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You Get Me First


The kitchen smelled like coffee, leftover vodka, and the sharp bite of winter.

The Party House had never been quiet. Not even in mid-November, when normal people spent weekends pretending to study, or at least watching sports. Here, the chaos never took a break. Streamers in Calder State blue and silver clung to the light fixtures. Someone had tried to hang a strand of tinsel over the cabinets, but it had already sagged into a pile behind the coffee maker, glittering in the morning light like last night's mistake.

The window above the sink was fogged, but a cold band of sunlight cut across the counter and bled onto the floor. Every time someone opened the back door, wind knifed through the room and chased a trail of perfume, vanilla-something and sugar and pure trouble. The speakers in the living room pulsed with a beat so high and fast it felt like the whole floor was vibrating. Even the coffee cups rattled.

Blossom's voice blasted over the music, no surprise there. "If I hear one more song about girls in trucks, I'm setting the playlist on fire!" She must've been two rooms away, but you could always count on a professional to project.

Maisie darted out of nowhere and crashed into my side, bare legs and soft sweatshirt, her arms warm around my neck. "Morning, boyfriend," she sang. "You're late. I already caught Blossom trying to staple stuff to the ceiling again. Holiday spirit is lethal this year."

She kissed my cheek before she let go, sharp, sweet, unmistakable. I squeezed her hip and she grinned wider, eyes flicking down my body in a way that would have unhinged me last fall. This time, it just made me want to catch her and throw her over my shoulder for the hell of it.

But Maisie was already gone, off to defend the decorations before Blossom decided fire was a valid option. I could hear Maisie's laughter bouncing off the walls, quickly followed by another Blossom threat.

A month ago, I would have been hovering by the edge of the room with my coffee, waiting to be useful or waiting for someone to decide whether I belonged. That version of me was gone. I knew where I stood now. I was part of the house, hell, sometimes I felt like the only thing keeping it from imploding, if only because I was the only one tall enough to see over the drama.

Summer was already in the living room, perched on the arm of the couch like it belonged to her. Which it did. She was golden-blonde and blue-eyed, hair pulled into a messy ponytail that made her look softer and somehow even more dangerous. She wore an oversized CSU sweatshirt with the neck wide enough to bare her collarbone, and a tiny pair of pale gray athletic shorts that did absolutely nothing to hide the tight curve of her ass or the long toned legs curled beneath her. Perky, petite, and glowing with trouble, she drew every scrap of heat in the room.

When she saw me, Summer's whole face lit up. Not the performance smile she used for campus functions or the teasing grin she deployed when she wanted something. The real one. The one that started in her eyes. She didn't bother to be subtle about it. She just hooked her finger at me, as if there was any chance in hell I wasn't going to obey.

"Come here," she purred. It was this low, teasing voice that crackled under my skin.

I went. There was no reason to pretend.

She met me halfway, straightened up, and slid both arms around my neck before pressing her body flush against mine. Her eyes were brighter than the morning. Her mouth was already parted, hopeful. If the girls wanted to make campus gossip go wild, this was how you did it.

"Hi," she said, and in that single syllable she made it clear she didn't care about the noise, the chaos, the other girls. Her world shrank to just the two of us.

I dropped a hand to her waist, fingers brushing the bare stripe of skin between her sweatshirt and her shorts. She fit there, perfect, and she knew it. She kissed me, soft at first but confident, as if reminding me (and anyone watching) that this universe had a center and it was her mouth on mine.

Behind us, music slammed through another chorus. Someone on the TV shouted about a Timberwolves basketball score. Blossom stomped into the room wearing a stolen Christmas sweater and the most aggressive fishnets on the planet. She took one look at Summer in my arms and whistled.

"If you two break the couch before noon, I want naming rights," Blossom announced, then went digging in the fridge for a soda. She looked like she hadn't slept but was still ready to party.

Summer ignored her completely. She dragged her mouth across my jaw and planted a kiss there, then whispered just for me: "I need you for a thing. Upstairs. Now." Her nails skimmed the back of my neck so fast my vision blurred.

I caught her lower lip between my teeth, because she liked that, and she grinned against my mouth.

Maisie reappeared, two holiday mugs in hand, and shot us a look. "You both look way too happy for people who were supposedly helping with decorations."

"We were about to," Summer said.

"Were you now," Maisie teased, clinking her cup against Blossom's as she passed by. Maisie winked at me, then reached out and patted my chest. "Don't forget your shirt this time, Matt. Not everybody needs to see your abs before breakfast."

Summer snorted. "I do." She said it loud enough for the house to hear.

Blossom rolled her eyes but looked oddly proud. "Get a room, you deviants. Or at least wait until I'm in the room, for once."

"No promises," Summer shot back, blue eyes dancing.

I let Summer tug me toward the stairs, her hand greedy on my wrist. Her hips flexed with each step, shorts riding up as she led the way, and she didn't even pretend to be subtle about it. Her ponytail bounced, blonde strands catching the cold light spilling in from the window at the landing.

Upstairs, the noise from the house faded but didn't vanish. The bass from the music was just a faint rumble now, and you could still pick up Blossom's voice every time she hit a new octave. The hallway smelled like laundry, fabric softener, and that fresh, almost sweet scent that was uniquely Summer.

She didn't slow down until she reached her bedroom. The door slammed closed behind us with a satisfying thud. Summer twisted the lock, deliberate, almost ceremonial, before she turned around and leaned back against the door. Her shoulders relaxed. The hoodie slouched down on one side, exposing more bare skin, and her cheeks looked even more flushed in the pale November light. The window above her desk was icy, but the room felt instantly warmer.

I was about to say something, but she held up a finger. "Don't," she said, her voice soft but sure. "The house can have you in twenty minutes. I get you first."

She meant it. I could see it in the way her chest rose and fell, the way her blue eyes stayed locked on mine, even as she bit her lower lip in that signature move guaranteed to scramble my brain.

"Babe," I said, closing the gap.

She pulled me the rest of the way. Her hands fisted in my shirt, tugging me tight against her, and she tangled her tongue with mine, greedy, hot, no barriers left. She tasted like coffee and something sweeter, impossible to name. Her body pressed to mine, all curves and heat, and her legs bracketed my thighs as she pulled me toward the edge of the mattress.

The music kept raging below, but up here, the world went quiet.

Summer wanted to be first. That was the only thing that mattered.

***

The lock clicked into place, and the moment it did, Summer's whole posture changed. She let her head fall back against the door, ponytail grazing the wood, lips parted like she'd just run a sprint.

"God. If we lived with normal people, we might actually get five minutes of quiet."

I grinned and let my gaze drift over her. "You'd hate it. Admit it."

She made a face. "Yeah, okay. But sometimes a girl wants to fuck her boyfriend without three different committees taking notes outside the door."

That cracked me up. "Is this a 'fuck your boyfriend' situation or a 'remind the house who's in charge' one?"

"Both," she shot back, pushing away from the door.

Summer crossed the room, hips swinging, and dropped onto the edge of her bed. The covers were a riot of CSU blue, white, and tangled sheets. She looked ridiculous and perfect, perched there with her knees apart just enough to make my brain skip. Her legs were bare, smooth, and flexed under the soft light from the window.

She patted the mattress. "Come here, Reynolds. The house can wait."

I did. No way I was going to play hard to get, not with her looking at me like that.

I crowded her knees, standing, and she looped her arms around my neck. The sweatshirt she was wearing sagged off one shoulder, baring a triangle of skin that begged for more attention than I was giving it. Her thighs bracketed my hips as she pulled me in close.

I buried my hand in her hair, tugged loose the wildest strands. Summer's laughter hummed against my mouth as I kissed her, tongue tracing the inside of her lower lip. She tasted like white chocolate mocha and a dare.

When she broke the kiss, she nipped my jaw, voice going low. "You know, if I posted a poll downstairs, you'd be the number one draft pick for at least three different girls. Maybe four."

I smirked. "Pretty sure most of them just want you, babe."

"Don't sell yourself short," she said, squeezing the back of my neck, nails biting in just enough to send a jolt straight to my cock. "Pandora can pretend all she wants, but even she stares when you walk into a room."

"Is this your version of foreplay? Talking about the competition?"

She shrugged, then let her hand drift down to the hem of my t-shirt. "It's not competition. It's just... I know things will shift. Pandora, Val, whatever next semester turns into. Sometimes I want to freeze-frame this, just for us."

She ducked her head, and for a second, the teasing slid away.

"Hey." I caught her chin and tipped her face up, forced her to meet me straight on. "You are not the part that changes."

Her blue eyes burned. She swallowed, cheeks going pink. "Prove it."

"Gladly."

I dropped to my knees, fingers skating up her calves. Her skin was impossibly soft and warm, and I slid my palms over the backs of her knees, easing her closer to the mattress edge.

Summer shivered, head falling back as I kissed a line up her thigh, inch by inch. I nudged the shorts higher, slipped my thumbs under the edges. The fabric was so tiny my hands nearly swallowed it whole. I took my time, every brush of my mouth a reminder that I was choosing her, first and always.

She moaned, low and open, when I bit the inside of her knee.

"Fuck, Matt. I thought you were going to rip my clothes off and just—"

"Not this time," I said, letting my breath heat the skin just above her shorts. "You wanted proof."

I tugged gently, coaxing the shorts down her thighs. Summer lifted her ass off the bed, hips flexing, giving the fabric up like it owed her something. I followed the reveal, watching her pale blue panties slide into view, hugging her so tight it was a miracle she could breathe.

Now it was my turn to stare. Her waist was narrow, her stomach flat and trembling. The outline of her full breasts under the sweatshirt drew my eye, but I wanted to go slow. I mapped her with my hands like I was never going to get to do this again.

Summer watched me, eyes bright with mischief but also glassy with want. "You're really going to take your time, huh?" Her voice was pitched up, softer.

I crawled higher, hands braced on either side of her hips. "Yeah. You want to be first? Nobody else is even in the room."

She grabbed the back of my head, hauled me up, and kissed me like she could drink the words out of my mouth.

Her thighs locked around my hips, and she rocked against me, grinding on the bulge in my jeans. The heat radiating off her was unreal. I felt the outline of her pussy pressing hard through the thin cotton, every shiver, every flex.

I ran my palms up her sides, over the sweatshirt. "You know this thing is killing me," I said.

Summer yanked it over her head with one hand, like she'd been waiting for me to beg. Her hair tumbled loose, static-spiked and golden, and her chest strained against a micro-thin white crop top that barely contained her breasts. Her nipples pressed through the fabric, high and tight, and it was obvious she wasn't wearing a bra underneath.

I groaned. "Jesus, babe."

"Yeah? You like it?" She arched her back, blatantly showing off.

I wasn't about to let her win. I caught her wrists, pinned them above her head, and leaned in to lick a stripe from her collarbone to her throat. She gasped, legs tightening around me, heels digging into my ass.

The world narrowed to the way her body felt under my hands. I palmed her breast, thumb brushing over her nipple, slow and deliberate. She arched harder, head tipping back, lips parted in a silent plea. The crop top rode up as I kneaded her tits, exposing more of her flushed skin.

She let out a shaky laugh, voice going ragged. "Okay. You're worshipping. I get it."

"Not even close," I said, tugging the fabric up to finally bare her breasts.

They were perfect, full, round, and begging to be touched. I groaned and leaned in, sucking one nipple between my lips while rolling the other with my thumb. Summer whimpered, fingers tangling in my hair.

Her confidence was still there, but the edges were fraying. "I want you," she said, voice barely above a whisper. "I need you to—fuck, Matt, just—"

I took her mouth again, silencing her, while my free hand drifted down over her stomach, across her panties. They were already damp and clinging to every curve.

I pressed a finger over her clit, slow circles, never quite enough. Summer bucked, shoving her hips up. She pinned my arm between her thighs like she was never going to let me go.

"You're not teasing," she accused.

"I'm making it real," I shot back. I peeled her panties aside and ran my finger over her slick folds, collecting the proof of just how much she wanted this.

She shuddered, then caught my face in both hands, eyes burning. "Don't make me beg, baby."

"You don't have to," I told her. "You're first. Always."

Summer let out a sound that was half-laugh, half-moan, and then she yanked at my shirt, pulling until I broke contact long enough to strip it off.

I knelt there, naked from the waist up, jeans barely hanging on. Summer was sprawled on the mattress, hair wild, hoodie gone, crop top shoved up, breasts flushed with color and nipples hard, hips arched off the bed, panties soaked.

I wanted to take her apart slowly enough that she believed every second of it.

But she pulled me down, kissed me hard, and rolled her hips until she was straddling my lap, knees bracketing my thighs, her wet heat pressing right against my cock through two thin layers of fabric.

"Ready to remind me how good it can get?" she whispered, grinding on me with no shame.

"Yeah, sunshine. I'm ready."

She moved her hips, slow at first, then greedy, chasing friction. I gripped her ass, fingers digging into the tight, round muscle, helping her roll against me. She didn't hide the fact that she loved how I touched her. Every move felt like a dare.

I slid my hands up her back, buried my face in her neck, breathing in that Summer scent, sweet, fresh, a little wild. She gasped as I bit gently at her skin.

Her hands worked at the button of my jeans with surprising urgency. She popped it open, then yanked at the zipper and freed my cock, hot and aching and already leaking for her.

She palmed me through my boxers, fingers wrapping around the shaft. "God, you're so fucking hard," she said, matter-of-fact, like she was proud she could wreck me just by sitting here.

"All your fault," I told her, kissing her collarbone, then her chest, then down to her stomach.

She laughed, then gasped again as I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her panties.

They were soaked. I peeled them down, knuckles brushing over her thighs, loving the way her legs quivered for me.

"Off," she demanded. I obliged.

Now she was naked except for the crop top scrunched just below her shoulders, hair a tangle, cheeks blazing, body practically vibrating in my hands.

She looked down at me, eyes huge. "This is what I wanted," she whispered, every trace of performance gone.

She wanted me just for her, before anyone else, before the world pulled me away.

I nodded. "Yours."

I shifted us so she was straddling my lap at the mattress edge, and for a second we just stared at each other. Summer's blue eyes were wide open, breathless, the vulnerability raw. My pulse hammered. I slid my cock against her, just to hear that next gasp.

This wasn't just a reminder.

She was asking me to make the truth physical, and I was done pretending I could do anything else.

***

The first second I rubbed the tip of my cock over her slick folds, Summer stopped breathing.

Her body went statue-still, air shivering in and out of her lungs, blonde hair wild over her flushed face. I lined up and pressed slow, teasing every inch, not rushing, making it count.

She tipped her head back, baring her throat. "Holy shit."

"Want it?" I asked, tongue in her ear.

Instead of answering, she dropped her hips in one greedy move and I slid inside her, inch by inch. She was hot, tight, and soaked, the bare friction shorting out my brain. I held still, letting her adjust, hands firm on her waist as she exhaled a shaky moan against my mouth.

Her legs locked tight to my hips, calves flexed hard, knees braced on either side. Her ass rocked back, then forward, and her pussy clenched so perfectly around me I almost lost it at the start.

"God, Matt," she whispered, clinging to my shoulders. Sweat bloomed across her collarbone. "More."

I gave her more. I thrust up to meet her, slow but deep, loving the way every new angle made her tits bounce and her nails bite into my back. The crop top was losing its battle with gravity, so I peeled it off and tossed it to the floor, not breaking rhythm.

She was bare for me now, every line, every curve, every perfect part. I cupped both breasts, thumbs brushing over hard, pink nipples. Summer arched into my hands, blue eyes glazed, and started to move in earnest.

She rolled her hips, grinding down on me, finding the perfect angle to take me deeper. Her voice turned hoarse, surprised by how much she needed it. Each time she dropped onto my cock, she shuddered all over.

"That's it, babe," I told her, licking a bead of sweat from her throat. "Show me."

Her hands pushed into my hair, jaw clenching as she rode me. The mattress squeaked under our weight, the bedframe answering every thrust. If anyone was listening outside, they'd know exactly what was happening, but neither of us cared anymore.

Summer leaned in and kissed me, messy and desperate, swallowing every sound I made. Her full breasts pressed against my chest, nipples dragging over my skin like bruised silk. She moved faster, chasing friction, working herself on me until her thighs trembled with the effort.

I ran my palms down her back, cupped her ass, helped her set the pace. Her skin was velvet warm, the muscle under my hands strong and perfect. She shivered when I squeezed, using the leverage to help her slam down harder.

She broke the kiss, gasping. "Holy shit, Matt. You feel—" She lost her words, braced her hands on my shoulders, and ground onto me with wild, hungry abandon.

I groaned, the sensation building way too fast.

She locked eyes with me, vulnerability finally punching through the wall of confidence. "Is it always going to be like this? Like nothing else fucking matters?"

I held her gaze, thrusting up so deep I felt her whole body jerk. "Yeah, babe. Always."

Summer braced her hands on my chest, fingers splaying wide. The sight of her, naked, flushed, riding me with everything she had, short-circuited every rational thought. I watched her tits bounce with each movement, watched her muscles striate in her thighs, watched the flicker of disbelief and raw need in her eyes every time she took me deeper.

She started to lose the rhythm, hips stuttering; every flex of her body told me she was about to break. I slid my hand between us and circled her clit, rubbing her just the way I knew she liked.

She dropped her head onto my shoulder and let out a strangled half-laugh, half-cry. "You're going to kill me."

I nipped her ear. "You'd haunt me."

She shuddered, squeezing tighter, body clamping around me as she slammed up and down, chasing a release that was close enough to burn.

I held her like she was the only thing in the house that mattered, hands on her hips, mouth everywhere I could reach, breathing in the wrecked little noises she made for me. I told her how gorgeous she looked, how good she felt, every filthy thing that came into my head, and every word made her move harder.

Summer's body started to tremble. Her hair clung to her cheeks, blue eyes glassy, every muscle in her legs and stomach drawn tight. She arched her back and rode me, tits moving in my palms, hips frantic. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

"Don't let me go," she said, so quiet I almost missed it.

I squeezed her ass, pulled her flush. "Never."

She whimpered and slammed herself down, taking every inch, needy and wild, grinding hard so her clit caught on my pelvis.

I held her there, stilled her, made her feel how deep she had me.

Her voice broke. "Matt, look at me."

I did, and it felt electric, like the whole world funneled to just this: her, in my lap, body begging for proof, eyes searching my face for the answer she already knew.

"You're first," I said, rough. "You'll always be first."

She kissed me so hard it hurt.

I could feel her getting close, every flutter and hitch in her breath. I didn't speed up, just kept the rhythm steady, letting her body do what it needed. She started to fall apart, hands scrabbling for purchase, nails scratching my shoulders.

The bedframe groaned, the party noise from downstairs echoing faintly, but up here everything was her voice, her moans, pleas, breathless cursing. She worked herself on my cock until the pleasure overwhelmed her, and she collapsed against me, head on my shoulder, hips rolling slow and desperate.

But she hadn't come yet. She was so close I could feel her whole body vibrating. She pulled back, stared me dead in the eyes, and made her demand:

"Don't stop. Don't ever make me feel like I'm not enough."

I didn't hesitate.

I wrapped her in my arms, flipped her onto the bed, and braced myself over her, cock still inside. Her legs locked around my waist, dragging me in deeper.

