure. “I thought being wanted was supposed to be loud.”

Summer’s eyes softened. “It’s quiet because you’re safe.”

For a long time, nobody moved.

The music from the first floor was just a hum now, the laughter and voices thinning out as the night deepened. Upstairs, the three of us floated in our own gravity, the silence broken only by slow breathing and the lake wind brushing the windows.

I didn’t try to name the feeling.

Not yet.

I just let it hold me, the same way I held them.

Blossom’s grip tightened under the covers, but it didn’t shake.

Summer’s breath slowed, her body melting against us, her last words a sleepy, unguarded confession.

“I hope this never ends.”

Me too, I thought.

But I didn’t say it.

I kissed Summer’s hair. Then Blossom’s shoulder.

Neither of them let go.

And as the first blue hint of morning gathered behind the curtains, I realized maybe, for once, I’d found something that didn’t have to break.


Blossom in Daylight


You know the party’s over when you wake up and nobody’s fighting for the covers. Instead, you’re welded together with two other bodies in a tangle of dried sweat, confusion, and glitter, probably not even your own.

The morning after the Summer/Blossom/Matt triple threat started with the realization that the world did, in fact, keep spinning, even if every part of me wanted to bury itself in the mattress and never face the sun again.

The first thing I saw when I surfaced was hair. Two kinds of it, in aggressive contrast: Summer’s gold spun across the pillowcase like a thrown net, while Blossom’s riot of red streaked across my jaw, my throat, my bare chest. I was sandwiched between them, my arms numb under their weight, my left leg pinned by Summer’s thigh and my right completely lost under Blossom, who had somehow managed to sprawl across the bed sideways and annex both pillows.

The air was thick with the heat of bodies that had never cooled. Under the covers, the sweat was fresh; outside them, every inch of skin prickled with the chill. There was the faint sour of last night’s seltzer, the leftover sugar on Summer’s breath, and the undeniable funk of victory. Someone had bled lipstick on the sheets. Someone else had left a perfect crescent of bite marks on my shoulder. I didn’t even want to think about the state of the rest of the house.

Sunlight stabbed through the edge of the blackout shade, spearing across the three of us and illuminating every patch of evidence: handprint on Blossom’s hip, mascara streak down Summer’s cheek, the suspiciously sticky streak across my ribcage that looked like it had once been a Jell-O shot.

For a while, I didn’t move. Partly because I was happy, partly because I didn’t trust my body not to cramp up and ruin the vibe. Summer’s breath warmed the hollow under my chin, her face soft and slack, mouth parted in the unconscious smile she always got after a party went her way. Blossom was heavier, her cheek pressed to my chest, hair falling over her eyes, lips curved in a crooked, half-awake grin.

Of all the things I expected from the world, this, waking up with Summer on my left, Blossom on my right, and no clear memory of how we’d collapsed into one another, was not on the list.

I watched Summer wake up.

It started with a frown, like the intrusion of consciousness was an insult. Then she snuggled deeper against me, arm curling tight around my stomach. Her bare thigh flexed, squeezing my hip like it was a stuffed animal. The hand she’d thrown across Blossom’s ribs kneaded gently, as if she could knead the night back to sleep.

Her eyelids fluttered. She smiled, slow and golden. When she realized where she was, her whole body relaxed; she didn’t flinch, didn’t tense, just tucked herself closer and exhaled.

She turned her face toward mine. “Are you dead?” she whispered, breath sweet and sticky and so close it felt like a secret.

I shook my head, careful not to wake Blossom. “Not even close.”

She smiled bigger, eyes crinkling at the corners. “That’s too bad. I was about to call the paramedics and let them see what a good time looks like.”

“There are laws against that.”

“Only if they’re cowards.”

There was no air for a better reply, so I just watched her, the way her lashes cast little blue shadows on her cheeks, the way her collarbone pressed into my bicep.

She noticed my stare, then looked down at Blossom, who still hadn’t moved.

Summer’s smile faded a notch. She brushed a thumb over the arch of Blossom’s back, then over the mess of her hair, careful not to wake her. Her eyes found mine again, serious this time.

“Don’t let her run,” she mouthed.

Then she kissed my jaw and rolled out of bed in one smooth move.

She left the covers in a wreck, padded across the floor without caring about the cold, and shrugged into the robe that had been slung across her desk chair. Even half-naked, she didn’t bother to be shy. She caught her reflection in the full-length mirror, examined the collection of bite marks, hickeys, and claw lines mapped across her skin, and instead of hiding, she flexed her biceps and smirked.

There was nothing in her that looked like regret.

If anything, she looked proud.

Summer adjusted the collar, tied the sash, and leaned over the bed. She pressed a kiss to my lips, then one to Blossom’s head.

Blossom made a tiny protesting noise but didn’t wake.

“I’m going to see if there’s coffee,” Summer whispered, “or if Maisie burned down the kitchen.”

“Fifty-fifty.”

“Generous.” She winked at me. “Don’t break anything else while I’m gone.”

She breezed out the door, leaving the room smelling like a summer morning and a challenge.

Now it was just Blossom and me.

The house was quiet, save for the faint, chronic groan of the old pipes and the distant, hopeful burble of the Keurig. The only thing between us and the world was the tangle of sheets and the gravity that kept Blossom pressed to my chest, deadweight and warm, her breathing slow and even.

She’d always been a late riser. The kind of girl who lived off adrenaline at night and then went comatose the second the music stopped. The first time we had ever shared a morning, years ago, I’d watched her sleep past noon on a friend’s couch, drooling into a throw pillow she later stole and claimed as her own.

She looked younger now, like the night had wrung all the bravado out of her and left something smaller, more breakable behind.

I couldn’t help myself. I traced her hair away from her forehead, tucked it behind her ear. She frowned, snorted, and squirmed closer. Her hand found my ribcage and gripped it, not in a sexual way but like she was keeping herself anchored to the planet.

She woke up in stages.

First, her eyelids fluttered, but she kept them shut, like the world was a dare she could refuse if she just committed hard enough to denial. Then her breathing sped up, and she became aware of the air, the sheets, the press of her body on mine. Only then did she open her eyes, one at a time, and glance around with the confusion of someone who wasn’t sure what year it was.

She clocked me.

She clocked the mess.

She groaned.

“Jesus fuck,” Blossom mumbled, voice shredded. “Tell me that wasn’t real.”

I grinned. “It was definitely real.”

She rolled onto her back, stretching slowly, the comforter sliding off her chest and revealing everything. There were handprints, hickeys, and a blue bruise the size of a silver dollar on the inside of her thigh. Her nipples were still hard, and she didn’t bother to hide them. Instead, she glanced down at her body, then at mine, then at the disaster that was the rest of the room.

She snorted. “That’s the last time I let Summer play DJ.”

“You seemed to like the set.”

“Lies. I have never liked anything in my life.”

She looked at me, and for a second, her face was open, like she didn’t have the script for what happened next.

Then she put on the mask: a cocky grin, a flash of tongue, a glint of green eyes that dared the world to get fucked.

“So,” she said, “do you think we traumatized the house? Or do we have to go downstairs and apologize to everyone personally?”

I considered it. “Probably depends on how loud you were.”

She smirked. “I was pretty loud.”

“You were extremely educational.”

She grabbed a pillow, hugged it to her chest, and sat up, pulling her knees to her chin. The comforter slid down her back, baring her from the waist up. She eyed me, then the door.

“Where’s Summer?”

“Coffee run. Or damage control.”

Blossom laughed, then winced. “Ow.”

She poked at the bruise on her thigh, then glanced at my chest, catching the hickey she’d left there. Her smile got quieter.

“That’s impressive,” she said. “You have a souvenir.”

“So do you.”

She shrugged, but her cheeks flushed pink. Not embarrassment. Something closer to pleasure.

She looked away, suddenly unable to meet my eyes.

The mask slipped for a second.

Just a second.

Then she yawned, loud and fake, and flopped back onto the bed. “Wake me up when Summer comes back. Unless you want to try for a new record.”

The words were a joke.

The undertone wasn’t.

I didn’t push.

We lay there, side by side, neither quite ready to move, the smell of Summer’s perfume and our own sweat sticky in the air.

Downstairs, the familiar chaos had begun. Someone dropped a glass; someone else swore. Maisie’s laugh floated up, then Pen’s dry retort. For the first time in hours, the world was moving forward.

I turned my head to look at Blossom.

She was staring at the ceiling, her hair fanned out, the pillow still clutched to her chest. The light cut across her face and picked out every scar and shadow, every piece of her that had survived a hundred nights like this and still refused to be anything but herself.

She felt my eyes.

“Stop being all sentimental, Reynolds.”

I smiled. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

But I kept looking.

Because I wanted to memorize her like this: awake, wrecked, and, for once, not running from the day.

She saw the look and finally, for just a heartbeat, let herself bask in it.

Then she rolled off the bed and started hunting for her shirt, muttering threats against the universe as she went.

Summer would be back soon. The world would demand its next move.

But for now, it was just me and Blossom, the morning, and the promise that maybe, just maybe, there was a second chance for people who’d never believed in them.

***

Blossom always woke up like the aftermath of a natural disaster: limbs thrown in every direction, sheets peeled away from her body, collateral damage radiating out to whatever innocent bystanders had the bad luck to share a bed. By the time she located her underwear, slingshot across Summer’s desk lamp, she was already in full recovery mode. She rolled onto her stomach and groaned into the pillow, then lifted her head, blinking as if the light personally offended her.

“Shit,” she muttered, then louder, “shit. This is going to be on Instagram, isn’t it?”

I was propped on one elbow, mostly naked, not making a move to cover myself or her. If there was a single upside to being Matt Reynolds, human memory foam, it was that my body had learned to play the long game: just stay where you are, wait for the world to settle, and eventually everyone else will snap to your tempo.

Blossom twisted around, squinting at me with one eye open. “If you’re going to stare at me, at least bring me a donut.”

“I’ll put it on the list. First we need to find pants.”

She made a show of scanning the room, then pointed at the foot of the bed, where her skirt hung off the safety rail like a flag of surrender.

She sat up, and the comforter dropped. For a moment, she looked at her own body like it was evidence at a crime scene: one hickey on her breast, another at her throat, a constellation of scratches up her thigh. The worst of the mascara had migrated to her cheekbones, and the red in her hair looked even wilder in the daylight.

She did not look away.

She met her own reflection in the mirror above Summer’s vanity and smirked. “Who the fuck is that?”

“You,” I said, “and you look good.”

She flicked her eyes to me, waiting for the punchline. When I didn’t supply one, she shrugged and wriggled into the skirt, then shimmied to the dresser for her top.

It wasn’t where she’d left it. Nothing ever was. Blossom searched the room with the energy of someone who’d already decided moving was preferable to talking. Every drawer was a graveyard for lost hair ties and safety pins. Every step took her farther from the bed, the covers, and the point.

She bent over the desk, giving me a perfect view of her perfect ass, and yanked open the bottom drawer. “I’ll bet you five dollars Pen and Greta took my shirt for ransom.”

“Pen is probably burning it right now.”

Blossom laughed, but it was a hollow sound. She straightened and, finding nothing, turned back, arms folded over her chest.

She tried a new tactic. “You hungry? I’m dying. Do you think Summer will be mad if we raid her snack drawer?”

“We could go down and see what’s left of the kitchen.”

“God, yes,” Blossom said, grabbing for the robe Summer had left behind and shrugging it on without ceremony. She belted it too tight, sleeves swallowing her hands.

She paused at the door, then eyed me with forced casualness. “Coming?”

I nodded, still bare-chested, and slid out of bed, taking my time with the jeans from the floor and not bothering to fix my hair.

We were halfway down the hall when Blossom stopped dead. “Wait,” she said, hand to her head, “where’s my phone?”

I backtracked with her. It was under the far side of Summer’s bed, charging from the outlet that only worked if you wedged it in with a book. Blossom went to her knees, crawled under the bed, then yelped in triumph.

She sat back on her heels, scrolling through notifications. Her face went through five micro-expressions before she looked up at me, lips pressed in a line.

“Literally all the texts are about last night,” she said, holding out the phone.

I took it. The group thread was a disaster: memes, blurry screenshots, one video clip of me and Blossom with our heads bent together at the bar, making faces at the camera like idiots.

Blossom tried to snatch it back, but I didn’t let her.

She waited for the tease, the ribbing, the dig.

I just looked at her, then handed her the phone. “You look happy in these.”

Blossom stared at the screen, then at me, then back again. “It’s an illusion,” she tried, but the defense was weak.

“It’s a good illusion.”

“Don’t be nice before noon. It’s unnatural.”

She stood, phone in hand, and for the first time all morning, looked me in the eye.

“Okay,” she said, like she was bracing for something. “We lived. Let’s go see if the rest of the house did.”

The second we hit the kitchen, the noise swallowed us: Maisie at the coffee machine, Val at the counter, Pen elbow-deep in a Tupperware of what looked like emergency cinnamon rolls. Greta was perched on the corner, hair in a bun, sunglasses on indoors. Everyone clocked our entrance.

Maisie whistled. “Walk of fame, or walk of shame?”

Blossom flipped her off, but with zero heat. “Keep projecting, babe.”

The usual rhythm of the morning-after replayed. Coffee, calories, a survey of the damage. Blossom was herself, loud and fast, not sitting still, cracking jokes and trading barbs with Pen and Maisie, already spinning a legend out of what had happened. She played the room, as always, but her eyes never rested anywhere for long, and she didn’t finish a single mug of coffee before refilling it with something stronger.

I watched her, not moving, letting her orbit at her own speed. Every now and then, I’d see her glance at the window, at the fridge, at the back stairs. Once or twice, she checked her own reflection in the microwave door, smoothing the robe over her hips or fixing the smudge of mascara with the tip of her finger.

No one in the room was fooled, but nobody said anything either.

Summer appeared in the doorway, fresh from the shower and dressed like she’d already forgiven herself for last night. She wore gym shorts, a cropped tee, and zero makeup, hair in a wet ponytail.

She took in the scene, then crossed the room to Blossom, kissed her on the cheek, and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

Blossom froze. The mask cracked for half a heartbeat, then reassembled.

She grinned, but it didn’t stick.

Summer looked at me, eyes clear. She mouthed, “Don’t let her go.”

I nodded.

After breakfast, Blossom slipped out first, claiming she needed to “face-plant on her own pillow or die.”

The old me might have let her.

Given her space. Told myself she needed to come back on her own. Pretended waiting was the same thing as respecting her.

But Summer was right.

Blossom didn’t need me to chase her like she was trying to escape.

She needed me to prove I noticed when she disappeared.

So I gave her thirty seconds.

Long enough for the kitchen to start arguing over who’d spilled something sticky on the tile. Long enough for Pen to start grilling me about whether I’d ever had a night like that before, and for me to answer, honestly, “No.” Long enough for Summer to rest her chin on my shoulder and hum under her breath as if she could will the kitchen back to normal with nothing but charm and cheekbones.

Then I stood.

Pen noticed first. “Where you going, lover boy?”

“To bring back the girl pretending she doesn’t want to be brought back.”

The room went quiet for half a beat.

Summer’s hand found mine, squeezed once, then let go.

“Good,” she said.

I headed for the stairs.

For the first time, I understood the difference between letting Blossom have space and letting her disappear.

And I was done letting her disappear.