Now it was my turn to prove it.

***

Summer sprawled beneath me, breathless, flushed, and stunning.

I braced myself above her, hands on either side of her head as she stared up, blue eyes wide and waiting. The way she looked at me, like I was the only guy on the planet, did things to my head nobody else could. Her legs were tight around my waist, heels digging into my ass, and she arched up to take me deeper without a single hint of hesitation.

I slid my hands under her ass and dragged her closer to the edge of the mattress. When I pushed forward, she made this gorgeous, desperate sound that erased every doubt she'd ever had.

"God, yes," she gasped, nails scoring down my back, leaving crescent marks just above my jeans.

I set a new rhythm, slow at first, then deeper, pumping into her with enough force for the bed to voice its opinion. Her tits bounced with every thrust, nipples tight and flushed, and her blonde hair fanned out over the blue-and-silver sheets like a shredded halo.

The windows rattled in their frames. Music and laughter seeped up from the party below, but in here, it was only the slap and glide of skin and the gorgeous way Summer couldn't keep quiet anymore.

She grabbed for my shoulders, then my hair, then the sheets, like she couldn't decide what would anchor her. Every stroke made her voice unravel a little more.

"Don't stop," she begged, barely holding together. "Don't let them take this from me."

"They couldn't if they tried, baby," I said, kissing her hard. "This is ours."

She bit my lower lip and dragged my mouth back to hers. Between kisses, she talked, demanding, raw, not a trace of performance left.

"Look at me. Say it. I want to hear you say I'm yours."

"You're mine, Summer. You always have been."

She let out a wild, broken sound, then arched up to meet every thrust.

I wanted the moment to last forever, so I slowed it down, deep, grinding strokes, pelvis pressed flush to her clit at the end of each one. She took me in, every inch, until I felt her legs start to shake.

I leaned in, mouth on her throat, tasting sweat and salt. "Tell me what you need."

"That," she blurted, voice breaking. "Just—fuck, Matt, just like that."

So I did. I rocked into her, grinding hard at every bottom-out, one forearm bracing her hip so she couldn't escape the pressure.

She started to come undone, hands helpless in my hair, mouth dropping open.

"Matt. Oh my god—"

She shattered, pussy clamping down so tight it damn near wrung the life out of me. Her whole body bowed off the bed, breasts high and full, nipples scraping my chest. She screamed, no hiding it, and her nails dug into my skin like she'd never let go.

I kept going, riding her through it, chasing every aftershock until her body finally slumped against the sheets, wrecked and perfect.

Summer blinked up at me, eyes glassy, cheeks streaming with color. "You could've warned a girl," she whispered, breathless.

I grinned, kissed her nose, and drove into her again, harder, faster, needing to finish now that she was spent and open for me.

She sensed the change in me, clinging tighter, whispering filthy encouragement in my ear. "Give it to me. I want to feel you come."

I held out as long as I could, long enough to feel the last tremors run through her, long enough to watch her eyes go soft and wrecked. Then she whispered my name, pulled me down against her, and I broke. My hips drove deep, every muscle locking as I came with a groan that probably carried all the way to the living room.

I collapsed onto the bed, half on top of her, bodies sticky and tangled, her legs still locked around my waist.

We lay there, gasping, letting the world leak back in.

Then Summer giggled, breathless and giddy. "Can't believe you just made me scream louder than Blossom."

I caught her jaw, kissed her again, slow and deep. "Worth it."

She looked so proud of herself, like she'd just scored the game-winning goal and wanted everyone to know who'd carried the trophy home.

Outside, the house simmered, but in here, Summer was glowing.

Exactly the way I wanted her: happy, wild, secure, and completely mine.

***

We didn't move for a long time.

Summer sprawled across my chest, her hair wild and damp against my skin. My fingers traced lazy circles on her bare back, just because I could. She hummed, happy and spent, nails dragging up and down my stomach every time I tickled her side.

The room was a disaster. The bedspread was twisted and half on the floor. Clothes trailed a path to the dresser. The window was fogged from our breath, and the mirror over the desk caught a slantwise glimpse of both our bodies, tangled and flushed.

Summer rolled away, then flopped onto her back next to me. She watched me for a second, eyes bright with victory.

"You know what? I'm genuinely impressed with us."

I smirked. "The phrase you're looking for is 'best sex ever.'"

She barked a laugh, then propped herself up on one elbow and inspected my shoulder. Her thumb traced a red line where her nails had marked me.

She grinned, wicked. "I'm keeping count. If Blossom demands naming rights, I'll just remind her who broke skin."

I sat up, found my jeans, and pulled them on. Summer tracked every movement like a cat studying prey.

Then she hopped off the bed, bare and unapologetic, and detoured to the mirror. She fluffed her hair, messier now than when we started, then pulled me in close just to fix my own wrecked hair with her fingers.

"Honestly, Matt," she said, mock-scolding, "if you're going to be the face of this operation, you need to look semi-respectable."

She kissed my flushed cheek in the mirror, smirked at our reflection, then bent to scoop her panties off the floor.

She stepped into them with a little wiggle, then dragged on the crop top and wiggled back into her tiny shorts. They looked even smaller now, riding high on her ass, and the crop top left the faint red marks from my hands visible along her ribs.

We grinned at each other. Zero shame.

Summer poked my chest. "You good?"

"Fucking perfect," I told her.

She waggled her eyebrows, pleased. "I know."

The party noise downstairs had gotten louder. Someone, definitely Blossom, was screaming about a glitter bomb mishap. Maisie cackled in response, her laugh like a bell through the chaos.

I helped Summer gather up the rest of the evidence, then watched her fumble for the sweatshirt and drag it on over her head. The crop top vanished beneath it, but the way the sweatshirt slipped off her shoulder on one side made her look freshly fucked and proud of it.

She caught me staring. "Take a picture, baby. It'll last longer."

I fished my phone off the floor, snapped a shot of her leaning against the wall, lips swollen, hair a wild mess, legs bare. She grinned, totally unashamed.

Then my phone buzzed with a text.

MAISIE: Is it safe to knock or do we need to wait for aftershocks?

I burst out laughing, handed the phone to Summer.

She sent back a selfie of her own: tongue out, fingers making a victory sign, and the CSU logo on her sweatshirt visible.

A second later, there was a knock at the door.

Blossom's muffled voice: "If you broke anything good, I want you to autograph it."

Summer rolled her eyes, but there was nothing but affection behind it. "We didn't break anything. Yet."

"LAME," Blossom shot back, pounding twice for effect.

Summer looked at me, eyes softening for a second. All the humor slipped away, replaced by something warmer.

"Hey." She nudged my hip with hers. "I see you, you know."

"Good."

Her smile softened, but her eyes stayed direct. "And don't let whatever comes next make this smaller. Pandora, Val, any of it. This stays ours."

I caught her face in my hands, thumb brushing her cheek. "Always."

She breathed out like she'd needed that more than she wanted to admit, then tipped her chin back toward the door. "Good. Go handle whatever's next. But don't make me come get you."

I kissed her slow and pressed my forehead to hers.

"Never," I promised.

She gave me one last squeeze, then unlocked the door and shooed me into the hallway before either of us could get too sentimental to leave.

Down the hall, another ping: this one from Pandora.

PANDORA: I need to see you.

Even on text, she was all business. No wasted words.

Summer clocked the name, smirked, and winked at me. "Try not to fall for the dark side, Skywalker."

I laughed, but my heart beat faster. I already missed the warmth of her body.

The next game was already calling my name.

***

The second I hit the bottom step, I knew we were busted.

Blossom sat at the kitchen island, legs up on the counter, boots laced over fishnets and a CSU tee that looked like it might've been mine one lifetime ago. She was eating cereal straight from the box and grinning like a cartoon villain.

She clocked me, then Summer two steps behind, both of us hair wrecked and cheeks still pink.

"If you broke furniture before noon, I get naming rights," she announced, spoon raised in a threat.

Summer strolled right past her, bare legs moving easy in the cold air, not hiding a damn thing. She looked proud, lips still swollen. "You would have heard it, trust me."

Blossom cackled. "Tell that to the bed. It filed a noise complaint."

Maisie appeared then, gliding into my space to wrap her arms around my waist. Her hair was messier than last time, she probably did it on purpose. "Wow, you look way too happy for someone who was conscripted for holiday labor."

I squeezed her and let her hang there, her cheek pressed to my chest. "Evidence to the contrary?"

She arched a brow. "Bloss and I heard every minute of it." One finger traced a red mark on my neck. "Summer left a mark. She's marking territory again."

Summer sauntered past, freshly composed but glowing, and dropped herself into my lap as soon as I sat. The old couch groaned under the weight, but she tucked her legs over mine and grinned at the room. No embarrassment, just joy.

"I'd apologize," she said, "but I'm not actually sorry."

Maisie gave her a double thumbs-up. "Honestly, if I had his mouth, I'd keep him upstairs all semester."

Blossom shrugged. "Go for it. I'll take the couch and a bottle of prosecco. But if you're sharing, it's group text or nothing."

Summer ignored the chaos and nuzzled into my neck, arms around my shoulders, her whole body language screaming home base.

Even with the house overrun by sex jokes, CSU blue-and-silver tinsel flapping from the vents, and the faint smell of coffee and last night's perfume lingering under everything, I felt grounded. This was it, girlfriends, party, the ridiculous holiday tornado. I was in the center, not orbiting the outside.

That's when the room changed.

Pandora stood in the living room doorway, silhouette sharper than the sunlight streaming in behind her. Everything about her screamed control. slate-gray sweater, dark jeans, phone in hand, glasses riding low on her nose. Her eyes locked dead onto me, no smile, no wasted motion.

The room quieted. Even Blossom registered the mood.

Pandora spoke first, voice dust-dry and cutting through the leftover laughter. "I need to borrow Matt."

Summer's arms tightened on my waist, but she didn't flinch. "Borrow is an interesting word, Pan."

Pandora arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. "Ethan is being Ethan. I need someone reliable in the frame. Publicly."

She didn't have to explain more. On this campus, party optics were everything. If Pandora wanted me beside her, she'd already decided it was the smartest play.

Summer squeezed my hand under the table, fingers lacing with mine. "Up to you, babe. House can hold down the fort if you're needed for damage control."

Blossom didn't hold back. "Bring him back in one piece. And if there's a public makeout required, I want advance warning so I can livestream."

Maisie giggled, wiggled into the seat next to me, and leaned in. "I'll prep a crowd. CSU loves a good love triangle."

Pandora's eyes didn't leave me. If I was waiting for a sign she cared, it was the fact that she had asked at all.

"Matt." There was finality in her voice. "Can you do this?"

I nodded. "Whenever you need."

Pandora's mouth flicked at the corner, almost a smile, almost. "Now's good."

She spun on her heel and vanished as fast as she'd come.

I stood, Summer uncurling from my lap. She whistled, flashed a warning smile. "Don't let them steal you whole."

"Not possible," I said, low. I pressed a kiss to her hair, right above the ear.

She let me go, but I took the sensation with me. I could still feel her thigh against mine, the way her body remembered pleasure. Even as I followed Pandora toward whatever came next, Summer's warmth branded my skin.

The house behind me buzzed with laughter and girlfriend noise. Ahead, Pandora waited, cool and sharp, all challenge. The taste of the last game hadn't faded and the new one was already starting.

I loved the danger in it.


No Half-Measures


Ifollowed the edge of Summer's heat into the front hall. The last thing I saw in the living room was her, legs draped over the couch, lips bruised and blue eyes locked on me. She did not try to call me back. She did not even call shotgun. She just grinned, low and satisfied, like the next round was already hers.

The door snicked shut behind me, and the sound cut out half the house noise. I leaned back against it for a second, shoulders still burning from Summer's hands. I ran a palm over my shirt, smoothing the fabric like that could erase the memory, but all it did was press her scent deeper into my skin.

Blossom's voice crashed through the wall, then faded. Maisie giggled, pure and lethal. I waited for one last comment, one last girlfriend ambush from the room behind me, but the house had already moved on to its next fight.

Pandora was halfway down the porch before I blinked.

She did not glance back to see if I followed. She moved like she had somewhere better to be and every step was on a timer. Slate-gray sweater skimming her hips. Black jeans tight and sharp. Boots hitting the boards with surgical precision. Glasses low on her nose. It was not the sexy-librarian cliche, either. It was weaponized. Like she used the frames to say, don't even try me.

Her phone lit up her hand, thumb flicking through some feed I could only imagine, but even that was efficient. No wasted movement. No nervous fidget. Pandora did not perform for the porch cameras. She made the lens work for her.

The cold sliced right through my jeans and up my sleeves. If I had been smart, I would have grabbed a sweatshirt, but right now I was more focused on watching how Pandora claimed the space. She did not look for backup. She walked straight into whatever came next.

I hit the bottom step and almost tripped because she had stopped dead, perfectly still, feet planted, chest lifted like she was made for the winter light.

I caught up with my hands in my back pockets, trying not to look eager.

For a second, I just hung there, watching her profile. The way the sweater hugged her waist. The clean line of her jaw in the cold. Her mouth, always closed, never smiling unless she wanted something. She smelled like soap and cool skin, nothing designed to distract.

It distracted the hell out of me anyway.

She did not bother with hello. Did not waste a word.

She handed me her phone.

A campus event poster was loaded on the screen, some pseudo-formal party with just enough polish to be annoying. Greek Row-adjacent, probably, or one of the Social Six satellite events that tried to look official because everyone wanted the glow without doing the work. Right in the middle was a photo from last year: Pandora front and center, Ethan beside her, his arm almost around her waist, both of them looking like a couple except for the inch of empty space between their bodies.

In the shot, she looked bored. In real life, I had a feeling the calculation was way more precise.

Below that: the guest list. The names. The expectation.

"Am I reading this right?" I asked, thumb barely brushing her screen. "Thin ice for Ethan?"

She did not roll her eyes, but I could feel it. "Ethan is currently prioritizing plausible deniability."

"That's a lot of syllables for a Saturday morning."

Her eyebrow arched behind the glasses. "Do you want the soundbite or his actual quote? I'm sure he'll supply it shortly."

"Translation," I said. "He's bailing?"

"Soft-bailing." She took the phone back and tapped the photo with one neat fingernail. "Last year, Ethan stood beside me for this event. Everyone knows the picture. Everyone expects the sequel. If he drifts in late, stands six feet away, and spends the night pretending his phone is more interesting than the room, people will notice."

"And you want me to stand in."

"I want you to arrive with me." Pandora's voice stayed cool, but her eyes did not move off mine. "Walk in with me. Stay in the frame. Let the room draw the obvious conclusion without either of us having to perform a press conference."

That was clearer. Also worse.

I glanced down at the list again. The event was a power play, pure optics. Pandora's circle did not do casual. If Ethan bailed on her in public, it would not just be awkward. It would become a headline with comments, screenshots, and a dozen people pretending they had known it was coming.

"Why not make Ethan do it?" I asked. "If this is his spot, why not drag him into it by the hoodie?"

"Because forcing a man to look committed in public is how you get bad photos and worse rumors." Her mouth tightened, not hurt, not jealous, just irritated by incompetence. "And because I would rather choose the person standing beside me than babysit the one looking for an exit."

I passed the phone back, but she did not take it right away. She looked at me, really looked, like she was already workshopping where I fit in the shot. Her eyes were darker than storm clouds, and the way she held still made me want to break the tension just to see what she would do.

Instead, I let her win the silence.

She finally took the phone, fingers brushing mine just long enough to call it intentional. Her hands were warm. I hated that it made me want to move closer.

"So," I said, shoving my hands back in my pockets, "is this damage control, or am I being drafted?"

Her lips twitched. Maybe a smile. Maybe a threat. "I said reliable. Do not make me regret being optimistic."

I almost laughed, but I nodded instead.

She glanced over her shoulder at the house. For a second, her gaze caught on the fogged glass. She could see silhouettes moving, probably hear the sound of Blossom's laugh, Maisie's pointed commentary, Summer's playful threats echoing through the kitchen.

"If this is too public for you," she said, dry as dust, "now is the time to suggest a more private solution. Preferably one that does not tank my reputation."

I studied her. The cold made my skin tingle, or maybe it was the way she held her ground, waiting for me to blink first.

"Public is fine," I told her. "You already know how it will look. I just want to know if you're doing this for you or for the optics."

"Both," she said, clack-sharp. "Next question."

I had to look away, just to catch my breath. The light off the lake hit the porch railing and made the metal bite into my palm. I flexed my fingers, grounding myself on the cold.

Something about standing next to Pandora felt more dangerous than half the dares I had survived last year. She could do things with silence that most people needed a megaphone for.

She pivoted back to me, phone at her side. "Ethan is going to make this awkward. I would prefer not to hand him a script for heroic boyfriend exit. Unfortunately, anyone else in the frame would be a downgrade."

"Wow." I let the word hang there. "You tried to get a replacement, got nothing, and then picked me?"

She looked at me over the tops of her glasses. "Don't flatter yourself. I picked the only one who isn't a risk."

That hit different. Not a risk to her? Or not a risk to the story she needed to sell?

I did not ask. Did not need to.

Instead, I shrugged, rolling my shoulders to shake off the last trace of nerves.

She noticed the motion. She noticed everything, from the way my jaw clenched to the way I would not quite meet her eye after she called me reliable.

That was when she did the thing I did not expect.

She stepped into my space like she was adjusting us for the camera. She reached out and tugged the cuff of my sleeve, just enough to set the line of my shirt straight, just enough to make the contact unavoidable. Her hand lingered for one beat, and the jolt went right down my spine.

She was not flirting.

She was calibrating.

She angled her body toward mine, aligning us shoulder-to-shoulder, then held it there, eyes flicking from my face to the front of the house like she was running a test pattern.

"If you're going to be in the frame," she said, voice barely above a whisper, "try to look like you belong."

I bit back the obvious retort.

Honestly, it was hard to argue. I wanted to belong there. I wanted to know what happened when she let her guard drop, even an inch.

The house was a rumor now. Cold wind. Her boots on the porch boards. Distant music through glass. Every nerve in my body was awake.

She let go of my sleeve, but not before smoothing the fabric down with her thumb. Gentle, almost. I caught a whiff of her, nothing sweet, just the pure, understated scent of skin and control.

For a second, neither of us said anything.

I waited for her to step back.

She did not.

Instead, she gestured to the phone in her hand. "Party is tonight. If you want to flake, let me know now. I'm not fond of surprises."

I shook my head. "I'll be there."

"Good." This time the mouth definitely smiled. Sharp, quick, gone too soon. "I can work with that."

She looked satisfied, like she had solved a math problem and pinned me to the answer sheet.

I tried to play it cool, but inside, my chest was still humming.

The second she turned her attention back to the screen, I almost reached for her hand.

Almost.

Instead, I just watched the way she stayed beside me like the decision had already been made. The way her dark hair caught the pale sunlight. The way her posture stayed perfect even when she was close enough for her sleeve to brush mine.

She had already decided I was her answer. That was the part that got me. Not the drama. Not the stunt posting. It was the way she saw a mess, did the calculus, and picked me out of the whole damn world.

I could still taste Summer on my tongue.

But right now, the only thing I wanted was the next challenge.

And Pandora knew it.

***

Then her phone lit up, screen white against the slate sleeve.