***

Blossom’s room looked like a high-speed collision between a drag queen’s makeup table and a thrift store clearance bin, and I mean that as a compliment. I knew it well enough by now to navigate it in the dark without taking a platform boot to the shin. The smell hit me first: not perfume, not Summer’s clean blue air, but powdery, spicy warmth, like the carpet had swallowed every late night and kept the best parts.

The bed was a pile of mismatched blankets. The desk overflowed with makeup, watercolors, broken ring lights, and industrial-strength glue. Wigs on foam heads. Wire-and-sequin wings. A drawer vomiting fishnets and rhinestones. A steel rack loaded with neon bodysuits and a literal wedding dress covered in Sharpie signatures. The walls were a scrapbook of concert flyers, festival passes, VIP wristbands, and photos of Blossom and her friends in various states of undress and ecstasy.

No polish.

No pose.

Just Blossom, everywhere.

No sign of her at first. Just last night’s aftermath: blue body-paint footprints, a bent solo cup in the sink, and platform boots wedged between the mattress and the wall like a last-ditch barricade.

I knocked on the door frame. “You decent?”

A grunt from under the covers, followed by a hand emerging, giving me the finger.

I took that as an invitation.

Blossom was facedown on the bed, the comforter over her head, hair splayed across the pillow in a red wreck. She wore a black sports bra and a pair of mesh shorts that probably started life as underwear. Her legs were tangled in the sheets, feet bare and flexed like she might bolt if I made the wrong noise.

I sat on the edge of the bed. “You survived.”

Blossom grunted again, then peeked out from under the blanket, one green eye narrowed in suspicion.

“You’re still here?” she said, voice muffled.

“Where else would I be?”

“Anywhere smarter.”

She rolled onto her back, dragging the comforter with her, and glared up at the ceiling.

“Come to judge me?”

“Come to bring you the holy grail.” I held up a greasy bag from the only donut place still open past noon on a Sunday.

She snorted, sat up, and snatched the bag with both hands. “Okay, that’s love,” she said, tearing into a maple bar with no mercy.

The word hit the room, too casual to count and too dangerous to ignore.

Blossom caught it too. Her chewing slowed.

She swallowed, then pointed the donut at me. “Nobody heard that.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Good. Keep being pretty and silent.”

I waited until she’d taken another bite, then said, “You want to talk?”

Blossom froze, donut halfway to her mouth.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she chewed, then crammed the rest in her mouth and licked the sugar from her fingers, making a point of it.

“Is this where you tell me it’s fine?” she said finally, voice getting brittle.

“It is fine.”

“Bullshit.” Blossom got up, pacing the two feet between the bed and the far wall, then collapsing onto her desk chair, which squeaked in protest.

She stared at her own hands.

“You ever wake up and realize you’re the joke?”

I shook my head. “Not when I look at you.”

Her eyes flicked to mine.

Then away.

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Make it sound easy.”

“It’s not easy,” I said. “It’s true.”

She spun the chair once, then stopped, one bare foot braced on the floor. “It’s not that last night wasn’t fun. It was. It was insane. It was probably illegal in four counties.” She made a vague, flapping gesture, like she was conducting a symphony of regret. “But that’s the part I’m good at. The party. The moment. The thing people want when the lights are down. Nobody keeps the party when the sun’s up.”

I didn’t say anything.

Blossom watched my face, waiting for a joke, then getting nervous when she didn’t get one. “Don’t go all therapist on me, Reynolds. I’ll jump out the window.”

“I wouldn’t survive your room,” I said. “Too many sequins.”

She barked a laugh, then went quiet again.

She kicked the comforter. “Summer makes everything feel safe. Like there’s a script, you know? I get it. She’s the front porch. The good light. The girl people want to bring home.”

She looked away, then back. “But you—” Blossom licked her lips, almost nervous. “You make things feel real. Like I’m not just the emergency exit people use when they want to do something stupid.”

Her throat moved.

“And I hate it.”

“Why?”

“Because real can fuck you up, Matt.” She laughed, but it came out as a shiver. “Real means I can’t just say it was a bit if it hurts.”

I wanted to argue. To tell her she was wrong, or at least that I didn’t see her that way. But if I said anything that sounded like a line, she’d punch a hole in it before it left my mouth.

So I said, “I’m not looking for a bit.”

She watched me, wary.

“I’m not looking for the main event either,” I said. “I’m looking at you.”

Blossom’s mouth twitched, but the joke didn’t make it out.

I shrugged. “You’re the first person who saw me before everyone else decided I was worth looking at. You called me out before the glow-up. You made me want to be braver, even when you were scaring yourself more than me. You have an eye for rooms, for people. You make strangers feel alive. And under all the noise, you care so much it probably hurts.”

Her face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

“That’s not party behavior,” I said. “That’s you.”

Blossom tried to make it a joke, but she couldn’t.

She pulled her knees to her chest. “Maybe I want to be kept,” she said, so quietly I almost missed it. Then she winced. “Jesus. Pretend I said something hotter.”

My chest tightened.

“That was hot.”

She stared at me.

“It was.”

“You’re deranged.”

“Probably.”

She looked down at her legs, the streaks of paint and bruises, the pink marks still fading down her inner thigh. “So you like it when I’m loud?”

“I like you when you’re loud.”

Her eyes lifted.

“But I also like you quiet.”

She went quiet.

For a long time.

When she finally spoke, her voice was small. “Do you ever get scared you’re going to fuck up a good thing?”

“All the time.”

She nodded, like that was the answer she needed.

Then she looked at me, really looked, like she was memorizing my face.

“Okay,” she said. “Your turn.”

“For what?”

Her grin came back, crooked and alive, but softer around the edges. “Ruin my life a little.”

I laughed, but it came out as a sigh of relief.

She crossed the distance, half a step, and pressed her forehead to mine.

She didn’t say thank you.

She didn’t need to.

I wrapped my arms around her, and for the first time, Blossom didn’t flinch, didn’t make a joke, didn’t even try to hide.

We sat there, wrapped together, breathing the same air, until the mess of her room and the mess of the morning faded into the background, and all that was left was the weight of the truth between us.

She was brave enough to carry it.

I was lucky enough to witness it.

And in that moment, I knew: this was what I wanted.

Not the chaos.

Not the performance.

Just Blossom, real and raw and absolutely impossible to ignore.

***

We didn’t even make it off the floor.

Blossom straddled my lap, every inch of her hot and vibrating with adrenaline, eyes green and wild, hair still sparkling with last night’s glitter. She kissed me hard, nothing careful about it, tongue already in my mouth and hands gripping the back of my neck like she was trying to climb inside my skin. Her thighs clamped around my hips; her fingers dug in; the message was clear.

If you don’t touch me now, I might start thinking again.

I wasn’t going to let that happen.

But she’d picked the wrong man if she thought I was just going to let her hide inside speed.

Blossom tried to push me back, but I held her there, kissing her deeper, hands spread across her ribs, then up, cupping both tits and squeezing. She shivered, breaking away with a gasp that sounded equal parts panic and want.

She hid it fast, smirking. “Look at you, Reynolds. Getting all assertive.”

“Look at you,” I said, kissing the corner of her mouth, then her jaw, then lower. “Pretending you don’t like it.”

She bared her teeth. “I fucking love it.”

“I know.”

That stopped her for half a breath.

I peeled the sports bra off her, slow just to mess with her, even as she tried to rip it over her own head.

“Impatient?” I teased, thumbs grazing her nipples, already hard and begging for my mouth.

“Matt.”

“One word. Very threatening.”

Her laugh broke into a moan when I sucked one nipple into my mouth. I rolled it with my tongue, tugged gently with my teeth, then gave the other side the same attention, taking my time until both were flushed and slick and she was grinding down against me with no rhythm left.

“If you make me come with my clothes on,” she said, breathless, “I will never forgive you.”

“Then get naked.”

Blossom stood, legs unsteady, and shoved the mesh shorts down with no hesitation. She was bare underneath, wet already, body marked by last night and lit by the hard morning sun. She kept her eyes on mine, daring me to say something, but I just looked.

She noticed.

“What?”

“You’re fucking beautiful,” I said.

Blossom blinked, caught off guard for real this time. Then she snorted. “Liar.”

“Not even a little.”

“Say that again and I’ll start believing you.”

I held her gaze. “Good.”

She hesitated, then came back to me, sinking to her knees between my legs.

She undid my jeans, rough but efficient, and pulled my cock free, fingers wrapping around it before she even looked down. I was hard as hell, and when she gripped me, it twitched in her hand.

Her smile was filthy. “God, I missed this.”

“You had it last night.”

“I’m greedy.”

“I noticed.”

She didn’t tease. She took me in her mouth, lips tight, tongue swirling the head, then sucking me deeper. Her hand stroked the base, slow and strong, while she bobbed her head, taking more every time. Her throat was tight and perfect, and the wet heat nearly fried my brain.

I watched her, watched the line of her neck as she worked me, the flex of her jaw, the way her hair hid her eyes but not the need in every motion.

She looked up at me, pupils blown, spit slicking her lips.

She pulled off with a soft, wet sound, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Good?” she asked, voice wrecked.

I stroked her hair, fingers weaving through the red. “Blossom.”

The way I said her name hit her harder than any praise.

Her hand tightened around me.

“Again,” she whispered.

I knew what she meant.

“Blossom.”

Her eyes fluttered.

Then she licked the vein on the underside of my cock, just to prove a point. “Your turn.”

I pulled her up, into my lap again, then shifted her until I could taste her. She balanced with her knees on the floor, hands braced on my shoulders.

She was already dripping, the scent and taste sharp and so completely her I thought I’d die from it.

I spread her with my thumbs, then ran my tongue over her clit, soft at first, then harder. She flinched, grinding down against my mouth, chasing the pressure.

She wasn’t shy with the sounds she made. She whimpered, then growled, then said my name like she was mad at me for making it feel good. I slid a finger inside her, then two, curling them just so, and she nearly bent double, hair falling all around her face.

“Don’t make me pretty,” she gasped.

I looked up at her.

“What?”

Her face went pink, but she didn’t run from it. “Don’t make me pretty. Make me real.”

That did something to me I didn’t have language for.

I gripped her thighs and pulled her closer.

“Real, then.”

I devoured her.

No performance. No polish. Just my mouth on her, my fingers inside her, her body shaking against me while she tried and failed to stay in control. She came fast, not delicate, but with a full-body spasm and a shout that probably echoed out the window.

She went limp, knees buckling, and I had to hold her upright.

Blossom tried to laugh, but it came out as a sob.

“Don’t stop,” she said, voice thin and desperate.

“Never.”

She collapsed onto her back, legs splayed, and pulled me down with her. “Now,” she said. “Need it.”

I climbed over her, lining up, teasing her with the head until she was shuddering and cursing me. Then I pushed in, slow, making her feel every inch.

She was tight, hot, and soaking, and the first slide was so perfect I almost lost control.

She dug her nails into my back and pulled me deeper. “Harder,” she hissed.

But I wanted her to see me.

To know it was me inside her, not just the moment.

I kissed her, long and soft, while I fucked her slow.

She arched her back, then wrapped her legs around my waist, trying to drive me deeper.

“Matt,” she said, almost frustrated.

“I’m here.”

“I know.” Her eyes shone, furious with feeling. “That’s the problem.”

I picked up the pace, just enough to see her come apart again.

She did, fast, her pussy clamping around me, thighs squeezing so hard I could barely move.

I was close, but I slowed down, bracing on my elbows, face inches from hers.

She watched me, sweat shining on her skin, eyes locked on mine.

“Don’t look away,” Blossom said.

“Never.”

“Say my name.”

“Blossom.”

Her mouth trembled.

“Again.”

“Blossom.”

I kissed her hard, then kept fucking her, steady and deep.

She whimpered, then started to shake. “Oh god, I—”

“I’ve got you.”

She came again, this time quieter, but so intense I felt it ripple all the way up my cock. Her body didn’t thrash. It held. It opened. It let me feel every second.

I went faster then, chasing my own edge, and when I was right there, she whispered, “Come inside me.”

That was it.

I buried myself and exploded, hips jerking, every muscle locked as I came inside her.

We rode it out together, the shock of it stealing every thought.

When I could move, I collapsed next to her, then pulled her close. She was still trembling, but she didn’t let go.

Neither did I.

For a long time, we just breathed.

Blossom was the first to speak.

“Holy shit,” she said. “You’re a menace.”

I laughed, voice shaky. “You bring it out of me.”

She curled into my chest, sweaty and sticky and perfect.

For a few minutes, I thought she’d drift off.

But then she said, voice very small, “You’re really not going to run?”

I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. “Not a chance.”

She let herself relax, every part of her soft against me, the wildness for once turned inward, just for her.

She sighed, then gave a weak little laugh. “If you tell anyone I’m a little spoon, I’ll deny it and sue you for emotional damages.”

“I’ll take it to the grave.”

Blossom’s breathing evened out. She held my hand, fingers twined, and didn’t say another word.

And in the quiet, I finally understood what it meant to be chosen, not just wanted.

She’d asked me to ruin her life.

But all I wanted to do was stay.

***

The next time I opened my eyes, the sun had moved across the carpet, painting a new band of light on Blossom’s bare thigh. The heat from her skin lingered everywhere, on my lips, on my chest, on the inside of my arms where she’d dug her nails deep enough to draw thin, red crescents. She was asleep again, or at least pretending. Her breathing was shallow, lips parted, hair wild as ever but splayed in a way that looked less like chaos and more like surrender.

I’d never wanted to move less in my life.

At some point, she must have pulled the comforter over both of us. It smelled like her: sweat, sugar, a little bit of cinnamon from the donut she’d dropped in the sheets. I traced a fingertip along the curve of her hip, just to see if she’d react.

She didn’t flinch, but her mouth twitched.

“Ticklish,” Blossom mumbled, not bothering to open her eyes.

I kissed the spot, then worked my way up her side, jaw, cheek, the corner of her closed eyelid.

She groaned. “Stop being nice. It’s going to break my brand.”

“I’m just trying to ruin your reputation.”

“You could try harder,” she said, and for a moment, I thought the old banter was back.

But then she rolled onto her back, arms folded behind her head, and just looked at the ceiling. The sunlight caught the fine hairs on her skin, the bruises and the marks, and for the first time, she didn’t seem to want to cover up.

A long beat stretched.

Then Blossom said, deadpan, “I don’t know how to be anyone’s daylight girl.”

I didn’t laugh, because she wasn’t joking.

I let the quiet answer for us.

Blossom swallowed, then turned her head, green eyes meeting mine. “No, seriously. If you want me to turn into some normal girlfriend, you should probably bail now. Because my definition of normal is, like, I know where to buy fake blood in bulk and I’ve got a three-strike ban from the city pool.”

I smiled and brushed my thumb across her cheek. “That’s not a problem.”

“You say that now.”

“I say that today,” I said. “And tomorrow. And the day after.”

Her mouth softened.

“Start with today,” I added.

She looked at me for a long second.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Today.”

Then my phone buzzed on the nightstand.

We both jumped.

She blinked, then reached for it quicker than me.

“It’s not Summer,” I said, as she glanced at the screen.

Blossom squinted. “It’s Pandora. All-caps. Wow, she’s mad.”

“What’s it say?”