She checked it, deadpan. At first I thought it was an event update, but when she tipped the phone so I could see, Ethan's name was at the top. The sheer number of messages was impressive.

Ethan: Running late but I'll be there, swear.

Ethan: Might be easier if Matt covers for the first part?

Ethan: Maren says she can get us on the guest list early if we want.

Ethan: If you want to go with Matt, probably looks better anyway.

I fought off a laugh. "He's really not subtle."

Pandora exhaled, the tiniest huff. "Ethan has never met a problem he couldn't delegate."

A car door thumped somewhere down the driveway, followed by the rushed slap of sneakers on pavement. Ethan Monroe came around the side of the porch looking like he had barely survived a house fire. His hair was half-flattened, probably by the CSU cap in his hand. Hoodie barely zipped. Logo askew. Phone cradled like it might spontaneously combust.

He looked up and immediately sized up the situation.

Me and Pandora, standing a little too close. Her sweater brushing my arm. My shirt still freshly straightened by her touch.

Ethan grinned. It was too quick, too easy.

"Perfect. You're already in the zone."

He shuffled over with a nervous energy that probably read as charming if you were not paying attention. "Hey, so, plot twist. Maren just pinged me about getting in ahead of the crowd. Her thing, not mine. I told her I was committed here, but if you'd rather do this round with Matt—"

He trailed off, clearly hoping one of us would let him off the hook.

Pandora did not budge. "Drafted makes it sound official, Ethan. What you're doing feels a lot like avoiding responsibility."

Ouch.

Ethan held up both hands in surrender. "Not avoiding. Delegating. That's leadership, right?"

"She was never going to buy that," I pointed out, mostly to watch him squirm.

He turned to me, desperate for backup. "You've got the house gravity, man. Pandora doesn't look ridiculous with you."

Pandora squared up to both of us, eyes slicing through every move.

Ethan tried humor again. "Honestly, Matt, I think you're better at this anyway. If I stand next to Pan, it's like I'm the IT guy who wandered into the shot."

"You're not wrong," Pandora said, almost clinical.

The tension should have been ugly, but nobody here cared enough to get nasty. If anything, the whole scene read like an over-rehearsed sitcom where one guy had forgotten he was supposed to be the boyfriend.

Ethan kept checking his phone. The screen lit every few seconds. I caught a glimpse of Maren Dwyer's name and another rapid-fire text, probably about logistics, probably not.

He tried to play it cool again. "It's not a big deal, right? You just need someone in the couple spot for a few posts. Could be anyone, but... well, it kind of can't be."

He let that land, hoping it sounded less sad than it probably was.

Pandora's lips pressed together. Not annoyed. More like she was taking notes. "You were thinking as little as possible."

"That feels unfairly accurate," Ethan said.

I watched the two of them for a second.

Pandora: still, silent, glasses reflecting the lake light, hands folded perfectly on her phone.

Ethan: shifting, faking calm, always reaching for the next distraction.

Me? I anchored my feet on the porch boards and let the dynamic run.

It was obvious. Pandora would never take a random guy to anything. With most guys, it would look fake or desperate. With Ethan, there was just enough plausible connection that nobody asked questions. But Ethan wanted a way out, and he was more excited about Maren's offer than he realized.

Pandora did not miss a thing. Her eyes flicked from Ethan's grip on his phone to the exact angle of my shoulder to the line of party emails stacking on her lock screen.

Ethan forced one last joke. "Honestly, if there's a kissing booth, feel free to tag me out. You two make a better frame."

I snorted, mostly for the sound of it. "You realize you just made yourself the designated bench player."

"Benches win championships, man."

Pandora did not dignify that with a response. She just straightened my sleeve again, barely a flutter, and said, "Reynolds is the only viable candidate."

This time, I did not flinch. I let her set the frame.

Ethan looked relieved, like maybe now he could run straight to Maren and not feel like a traitor.

Pandora looked like she had known how this would go the entire morning.

I could not decide if I admired her control or wanted to mess with it.

Both, probably.

The public-couple game was set.

Now came the real test: would I let myself be used, or change the damn rules?

***

After Ethan made his bench-player joke, things went clinical.

Pandora shifted, realigning her body so she stood flush at my left. The slate-gray of her sweater brushed my bicep, her hair barely dusted my collar, and for a second, we must have looked locked-in enough to start rumors all over again. She did not check my reaction. She did not even blink. She just reached up, thumb and forefinger pinching the fabric at my shoulder, and angled me about two degrees, like I was her favorite action figure and she needed the scene set just right.

I held dead still so she would have to touch me again.

The pressure of her hand was confident, not careful. She lined up the frame on her phone, then did a tiny half-step that brought our hips almost flush. If she noticed my pulse jump, she did not let it show.

"Stand here," she murmured. Her voice was precise, low enough that I felt it in my stomach. "Camera sees everything."

The cold made my skin buzz, but the heat was all her. Underneath, the echo of Summer's body still hummed through my chest, a reminder that I was wanted, chosen, and already claimed. But Pandora's brand of control was addictive.

She lifted her phone, angled it to selfie mode, and tested the shot. First just the two of us, then with Ethan in the background, deliberately out of focus. She checked the composition, thumb flicking over the adjustments, then nodded once as if satisfied with her work.

Ethan watched from the far end of the porch. He pretended to scroll, but every time Pandora repositioned me, his eyes flicked up like he could not decide whether to joke or bail.

"Wow," he said, voice loose, "not even gonna pretend you're not upgrading."

Pandora did not give him the time of day. "Some things require a quality control process."

I stifled a laugh. "That's one way of saying I look good on camera."

She did not answer, but her lips did that half-curl again.

I waited for her to let go of my sleeve. Instead, she straightened the cuff, her thumb running over my wrist in a way that left my skin tingling.

"Relax," she said, voice gone even softer. "It's just a post."

She turned the phone so I could see. Our heads close. Her glasses reflecting just a hint of sky. My face angled toward hers in a way that made it look one bad moment from a kiss. The image was hot, but not sleazy. Just enough to set rumors on fire.

I found my voice. "You sure you want to hand the story over to the internet?"

"It's not about the story. It's about the control." She leaned in, words for my ear alone. "Don't act surprised."

I wasn't.

She snapped two shots, one posed, one more candid, then stepped back a fraction. Not enough to break the tension. She held the phone in front of me, challenging without a word.

I met her stare and held it. If this was a game of chicken, I did not plan to blink.

Ethan finally closed the gap, slinking up next to us and trying for neutral ground. "You two want a witness, or should I just Photoshop myself out now?"

"Already done," Pandora fired back, not missing a beat.

Ethan huffed, light but not bitter. "See, this is why you're dangerous, Matt. Anybody else in the universe, she'd reject them for even trying."

"Probably accurate," Pandora allowed, her hand finally dropping from my sleeve. "Now we just need to not screw it up in public."

I flexed my grip on the porch railing. The metal froze my palm, kept me from dragging her closer just to test how far she would let this run.

For a second, I remembered Summer's voice in my ear: "Don't let them steal you whole."

There was no risk of that. Wanting Pandora did not erase Summer. It just made the whole world sharper, riskier, more intense.

Pandora glanced down at my hands. Noticed the veins. Maybe caught the way I was holding back.

She said, almost amused, "You're very disciplined for a man who looks like that."

Ethan barked a nervous laugh. "It's scary, actually. I thought I was the safe option, but stand Matt next to anyone and you get rumors."

He said it like he wanted me to bail him out.

I let the silence ride. I wanted to see if Pandora would crack.

She did not.

She just slid the phone back into her pocket, smoothed her hair, and drew herself up so her chest lined even with mine.

"Tonight, don't be late," she said. "If you're beside me, you're beside me. No half-measures."

I nodded, pulse steady. "Copy that."

Ethan tried one last joke, too desperate. "Honestly, she'd eat me alive. You two look like equals."

Pandora cocked her head, focused on me. "That's the point."

It was a dare.

And I took the bait.

The lines were drawn, and Ethan was about to find out I took Pandora's frame more seriously than he did.

***

Pandora's phone buzzed again, harder this time. Not a text. A call.

She checked the screen and went perfectly still in that way that made everyone else look messy by comparison.

"Guest list problem?" Ethan asked, too hopeful.

"Guest list person," Pandora said. "Worse."

She looked at me first, not Ethan. "Stay here."

"Yes, ma'am," I said before I could stop myself.

Her mouth almost moved. "Do not make that a habit."

Then she cut her eyes to Ethan. "And you. Do not improvise."

"I would never."

Pandora gave him a look that could have stripped paint, then answered the call and stepped off the porch, boots clicking down the stairs. She moved toward the side yard, phone to her ear, voice dropping into that calm kill-mode register that probably made freshman volunteers confess crimes they had not committed.

Ethan watched until she was far enough away that the wind took her voice.

Then he grabbed my sleeve.

"Okay," he said. "Now I can say the part where I sound like a bad person."

I looked down at his hand.

He let go immediately. "Right. Sorry. Boundaries. Big morning for boundaries."

"Ethan."

"Yeah." He dragged both hands through his hair and started down the porch steps. "Walk with me for thirty seconds."

I followed him because he looked less like a guy hatching a plot and more like a guy about to confess he had backed over the mailbox and blamed a neighbor.

We stopped at the side of the house, near the stacked patio chairs and the hose reel nobody had bothered to put away before the first frost. Pandora was still across the yard, pacing with her phone, one hand tucked into the sleeve of her sweater. Close enough to see. Too far to hear.

Ethan checked anyway.

"Say it," I told him.

He blew out a breath. "I like Pandora."

"I got that part."

"No, I mean I like her. I care about her. I want to stay friends with her." His voice lost some of the joke, which made him sound younger. "That is actually the part I care about most. I do not want some ugly breakup where she hates me, the house hates me, and I spend the rest of college getting politely murdered by women with better cheekbones than me."

"That your big secret?"

"No." He winced. "The big secret is that I think I want out."

I waited.

Ethan stared at the dead grass like it might offer legal advice. "Pan and I are... I don't know. A campus default. A label. We look right in pictures. Our friends know where to put us. It makes sense from the outside. But it never really became what it was supposed to become."

"Meaning?"

He rubbed the back of his neck. "Meaning we were never like that. Not really. Not physically. Not in the way people assume."

That landed heavier than I expected.

He glanced at me fast, then away. "And now there's Maren."

"Maren Dwyer."

"Yeah." His mouth did something helpless and stupid. "She's easy to talk to. Not easy easy. I mean, she makes me feel like I don't need a flowchart to survive a conversation. We met at Blossom's Neon Jungle thing, and we've been talking since. Nothing happened. I swear. I haven't crossed that line."

"But you want to."

"Yeah," he admitted. "I want to."

There it was. Not evil. Not cruel. Just cowardice with a decent haircut and a phone full of texts.

"So break up with Pandora," I said.

Ethan laughed once, miserable. "You say that like Pandora Vale is a normal person you can just disappoint over coffee."

"She is a person."

"Exactly. And I don't want to hurt her." He looked back toward the yard, where Pandora had stopped pacing and was listening to someone on the phone with the dead-eyed patience of a woman counting down to violence. "I also don't want to lose her. Or you. Or this." He gestured vaguely toward the house, the porch, the noise inside, the whole Social Six orbit humming around us. "I know that sounds shallow."

"It does."

"Great. Thank you. But it's true. These parties are the best thing on campus. The people are the best thing on campus. I don't want to be exiled because I handled one relationship like a spineless idiot."

"Then don't handle it like a spineless idiot."

"I am trying to outsource that part."

I stared at him.

He held up both hands. "Bad joke. Mostly."

"Ethan."

"Okay." He swallowed. "Look, she already picked you for tonight. She trusts you. She looks at you like..." He stopped, then shook his head. "Like she doesn't look at anybody else. And you're Matt freaking Reynolds. The house already made room for you. Summer is fine with it. Maisie acts like you hung the moon and then asks if you want sprinkles on it. Blossom would probably sell tickets. If Pan realizes she wants you, then she ends it with me because she chose something else, not because I failed her."

I felt the temperature drop ten degrees.

"You want me to steal your girlfriend."

He flinched. "I want you to give her an option."

"That is the same sentence wearing a nicer jacket."

"Maybe." He looked miserable now, not slick, not proud. "But I know her. Pandora would reject literally any other guy on campus. Any other guy. She'd see the angle before he finished smiling. You are the only one she might not reject."

I could still feel Pandora's thumb smoothing my sleeve. The phone angled toward us. Her body lined beside mine. The way she had said if you're beside me, you're beside me.

The want was there. Mine, definitely.

Maybe hers.

That did not make this clean.

"I am attracted to her," I said.

Ethan's eyes widened. "Okay. Wow. Direct."

"You need to hear it direct, because this is the only time I'm saying it like this." I stepped closer, not threatening, but enough that he stopped fidgeting. "I will not lie to Pandora for you. I will not manipulate her. I will not help you dodge the truth because you are scared of losing access to the party house."

He swallowed.

"And I will not be your escape hatch," I said. "If anything happens with Pandora, it happens because she chooses it with open eyes. Not because you pointed me at her and hoped she would do the hard part for you."

Ethan nodded once, then again. He looked embarrassed, relieved, and like he wanted to evaporate into the siding.

"Fair," he said quietly.

"If she asks me directly, I tell her."

"I know."

"No, I need you to actually know it."

He met my eyes then. For once, the joke did not come immediately.

"I know," he said. "And I deserve that."

That was the thing about Ethan. Even at his weakest, there was enough decency in him to make it harder to hate him.

He looked toward Pandora again. "I just don't want to lose my friend."

The line was small. Honest. Almost enough to make the whole plan sad instead of stupid.

"Then start acting like her friend," I said.

He nodded, mouth tight. "Yeah."

Pandora ended the call across the yard.

Ethan saw it and went instantly pale. "Cool. Great. I am going to go pretend I have an urgent text from literally anyone else."

"Run while you can."

"I prefer the term strategic retreat."

He walked backward for two steps, pointed at me like he was trying to look casual and failing on purpose. "Don't take it personal if she eats you alive, Matt."

I smirked. "Wouldn't dream of it."

He bailed toward the driveway before Pandora could reach us.

For a breath, I stood beside the house with the cold in my lungs and Ethan's confession sitting heavy in my chest.

No one had drawn blood.

But the line was there now.

And this time, I was the one carrying it.

***

Pandora came back alone.

She crossed the yard with her phone in one hand and the guest list problem apparently dead at her feet. The wind caught her hair, lifting a few dark strands around her face, but the rest of her stayed composed. Slate sweater. Black jeans. Glasses low. Mouth unreadable.

She stopped in front of me and glanced toward the driveway where Ethan had disappeared.

"He fled."

"Strategically retreated," I said.

"That is Ethan for fled."

"Pretty much."

For a second, she just watched me. Not suspicious, exactly. More like she had returned to find the furniture moved two inches to the left and wanted to know who thought she would not notice.

"You look different," she said.

I kept my hands loose at my sides. "Do I?"

"Less entertained."

"Ethan has that effect."

"Mm." She stepped closer, and the air between us got tight again. "He looks like he survived a committee hearing."

"Barely."

"Productive?"

"Productive enough for me to tell him I am not freelancing your story."

Her gaze sharpened. "My story."

"If I'm standing beside you tonight, it's because you asked me to. Not because Ethan panicked in the clutch."

Pandora's mouth curved, but it was not a smile.

"That answer was almost careful," she said.

"Almost?"

"Careful men usually bore me."

I leaned in, not hiding my interest. "That depends. Public performance or private dare?"

She did not blink. "It's always both."

Her tone made it clear that if I embarrassed her, it would be public and permanent.

"Is Summer going to send a hit squad after me if you run the couple optics?" she asked.

I grinned, teeth sharp. "Summer expects me to be honest. She trusts me."

Pandora's lips softened, almost impressed. "I can respect that."

I could feel the heat rolling off her. Even through the cold, the space between us hummed.

"I'll play my part," I promised. "But I won't lie to you. If you want the truth, you get it."

She dropped her voice. "You'd say it straight, even if I did not want to hear it?"

"Every time," I said. "Ask and you get the real story."

She let the silence stretch, and for one second I thought she might ask.

She did not.

Instead, she reached out and set her hand on my sleeve right where she had straightened it before. Her fingers flexed, not quite a squeeze, more of a test.

"You are more dangerous than advertised," she said, barely audible. "Maybe that is useful. Maybe not."

I laughed, not breaking eye contact. "You'll figure it out."

She let go of my sleeve, slower this time, maybe savoring the pulse or just daring me to grab back.

"The party is at seven," she said. "Door list is in your inbox. Try to look like you belong."

I gave her a once-over that was not subtle. "If you want me in a suit, say it now."

She considered it. "Let's not oversell. Clean shirt. Maybe a jacket."

That got a real smile out of me. "You got it."

From the window above, I caught Summer's outline, watching, chin propped on her hand, pure confidence on her face. No jealousy. No panic. Just trust.

Pandora tracked the line of my sight, saw where I was looking, and nodded like she approved.

"If the girlfriend committee objects, send them to me."

"I will."

For a quick second, Pandora's arm brushed mine, pressure lingering as she leaned in. "Last warning. Reputation is a live wire. If you get caught, don't freeze up."

I shrugged. "Can't short-circuit if you're already running hot."

She smiled this time, small but real. "We'll see."

Then she left, hips slicing the air, boots clicking across the boards. I watched every second of her exit.

Behind me, the house thumped with laughter, music, and the messy safety of people who had already claimed me. Ahead of me, Pandora had turned the sidewalk into a runway and the evening into a loaded gun.

I was not Ethan's cover story.

I was not Pandora's pawn.

But I would stand beside her.

And before I let this become anything real, I would tell her exactly what Ethan had asked me to do.

That was the game now.

Reputation first.

Then the consequences.


The Perfect Script


The Party House had started decorating for the holidays like it had been attacked by a craft store with school spirit.

Blue and silver tinsel twisted around the banister. CSU ornaments dangled from the living room lamp. The windows fogged every time the front door opened, letting in a slice of mid-November cold before the house swallowed it whole.

It was ridiculous.

It worked.

What worked better was the way the girls treated me.

Maisie saw me first. She poked her head out of the kitchen, messy hair everywhere, and zeroed in like she had been counting the seconds until I reappeared.

"There he is!" She bounced over, bare legs and a micro-skirt peeking out from under a sweatshirt that might have fit a toddler. She hooked both arms around my neck and plastered herself to my chest. Her cheek was cold, but her body was pure furnace.

"Miss me?" I asked.

She wiggled against me, laughing. "You have no idea. We considered launching a search party, but Blossom said we'd need to tranquilize you first."

"I stand by my methods," Blossom called.

She slid across the hardwood in combat boots, a plaid miniskirt, and a CSU tee that looked like it had lost a fight with a pair of scissors. She gave me a long look, green eyes sharp, then fake-whispered to Maisie, "If you let him go, I get his lap for the next half hour. House rules."

Maisie clung tighter. "Not a chance. I had dibs."

"Bitch, please," Blossom said, but it was all teeth and affection.

Summer wandered in from the hallway, hair up in a scrappy-high ponytail, the CSU hoodie swallowing her frame. She had skipped pants for thigh-high socks and shorts so small they seemed legally optimistic. She stopped when she saw me buried under all that affection.

Instead of frowning, she smiled like this was proof she had picked the right life.

She crossed the room with a slow, satisfied prowl, nudged Blossom just enough to claim space, and settled beside me. Her hand slipped into my hair, soft and sure.

"You look good in the middle," she said.

"I feel good in the middle."

Maisie giggled. "You should. You're very popular."

Blossom raised her soda in mock salute. "He's not popular. He's community property with abs."

I should have felt embarrassed. Instead, I let them lean into me, all girlfriend energy and not a single hesitation in sight. Maisie's hand rested on my thigh. Blossom's arm draped across my shoulders like she was proud of it. Summer kissed me with warm, public certainty, quick and electric, marking me for anyone who cared.

"You still running hot?" she murmured near my ear. "Or did Pandora freeze you out already?"

The question tugged at the secret I had carried in from the porch. Ethan's plan. Maren. Pandora. The truth I owed her before anything real happened.

I pushed it down for now. "Not even close."

Summer's smile went bright. "Good. House feels better when you're in it."

It did. I felt it in every laugh, every brush of fingers, every inch of pressure from bodies that actually wanted me. For the first time, I was not working to belong. I was the gravity in the room.

Then the front door opened, and the whole house changed temperature.

Boots clicked on the entryway tile. Not the usual shuffle. Crisp. Controlled. A sound like punctuation.

Valerie Sinclair stepped inside with her phone in one hand and her composure in the other, but the composure was slipping. She wore a fitted black top that did impossible things for her chest and slim waist like it had been tailored for trouble. A dark skirt hit high enough to start arguments, and her boots made her legs look even longer. Her hair was glossy and perfect. Her makeup was sharp but not overdone, eyes lined in a way that said come closer if you dare.

She saw the couch pile and paused for half a second.

Whatever she had planned for this entrance, she had not expected to find me buried under Summer, Blossom, and Maisie and loving every second of it.

Her jaw tightened. Her fingers flexed around her phone.

Summer straightened first. "Val?"

Val looked at her, then at me. "Ryan Randall is on campus."

The room went still.

Maisie sat up. "Your Ryan?"

"Apparently." Val's voice was even enough to cut glass. "He transferred to Calder State. Delta Kappa Rho. My mother knew. His mother knew. I, somehow, was the last person invited to my own romantic gesture."

Blossom blinked. "That is either adorable or a felony."

"It's not a felony," Val said. "Unfortunately."

She tried to make it dry. It almost worked.

Almost.

I eased Maisie's legs off mine and stood. "Is he coming here?"

Val's eyes met mine. There it was: not fear, exactly. More like a girl who had spent years being excellent at every room she entered and had finally found one where excellence could not save her.

"He's outside," she said. "And I'm not sure whether I need backup, a witness, or someone to remind me not to become the villain in a story everyone else already thinks is romantic."

Summer touched her arm. "You get to choose. That's the only rule."

Val nodded once, but her gaze stayed on me.

I said, "Whatever you need."

Her mouth softened for a fraction of a second.

"Careful, Reynolds," she said, voice lower now. "I might actually take you up on that."

***

Ryan Randall looked like every parent-approved boyfriend ever built in a lab and sent to a Midwestern campus to restore faith in young men.

Clean-cut. Brown hair. Earnest eyes. Official CSU jacket zipped over a crisp shirt. Flowers in one hand. Coffee carrier in the other. A formal envelope tucked beneath his arm, blue and silver and stamped with the Delta Kappa Rho letters.

He stepped inside like he knew this house was not his territory and wanted to be respectful about it.

"Hey, Val," he said.

Two words, and the whole room heard how much he meant them.

Val took the coffee because politeness was muscle memory. "Hey, Ryan."

"Extra shot, vanilla, no whip," he said. "Unless you changed it."

"I didn't."

He smiled with visible relief, and that was the problem. He was not smirking. He was not posturing. He was not trying to win the room with some cocky frat-boy routine. He was just standing there with flowers and hope, making it impossible for Val to dismiss him without feeling cruel.

Ryan glanced at the rest of us. Summer stood right beside Val, polite but unyielding. Maisie sat cross-legged on the couch, hands in her lap, watching everything. Blossom sprawled in the corner with her boots up, mouth curled around a private joke, but her eyes stayed on Val.

Me? I stayed a half-step back, loose and ready. Not inserting myself. Not hiding either.

"Sorry to drop in like this," Ryan said.

Blossom lifted one hand. "You are absolutely dropping in like this."

"Blossom," Summer warned, but there was almost a smile in it.

Ryan gave Blossom a nervous laugh, then looked back at Val. "I transferred because I kept thinking distance was the only thing we never beat. Classes, schedules, different campuses. It all became bigger than us."

Val held the coffee with both hands. "Ryan."

"I know," he said quickly. "I know this is a lot. I just... I missed you. And I hated how we ended."

He held out the flowers. Val accepted them because of course she did. Val could have accepted flowers from a firing squad and made it look like etiquette.

Ryan took a breath. "Your mom knows. Mine too. They think I'm either romantic or insane."

"Those are not mutually exclusive," Val said.

His smile warmed because she had answered like herself.

Then he pulled the envelope free and held it out.

"Delta Kappa Rho Winter Formal. January. Come with me." His voice shook once, then steadied. "One real date. Let me show you this was not just a gesture."

The envelope might as well have been a loaded gun.

Val stared at it. Her jaw tightened. Her pulse jumped at her throat. The coffee cup bent slightly under her fingers.

Ryan saw it and softened. "I know I got impatient in high school. About us. About what I thought we were supposed to be."

Val went still.

"I should have handled it better," he said. "And I know the distance made everything worse. I'm not asking you to rush anything now. Not a date. Not a future. Not any part of yourself you're not ready to give."

Nobody moved.

"I mean that," he said. "I can wait as long as you need. Even if that means marriage."

Maisie looked at Val with wide, aching eyes. Blossom stopped pretending this was funny. Summer stayed close to Val, steady as gravity.

And I understood the trap.

Ryan was not wrong for wanting her. He was not cruel. He was the kind of man families prayed would come back with flowers and patience and a transfer folder. That was exactly why Val looked like she could not breathe.

She placed the flowers on the coffee table beside the envelope, then set the cup down with careful hands. "He means it," she said, mostly to herself.

Summer nodded. "I know."

"That is worse."

The honesty cracked through her polish so cleanly that nobody made a joke.

Ryan blinked, hurt cutting across his face. "If you're seeing someone, or if there's someone else, I can respect that."

His eyes flicked to me. Not accusing. Just noticing.

Val did not look at me yet.

Ryan stepped back. "I should move my car. I may have invented a parking spot."

Maisie made a tiny relieved sound. Blossom muttered something about campus security and romantic misdemeanors.

Ryan looked at Val one more time. "No pressure. I just wanted you to know I'm here."

Then he stepped outside and closed the door gently behind him.

The room exhaled.

Val stared at the envelope like it spelled out a jail sentence.

I tried to picture it from her side. Most guys would not have bothered. Or if they did, they would have screwed it up with ego or some bullshit threat. Ryan had walked in and laid his soul out. All she had to do was pick it up.

Except she could not.

"He's what everybody wants for their daughter," Val said.

Blossom whistled low. "No pressure."

Val managed a smile, brittle at the edges. "I should want this. Everyone thinks I do."

Maisie reached for her hand but let it hover. "Do you?"

Val didn't answer.

Her gaze met mine. For a split second, I saw the girl under the polish: not a planner, not a strategist, not the woman who could make Greek Row behave with a clipboard and a look. Just Val, trapped between being grateful and being honest.

She looked away fast.

Summer didn't crowd her. "You don't have to decide tonight."

"I need a reset," Val said.

Blossom's voice softened. "We can hide you in the laundry room, if you want."

Maisie nodded. "I vote blanket fort."

Val actually smiled. "I'm not running. Just..."

She looked at me again, mouth tight.

"Can I talk to you?"

I nodded. "Yeah."

She got up, brushed invisible dust from her skirt, and led the way toward the back hall.

Summer's eyes followed us, but she looked proud. Blossom winked. Maisie squeezed my hand once, quick, then let me go.

I followed Val into the narrow silence, the warmth of the room trailing after me.

One hallway, and the script was about to change.

***

The hallway was dim, cold air sneaking in at the seams, but Val's body radiated so much tension it felt like she might set off sparks.

She stopped between the kitchen and the mudroom, back against the wall, both hands planted behind her like she needed something solid. Her chest rose and fell hard. No drama. Just a girl trying to keep the lid down.

"He is not the problem," she said.

"No."

"That's supposed to make this easier."

"Does it?"

She laughed once, sharp and quiet. "No."

I moved close, one shoulder against the wall beside her. Not caging her in. Just staying where she had asked me to be.

"Everyone says he's perfect," she said. "I think even the kids he tutors like him."

"He seems like a nice guy."

"He is." Her mouth twisted. "That's the problem. My parents. His parents. Half of Greek Row. Probably half of my sorority if he keeps bringing coffee. Everyone wants me to want him."

"Do you?"

Val's eyes lifted to mine. "That's the part everyone keeps skipping."

I let that sit between us.

"You don't owe anyone the version of you they planned in high school," I said.

Her hand found my forearm like it had been looking for it before she gave it permission. The contact was small. It still hit like heat.

"Careful, Reynolds. That almost sounded like you were defending me."

"I was."

For a second the hallway forgot how to be cold. Val stood close enough that I could see the flush under her makeup, the pulse in her throat, the way her mouth parted like she wanted a different answer from life and hated needing help to get it.

"If I told him I was already involved with someone," she said, "would you back me up?"

I did not answer right away. I covered her hand with mine, not to trap her, just to anchor us both.

"If that's what you want."

"I don't want to be cruel."

"Then don't be. Be honest enough to protect yourself."

She stared at me like that cost more than the lie.

The front door opened again.

"Val?" Ryan called.

Her hand clamped around my arm.

Ryan rounded the corner and stopped.

He saw us. He saw her hand on me. He saw how close we stood. He was not stupid.

"Sorry," he said slowly. "I left the formal envelope."

Val did not let go.

I could feel the choice move through her body before she spoke.

"It's new," she said.

Ryan took that in. The hurt was there. So was the effort not to make it her problem.

"Okay," he said.

I kept my voice low. "Val doesn't owe anyone the version of her they planned in high school."

Ryan looked at me, then back at her. Something in his face gave a little. Not anger. Disappointment trying to stay decent.

"Yeah," he said. "You're right."

He went to the living room, picked up the envelope, and paused by the door. "I'll see you around, Val."

"You will," she said.

He left quietly.

Val's hand stayed on my arm after the door shut.

No audience. No reason.

That was when the lie became dangerous.

When we walked back into the living room, Summer was the first to clock us. She did not look jealous for a second. She looked at Val, then at the space between us, and smiled, huge and warm.

She walked over and hugged me from behind, arms sliding around my waist like she was confirming ownership for the record. Then she leaned in and kissed my cheek, soft and sure.

Val's hand did not leave my arm.

Maisie bounced off the couch, wrapped both arms around my chest, and pressed tight to my side, like she had been waiting to reassure Val the whole time.

"You guys look good together," Maisie said, eyes full of sparkle. "Not as good as me and Matt, but not bad."

Blossom, sprawled over the couch like she was born there, threw her head back and laughed. "I leave for five minutes and another man brings paperwork? Val, you get bonus points for style."

Val finally let herself smirk, lips curling in a way I had never seen before. "You wanted drama. Now you have it."

Summer's hand found my shoulder, and for a beat, all four of us stood in a cluster: Val's hand still on my arm, Maisie pressed to my side, Blossom eyeing Val like she had just passed the hardest audition in Greek Row.

"If anyone asks," Val said, voice clear and bright, "we're a thing now."

I matched her grin. "You just launched a thousand rumors."

"Good."

The word sounded like relief.

Like power.

Blossom nudged Val's hip with her boot. "Welcome to messy, babe."

Val stuck her tongue out at her, but her hand squeezed my arm tighter.

Maisie giggled, then hugged Val from behind, arms locked around her waist. "I'm rooting for you, team captain."

Val looked stunned, but she did not let go of me. If anything, her stance got firmer: shoulder against my bicep, fingers mapped high on my forearm, posture flawless but eyes shining.

I dropped my voice, just for her. "You okay?"

She exhaled, shaky but honest. "I am now."

The Winter Formal invite had left with Ryan, but the pressure had not. It still lived in Val's eyes, in the way she looked toward the door and then back to me, like she had just created a problem and a solution in the same breath.

She leaned in, so close her lips nearly brushed my ear. "If you're backing me up, don't ghost at the first sign of trouble, Reynolds."

"Not my style."

Her breath hitched. The pulse in her neck was visible, and if we had been alone, she might have gone for broke.

Instead, she drew herself up and made the lie a fact.

"Team meeting adjourned," she announced.

Blossom slugged my shoulder, then winked at Val. "We're gonna need a new seating chart."

Summer squeezed my hip, proud, and dropped onto the couch, legs draped over mine. Maisie squeezed in too, sandwiching herself between us and Val until it was impossible to tell where one couple started and the next one began.

But Val's hand never left my arm.

Not when Maisie started telling the story of how I beat a frat guy in beer pong without ever lifting a cup. Not when Blossom upped the ante by threatening to livestream the next boyfriend collision. Not when Summer leaned in and whispered, "Told you you were everybody's type, baby."

Val's touch said it louder than anything.

In a room full of noise and heat and perfect-girlfriend energy, she wanted my arm as her firewall.

And I let her have it.

That was when it hit me, hard.

I was standing in for Pandora, and now for Val. If the house, if the parties, if the whole campus wanted to believe it, what would happen when the lie got real?

Val squeezed my forearm one last time, then settled beside me, eyes bright, lips parted.

The truth hummed between us, dangerous as ever.


In the Frame


The Party House hummed with leftover adrenaline from the last showdown.

Maisie was still draped across my lap, legs bare, sweatshirt sliding off her shoulder, cheek pressed to my chest like the world outside did not exist. Summer perched next to us, hand hooked around my neck, blue eyes shining with satisfaction every time she caught me staring. Blossom sprawled on the arm of the couch, boots up, eating Froot Loops out of a mug and critiquing everyone's outfit with the viciousness only a best friend could get away with. Val held my arm, still locked in place from the last fake-boyfriend routine, and did not look like she was letting go anytime soon.

It was Friday night, mid-November. Outside, the wind battered the windows hard enough to rattle the panes. Inside, every flat surface was draped in CSU blue and silver decorations, tinsel slouching down the banister, half-dead streamers tangled around the lampshades.

Phones buzzed with notifications. Music thumped from the living room. The Frost List was tonight, and the anticipation had a pulse.

But all anyone wanted to talk about was the last five minutes.

"You realize," Blossom said, rolling her eyes in my direction, "you just made two different women nearly break a nail fighting for your biceps."

Maisie giggled and kissed my jaw. "It is not breaking a nail if you win."

Summer ran her fingers up the back of my neck, gentle at first, then with just enough sting to make me sit up straight. "You look good when you're in demand, baby."

I could not even argue. The couch pile alone would have convicted me.

Val caught my eye, held it, then let go of my arm like she had just remembered how to breathe. Her cheeks were flushed, not with embarrassment but with pure relief, like she had not expected backup and was still trying to process what it felt like.

Maisie pressed her thigh against mine, warm and greedy. "Are you coming with us tonight?"

"Pandora wants to borrow him," Summer said like it was obvious.

Blossom barked a laugh. "Borrow? Fuck that. If there is a public couple-off, we should get to place bets."

Maisie perked up. "What are the odds?"

Summer shrugged, amused. "Depends if Pan brings her A-game."

"She usually does," Val admitted, smoothing her skirt.

Blossom stretched, then reached across to tweak one of the CSU bracelets on my wrist. "If she does not show up dressed to win, I will buy everyone here a round."

Maisie raised an eyebrow. "You better have your card ready."

All I could do was laugh along and hope the next round would not involve me getting tackled.

My phone vibrated. A single message from Pandora:

ETA five minutes.

That was it.

No emoji. No preamble. She was all business.

Summer clocked it first. She squeezed my shoulder, reassuring and a little proud. "Don't let her set you on fire, babe. Unless you want the whole house to smell like it afterward."

Maisie grinned, bright as ever. "Just don't come back smelling like trouble. Or do, actually."

Blossom's grin was all teeth. "If it is not a scandal, you're not doing it right."

The noise died down all at once. The room practically vibrated with anticipation. I got up, disentangled myself from three different forms of girlfriend affection, and braced myself against the kitchen counter to clear my head.

I needed to remember why I was really doing this.

Ethan's ask lingered in my mind, ugly and unresolved. He wanted out, but he wanted it clean. No lies, no casualties. The only way that worked was if I got closer to Pandora. Close enough that she made the choice herself, instead of letting someone else script it.

But that was not the part messing with my head.

The part that twisted in my stomach was the way Pandora looked at me on that porch. The way her thumb smoothed my sleeve, the way she lined up our bodies like we were already a couple, the way her voice barely trembled when she told me to stand beside her and not mess it up.

I could handle the optics.

I was not sure I could handle the rest.

The front door opened before anyone could spin another theory.

Boots hit the tile in the entryway, sharp and confident. The air shifted, like a match had sparked in the middle of the kitchen.

Then Pandora stepped inside.

It was immediate.

Everything about her had changed since the last time I saw her play the public-couple game. Back then, she stood next to Ethan with surgical distance, no skin, no real heat, just pure optics.

This was not that.

Not even close.

She wore a fitted black top with a neckline engineered to kill. Not the fake-sexy shit you saw in campus boutiques. This was deliberate. The angle cut deep, showing a line of cleavage that made my mouth go dry. The fabric hugged her ribs, her stomach, and the flare of her hips so tight I could see the shadow of muscle under the skin. A deep navy skirt rode high and wrapped her waist like it had been painted on, the hemline stopping just low enough to keep the room guessing.

Her legs looked endless, bare and pale against black boots with a heel sharp enough to double as a weapon. She wore them like she had marched right out of a headline and into a fantasy.

Her hair was down for once, not slicked back or pinned into submission, but softer, darker, brushing her collarbones and curling at the ends. For a split second, I wondered how it would feel tangled in my fists. I nearly groaned.

Most of all, she smelled like she had been bottled by some scientist with a grudge against self-control. Her perfume was dark, expensive, the clean snap of spice and something I could not name. It was not sweet. It was not subtle. It was made to fuck with a man's head.

Mine, specifically.

I could not look away.

Neither could anyone else.

The room went dead silent.

Even Blossom, who usually had a comment for every occasion, just stared.

Maisie let out a low, involuntary gasp. "Holy shit."

Summer arched an eyebrow, then grinned at me, proud and a little dangerous. "Told you she would bring it."

Pandora ignored the audience. She crossed the kitchen with unhurried power, phone in her hand, eyes locked on me like the others did not exist. She wore glasses tonight, thin wire frames low on her nose, making her gaze even more intimidating.

She stopped one foot from me.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

She made a show of inspecting my outfit: jeans, clean shirt, CSU-blue jacket. Her lips twitched like she wanted to smirk but refused to let herself.

"You clean up better than they do," she murmured.