Blossom read, voice rising with each line: “VAL AND I HAVE THE SCREENSHOTS. CHASE ADMITTED IT. DANE IS IN THE PARKING LOT. GET DOWNSTAIRS NOW OR I AM CALLING CAMPUS SECURITY MYSELF.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Shit, the grown-ups are angry.”

I sat up, instantly sober.

Blossom held onto the phone, thumb on the screen. “She sent three more texts. You’re getting the full name treatment, dude.”

“Is Summer okay?”

Blossom scrolled. “Looks like she’s with Maisie, prepping witness statements. Pen and Greta are ‘arming the perimeter,’ whatever that means. Pandora wants you as ‘visible male presence, ASAP.’”

I laughed. “They’re going to kill him.”

“Good,” Blossom said, eyes suddenly sharp.

She sat up too, then caught my hand before I could pull on my jeans. She looked at me, searching my face.

“You’ll come back?”

It wasn’t a joke.

I put my hands on her face and kissed her, soft but serious. “I’ll always come back.”

She smiled, a real one, crooked and wrecked but all hers.

Blossom rolled out of bed, naked and unashamed, and handed me the phone. “Go finish the fight, hero. But don’t let them have all the fun.”

I grinned, pulling on my shirt. “Never.”

She watched me get dressed, not with hunger, but with something steadier. Like she was memorizing the fact that I was real, that I stayed.

I was almost at the door when she called my name.

“Matt?”

I turned.

She stood there in the sunlight, still wild, still streaked with blue paint and bruises, but radiant.

“Come back in daylight next time,” she said. “I want to remember it.”

My throat closed up, but I nodded. “You got it.”

Downstairs, the world was waiting: Pandora with a laptop full of evidence, Val with a glass of something nuclear, Pen and Greta already strategizing. Outside, I could hear voices, Dane’s, for sure, and maybe Chase’s, raised and desperate.

But for the first time, I didn’t feel like the next move was going to break me.

Because whatever happened, I knew Blossom was up there, waiting.

Not running.

Not hiding.

Just awake, alive, and wanting me back.


The Party House Promise


Ithought the war room would be the kitchen. It always was: big table, whiteboards, coffee strong enough to keep everybody alive through the next fire. But this morning, the kitchen looked like a crime lab after the investigators gave up. Phones everywhere. Laptops open. The TV on mute, scrolling live threads about last night’s parade, the rumors, and Dane Whitlock’s latest bomb.

Val and Pandora had taken command. Val wore a pressed button-down and a bun tight enough to have a kill order, one hand on radioactive Gatorade, the other on her MacBook. Pandora had her hair in a messy knot, glasses low on her nose, both hands flying as she scrolled, screen-shotted, and annotated in real time.

Summer and Maisie sat at the far end of the table, barely moving, both wearing the hollow look of people who’d finally run out of adrenaline. Summer’s nails dug tiny half-moons into her palms. She wore an old Social Six hoodie and last night’s shorts, but she looked like she’d slept in a fog and woken up on a different planet.

Pen and Greta were on “perimeter,” which meant every time a car slowed outside, Greta rose, scanned the street, and flexed until the car moved on. Pen had an airsoft pistol on her waistband, even though the most dangerous thing likely to break in was an angry ex or a Postmates driver. It made her feel better, so Val let it slide.

Blossom appeared after a beat in a crop top and a skirt from the communal laundry, hair wild, eyeliner still smudged from last night. Instead of her usual crash-landing, she moved quietly, slipping into orbit. The marks on her neck were still visible. Nobody mentioned them.

I hesitated on the stairs, caught between the need to jump in and the urge to pretend, for one more minute, that this was a normal Sunday in the house. That I could make pancakes and tell jokes and not be a human powder keg in the middle of a siege.

Pen was the first to clock me. “Hey, sunshine. Ready to go viral for the right reason?”

“Already trending, apparently,” Greta said, without looking away from the window.

Val raised her glass in my direction, gaze like a laser. “Matt. Good, you’re here.”

Summer turned. The relief on her face was too fast to hide, so she didn’t try. She patted the chair beside her, and I took it.

Pandora slid an iPad in front of me, evidence arrayed like a courtroom drama. “Read fast, then catch up,” she said.

The first screenshot was from a women’s group chat I’d never heard of: a fake VIP link for the Rook’s afterparty, posted by a throwaway account hours before the real list existed. The copy was perfect, right down to the sponsor logos, but the RSVP routed through a burner Gmail. The second was a series of WhatsApp threads between Dane affiliates, talking about “ratio correction” and “bypassing the gatekeepers.” The timestamps told the story: for every official Social Six move, Dane had a parallel play to dilute it or fuck it sideways.

The third was an anonymous tip-off sent to every major campus gossip page, a blend of plausible rumors (Social Six had a man on staff, he was living in the house, he was “entertaining” the top girls) and naked bullshit (Matt was being paid for sex, Summer had broken up with her boyfriend to make room for him, Blossom and Maisie were running a cult from the basement).

Fourth: Chase’s text logs, redacted but damning. He’d caved to pressure and admitted Dane “nudged” him to lock me out of my apartment. Maybe not criminal, but enough to burn both of them if it ever made daylight.

“Dane is outside,” Pandora said. “He brought backup. Three guys and Chase. Only one of the guys has actual muscle. The rest are there for drama.”

“What’s the play?” I asked.

Val scrolled to a Google doc: DANE PLAYBOOK, header in bold. “He’s going to make it look like an overreaction. He’ll say you’re unstable, that the women here are feuding, that the real problem is you. He’ll offer to ‘mediate’ if we just let him inside.”

“And if we don’t?”

“He’ll try to start a scene on the sidewalk. He wants neighbors, phones, escalation. If we don’t control the frame, he gets to define it. Especially with your housing situation, the rumors, the pictures from last night—”

She paused, and her eyes flicked up to Summer’s.

Summer’s jaw flexed. “We’re not hiding.”

Maisie nodded, hand wrapped tight around Summer’s wrist. “If he wants to turn it into a circus, fine. Let’s make him look like the clown.”

Blossom, from the hallway, said, “Or the whole damn circus.”

The room cracked a smile. Even Val.

Pandora pointed at the map on her screen. “We do this on the porch. Eyes front. No yelling, no threats. Let him run the script, then end it with the receipts.”

Pen said, “Greta’s got the livestream set up. Rook’s is standing by to boot Dane’s proxies if they start flooding the comments.”

Greta, for the first time, looked away from the window. “Want me to bring the airsoft?”

“Just bring your attitude,” Pandora said.

I tried to process all of it: the speed, the stakes, the fact that in less than twelve hours, every fear I’d had about being the soft spot in the house had turned into the only thing anyone cared about. I looked at Summer, who looked back with something so raw I had to swallow hard to handle it.

I wanted to reach for her hand, but she beat me to it. She squeezed, hard, then released.

“Are you ready?” she whispered.

I thought about the parade, the club, the lake, the bed. I thought about Blossom in the hallway, about Maisie in the kitchen, about every woman in this house who had chosen to let me in. I thought about Dane, and how even if I burned out in the next hour, I’d never let him get the last word.

“I’m ready,” I said.

Pen pumped a fist. “Let’s fucking go.”

The room erupted into motion: laptops closing, jackets grabbed, game faces snapped into place.

Outside, the enemy was waiting.

But so were we.

***

The walk from the kitchen to the porch lasted three years.

You don’t notice how much pressure you’re carrying until you see the air in front of the house, blue and sharp and honest in a way the inside never is. On the porch, the cold was instant: cheeks burning, ears alive, eyes watering because, yes, even the weather knew this was a morning to get fucked.

Dane stood at the foot of the porch steps, like he’d bought tickets to his own trial and expected VIP seating. He wore his usual: expensive hoodie, black joggers, sneaks so white they probably had a handler. He was flanked by three other guys, all variations on the Dane theme, one gym-cut, one with a goatee and vape in hand, one in a puffer vest that barely fit his frame.