"That's the goal," I shot back, steady as I could manage. "But you did not come here to flatter me."

She tilted her head, and the neckline of her top shifted enough to create a shadow between her breasts. I lost my train of thought for a solid second.

She noticed.

"Focus, Reynolds."

"Trying."

"You're failing," she said, quiet enough that only I could hear. "Is that going to be a problem?"

"Depends what you want out of tonight."

This time, she did smirk. "Arrive with me. Stay close. Let them do the math. No performance beyond what works in a photo."

I swallowed, hard. The scent of her was stronger at this range. I could see the skin just above her bra. I wondered what color it was.

She leaned in, too close, and reached up to adjust my collar. Her fingers brushed my throat, deliberate, and her knuckles grazed my jaw on the way down. Her hand was warm, her touch clinical, but the intent was not lost on me. Her perfume hit me at the same time, dark spice and clean skin, close enough to make my head swim.

The world outside vanished. It was just her, the curve of her mouth, the exact calculation of her control.

"If you're going to make them believe it," she continued, "stand like you belong there."

She repositioned me. Grip on my shoulder, then tugging my sleeve flat, then running her fingers down my bicep like she was testing the product before launch. Her hair slipped forward, and the scent hit again, even worse.

Every cell in my body went electric.

I flexed my jaw to keep it together.

She reached for my hand. She did not ask. She just placed it at her waist, over the band of her skirt, and held it there like this was the only answer.

The fabric was soft and smooth, but the body underneath was unreal. Her waist was small, ribs flaring above the skirt, and even through the layers, I could feel her breath skip when I squeezed.

"Hand here," she said. "If you hover, you look guilty."

I slid my palm flat, anchoring us together. "If I put my hand there, I might look guilty for other reasons."

She did not even blink. "Then control yourself."

"You first."

That did it. Her eyes flicked to my mouth, then up to my eyes, then back again. Her pulse jumped once at her neck.

She dropped her hand, leaving mine anchored at her waist.

"Remember the rules," she said. "No overplaying. Let them build the story for us."

The irony was savage, because the only thing anyone would see right now was my hand on her and her body lined up against mine, cleavage front and center, perfume thick enough to make my brain skip.

Behind us, Maisie sucked in a breath. "You guys look... wow. Real."

Summer did not flinch. She just smirked, like this was a game only she could win. "Good luck, Pandora. If you break him, you buy him."

Blossom recovered first, voice going mean-girl playful. "Ethan know he's been benched?"

Pandora stayed calm. "Ethan knows how to find a calendar."

Val, watching from the kitchen island, did not even blink. "The optics are better this way."

I felt Pandora's waist flex under my palm.

I kept my voice low. "You dressed for the room?"

She arched an eyebrow. "I dress for results."

I tried not to smirk, but failed. "I'm trying not to stare."

She let the pause land. "No, you're failing."

Her control was absolute, but the skin under my fingers was warm and alive. She was not unaffected. She just refused to show it to anyone who did not know where to look.

The rest of the house went back to making noise, but even with the chaos, it was all background. Pandora owned the space now. She did not even have to out-shout Blossom to do it. She just needed to exist.

She stepped in closer for a split second, chest brushing my arm, mouth right at my ear. "Ready?"

"Ready," I confirmed, voice rougher than I meant.

She stepped back, but took my hand with her, guiding me through the kitchen like she was teaching a class.

"Let's go," she told the room. "Guest list does not wait."

I shot a glance at Summer. She nodded, proud and sure.

Maisie grinned, wiggling her fingers in a wave. "Crush it, boyfriend."

Blossom just threw a thumbs-up. "Try not to get posted on the AfterDark page."

I followed Pandora out the door, my hand still glued to her waist. Her skirt shifted with every step. I could not think straight.

All I wanted was to see what would happen if the show stopped being a show.

But I owed her honesty.

If she paused even once to ask for the real story, I was going to break the script for her.

Until then?

I was not backing down.

Bring on the night.

***

The wind off the lake slapped me in the face, all blue-tinted cold and wet leaves, but Pandora did not even blink. She set a ruthless pace down the party-lane sidewalk, boots hitting the cracks in the concrete like she was gunning for a world record.

Every guy on Greek Row tracked her movement. Every group in line at Frost List either whispered, pointed, or just stared. Nobody pretended otherwise.

If I had been smart, I would have let go of her waist before we hit the door. But she never dropped my hand, not once. The closer we got to the bar, the tighter her grip anchored us together.

Inside was a furnace. Overheated, packed, bodies wall-to-wall, music blasting from the vintage speakers behind the bar. The windows fogged up so thick you could not see the cars outside. Blue and silver wristbands glowed in the dark, catching reflections from every phone screen in the place.

The Social Six were not on staff. No clipboard. No event tools. Not even a hint of planning mode.

They were the event.

Summer sat dead center in a booth, legs draped over the side, CSU sweatshirt riding high on her thighs, blonde hair loose and wild, blue eyes tracking every play in the room like she was head coach and queen in one. Maisie popped up beside her, half in her lap with her arms wrapped around Summer's waist, giggling at something on her phone. Blossom spread herself across the back of the booth, boots on the cushions, miniskirt brash as hell, mouth open and already making people nervous.

Val leaned back against the bar, skirt painted on, top snug over her chest, hair so perfect it almost did not move. She watched everything and smiled like she already knew the outcome.

Pen and Greta lurked near the back, both in winter jackets, Pen's ponytail swinging like a challenge flag. Greta wore CSU blue with silver hoops and the kind of confidence that made people step aside before she had to ask.

But Pandora and I?

We owned the entrance.

Phones came up. Screens flashed. The crowd split just enough for us to walk in shoulder-to-shoulder, her hand in mine, her body brushing my side like she had done this before and liked it.

People watched. A few even stopped talking.

I started to pull back, but she did not let me. She locked my arm in both hands, fingers curled just so, and kept us moving. Her skirt brushed my thigh with every step, and I swear her perfume got even stronger in the heat: dark, expensive, and engineered to drive a man stupid.

We made it six paces before someone whispered, "Isn't she supposed to be with..."

"Ethan's MIA," a second voice replied, low but not private. "It's the new story. They look better together anyway."

Pandora did not flinch. She pivoted into me, used our connection to adjust my posture: a quick tug at my bicep, a palm at my hip, a nudge that lined us up side by side for the sweep through the room.

It felt like my body was no longer mine. My skin buzzed where she touched. I flexed my hand at her waist, thumb brushing just above the skirt's edge. She exhaled, quick and sharp, and for a split second, her fingers tightened on my sleeve hard enough to test the stitching.

Summer saw us first. She tipped her head in approval, then nudged Maisie, who blinked and let out a bright, delighted, "Holy shit, check out those two."

Blossom, never one to waste a moment, stood up and whistled across the noise. "Damn, Pan. Thought you were bringing a buffer, not a fantasy."

That got a few laughs, but it also made the couple optics go nuclear.

Pandora led me across the floor, every move turning heads. She angled us toward the bar, then switched her grip: hand from mine to my forearm, then to my jacket, pulling me flush at her side. She paused, just long enough for a couple more phones to catch the visual.

Her voice was low, for me only. "You see how it's working?"

"You're the best at this," I admitted, crowd roaring around us.

She adjusted my sleeve, then set my hand straight back onto her waist.

"Hand here," she repeated, quieter. "If you hover, you look like you're lying."

I grinned, could not help it. "If I squeeze, does it look like I'm overeager?"

Her lips twitched. "Depends how good you are at self-control."

"Try me."

She cut me a look, sharp and amused. "I did not bring you because you were subtle, Matt."

I made a show of checking the room. "It's working. If you want gossip, you're getting it by the minute."

"Not gossip," she said. "Results."

I leaned in. "You dress for results?"

She let herself smile, barely. "I only invest in what pays off."

God, she was dangerous.

For a second, I forgot we were supposed to be acting.

It was just me, her waist under my palm, her body lined against mine, the impossible heat rolling off her skin and the scent of her perfume making it hard to breathe.

I tried to keep my pulse out of my voice. "Is this what it looks like when you're really interested?"

Her breath caught, just once. Her gaze flicked to my mouth, then away, dark eyes burning.

"If I wanted to be obvious," she said, "I would be. Subtlety is superior."

"You're better at pretending than I am."

She laughed. Low, not at all shy. "Then don't pretend. Just stand where I put you and let them do the work."

The bar was so hot inside I could not tell if my hand was sweating or if her body was radiating through the fabric. I squeezed the inside of her waist, careful, but she did not pull away. She leaned into it, breath hitching.

"You like being seen," I said, calling it out.

She did not deny it. "I like being the one who decides."

At the bar, a few guys made a show of not staring, but stared anyway.

Val clocked us from the bar top, glass in hand. "You two are making the rest of us look lazy."

Pandora arched a sculpted eyebrow. "Efficiency is its own reward."

Pen popped up beside Val, blue and silver wristband flashing. "Ethan know he's out?"

Pandora sipped her drink, unbothered. "Ethan knows where to find the calendar."

Greta laughed, brash and bright. "She really traded up, didn't she?"

Maisie chimed in, now standing on the footrest beside Summer. "Matt's got the new-boyfriend energy."

Blossom prowled over, eyes sharp, attitude sharper. "If it's fake, I'm an abstinence ad."

Nobody argued.

Phones kept catching us from every angle. It was obvious. Pandora wanted us seen. She wanted the campus to talk.

But I could feel, under it all, the way her torso pressed against my ribs, the way her hip lined up with mine, the way my hand felt glued to her skin.

I wanted to test how far it would go. I wanted to see what would happen if I just dropped the act and said what I wanted.

Instead, I watched her eyes, careful. If she wanted more, she would ask. Until then, I was going to play the role she brought me here to play.

"Where to next?" I asked, voice low.

She scanned the room, precise. "The pass through the booths, then reset the frame."

"You want to reset in public or..."

"We'll do it in the quieter hall. There's always a photo wall."

I squeezed her waist. "Lead the way."

She did, hips swaying just enough to look like a dare.

We passed Summer and Maisie again. Summer winked at me, then at Pandora, the look saying go for it.

Maisie actually made a heart symbol with her hands. Christ.

We skirted the edge of the crowd, past a group of girls pretending not to notice us and failing miserably.

Pandora slowed her walk, let her body drift into mine, then angled me toward the darker service hallway. She stopped at the edge, just beneath a string of blue-and-silver lights, and realigned my hand.

"This is where it gets tricky," she said.

"Why, you worried the camera will catch you wanting it?"

She glared at me, but her cheeks flared.

"Hand here," she repeated, guiding my grip behind her hip so it pressed even closer. "The more natural, the less they question."

I could have lost my mind.

Everything about her was engineered to destroy my equilibrium: her body, her scent, the way she looked at me like she knew exactly what I wanted and dared me to say it.

I did not say it.

Not yet.

Instead, I pressed my palm to her lower back, aligned us just as she wanted, and let her control the last breath before the next photo.

People were definitely watching now.

Someone snapped a shot, probably for the campus update.

If she wanted heat, we were giving them a bonfire.

But even in the performance, I could feel the real thing humming right under her skin.

We were two inches from falling out of the script.

And I did not think either of us hated the risk.

***

We slipped down the side hallway, Pandora's hand guiding mine, every inch of her body lined so tight to me I could not remember why I had been trying to hold back. The noise from the bar dropped away, replaced by the low rumble of the bass through the floorboards and the thud of my own pulse in my ears.

It was technically public. There was a photo wall up ahead, a string of blue-white LEDs lighting the corridor and half-blinding anyone coming through. But for three feet in either direction, it felt like a secret.

She pressed me up against the wall, not hard, just enough to control the space. Then she reached up, slow and deliberate, and fixed my collar. Her fingers ran over the edge of my jaw, ghosting heat all the way down to my chest. Her perfume was closer here, the clean, expensive bite of it making my vision blur for a second.

"You're tense," she whispered, never breaking eye contact.

"Not the only one," I said.

She paused, then traced both hands down my shirt, smoothing the fabric like she owned it. Her body pressed into mine, hip to hip, her skirt riding up just enough to flash even more of her thigh than before.

My hand landed at her waist, right where she wanted it. I braced her there, thumb flexing high against her ribs. I could not help the way my fingers gripped, firm and hungry, but she did not pull back. She leaned into it, exhale shaky.

I watched her melt a little.

I did not call her on it.

Not yet.

Her hair fell around her face in soft, dark waves, and she tipped her chin up like she was about to test whether I would break if she told me to.

Every nerve in my body went tight.

She did not say a word.

I wanted to press her back against the photo wall and find out what happened when all that control finally cracked.

Instead, I waited for her to make the next move.

She did.

She inched closer, thigh pressing between my legs, her hands bracing on my biceps. Her nails bit into the fabric. If someone walked by right now, they would see the fantasy, but the real story was the way her body trembled against mine.

She parted her lips, drew a breath.

I felt my cock surge, zero chance of hiding it.

"You still pretending?" I asked, voice gone rough.

She hesitated, and for the first time, her confidence wobbled.

Her eyes flicked to my mouth, lingered, then snapped back up. "Someone has to be the adult."

"You're better at this than me. But you don't have to fake it."

She exhaled, hard enough that her chest nearly brushed mine. "You think you can tell the difference?"

I squeezed her waist, making my point. "Yeah. I can."

The air went still. She tilted into me, breath on my cheek, lips so damn close I could have tasted her if I moved an inch. Her body arched, cleavage bright against the dark fabric, legs shifting to bring us even tighter together.

I held still, fingers flexing at her waist, every cell screaming yes.

She held the tension.

Neither of us moved away.

Somebody caught it.

A phone camera snapped at the end of the corridor, quick flash, then another. The hallway was not empty after all.

Pandora did not flinch, but the moment broke just enough for her to step back, breathless, cheeks a little more flushed than before.

The air between us practically steamed.

I ran a slow hand down her side, let go, and waited for the verdict.

She did not speak, just checked her phone, thumb flicking through notifications so fast it looked surgical.

Thirty seconds later, she turned the screen to face me.

The campus feed had the clip already. Pandora leaning into me, her hands on my arms, my hand anchored on her waist, both of us looking wrecked and wired, lips one second from disaster. The caption was brutal:

PANDORA VALE HAS A NEW FRAME.

I had to laugh. It did not even look staged. It looked like the truth.

Pandora watched my reaction, eyes dark and unreadable.

"Congratulations," I said, voice low. "You sold it."

She did not let go of my wrist.

"That's not the part that worries me," she said, almost too quiet.

"What does?"

She glanced at my mouth, then away. "That it worked."

"Because the lighting was good?"

Her fingers tightened once. "Because it looked real."

I did not hesitate.

"It feels fucking inevitable," I told her.

We both stared at the phone. The world was already running with the story. Rumors, reactions, reposts, even the guys in the back room talking like it was a done deal.

I wanted to drag her back into the dark and finish what we started.

Instead, I braced a hand at her lower back and walked her out past the flashbulbs, every muscle in my body on high alert.

As we hit the edge of the main room, she leaned in one last time, so soft nobody else could hear.

"You know this is just optics," she said.

I grinned. "Not for me."

She arched her eyebrow, but did not deny it.

We made the pass through the crowd, couple optics burning the whole place down. Every head turned. Summer caught my eye and winked, a clear go get her. Blossom flexed both biceps like I was about to win a pro wrestling match. Maisie waved her phone, already on the campus feed.

The Social Six did not miss a beat.

But Pandora's body never left my side, her perfume crawling under my skin, her hip tight to my thigh.

The campus would say it was a performance.

Nobody in the room would believe that now.

Especially not me.


Proper Mess


The house saw the clip before I made it back through the door.

Of course it did.

I slammed the front door behind me like I meant it.

The cold smacked me in the face for a second, but the Party House swallowed it whole. CSU-blue tinsel everywhere. Glitter on the floor. Holiday music fighting for space with two different speakers. The couch was empty, probably because the girls were plotting somewhere else, but the glow from the den painted orange stripes on the hallway floor.

I didn't even make it four steps before I heard Blossom.

"Holy shit, he's back!" she bellowed from somewhere nearby. "And if he's not walking funny, I want a damn refund."

Summer's voice floated in, lower but crystal clear. "Give him five minutes. He'll be walking funny and smiling. Guarantee it."

They were waiting for me. I could feel it in my bones.

The clip from the hallway was everywhere: Pandora pressed into my side, my hand glued to her waist, both of us looking like we might have started a fire right there in public. My phone vibrated with the notifications as I moved, but I ignored it. I didn't need to check. The whole damn campus had already picked sides.

The only thing that felt real was my body.

Still hard. Still hot. Still carrying the scent of Pandora's perfume and the way her body lined up with mine all night, but with nothing to show for it except blue balls and a reputation.

I made it to the den.

Summer and Blossom didn't even try to hide their reaction.

Blossom lounged across the oversized chair, red hair wild, green eyes sharp as cut glass. She wore a mesh top over a black bra that did zero to hide her tits, and a miniskirt so short it probably violated local ordinances. Fishnets. Combat boots. Glitter smudged at the edge of her mouth, like a warning shot.

Summer had claimed the corner of the couch nearest the fire. She wore a CSU hoodie with the sleeves shoved up, and tiny navy shorts that rode up on her hips every time she moved. Bare legs. High socks. A cloud of golden hair tumbling out of a ponytail like she'd been rolling around in trouble and liked the way it fit.

My whole body went tight at the sight of them.

They noticed.

"Oh my god," Blossom crowed, popping up on her knees on the armchair. "Look at this guy. She sent you home still hard? What is wrong with her?"

Summer's eyes took a slow walk down my body, lingered at the obvious tenting in my jeans, then came back up to my face. She grinned, low and proud.

"You behaved all night," she said, not a question. "Good boy."

That shouldn't have lit me up, but it did.

Blossom clapped like she was at a game show. "You see the clip? That hallway shot is making the rounds. People are DM'ing me, 'Is Matt Reynolds actually dating Pandora or just her hot stunt double?'"

Summer held out her phone, thumb on the frozen frame. My hand at Pandora's waist, her mouth barely an inch from mine, us locked so hard in the shot that anyone seeing it had to wonder what happened next.

Summer watched my face as the clip looped, then flicked it off and tossed her phone to the side. "You kept your word," she purred. "All optics, no action."

I tried to play it off. Failed. Blossom saw right through me.

"Babe, get over here," she called, crooking her finger. "She got you all worked up and sent you back to us like an abandoned science experiment. Let's see what Pandora left me to work with."

I barely made it to the couch before Summer pounced.

She slid onto my lap easy as breathing, straddling one thigh, arms around my neck, her mouth at my ear. The clean, sweet scent of her hit me, and the heat from her bare legs singed through the denim.

"Are you good?" she asked, voice pitched private.

I couldn't help it. I shifted under her, hips grinding up a little too eager. "I'm fucking starving, that's what I am."

She laughed, low and private, and squeezed her thighs tighter around mine.

Blossom wasn't far behind. She prowled up behind the couch, braced her arms on either side of my shoulders, and planted a kiss just below my jaw, sharp enough to leave a mark.

Blossom's breath was vodka and trouble, her hands flattening across my chest.

"So tell me," she said, voice going dirty. "You stood in a bar all night getting squeezed by Pandora, and you came home without even getting a kiss? Are you even human?"

"Trying to be respectful," I managed, fingers flexing against Summer's waist.

"Great. Be disrespectful in here." Blossom's hand went right for my thigh, hard and greedy, and she squeezed until my cock jumped for her.

Summer raked her nails up my neck, then tugged my hair back so she could look me in the eye. "No jealousy, baby. We get the benefits. No guilt either. That's how it works."

They exchanged a glance over my head. Summer's was sunny and blue steel. Blossom's was pure chaos.

Next thing I knew, Blossom climbed over the couch arm and slid into my lap from the other side, wedging herself between me and Summer like she was taking apart a sandwich just to put it back together filthier than before.

There was a knee between my thighs and a hand crawling up my ribs.

"You literally still hard?" Blossom teased, squeezing my cock through my jeans, not gentle at all. "Like, we can fix that. Hell, we can make it worse if you want."

Summer's hands weren't idle. She slipped them under my jacket, then went straight for the buttons on my shirt, popping them open one at a time while her tongue traced the outline of my ear.

"He's fucking hard, all right," she whispered, clearly delighted. "Pandora kept him starving. It's kind of a crime."

Blossom nipped my neck again. "I want to see what she did to you. Did she just stand there looking pretty and expect you to combust? Or was she actually working you under those dark-and-dangerous layers?"

My brain was going bad places. My body was already there.

Summer palmed my face and made me look at her. Eyes bright. Lips parted. "Come home to me. That's the only rule."

They meant it.

There was zero jealousy. If anything, they were getting off on how much I'd wanted Pandora and how much more they'd get of me now.

"I don't know if you two are going to kill me or put me in a coma," I admitted.

Blossom kissed the hinge of my jaw, then bit down just enough to sting. "Both if you're lucky."

I caught Summer's mouth, kissed her deep, greedy, all tongue and holding nothing back. She melted into it, hands fisted in my hair. Blossom shoved my jacket off my shoulders, pushing it past my elbows, then traced her nails down my chest hard enough to make me hiss.

The world spun and narrowed: two bodies, two flavors of touch, heat from the den, and the sense that I was about to get dragged under.

Someone's knee slammed between my thighs. I had no idea whose. I spread for it, letting the pressure line up just right. Summer's hips rocked down, grinding against my thigh, her pussy hot even through her barely-there shorts. Blossom didn't wait, just slid her hand over my cock, stroking the length through my jeans like she wanted to map every detail before she took it for herself.

Blossom smirked over Summer's shoulder. "You want to keep him out here where people can interrupt, or should we shut the damn door and make a proper mess?"

Summer didn't even hesitate. "Door. Now. I want a real fire, not just gossip."

She slid off my lap, took my hand, and tugged me up just long enough to back me deeper into the room. Blossom followed, trailing her fingers up my spine, shameless and smug.

The hallway beyond the door was empty, for now. Maisie was nowhere in sight, probably off plotting her own kind of murder.

Summer shut the door and turned the lock with two fingers.

The click went through me like a dare.

Blossom goosed my ass just for the hell of it, then locked eyes with me and grinned, wicked. "You ready, babe?"

I was beyond ready.

I was so past reason it hurt.

In here, the heat was only getting started.

Summer's hand was in mine, Blossom's breath hit the back of my neck, and the fire made the whole room feel like it had been waiting for us.

I followed them deeper in, grinning.

***

The den had been staged for sin. Fire already low and hungry in the hearth, couch pulled up close, the rug a wreck of rumpled blue and CSU silver. Music from the house was just a ghost in the walls, the real noise eaten by the door Summer shut behind us.

The way she smiled made my head buzz.

Blossom went predatory first.

She grabbed me by the shirt and shoved me onto the couch, knees bracketing my thighs, skirt hiking up until her ass barely had anything covering it. She dug her hands into my chest, found the hem, and yanked the shirt up hard enough to pop the last two buttons.

"Jesus, you are so damn tense," she said, grinning like a wolf. "Want to tell me what you thought about all night? Or do I have to guess?"

She didn't wait for an answer. Her mouth landed on my jaw, then my throat. Teeth. Tongue. Her breath was heat and orange light. Every bite just stoked the fire in my blood.

Summer came in the opposite side. She was sunshine, palm gentle on my cheek, nails in my hair, her body draping over mine like gravity had been set to "girlfriend." She kissed me, slow and deep, her tongue curled around mine until I forgot all the stats I'd memorized to keep myself from getting hard in public.

They didn't play fair.

Blossom's fingers went straight for my belt, tugged it loose, then palmed my cock through my jeans, loving how desperate it already felt. She ground down on my thigh, her pussy so hot I could feel it through her fishnets and nothing else. Her tits brushed my chest every time she moved, and the mesh top did zero to hide the way her nipples pierced the firelight.

Summer peeled my jacket off, tossed it somewhere behind the couch, and slid her hands under my shirt, nails raking over my abs. She made a noise in her throat when she felt me flex under her touch.

"Do you like that?" she whispered, lips a breath away from mine.

I laughed, rough. "I've been hard since I saw you two. Before that, even."

Blossom snickered. "Pandora plays chess, but this is Twister, babe."

Summer kissed me again, longer this time, then tugged at my shirt until I had to help her get it over my head. The air hit my skin, then both of them did: hands, lips, more hands. I was mapped, claimed, catalogued.

Blossom spun herself around so her ass was right in my lap, pushing back against my cock and rolling her hips like she was auditioning for a crime. She bent forward, hands gripping my knees, and arched her back so the miniskirt came up, and every bounce of her body made the fire pop and hiss behind her.

"Goddamn," I groaned, catching her hips.

She looked back over her shoulder. "You want it? Or should we keep talking about how you survived Pandora?"

Summer giggled, fishing her own sweatshirt loose and letting it slip off her shoulder. One perfect breast peeped out of the side of her undershirt, nipples tight and begging. She didn't bother to hide it.

Summer ran her hand up my thigh, then over Blossom's ass, squeezing. "This is what you missed, babe. This is what you get for bringing all that heat home to us."

Blossom ground backwards, making me see stars. Summer kissed my neck, then nipped my ear, her hands everywhere, in my hair, down my back, across my chest.

They undressed me like it was a party trick. Shirt gone. Belt gone. My jeans unbuttoned and yanked halfway down my thighs, boxers going with them.

Blossom's hand wrapped my cock, and she let out a gasp. "Holy shit, he's actually harder than before. You hiding a weapon?"

I could barely breathe. My jaw locked up, my hands full of Blossom's hips, my brain melting at the feel of Summer's hair and lips all over me. She was in my lap, her heat grinding on my thigh. Her nails traced over my ribs, pausing every time I shivered.

Summer finally peeled off her own sweatshirt, tossed it across the room, and let her hair fall loose in the orange light. She cupped my jaw, kissed me deep, and her tongue chased away every thought except how much I wanted her.

Blossom, not to be outdone, turned around again in my lap, knees bracketing my hips, skirt up around her waist, no panties, just the fire and the feel of her bare skin pressed against my cock.

She leaned in and bit my lip. "If you explode before we even get started, I'm telling everyone."

Summer straddled my other thigh and brought her lips to my ear again. "Let her have you, babe. You earned it."

Blossom kissed me, messy and wet, her full tits crushed to my chest, her hips rocking in little circles that just got me closer to the edge. Summer never let go of my hair, guiding my head to her lips whenever she wanted, then sharing me with Blossom when the redhead got greedy.

Their hands fought over my body: one brushing my abs, one squeezing my ass, one stroking my cock, one running fingernails over my back. They coordinated only to wreck me.

For a second, I was nervous I'd lose it too fast.

Then Summer found my mouth again, slowed me with her velvet kiss, and Blossom, fuck, Blossom, ground her bare pussy against my cock and made it clear she wanted to bury me deep and not let go.

The room was smoke and skin and the creak of couch springs under three bodies hungry to prove a point.

I belonged to them. It was not up for debate.

When Blossom lined me up and rubbed the head of my cock through her soaked slit, I forgot what else I'd ever wanted.

I was on the couch, Summer's hands and lips everywhere, Blossom wild in my lap, and the fire painting the world orange and blue.

I wasn't fine.

Not even close.

***

Blossom gripped my cock and centered herself over me, knees spread wide, skirt bunched at her waist, fishnets torn and firelight crawling up her thighs. Her pussy was slick and white-hot, the lips parted and shining as she lined up and teased the tip against herself.

She moaned, loud enough to shake the door.

"Fuck, you feel unreal," she said, sinking down slow, taking every inch like it owed her money. Her full tits swayed, nipples hard and catching the glow. I watched her impale herself all the way, burying my cock to the base, and she shuddered.

Summer slid in behind her, kneeling on the couch, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.

She whispered, "Look at her, baby. She's obsessed."

I couldn't look away.

Blossom started moving, rocking up and down, her ass grinding on my lap, bare skin flexing every time she slammed down. Her voice was all attitude at first.

"Tell me how long," Blossom taunted, picking up the pace. "How long were you hard for her? Did she grind on you, pressed against your cock, all night, and then not even let you fuck her? Because, babe, that is just rude."

She worked her hips in fast, tight circles, making the head of my cock hit deep, then shallow, then deep again until I was nearly choking on the friction. Her hands braced hard on my chest, nails biting, red hair falling over her face.

Summer kissed my neck, then grabbed my jaw and made me look up at her.

"Don't close your eyes," Summer purred, voice velvet. "I want you to watch her when she breaks."

Blossom cackled, but she was already losing control. Every bounce of her body made her tits slap, full and flushed, nipples dark and desperate for attention.

I caught one in my mouth and sucked, hard. Blossom arched and cursed, her walls clutching my cock so tight I could feel her heartbeat.

"God, yes. Fucking take it," she snarled.

Her pace went filthy. She rode me with greed, hips pistoning fast, every muscle in her thighs straining. The old couch cried out under the abuse. Sweat ran down her stomach and dripped between her breasts.

Summer licked a bead of sweat from my jaw, lips never leaving my skin.

"You like being watched?" Summer teased Blossom, fingers tangling in her red hair. "I think you do."

"Fucking love it," Blossom groaned, picking up speed. She bounced harder, skin slapping, nails digging, ass clapping down onto my thighs so loud it echoed in my skull.

If the house heard us, I hoped the whole block did.

Summer ran her nails over my chest, then squeezed Blossom's breast, pinching the nipple until the redhead jerked, moaning.

Blossom leaned in, mouth smeared with sweat, breath coming fast.

"Tell me," she ordered, "did you want to fuck Pandora? Did you want to rail her against the wall? Or did you want to come home, lift me up, and fuck me until I scream for you?"

"Both," I said, honest and choking on it.

She kissed me, frantic, tongue owning my mouth, while her body kept slamming down on my cock, milking me.

Summer cupped my chin, held my face still, and forced my gaze to Blossom's mess of hair, tits, and pure chaos.

"Eyes open," Summer ordered, mouth an inch from my ear. "I want you to see us. See what you get when you behave."

It was working. I wasn't fading. I wasn't close to fading.

Blossom shifted, braced her hands on my shoulders, and started grinding her clit into my abs every time she bottomed out. Her thighs trembled, pussy clenching around me. She was soaked, and every bounce let slick run down my cock and onto the couch cushions.

She looked wild, makeup half gone, eyes unfocused, sweat running down her chest.

Summer licked her shoulder, then slid a hand down between Blossom's legs. She rubbed Blossom's clit in slow, evil circles, and the redhead damn near screamed.

Blossom's body went hard, every muscle tight. Her jaw dropped, noise tumbling out, and she kept fucking herself on me, chasing it.

Summer whispered, "Let me see you lose it. Come on, babe."

That was it.

Blossom's rhythm stuttered, hips bucking. She twisted around, wild, then grinned and threw her leg over me, spinning herself around so her back was to my chest and her ass pointed sky-high.

She started riding again, raw and greedy, using my thighs for leverage.

Firelight hit her skin, sweat slicked her lower back, and her ass clapped on every downstroke.

I wrapped my arms around her waist, grabbed her hips, and slammed her onto my cock hard enough to make both of us shout. The angle was perfect, the friction brutal.

Blossom arched, screaming my name, and came so hard she shook, pussy milking my cock in desperate, pulsing waves.

Her whole body bowed, hands reaching for the back of the couch, legs trembling, sweat streaking her thighs.

Summer watched, pupils blown, lips parted, hand still on Blossom's breast. She looked at me, proud as hell.

I locked eyes with Summer and felt my cock twitch inside Blossom's wrecked, soaking pussy. The firelight sent blinding flashes across her sweat-slicked skin, casting her ass in molten gold and wild shadow. Summer squeezed Blossom's breast, pinching the nipple so hard Blossom's whole body bucked. My hips slammed up, burying myself to the hilt, and her pussy convulsed around me like it was trying to milk my balls dry.

"Fuck, Blossom, you're so fucking tight," I growled, voice barely holding together.

She arched, shameless, ass grinding against my lap with every brutal aftershock. "Don't you dare hold back," she panted, sounding absolutely unhinged. "I want it, Matt. I want you to fucking fill me."

That was it. My whole body snapped.

I grabbed her hips and started pounding her, barely able to control myself. Blossom took every thrust, greedy, slamming herself down so my cock hit as deep as it would go. Her pussy was a wet, clenching glove around me. Every time she bottomed out, I could hear the slick squelch and feel her whole body shaking.

Summer pressed tight to my side, kissing my jaw, her hand wrapped around my shoulder to keep me from losing it. "Give it to her, baby," Summer whispered, filthy and proud. "Show her what she does to you."

I went off like a fucking bomb.

My balls drew up so tight they hurt. I slammed myself into Blossom and exploded, cock jerking so violently I thought I'd black out. The first pulse of cum shot straight into her, thick and hot, and her pussy squeezed the shaft, milking more out of me, then more. I groaned, stars flashing behind my eyes, and just kept coming, every muscle in my body juddering. Blossom threw her head back and cried out, her ass clapping against my thighs, taking every drop.

I didn't stop. I kept grinding up into her, driving my cock as deep as her body could take it. The hot, creamy load flooded her, and within seconds it started leaking back out, white and shiny where our bodies met. Blossom kept fucking herself on me, like she wanted to drain the last spurt from my cock, and I gave her everything I had.

Cum spilled out of her, dripping down between her thighs and onto my lap, soaking my skin, the couch, everything. It was obscene, seeing her impaled on me, body wracked with aftershocks, our mess pouring out of her in thick, shiny rivers. My cock kept twitching, emptying nonstop, and Blossom's cunt gulped it down, then spit it out around the base, making her whole ass and inner thighs sticky and glazed.

Summer watched the whole show, breathless, blue eyes glassy. She reached down and traced a finger through the cum leaking from Blossom, then licked it, moaning softly. Her free hand stroked my chest, greedy and smug.

Blossom collapsed back, panting, her body still shuddering around my cock.

She laughed, filthy and feral. "You fucking wrecked me. Hell yes."

Her pussy was still fluttering, sticky and wet and holding onto my cock like she didn't want to let go.

But I wasn't done.

Not by a mile.

Summer brushed her lips over mine, slow and sweet, her hand tugging at what little clothing remained.

Blossom twisted to the side, pulling off of me with a heavy, wet sound, then sprawled across the couch, flushed and beaming.

She looked down at my cock, still rock-hard, veins throbbing, the head swollen and glistening with the mess we'd already made. A thick bead of cum oozed from the tip, slow and lazy, dripping down the shaft like melted wax.

"Are you still hard? Jesus, you're actually not human."

She crawled back, licked a stripe up my neck, then smacked my thigh. "Your turn, sunshine. Destroy him."

Summer straddled my lap, pressed her pussy against me, and didn't wait a second before grinding on my cock, slick and greedy and hot as hell.

Blossom bit my shoulder, then kissed Summer, their tongues tangled as I watched.

I could taste the aftermath.

I could taste the next round coming for me.

***

Blossom had been first.

And somehow, impossibly, Summer was still going to get all of me.

But it wasn't impossible. Not really.

It was Pandora.

Her scent. The look in her eyes. That deliberate flash of cleavage. The whole night of standing close enough to burn and not touching the way I wanted. She had left me wound so tight that even coming apart inside Blossom hadn't emptied me.

It had only taken the edge off.

Blossom sprawled against my side, hair wild, sweat beading on her collarbone, green eyes glassy with aftershock. She looked down at my cock, still hard, still slick with her, still twitching like my body had missed the message that I was supposed to be done.

For once, Blossom looked almost speechless.

Almost.

"Are you for real?" she said, voice breaking into laughter. "You just came inside me like you were trying to repopulate the Midwest, and you're still hard?"

Summer's eyes dropped between us.

Her expression changed.

Not jealous. Not amused anymore.

Hungry.

"Pandora really did ruin you," she said softly.

Blossom cackled, then leaned over and kissed my chest. "No, Pandora wound him up. I just found out he has a backup generator."

I tried to laugh, but Summer's hand closed around me, gentle at first, then firmer, testing the impossible truth for herself.

My whole body jerked.

"Sensitive?" she whispered.

"Very."

Her smile turned slow and dangerous. "Good."

Blossom licked a stripe up my abs, still smug, still wrecked. "That's what I'm talking about. I could fuck you stupid and you'd still be looking for dessert."

Summer straddled my lap, bare thighs pressing to my hips, blonde hair lit up by the fire. But she didn't rush. She looked at me first, really looked, like she wanted to know if I was still with her.

I was.

Completely.

"Come home to me," she whispered, her mouth brushing mine. "That's the only rule."

Her arms locked around my neck, pulling me in for another kiss, one that felt slower, deeper, like it was building something permanent.

Blossom ran her hands up Summer's back, fingers tracing every line of muscle. "Sunshine, if you want him on the rug, go for it. I want to see you fuck him face-to-face."

Summer grinned, shot Blossom a look like they had planned this ahead of time, then rolled us both forward onto the rug, my back hitting the floor with a thud.

She climbed onto me, legs wrapping tight around my waist, pussy lined up and angled perfect for the plunge.

Blossom slid beside us, lying on her stomach, chin in her hand, her other hand already back on my thigh. She bit my shoulder, then kissed Summer's hip, mouthing dirty encouragement.

Summer pinned me with those blue eyes, face flushed, hair a soft mess over her chest. Her full tits swung as she moved, nipples hard and begging for attention.

"Still thinking about Pandora?" she asked, teasing and proud at once.

I shook my head, honest as hell. "Not when you're on me like this."

She smiled, low and sweet, and lifted herself just enough to drag my cock through her folds, wetting the length with her slick. The fire popped, casting our shadows against the wall.

Blossom whistled. "Summer, you get wetter than any girl I've ever met. Not even a contest."

"It's because I love him so much," Summer said, bending low to nip my bottom lip. "Nobody has ever turned me on like you do, baby."

Then she slid down, took me in one greedy move, and gasped.

We both froze, just feeling it.

She rolled her hips, working me deep, grinding hard enough to mash her clit against my pelvis.

Blossom stroked my chest, then tangled one hand in my hair. "That's it, Reynolds. Show us what a good boy does when he's finally allowed to fuck."

Summer started slow, grinding in little circles, each motion drawing a moan or a gasp. She wanted all of me, and fuck, I wanted all of her.

The room was nothing but heat: fire, skin, sweat, the sound of Summer getting bolder with every bounce.