Chase was off to the side, apart from the others. He had his hands in his pockets and the hunched look of someone praying to be hit by a bus.

Pen and Greta took up position at the top of the steps, arms folded, bodies tilted forward like linebackers before the snap.

Val and Pandora walked out with me. Val had the laptop clamped under one arm, a sheaf of printed screenshots in the other. Pandora had her phone out, camera rolling, but her gaze was locked on Dane like he was already a cautionary tale.

Summer stepped out last. She didn’t wait for me to open the storm door; she pushed through it herself, hair in a high ponytail, face scrubbed clean, expression carved in stone.

Blossom followed her, a full step behind, but not hiding. She wore the marks on her neck like jewelry. When she caught my eye, she grinned, a flicker of old-school mischief in a room gone ice-cold.

Maisie was behind them, jaw set, shoulders square. She caught sight of Chase, and her face twisted with something halfway between pity and contempt.

Dane opened with a smile, all teeth and fake warmth. “Wow, the whole house in formation. I’m flattered.”

Nobody laughed.

Val said, “State your business.”

Dane put a hand to his chest, mock-offended. “I just wanted to clear the air. There’s a lot of nasty stuff being said about me, and I thought maybe we could talk like adults before anyone embarrasses themselves in public.”

“Little late for that,” Pen muttered.

Dane ignored her, turning his focus to me. “Matt, good to see you, man. Sorry about your room situation. Would’ve thought your new family would take better care of you.”

He looked at Summer, let the pause stretch, then at Blossom. “Guess you found a new crash pad, though, so it all worked out?”

Summer didn’t blink. “We know what you did.”

Dane put on the sad face, eyebrows arched, lower lip out. “What I did? Babe, I’m not the one playing musical beds and blowing up group chats.”

Pandora held up her phone. “Stop. We have all of it. Every link, every burner, every message.”

Dane’s jaw ticked, just a bit. “You’ve always been good with computers, Pan. Maybe if you’d paid that much attention to your events, you wouldn’t have had a male infiltration problem.”

He looked at Val. “You, too, Val. You’re smarter than this. I mean, I know you had to put a man on payroll to clean up your mess, but did you really think nobody would notice?”

Val’s smile was surgical. “I noticed every message you sent to your proxies. Including the one you sent Chase.”

Chase flinched. All eyes pivoted.

“Fuck, Chase,” Pen said. “Just admit it. He set you up.”

Chase looked at the ground. “I didn’t want to get involved. Dane said it was just a prank. That it’d be funny.”

Dane shrugged, like this was an old bit and not a nuclear bomb.

Summer cut in: “He locked Matt out so you could spread the rumor.”

Dane cocked his head. “It’s not a rumor if it’s true, Summer. Is it? I mean, unless Matt here is just crashing on the couch, in which case—” He made a show of looking at Blossom, then Summer, then at me, like he was doing mental math. “No, it’s true. You’re getting all the perks.”

Greta cracked her knuckles. “You want to see a perk, come up the stairs.”

Dane’s friends snickered, but less than before.

I could see the line he was pushing. If he could get us to yell, to fight, to hit first, he could frame it as hysteria or insecurity or a hothead with no impulse control. But the real show was about to start, and he wasn’t ready for it.

Val nodded to Pandora.

Pandora began, “For the record: Matt was locked out by his roommate, Chase, who was incentivized by Dane to do so, with the promise of free rent and a spot on a rival event crew.”

Chase looked up, eyes haunted. “I—I didn’t know what would happen next.”

“Bullshit,” Maisie said, arms crossed. “You told everyone Matt was ‘moving in on the Six,’ like it was some kind of siege.”

Dane’s face lit up. “There it is. I knew someone would say it. Maybe the problem isn’t me. Maybe it’s that these girls get a taste of power and suddenly every guy is a threat.”

Summer stepped forward, voice even. “You targeted Matt because he made you look small. You never cared about us, Dane. You cared about control.”

Dane laughed, then turned to his crew. “You hearing this? Power trip. Classic. One guy in the mix and the whole system collapses.”

Blossom’s voice cut through: “The only thing that collapsed was your ego. The rest of us are doing great.”

Dane tried to pivot, fast. “Oh, Blossom. You don’t have to play the victim. If you want to hook up with the new mascot, that’s fine. Own it.”

Blossom shrugged. “I did. You want the details, or do you prefer to use your imagination?”

The crew laughed. This time, it was at Dane.

He doubled down, voice harder. “That’s the thing, though. It was never about you, Blossom. Or you, Summer. Or you, Maisie. It was about the brand. About not letting the whole thing turn into a joke.”

He looked at me, but I didn’t blink.

“You keep calling me the problem because it sounds better than admitting the women stopped needing you,” I said. “That’s what this is. You couldn’t stand being in the second row, so you tried to burn down the stage.”

Dane smirked. “You’re cute, Reynolds, but you’re not that important. The house was going to break sooner or later. I just gave it a nudge.”

Maisie stepped up, eyes blazing. “You used me. You used all of us. Every woman you ever invited to a party, every girl who wanted a safe place to dance, you threw them under the bus just to score a meme.”

Dane shrugged again, the movement tighter this time. “Nobody got hurt.”

Pandora snapped, “That’s not your verdict to issue.”

Val followed with, “And you will never work with a sponsor again. I’ve already sent your chat logs to every rep in the county. They always think the story belongs to whoever says it loudest. It doesn’t.”

Dane lost the smile, for real this time.

His crew shifted, looking at each other, unsure.

Dane sneered, “You think you can cancel me? Good luck. This is a free country.”

Greta said, flat as a closed door, “Try the country club. Maybe they’ll let you bartend.”

Dane shot her a dirty look, then glanced at his phone, fingers twitching like he was about to livestream the whole thing just to spin his own version.

Summer raised her voice, clear and sharp. “We’re not afraid of you anymore, Dane. We’re not hiding. If you want a fight, do it in front of everyone. But the next person who believes you is going to look like an idiot.”

Pen said, “He already does. I’d offer notes, but I charge for public humiliation.”

Dane’s gaze raked the line: Pen, Greta, Maisie, Summer, Blossom, Val, Pandora. And me, at the end, not as the wedge, but as part of the chain.

He took a step back. “You know what? Have your circus. But when this blows up, don’t come running to me to fix it.”

Summer said, “We never did.”

Silence followed. Clean, not awkward. The fight was over, the winner clear.

Dane looked at Chase. “Let’s go.”

Chase hung back. For half a second, I thought he might say something brave. He didn’t. But he also didn’t follow Dane immediately.

Dane spat on the gravel, then walked away, his crew trailing after him, deflated.

Chase looked at me, then Summer, then the house.

He mumbled, “I’m sorry,” to the ground.

Maisie, to her credit, didn’t scream or punch or make it dramatic.

She just said, “Don’t come back.”

Chase nodded, then left at a half-jog, head down.

The cold was worse now. The house behind us looked battered and brilliant, like a survivor of something both catastrophic and utterly necessary.

Pen exhaled, then started giggling, wild and uncontained. “Did we just win?”

Val smiled. “Yes.”

Greta whooped and grabbed Pen in a headlock. Pandora clicked off the camera and leaned against the railing, arms folded.

Summer looked at me.

I looked at her.

Her eyes were brighter than the sun.

She took my hand, right there in front of everyone, and held it up like she was crowning me the king of a world I’d only just learned to want.

Blossom grinned, green eyes shining.

Pandora said, “Next move?”

Val said, “Brunch. Then we lock down the socials.”

Pen and Greta cheered.

The world outside was still dangerous, but it was ours again.