Blossom watched, fascinated, sometimes guiding Summer's hips or squeezing my balls, sometimes kissing Summer's neck. Mostly, she watched. Sometimes, she whispered things that made Summer laugh, sometimes things that made her shudder.

This was not a contest. They were savoring it.

Summer set the pace, slow at first, building, every grind wringing more pleasure from both of us.

By the time I realized how close I was, she had already pushed me past reason.

Then she shifted, planting both hands on my chest, blonde hair falling over her face, and rode me harder.

Blossom's voice hit my ear. "Want her? Want to fill her up right after you did me?"

"Yes," I said, desperate.

Summer let out a broken moan, and all pretense was gone.

She kept up the rhythm, clit grinding against me, sweat dripping down her perfect tits, body flexed and open in the firelight.

Blossom tilted Summer's chin up, forced her to look down at me.

"Eye contact, sunshine. I want him to see you lose it."

Summer stared straight into my soul.

I was done for.

***

Summer rode me with both hands braced on my chest, face still flushed with the shock of how good it felt. Her hair spilled around her shoulders, gold and wild, cheeks streaked with sweat, nipples so hard they brushed like velvet every time she bounced.

The fire painted her body in orange and blue. It was the hottest thing I'd ever seen.

She shifted her hips, grinding all the way down, pussy so slick it made a wet sound every time I bottomed out. The heat between us was nuts: my hands on her ass, her thighs locked around me, the perfect athletic grip of her core.

Blossom slid in behind her, one hand running up Summer's bare back, the other massaging her breasts from behind, pinching and tweaking until Summer whimpered and lost her rhythm.

"God, you look gorgeous like this," I told Summer, honest as ever.

She blinked, blue eyes wide, then rolled harder, chasing the friction.

Every time our bodies met, it felt like a wave crashed, sweaty and loud, the slap of bare skin echoing off the rug and the walls.

Summer leaned in, forehead to mine. "You're not allowed to quit on me," she breathed, half-laugh, half-order. "You always finish what you started."

I didn't let her down.

I grabbed her hips, set a brutal, deep pace, and watched her try to ride the edge. Blossom switched angles, moved beside us, and found Summer's clit with two fingers, rubbing in slow circles while still kissing her neck.

Summer bucked, moaning, but never broke eye contact.

I loved every second of it.

She rode me, her pussy clenching tighter with every plunge, tits bouncing, sweat dripping down her abs and splashing onto my stomach.

Blossom's voice coaxed her. "Let go, sunshine. Let him see you come. Let us both see it."

Summer's rhythm started to lose structure, hips stuttering, and she just ground on my cock until the tension nearly snapped.

She braced both hands on either side of my head, blue eyes locked on mine, her voice breaking.

"I love that she wanted you," she said, so fucking raw it nearly undid me. "And I love that you came home."

I met her with a thrust so deep she nearly unseated herself.

She screamed, but didn't look away.

I felt her pussy clamp so tight it was like getting milked, her whole body spasming, and then she dug her nails into my shoulders and rode me through it, trembling all over.

I didn't stop.

She deserved all of it.

Blossom whispered in her ear and Summer just melted, open, shuddering, eyes shiny and wild.

I buried my face in her neck, bit her just hard enough to leave a mark, and fucked her until I felt my own edge hit.

"Give it to me," Summer begged, mouth at my ear. "I want to feel you. I want to have you. All of it."

My hips stuttered, locked, and then I was coming so hard my vision whited out, thick, pulsing ropes of it, flooding her, dripping down my shaft, pooling between us where we were joined. The sound that tore out of me was raw, guttural, something between a growl and a sob, and I could feel every spasm of her pussy milking me, squeezing, demanding more even as I emptied myself inside her. My thighs shook, my fingers dug into her hips hard enough to bruise, and for a second, I was nothing but heat and pressure and the wet, obscene sound of us.

Blossom giggled, straddling my thigh, proud as hell. Summer whimpered and collapsed against my chest, still shaking, still squeezing around every inch of me.

Our bodies shook together for a long time.

After, Summer just lay there, sweaty and ruined, still wrapped around my cock, cum trailing down her thighs, smiling like she'd just won the lottery.

Blossom sprawled behind her, hand curled over Summer's ass, both girls looking smug and in love with their own destruction.

We just lay there, tangled, the fire dying down and our sweat still drying on our skin.

We had everything we wanted, right there on the rug.

***

We stayed sprawled in the wreckage, slick skin cooling in the fire's afterglow, all three of us too ruined and too pleased to move.

Summer lay on top of me, hair a nest of blonde wildness, her lips swollen, blue eyes lazy and happy. She traced the bite marks on my shoulder, then fixed my hair with both hands, inspecting the damage like a coach assessing her MVP.

"Your face is a mess," she said, delighted. "Did we do that?"

I blinked. "If I looked in a mirror, I'd see scratch marks and a hickey shaped like Michigan."

"Go team," Blossom deadpanned, sprawled across my legs, totally naked except for the CSU tee she'd filched from the couch the second we finished. She wore it loose, nipples hard and poking through, her tits making a ridiculous tent in the fabric every time she leaned forward to grab another slice of cold pizza from the box on the den table.

Blossom surveyed the wreckage: pillows on the floor, rug sweated through, couch tilted at an angle like it had survived a hurricane.

She grinned, devilish, then scooted closer and licked a stripe up my abs, just to say she could.

"Not gonna lie," she said. "If you can still walk tomorrow, I'm filing a formal complaint."

Summer giggled and flopped her leg over mine, then started cleaning love bites from my neck with gentle little kisses.

"Recovery snacks?" she murmured, not even trying to fix her shirt. "What happened to the popcorn?"

"Maisie swiped it before we got in here," Blossom replied, mouth full of pizza. "She's probably asleep or cackling over Snapchat somewhere."

"Her loss," Summer said, then rolled over, chest to chest with me, stretching until her nipples brushed my ribs.

Blossom eyed the bruises along her own thighs, then gleefully poked one. "Look at this art! I'm turning your fingerprints into my new private blackmail archive."

"Just spell my name right," I said.

She threw her head back and laughed, then pounced on the next slice of pizza. The scene had zero shame. It was just bodies, sweat, firelight, and the knowledge that nothing out there was going to match this.

For a while, we just sprawled.

Summer played with my hair, fixing it, then fucked it up again when she kissed me. Blossom told dirty stories about what would happen if Pandora ever tried to outlast both of them. I let the world blink out. Never been so content.

Until my phone buzzed.

It rattled against the den floor, a tiny mechanical scream.

I grabbed it, expecting nothing, but Val's name filled the screen.

Whatever afterglow I had left took one look at her punctuation and started packing.

VAL: Ryan saw the clip.

VAL: He wants to know if you are with Pandora too.

Then another message appeared.

VAL: Actually, his exact question was, "Is Matt with everyone?"

Summer craned her neck to read, then burst out laughing. "Poor Ryan."

"Poor Val," I said.

Blossom tried to snatch the phone, but I held it high, so she just smacked my ass and cackled. "Should we send him a group selfie? Or maybe a pic of the bite marks?"

"Not unless we want to get banned from Greek Row," Summer said, snuggling in. Then, softer, "Let them talk. What matters is you came home to us."

Blossom nodded, voice uncharacteristically quiet. "And that you let us fucking destroy you, babe."

I looked at the two of them, sprawled naked, lips glossy, faces flushed, bodies marked and proud.

Nothing I'd ever done felt more honest, more earned.

They had claimed me.

The rest of the house, the campus, the whole drama machine could buzz, whine, and speculate. But here in the den, orange glow on our sweat-slick bodies, I was home.

Next round would be complicated: Ryan, Val, the fake-boyfriend pressure, and everything else.

But for now, I had them.

I belonged.

And nothing felt better than being taken, ruined, and wanted, all at once.


Free Sample


The CSU basketball arena smelled like hot popcorn, spilled beer, and three sororities' worth of perfume competing under one roof. Cold air leaked through every open corridor, but the crowd already hummed with enough heat to cut through it.

I had promised Maisie a real date, just the two of us: basketball first, then drinks and food after. No crowd management, no Social Six emergency, no pretending she was anything less than my girlfriend which she was.

We were barely past the concourse when I noticed the first guy staring.

Then the second.

Then I lost count.

Maisie had dressed for kill shots tonight.

She wore a blue micro-skirt that hugged her hips and cupped her ass like it had a personal stake in the arrangement. Her legs were bare from the thigh down, smooth and high-voltage, heels swapped for white sneakers that put just enough spring in her step. On top: a cropped CSU hoodie in silver, fitted close enough that every breath she took made her chest do more talking than my mouth ever could. The hem barely grazed the waistband of her skirt, and any time she reached up or turned fast, a stripe of bare skin flashed at my side. Her hair was piled high in glossy dark-brown curls, and her lips caught every beam of arena light with a gloss that had nothing to do with the concession stand.

She knew exactly what she was doing.

Maisie locked herself to my arm like she had no intention of letting go before the final buzzer.

I spotted the next round of guys watching from the ticket line, eyes tracking the bounce of her chest every time she laughed at something I said. To her credit, she only noticed so she could lean harder into me, drag my hand up over her waist, and make it obvious to every man in a thirty-foot radius that she had already made her choice. Long before tip-off.

We passed a row of student-section regulars and I counted at least three phones lifted for the group chat. Not a subtle operation.

Maisie clocked them, smiled like the sun, and then towed me through the double doors like she was storming the court.

Inside, the blue and silver crowd pulsed like a living engine. The hardwood caught every light in the building. A CSU pep band wailed from the far corner, brass stabbing through the noise. The cheer section was already doing synchronized jumps in front of the student bleachers, every sneaker slap swallowed instantly by the volume.

I steered Maisie up the stands. She clung to me so tight it was a miracle my heart kept its rhythm.

We grabbed seats halfway to the top, center court, right in the sightline for the cheer squad. The row in front of us was all guys, and every single one took a second look when Maisie folded into the chair and slid her bare thigh over mine like she was making a statement.

She caught me noticing.

Maisie smiled slow, then leaned in with her lips at my ear. "You can look, baby. I brought you here, didn't I?"

I wrapped my hand around her knee, just to make a point. "You think they're subtle?"

"They don't have to be," she said. "Every guy in this place wishes he were you right now."

"They can wish all they want." I squeezed her thigh and got a low, satisfied hum in return.

She tilted her chin up for a kiss, not shy at all, and I gave it to her. Right there in public. Glossy and warm, a little wicked on her tongue. She made a sound like she was considering dragging me under the bleachers. For a second I thought she might.

Instead, she pressed her body tighter to my side, both hands tangled in my fingers, and glanced over the rail at the court below.

That was when Greta happened.

If I had ever filed cheerleaders under background noise before, this was a fucking correction.

Greta Voss was not background. Not tonight.

Her CSU uniform fit like it had been cut for her specifically: blue and silver hugging her ribs, the fabric going tight over her chest and making her cleavage the unambiguous star of the routine. Her breasts sat high and full, no architectural assistance needed, just anatomy working against any man trying to focus on the scoreboard. Her waist was tight, her stomach flat and bare where the top ended, and the skirt clung to the round of her hips before giving up on modesty entirely.

Her legs were something out of a fever dream. Toned and sleek, every jump or kick making the muscle snap and catch the arena lights. Bare skin, clean lines, sweat already starting to gloss near her knees where the uniform offered no cover. On her feet: white ankle socks and cheer sneakers that looked innocent until you watched how she moved in them.

Her hair was up in a high ponytail, blue ribbon, and her smile went crowd-wide, laser bright, built to command attention.

And she knew exactly how to use it.

For the first couple of minutes I tried not to stare.

Then she caught my eye and winked.

Maisie snorted beside me. "Should I be worried?"

"Only if you're recruiting," I said, staring anyway.

She squeezed my hand in her lap and shook her head, and I could hear the pride in it. "Go nuts. I love it."

She actually meant it. I could see it in the way she tracked Greta working the sidelines, then checked back with me to confirm I was enjoying the view.

I was.

The cheer squad ran a full routine during the first TV timeout and it was basically the Greta Voss Show. She took center position, arms up, chest out, then launched into a jump that made her skirt flutter dangerously close to the line and her tits bounce in a way that should have required a campus alert. When she landed, her smile did not even twitch. She lined up the squad, barked a call, and fired off a round of high kicks that made the student section howl.

Half the guys below us nearly dropped their beers.

Greta planted on the sideline and hit a bounce sequence that was pure muscle theater: her thighs and ass flexing, her waist twisting, every seam of her uniform biting in for the cameras. Sweat caught on her chest, a glossy line tracing the cut of her cleavage. Blue and silver had never worked harder.

She looked up at us again.

This time, no wink. She just made eye contact, held it three seconds too long, then popped her hips on the dismount, making the motion deliberate.

Maisie giggled, then kissed my cheek. "Told you. She's showing off now."

"I'm not the only one who thinks so," I said.

Maisie went smug. "Greta knows exactly what she's doing."

She was right. Greta played to the crowd, but she kept drifting back toward our section. Every time the routine cycled, she angled herself so that when she spun or pumped the pom-poms, her body faced us dead-on. The effect was impossible to miss.

When the Timberwolves buried a three-pointer and the crowd went nuclear, Greta led the cheer with a flying jump and landed front and center, chest heaving, ponytail swinging. Her eyes flicked up and caught mine. This time, she bit her lower lip for one precise microsecond and then turned away, shaking her ass at the camera guy on the baseline like an exclamation point.

Maisie's mouth grazed my jaw. "If you go home with a cheer fetish, I'm taking partial credit."

I barked a laugh. "You want her to know I'm watching?"

She angled her body into mine, full contact, then pulled my hand over her hip and locked my arm around her waist like she was daring anyone to raise an objection.

"You're the man in this seat," Maisie said, voice hot and private. "Let them see it."

So I did. I held her tight, let her press her tits into my bicep, and watched Greta make history down on the court.

Second half, the cheer squad switched sidelines and we got a front-row view of the rest of Greta's performance. By then her skin shone with a fine sweat, her thighs flexed and caught the light, and the cleavage framed by the top of her uniform drew as much attention as the scoreboard.

If there was a guy in the building who had not noticed Greta by the end of the second half, I had never met him.

When the final buzzer sounded, Maisie spun into my lap, arms linked behind my neck.

She kissed me, slow and dirty, crowd be damned. "Wanna celebrate with drinks?"

"Hell yes."

She stood and stretched, making her ass the farewell show for the guys in our section, then dragged me down the stairs toward the exit.

I glanced back. Greta was still on the court, arms over her head, hair wild, smile hot enough to start a fire. She saw us go. For a split second, she looked like she was about to jump the rail and follow.

Maisie noticed and just grinned.

"She'll come," Maisie whispered. "Don't worry. I have a plan."

We hit the exit, the air going cold and fast. She snugged into my side, hair at my chin, still riding the game high.

If every guy at CSU wanted a night like that, I did not blame them. Because the only one going home with Maisie was me.

And I was not planning on playing it subtle.

***

The bar was called Timber & Stein, which sounded like it should be full of lumberjacks. In reality it was packed with CSU girls in tight shirts and even tighter agendas. Neon beer signs lit up the windows. The floor was already sticky with spilled something, and the post-game crowd was ten deep near the bar, everyone arguing about the final score.

Maisie did not hustle straight for a table. She stopped at the dartboard, sized it up, then wrapped her arms around my waist from behind. Her cheek pressed to my back, hot and smug.

"You want a drink, baby?" I said.

"I want to win a bet first." She flicked my ass, stood on her tiptoes, and called out across the bar: "Greta! Ditch the afterparty and come play darts with real people!"

It worked.

Greta slid in through the door with a puffer jacket over her cheerleader uniform, hair still up, face still shining from the game. Heads turned. The bar went briefly quiet, then the noise recovered and the speculation started.

She clocked Maisie and me, zeroed in, and powered over. The puffer came off on the way, leaving her in CSU blue and silver, bare legs, and the kind of confidence that would terrify a lesser man.

She gave Maisie a chin nod. "Nice win tonight."

Maisie winked. "You were hotter. Want a beer?"

"Always." Greta tipped her head at me. "Surprised you survived watching her work."

I did not play coy. "You're trained to spot wandering eyes?"

Greta's smile went wolfish. "Cheerleaders see everything, Reynolds. Especially in the student section."

Maisie waited for the bartender to glance over, then settled into my lap at the high-top table. She stretched her legs and smoothed her skirt down her thigh with deliberate slowness, probably just to see if Greta would notice.

She did.

Order landed. Three cold ones. Shot glasses for backup.

Maisie was already plotting. I could see it in the particular brightness of her eyes.

She hopped off my lap, faced Greta, and pointed at the dartboard. "One throw each, high score wins. Loser buys the next round. But if I hit the bullseye, you have to kiss him." She jabbed a thumb at me, like this was a completely reasonable Saturday night activity.

Greta looked at Maisie, then at me, then back to Maisie. "That's a terrible bet."

"Only if you lose."

I grinned. "I'm not objecting."

Maisie picked up the dart and weighed it in her palm, all performance. She lined up the shot with her eyes bright, tongue between her teeth, then flicked her wrist. Dead center. Bullseye so clean the tip buried in the red and stayed there.

The bar noticed. The pop of the dart landing hit right in a lull of post-game noise, and a couple of nearby guys turned to look.

Greta snorted, reluctantly impressed. "You rigged this."

Maisie kissed me quick and wicked, then turned to Greta with the expression of a woman collecting a debt. "Pay up."

Greta did not hesitate.

She stepped between me and the dartboard, planted both hands on my thighs, and looked up from under her lashes. Every muscle in my body went on alert.

She kept her eyes open as her mouth found mine. No shyness, no warm-up. Her lips met mine soft but not gentle, pressure building immediately. Her body pressed between my knees, solid and warm, hips at the edge of the chair. She grabbed the back of my neck with one hand and tilted my head so she could own the angle.

The taste was sweat, beer, and something that had no business being in a public bar.

Her tongue parted my lips, teasing, then retreated, like she had planned to leave me starving from the first second.

It was not messy. It was controlled, deliberate, and hot enough to make the air around us change texture. I could feel the energy shift from our corner to the pool table and back.

Greta pulled away first, slow, like she resented having to do it.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and shot Maisie a look. "You're a menace."

Maisie was grinning so hard she looked like she had won the lottery, the championship, and a free car.

She swatted Greta's ass with the heel of her hand. "You did great, sweetie."

Greta laughed, and her face went a little pink, but she tried to hide it behind her beer. For a moment she just stood there, close enough that I could still feel the warmth of her on my lips.

Maisie curled back into my lap, clearly savoring every second of it.

She whispered, "You liked that, didn't you?"

I did not lie. "Hell yes."

Maisie flashed her teeth, then turned to Greta. "Anytime you want a rematch, you know my number."

The three of us played another round. The tension never dipped. Every time I looked over, Greta's eyes locked on my mouth and then looked away a half-beat too late. Maisie kept the energy alive, sitting in my lap, toying with my hands, letting her thumb trace my thigh with just enough pressure to make Greta notice.

She noticed.

Before the next round, Maisie whispered something filthy in my ear with her lips so close I almost forgot there was anyone else in the room. When I caught Greta glancing over, Maisie just grinned and shrugged, unbothered, like this was exactly what she had planned.