I squeezed Summer’s hand, then looked at the faces around me. The Social Six, Maisie, and me, lined up like a fucking firing squad.

And this time, I was one of them.

***

Inside, the house was a disaster.

It didn’t look like a war zone. It looked like the aftermath of a sleepover that had gone eight rounds with a tornado and then let the tornado crash on the couch. Pen and Greta were already raiding the fridge for victory snacks, the coffee table covered in last night’s pizza crusts and this morning’s energy drinks. Val fielded calls from sponsors and “stakeholders” on the patio, using her wine voice even at eleven in the morning. Pandora typed so fast her phone vibrated across the counter. Every time a new meme or thread hit the campus socials, she called out the numbers, narrating the likes like a race announcer.

Maisie had retreated to the couch, face buried in her arms, refusing to look up even when Pen flicked a piece of pepperoni at her head. Summer was beside her, one hand stroking Maisie’s back in a loop so tender it almost made me leave the room. Blossom had commandeered the big beanbag and was curled there, legs crossed, a bowl of cereal balanced on her knees. She wasn’t smiling, but she wasn’t hiding, either.

Raven appeared from nowhere, hair still wild from sleep, dressed in nothing but a tee and cutoffs. She headed straight for Blossom, ignored everyone else, and climbed into the beanbag beside her. Blossom made a face, but it was a bad one, so Raven just tucked Blossom under her arm and started scrolling through her phone, sending memes to nobody in particular.

I stood in the entryway and took it all in. The air was sharp, tense, but a different tense than before. It was the kind of tension that happens after the win: a letdown so complete it almost feels like a loss, because nothing else will ever feel that dangerous or that alive again.

Val reappeared, tossing her phone onto the counter. “Dane’s gone. His last text says, ‘Enjoy the moment, but the story isn’t over.’” Her mouth tightened. “He’s wrong about us. But the cleanup isn’t over.”

Pandora said, “We have a few hours to get ahead of the narrative. Then we pivot to sponsor damage control.”

Pen, with her mouth full, said, “Can I pivot to day drinking?”

“Wait until noon,” Val replied.

Pen checked her watch, then winked at Greta.

Greta lifted the bottle. “We can round up.”

Maisie finally lifted her head, eyes rimmed in red. She looked at Summer, then at me. “Is it safe now?”

Summer smiled, so soft and so sad it nearly undid me. “It’s safe.”

Maisie exhaled, relief flooding her face. “I didn’t want you to get hurt,” she whispered.

Summer hugged her, hard. “I know.”

Greta popped a cork on something that might have been champagne and poured it into a Solo cup. “To the new world order,” she announced.

Blossom raised her cereal bowl. “To the right side of history.”

Pen lifted her cup. “To never letting a dude like Dane fuck up a good thing again.”

Raven, voice dry, said, “To Matt, for making it less boring.”

There were cheers, a clatter of cups. The house rang with the sound of women not just surviving, but thriving.

I caught Blossom’s eye. For a second, it was just the two of us, standing in a daylight so honest it could have burned us both. She didn’t wink, didn’t make a face. She just nodded, once, like a promise.

I nodded back.

Summer was quiet through all of it.

She stayed on the couch, arm around Maisie, gaze unfocused. She wasn’t sad. She wasn’t relieved. She just looked empty, like the last of her energy had been spent in the fight.

I crossed the room, sat beside her, and waited.

It took a minute, but she turned. “You okay?” I asked.

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“You sure?”

She leaned into me, so tired her body almost melted into mine. “I thought it would feel better.”

“It will,” I said. “Maybe not today.”

She didn’t answer.

The noise of the kitchen faded as the rest of the house peeled off to their corners, nursing hangovers and post-mortems and, in Pen’s case, a bottle of mimosa.

Summer finally spoke. “Can you come with me? Just—away from here?”

“Anywhere,” I said.

She took my hand and led me out the back door, away from the kitchen noise, away from the victory that still felt too loud to touch. The air was cold, but the lake was so blue it hurt to look at.

She didn’t let go of my hand.

She didn’t say anything for a long time.

Then: “I’m glad you stayed.”

I squeezed her fingers. “I will. As long as you want me.”

Summer smiled, so real and so close to breaking it made me ache.

She looked back at the house: the windows bright, the girls moving behind the glass, the whole impossible world still alive because we had refused to let Dane define it.

Then she looked at me.

“I want you away from the noise,” she said. “Just for a little while.”

“The boat?”

She nodded.

“Just us.”

The fight was over.

But the thing that mattered most had been waiting for the quiet.

***

We drifted a hundred yards past the last marker before I cut the engine.

No witnesses.

No more jokes from Pen or sharp commentary from Val.

No Raven or Pandora or even Blossom watching from behind a curtain.

Just us, the boat, and the last warm breath of Homecoming weekend.

Summer curled into the bow seat, arms around her knees, hair whipped by the wind. She wore only a long-sleeve tee and shorts, but she didn’t shiver. I watched her in profile, the way her face softened when she thought nobody could see.

Silence.

She didn’t look at me right away. She traced her fingers along the chipped edge of the fiberglass, following the scars like she was reading something in braille.

“You ever feel like you’re on the edge of disappearing?” Summer said, not loud enough to carry to anyone but me. “Like, if you stopped moving, you might just blink out?”

I thought of every year before this one, all the days I’d walked campus as just another background extra, every party where I’d poured drinks or fixed things or cleaned up the mess nobody wanted to see. Even this summer, the one that changed everything, still felt like a dream I’d borrowed from someone braver.

“I used to,” I said. “Now I don’t.”

She smiled at the lake, not at me. “Must be nice.”

“It’s not luck,” I told her. “It’s you.”

Now she looked.

Not a smile. Not a dare.

Just a girl, bare in the light, finally out of script.

“I was so afraid,” she said. “Of you being a lie. Of me being one.” She shook her head, a quick, sharp motion. “Of the house not working, of the girls turning on each other, of everything I built just… going away.”

I wanted to reach for her, but I waited.

She needed to say this.

“I thought if I could be the best at what I do, nobody would ever see how much I needed to be wanted back,” Summer said. “And then you showed up and made it all worse.”

I grinned. “Happy to help.”

She laughed, and it was wet and messy, and her eyes shone like the lake in the first hour of sunrise.

“You’re a disaster,” she said, wiping her cheek. “I hate how much I want you.”

I moved then. Not to kiss her, not to pull her in, but to sit beside her, thigh to thigh, shoulder to shoulder, letting the heat move between us until it was unbearable.

I said, “I’ve loved you since you handed me that first tray of mimosas.”

She snorted, but the sound cracked. “You’re so full of shit, Matt Reynolds.”

I shrugged. “But you love it.”

Now she looked at me, for real. Blue eyes searching every inch of my face for the lie she was sure would ruin everything.

She didn’t find it.

She exhaled, a trembling, perfect sound.

“I love you,” Summer said.

Three words, nothing more.

She looked terrified, then wild with relief.

“I love you,” I said back.

No hesitation, no clever spin.

Just the truth.

She kissed me then, so hard our teeth knocked. She tangled both hands in my hair, pulled until my head tipped back, then bit my jaw like she needed proof I was real. I didn’t fight it. I let her devour me, every kiss a brand, every breath a confession.

She broke away first, flushed and panting.

“Can we be naked now?” she whispered.

I grinned. “I was starting to think you’d never ask.”

We stripped in a hurry, clothes pooling at our feet, skin alive with sun and cold and want. She climbed into my lap, straddling me on the bench seat, arms around my neck, bare thighs bracketing my hips. I ran my hands up her sides, tracing every inch of her, every curve and hollow, every freckle the sun had ever drawn there.

She shivered, but not from cold.

I kissed her collarbone, her shoulder, the hollow of her throat.

She said, “Do you know what you do to me?”

I shook my head.

She cupped my face. “You make me want things I didn’t think I could keep.”

I held her tighter. “I’m not going anywhere, Summer.”

Her eyes searched mine, still scared even after the words, still waiting for the world to charge interest on every good thing.

“Say it again,” she whispered.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“No.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “The other thing.”

My chest went tight.

“I love you.”

She broke.

Not dramatically. Not loudly.

Just a tiny collapse in her face, like she’d been holding herself together for months and those three words finally gave her permission to stop.

“I love you,” she said back, and kissed me like the words had unlocked something.

She rocked her hips, and I felt the heat between us go molten. She was slick, ready, pressing against me until my cock ached. She guided me in, slow at first, breath catching, then all at once, her body taking every inch.

We both gasped.

Summer dropped her forehead to mine, eyes open, breath shaking against my mouth.

“Stay with me,” she whispered.

“I’m here.”

“Not just now.”

“I know.”

She moved, slow at first, rolling her hips, then faster, grinding down like she needed to erase every memory of anyone else who’d ever made her feel temporary. I let her set the rhythm, let her take what she needed, but I couldn’t stay passive long.

I grabbed her hips, lifted her, brought her down harder.

She moaned, head tipped back, hair flying in the wind.

She looked unreal, raw and alive, sunlight painting every muscle in gold.

The boat rocked, water lapping at the hull, but we didn’t stop.

I pulled her in for another kiss, sucked her lower lip until she whimpered.

She said, “Harder, baby.”

I gave her what she asked for.

We moved together, faster, rougher, the slap of skin against skin louder than the lake or the wind or anything else. I felt her tighten around me, pussy clenching, thighs shaking.

“I’m close,” she said, voice gone shaky. “I want you with me.”

I held her ass, thrust up, matched her motion.

“Look at me,” she whispered.

I did.

Her eyes were wet and fierce and full of everything we had been too afraid to say until now.

“I love you,” she said again, right as she started to come.

That was what broke me.

We hit the edge together, both of us shuddering, both of us coming with a noise that had to have carried across the water. She collapsed into my chest, trembling, and I wrapped my arms around her, not caring about anything but the weight and warmth of her body against mine.

We sat there for a long time, breathing each other in, still joined.

When she finally spoke, it was barely a whisper.

“Promise me this is real.”

I kissed her temple. “It’s real.”

She hugged me tight, face buried in my neck.

“Don’t ever leave.”

“Not a chance.”

We stayed that way until the wind chilled our sweat and the world around us softened.

She finally pulled away, smiled, and brushed her thumb along my jaw.

“I love you,” Summer said again, testing the words like she couldn’t believe she was allowed to use them.

I smiled, softer than I’d ever been.

“I love you, too.”

She laughed, the sound light and new.

And for the first time in my life, I knew I would never disappear again.

We drifted for an hour, then another, naked under a blanket we found in the back of the boat, making out and telling secrets and laughing until our ribs hurt. The sky turned pink, then violet, then deep blue, the lake a mirror of the whole universe above.

Summer dozed in my arms, hair tangled over her eyes, hand tangled in mine.

I didn’t want to move.

I wanted to freeze this minute and stay there forever.

But the lake house lights had come on, and we could hear the distant sounds of Pen and Greta shouting over who would get first shower, the pop of another bottle, and the thump of a speaker that would probably be drowned in the hot tub by sunrise.

Summer stirred, then grinned up at me. “Ready to go back?”

“Not yet,” I said.

She nodded, then curled closer.

We sat in the dark, the boat rocking gently, our bodies still sticky with the aftermath, the chill of October seeping into our skin.

I felt the future then, heavy and warm and anchored to this girl, this place, this moment.

Nothing could take that away from us.

***

When we finally drifted back to the dock, the house was a beacon.

Light poured from every window. The sound of Pen and Greta’s voices reached us before the boat even touched wood. Summer laughed under her breath, still wrapped in the blanket, hair tangled, cheeks flushed from the lake and from me.

“Ready?” she asked.

I looked at the house. At the water. At her.

“Yeah,” I said. “I am.”

We dressed in the fading blue and made our way up the dock, hands laced, shoes forgotten somewhere in the boat.

The moment we stepped onto the patio, the house erupted.

Pen cheered like we’d just won a championship. Greta lifted a Solo cup in salute. Maisie came flying out of the kitchen with blue frosting on her wrist and hugged Summer so hard they almost tipped into the firepit. Raven leaned against the counter, arms folded, giving us a slow, sardonic clap.

Blossom watched from the couch, legs up, a blanket around her shoulders. She smiled at us, a real, honest smile, then tipped an imaginary crown in Summer’s direction.

Summer squeezed my hand.

No hiding.

No apology.

Val and Pandora came in from the sunroom, both with laptops and wireless headsets, both looking like CEOs on a post-acquisition bender.

Val scanned the room, saw us, and nodded. “Welcome back, Mr. Reynolds. Hope the ride was smooth.”

Pandora winked. “We’ve got your back if you need an alibi.”

Summer’s smile went wicked. “No alibi needed.”

Everyone laughed, and for a minute, the world was as perfect as a party can be: warmth, noise, a house full of women who had chosen themselves, and me, the luckiest bastard alive, standing in the center of it without feeling like I had to earn my place every second.

After a while, the group settled onto the patio couches, drinks in hand, the air cold but alive. The firepit burned blue and orange, and someone queued up a playlist of guilty-pleasure anthems. Summer curled into my side, her head on my shoulder, her body as soft and trusting as it had been on the boat.

Pen made a toast.

“To the Social Six. To never settling for less. To getting everything we want, even if the world says it’s too much.”

We all raised our glasses, even those of us who had nothing in them.

Summer whispered, “Are you happy, Matt?”

I looked at her, then at the house, the friends, the lake, the sky turning indigo above us.

“I’ve never been happier,” I said.

She beamed, and I saw in her eyes the whole of the year: the fear, the fight, the hope she’d kept hidden for so long.

Blossom caught my eye from across the fire.

“You did good, Reynolds,” she said.

“So did you.”

She shrugged, but the smile stayed. “Guess we all did.”

Raven lifted her cup. Maisie leaned against Summer’s shoulder. Pen and Greta were already arguing over the next song.

Val and Pandora sat together near the patio table, laptops open again, because apparently victory only got ten minutes before someone made it a spreadsheet.

“Sponsor calls first,” Val said, clear enough to carry. “Then we decide who gets the next story before it decides who we are.”

Pandora’s eyes flicked up from her screen, caught mine for half a second, then moved back to Val. “Dane lost the night. That doesn’t mean the reputation game is over. It just means the amateurs got loud first.”

Val smiled like the thought pleased her. “Good. I hate boring semesters.”

They bent back over the work, already turning the win into the next move, like the future was not a threat but a plan.

Summer’s hand found mine under the blanket.

“I love you,” she whispered, so quietly only I could hear.

I kissed her hair. “I love you, too.”

The house.

The lake.

The girls.

The war was over.

The story, though?

That was just getting started.


Where to Next?


The party is not over.

Matt survived Homecoming. Summer and Blossom stopped hiding. The Social Six proved the house could not be broken by rumors, fake VIP lists, or one jealous man with a grudge.

But reputation is its own kind of game.

Pandora sees everything. Val controls the story. And now that Matt belongs inside the house, the next move could cost them more than a party.

Book Two of The Party House series, Reputation Games, comes out June 30th.

***

Want More College Heat?

If you loved the parties, rivalry, jealousy, and high-heat group dynamics in Tailgate Temptations, 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 competition, scandalous parties, and a circle of women who refuse to let him stay on the sidelines.

It’s messy, sexy, competitive, and packed with the kind of campus chaos that turns one bad decision into an entire harem.

Start Campus King with Orientation
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Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.
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Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.
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Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.
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