The bar was a living rumor by now.

The kiss kept playing in my head on a loop.

Maisie finished her beer, planted one more messy kiss on my lips, and leaned back to watch what came next.

Greta never lost her cool, but her cheeks stayed pink through the second round. She kept her posture perfect, legs flexed, ass perched on a barstool, but every time her eyes found mine, it was there: promise, challenge, and a bullet with my name engraved on it.

I wanted her. That was not a question anymore.

But not as much as I wanted Maisie to know she was winning. Every time I squeezed her thigh, she practically purred.

The second round ended in laughter, Greta buying the beer this time.

Maisie toasted her, wicked. "Next time, I make the dares."

Greta rolled her eyes. Then stared at my mouth for one beat too long before turning away.

If the first round had been a joke, the second was a threat.

The crowd around us had no idea what was coming.

***

It took about thirty minutes for the word to get out.

Greta Voss, still in her cheer skirt, had kissed me at the bar. People drifted over from other tables, running their own calculations: her, me, Maisie, the dartboard, and the adrenaline still hanging in the air from the game. Most just watched. Some tried to slide into the orbit. The noise picked up, post-game energy swerving from restless to reckless.

That was when Wes Harlan appeared.

He had the look: too-tight t-shirt, arms built for showing off, CSU ballcap turned backwards for effect, and the kind of jaw that was purpose-built for party invites and questionable decisions. He came in flanked by two guys, but they hung back and let him go first.

He clocked Greta before he registered anyone else.

Wes slid up to the high-top, brash enough to rest his elbow on the table right next to her beer. "Didn't know you were taken, Greta."

Greta did not flinch.

She planted a hand on my thigh, nails pressing in, and shifted herself closer so our hips brushed. Her ponytail swung like a flag.

Maisie caught the moment and smiled, slow and evil.

Wes tried again, voice pitched for the room. "Or is this a scouting mission? That's not the usual type, is it?"

Greta aimed a lazy smile at him. "You want to talk about types, Wes? Pretty sure you lost the last bracket."

He laughed, but it came out a half-beat too easy. "That's not what your messages said last month."

Greta shrugged. She did not even glance at him this time. Her hand slid higher on my thigh, and she leaned in, her body heat pressing right through my jeans. "Tonight? Looks like it."

Her eyes cut to mine: sharp, electric, but her mouth never lost the smile.

Wes shifted his weight like he could not decide whether to argue or absorb it. "One kiss and you're off the market?"

Maisie stirred the fire from my lap. "Did you miss it? It wasn't exactly a quick peck, dude. I think the clock's still running somewhere."

Wes shot Maisie a look. Maisie was bulletproof.

Greta tucked her arm around my neck, her mouth inches from my jaw, and faced Wes head-on. "He earned it."

Wes blinked. "Earned what, exactly?"

She grinned. "A free sample."

He processed that for a second.

She went for blood. "You want the rest, Reynolds, you're gonna have to earn it."

The words hit me low and hot and did not immediately leave.

I did not answer. I was occupied staying upright.

Maisie bit her lip, delighted at the chaos unfolding. "I'm not sure you could handle more than a sample, honestly."

Wes tried to flex one more time, voice going braggy. "Hey, if she changes her mind, you know where we'll be."

Greta turned her ass toward him and her mouth toward my neck, shutting him down without spending a single word on it.

I felt the heat of her on my jaw, the press of her hip, the pulse under her skin. She could have kept going. She let go on her own terms instead.

She pulled back and flashed me a look that said next time would not be safe for anyone's sanity.

Wes gave up the spot, mumbled something about the crowd, and faded back to where his two guys waited near the pool table.

Greta gave my thigh one last squeeze, then peeled off with a smile, the back of her skirt waving like a victory flag.

Maisie clapped her hands, laughing. "Did you see that? That was textbook."

She hopped back into my lap and kissed me hard, her tongue electric, her whole body vibrating with satisfaction. "God, I love watching other girls get thirsty."

"You're not worried? Not even a little?"

Maisie grinned, licking her lips. "Nope. You're coming home with me."

I palmed her ass, loving how easily she flipped the script. "Tell me what that was about."

Maisie dropped her voice to a purr. "Just like seeing her realize what I already know."

That landed deeper than I wanted to admit right then.

Across the bar, Greta watched us over the rim of her glass. The look in her eyes said we were nowhere near done. Not even close.

Maisie saw it too.

She whispered, "You're gonna be in trouble, baby."

She made it sound like heaven.

The air outside was cold as hell. Maisie wrapped herself around my side before we even hit the curb, her body clamped to mine like I was the only heat source in the city.

We walked home like that the whole way.

But the fuse Greta had left burning just kept getting hotter with every block.

***

The second the front door of the Party House closed behind us, Maisie made a beeline for my room.

No performance for the kitchen. No fake goodnight for anyone still up in the common area. She wanted privacy and she wanted it immediately.

Her duffel bag was already parked on my floor with the straps hanging open, clearly settled in before the game. I recognized her toothbrush in the cup by my sink and a scatter of hair ties and lip gloss on my nightstand. She had not asked permission to leave any of it there. She just did, because this was where she slept now, and we both knew it.

She kicked off her sneakers and peeled out of her skirt with a little shimmy, then pulled her silver hoodie over her head and gave me a look that dissolved whatever remained of my self-control. Underneath: a thin white tank that clung to her body and nothing else underneath it. The fabric was so sheer I could see the shape of her nipples going tight in the cool room air, and the soft, freckled curves of her tits pressed against the cotton like they were impatient.

Maisie crawled onto my bed without a word.

She stretched out, face framed by the pillow, legs bare, one knee bent, then curled a single finger at me. "Come here."

I did not need a written invitation.

I climbed onto the bed and she climbed me. Her hands roamed my chest immediately, fingers teasing up under my shirt hem, nails dragging lightly over my stomach. Her mouth found my throat, my jaw, the hinge of my ear, while her thighs locked around my waist and she rocked down against me, grinding her body against my jeans with slow, deliberate pressure.

She peeled my shirt up and off and dropped it on the floor.

Her eyes moved over my chest with open appreciation, warm and hungry, and then she dragged her tongue over my nipple, bit it lightly, and laughed when I shivered.

"There he is," she said.

The mood was all mischief until she locked her lips to mine.

Maisie kissed like she intended to keep me. She tasted like cherry and adrenaline, her lips warm and glossy, and she moaned softly into my mouth every time I squeezed her ass. I could have eaten her alive and she would have encouraged it.

She broke away just enough to let me look at her. Her tits shifted with every breath, tank riding up, nipples tight and visible through the thin fabric. The heat coming off her skin was palpable.

She grinned. "Bet you liked the bar show."

I palmed her thigh and pulled her closer. "I liked you making Greta kiss me."

She laughed, wiggled in my lap, and kissed me again. "You deserved it."

Then she went to work.

She got my belt open with fast, practiced fingers, popped the button, worked the zipper, then shimmied my jeans and boxers down my legs in one smooth motion and dropped them off the edge of the bed. My cock sprang free, already hard, already oozing pre-cum, and she wrapped her hand around the shaft with a slow, deliberate stroke, her thumb running under the head and back down again.

She made a sound in her throat: filthy and warm and deeply satisfied.

I hissed as her hand worked the length, slow, then faster, never releasing the pressure.

She kissed down my chest, biting as she went, then traced her tongue over my abs, laughing when my stomach flexed involuntarily.

Her hair brushed my skin. I felt her breath, hot and focused, right above my cock.

Maisie looked up at me, eyes bright and knowing. "You want me to suck you, baby?"

I barely kept my voice level. "Fuck yes."

She licked the tip, slow and deliberate, gathering the first bead of pre-cum on her tongue and swallowing it with her eyes still locked to mine.

Her lips parted. She took just the head into her mouth first, slow and deliberate, her tongue circling the crown until my breath caught. Then she sank lower, glossy pink lips sliding down my shaft, taking more of me inch by inch before easing back with a wet, obscene sound.

The first full suction nearly ended me, making my toes curl.

Maisie stroked the base with one hand while the other cradled my balls, rolling them gently, then applying just enough squeeze at exactly the right rhythm. She bobbed her head slow, then faster, teasing the crown with her lips, then burying me deep until her nose pressed against my skin.

Her mouth was heaven. Wet and tight and scorching, tongue sliding down my shaft. Every time she went deep she hummed, and the vibration traveled up my cock and into my spine.

I gripped the sheets. I tried not to thrust.

Maisie kept checking my face, reading every reaction, and the pride in her eyes every time I had to close mine or curse under my breath was something I would have paid money to bottle.

She milked the shaft in a slow twisting motion, then took me deep in one greedy move, swallowing around the head, letting spit and pre-cum leak down until her chin was glossy. She never lost the rhythm. Every time I got close enough to warn her, she slowed down, stroked lightly, and kissed the inside of my thigh until I pulled back from the edge.

Maisie was not in a hurry.

She wanted to see me come apart.

She licked me base to tip, teased the head between her lips again, making sounds that had no business existing in a college bedroom. If I looked down, I saw her tits pushed up by the angle, her hair wild, her cheeks flushed with arousal and effort.

The sight alone was its own emergency.

She took me deep one more time, held me at the back of her throat, swallowed once, then pulled off with a pop that left a string of saliva between her lips and my cock.

I was maybe ten seconds from losing it.

Maisie climbed up my body, straddled my hips, and pinned my wrists above my head. The wet heat of her pussy pressed against my abs, soaking into my skin. She had taken off her underwear somewhere in the last thirty seconds without me noticing.

She grinned, predatory and gorgeous, and licked my jaw.

"Not yet," she whispered. "I want you inside me when you come."

She rolled her pussy against my cock, slick and burning, keeping me just outside her.

Maisie looked me dead in the eyes, both my wrists pinned, her body arched and dripping sweat.

"Ready?" she said.

I nodded. Brain fried. Body long past ready.

Her smile said everything else.

I had never been wanted like this.

And I was absolutely going to make it count.

***

Her pussy slicked along my cock as she rocked against me, coating the whole length, soaking the head every time she rolled her hips and let her entrance drag along my shaft.

Maisie still had my wrists pinned above my head, her eyes electric in the low light. Her tits were flushed, nipples deep red and needy, sweat already sheening the top of her chest. She rode the friction like she owned it.

She circled her clit against the tip, teasing us both until we were both shaking.

When she finally reached down and lined me up, her whole body went taut.

She dropped slow. An inch at a time. Her pussy stretched around the head, then gripped the shaft as she sank lower and lower, and I felt every centimeter of it.

We both made sounds that had nothing to do with language.

The first slide in was fire: tight and soaking and so hot I thought I would lose my mind right there. She clenched all the way down, thighs trembling as I bottomed out. Our hips met, cock buried completely, and she gasped with her mouth open and her head falling back.

She waited. Eyes locked to mine. Letting us just feel the weight of it.

Then she started to move.

Slow grinding circles at first, working me deep with her hips, her pussy milking every inch of me with each rotation. It was more than sex. It was a dare.

She kept the pace brutal: grinding down until our pelvic bones pressed together, her clit rubbing against my base with every push. The pressure made her moan with her whole chest, low and desperate, like she had been waiting for this all night.

I needed my hands.

I broke her grip on my wrists, grabbed her hips, and pulled her down hard.

She loved it.

Her ass bounced on my lap, soft and perfect, every impact pushing a sound out of her. She arched her back, showing off her tits, letting them sway and brush against my chest. Sweat beaded down her sternum and caught the light, and she looked like something that should not be legal in this or any other state.

"God, you feel so fucking good," I said.

Maisie's laugh was half sob, half joy. "Don't you dare stop."

She upped the tempo, thighs working to lift and drop, every plunge going deep and then deeper. The sound between us was obscene: wet and rhythmic and Maisie's breath breaking into sharp little cries every time I hit the end of her.

She braced her hands on my chest, nails raking over my abs, then slammed herself down with extra force, clenching around my cock like she was trying to keep me there permanently.

She was getting close.

I could feel it in every twitch of her body, in the way her rhythm started to lose its precision, in the desperate clench of her pussy every few strokes like she was holding on.

The bed rocked. The sheets were a disaster. Her sweat dripped down and slicked my skin everywhere we touched.

She bent forward, forehead to mine, breath hot on my mouth. "You're gonna make me come, baby. I want you to watch."

I locked eyes with her, grabbed her ass hard, and drove upward to meet her.

Her rhythm fell apart.

She switched to tight, grinding circles, chasing the friction against her clit, her hips moving in short desperate pulses.

Her whole body shuddered.

She cried out, face twisting in bliss, tits shuddering with the convulsion. Her orgasm hit her in waves: her pussy clamped around my cock, clenching and releasing, soaking me in a rush of slick that ran down my balls and onto my thighs. The sound of it was extraordinary. The wet slap of skin, the squelch of her pussy gripping me, the whine of the bed under us.

I nearly came right then. I held on by a thread.

She trembled, locked on my cock, shivering through every wave, riding until her hips gave out and she collapsed against my chest. Her nails dug in. She gasped my name into my neck and kept clenching in aftershocks that made me twitch inside her.

I rolled us over.

I kept my cock buried deep and pinned her to the mattress, and she pulled her legs up and hooked her ankles at the small of my back.

"Don't hold back," she whispered, breathless and wrecked. "I want you to come inside me."

I started to fuck her properly.

Full weight, deep strokes, grinding her into the mattress. Every thrust pushed a sound out of her and made the mess between our bodies worse: her slick and my pre-cum running out around the base of my cock, soaking the sheets under her ass, painting her inner thighs.

Maisie's face was destroyed with pleasure. Eyes glassy, lips bitten, sweat running down her neck, hair plastered to her forehead. She looked up at me like I was the only solid thing in the world.

She never let go of my shoulders.

I drove harder, and harder, the pace building until our bodies were nothing but friction and heat and the sound of her crying out every time I bottomed out.

She started to whimper again, high and desperate.

I reached between us and pressed my thumb against her clit.

She screamed. Not loud, but real: a sharp, bitten-off sob that told me everything.

Her pussy clamped down like a vice. Her legs locked around my waist. Her second orgasm hit harder than the first, her whole body convulsing, toes curled, hips jerking, soaking us both in a new rush of slick.

She sobbed my name twice and then lost the ability to form words.

That was it.

I let go.

I drove forward and started to come, the release hitting hard, the first pulse flooding her already-soaked pussy with heat. I came in thick, shuddering waves, the load filling her up until it overflowed and started to leak out around the base of my cock, running down her ass, pooling on the sheets under her.

I kept pumping, each thrust pushing more of it out, white and glossy against her folds and her thighs.

I collapsed, chest to chest, cock still buried deep. The aftershocks rolled through me, my whole body shaking, barely able to hold my weight off her.

Maisie was liquid under me. She laughed softly, tangled her arms around my neck, and kissed my face everywhere she could reach: my jaw, my cheek, my temple. Her pussy kept clenching in little aftershock pulses, milking the last of me.

We stayed like that.

Cock still inside. Bodies stuck together by sweat and slick and the wreckage of the sheets.

She grinned, lazy and radiant. "Don't move yet. I want to feel how much leaks."

So we lay there. Bodies wrecked. Room smelling like heat and sex and two people who had earned every second of it.

I looked down between us.

Slick and cum ran out between her thighs, puddling under her ass, glossy in the dim light. Her pussy twitched in one last aftershock and pushed out another slow drip of white.

"A perfect cream pie," Maisie whispered. "I want to feel you all night."

She was not kidding.

I pulled her close, buried my face in her hair, and let the moment finish frying my brain.

The ache in my body and the mess all over the bed said it was real.

And we had earned every second.

***

The mess on the bed was spectacular, and Maisie had zero shame about it.

She sprawled half on top of me, tits warm against my chest, her thigh draped over my cock, her fingers tracing lazy shapes along my ribs. Every few seconds she found a bite mark or a hickey and pressed it, then giggled at my reaction like she was cataloguing her work.

I did not want to move. The sweat cooling on my skin eventually voted otherwise.

Maisie caught my eye and ran her fingers through my hair, deliberately messing up what she had fixed back at the bar. "You look like you got tackled."

"Accurate."

She looked down between her legs, watching the slick and cum still leaking slowly out of her, and made a deeply satisfied sound. "God. You're a menace. Look at that."

She dragged her fingers through the mess, licked them clean, made a face that was half filthy and half delighted.

I tried to sit up. She yanked me back down and kissed me until my lips stung, and for a moment all the performance was gone. It was just her, warm and clinging, her body pressed to mine like she was reminding herself this was real.

Eventually we peeled apart enough to make it to the bathroom.

Cleaning up was its own chaos. There was slick and sweat in every crevice. Maisie laughed every time she caught her own reflection, cheeks red, lips swollen, tits marked with bites and handprints. She pointed each one out to me like she was narrating a victory tour.

She fished a pair of shorts from her duffel and pulled them on, skipped a shirt entirely. I wiped down and found boxers. Neither of us made it complicated.

Back in bed, she curled into my side, her hair wild on my shoulder, her arm draped across my chest. She kissed my neck soft and quiet.

Then she said, "You know what I liked best about tonight?"

I ran my hand over her hip, unhurried. "The part where you made a cheerleader kiss me at a bar?"

She bit my jaw, then shook her head. "Watching Greta figure it out."

"Figure what out?"

Maisie looked up at me, face close, eyes warm. "What I already know."

That landed straight in my chest and did not bounce back out.

I wanted to say something that matched it. The words got halfway there and caught on something. Instead, I rolled us over, tangled her in the sheets, and kissed her until she laughed.

Neither of us needed to say it. It was already in the room. It had been in the room for a while now, living between the lines of every stupid dart bet and every time she dragged my arm around her waist in a crowd of people who wanted what she had already claimed.

She tucked her face into my neck, soft and possessive, and whispered things that were just for me.

"Next time Greta wants a sample," she murmured, "I want to watch."

I grinned into her hair. "You want to coach?"

"Only if she can keep up."

We stayed like that, zero distance, the wrecked sheets under us and the echo of Greta's challenge still burning quietly in the dark.

The world outside could wait.

Maisie had made herself home here, in my bed, in my room, in the specific way she chose me in front of every other man in every room she walked into. And somewhere in the last few months, without either of us saying the actual words, that had become the only thing that felt like certainty.

Not being wanted. Being chosen.

She was still whispering when I started to drift, quiet promises and dirty plans about Greta and about never letting me sleep a full night again.

The challenge crackled in the dark like a live wire.

Earn the rest.

But Maisie had not needed a challenge. She had already won.

And I was starting to understand I had too.


Long-Lost Son


Pen drove like she had something to prove. We took the curves of the lake road with the windows down, cold air knifing across my arms and whipping her sun-streaked light-brown hair into a mess. Lake Calder shimmered through the trees, black this time of year, the water punching cold and honest up from the shore. She wore a CSU quarter-zip with the sleeves shoved up and denim cutoffs that left her athletic thighs on display. Her calves flexed every time she tapped the gas, and I couldn't look away.

"Remind me why I'm your plus one?" I asked.

Pen shot me a sidelong glare that should have been a warning. "Because my family likes to count the number of casseroles and the number of bodies, and if those numbers don't match, someone dies."

"Does the losing side get fed to the lake?"

"That depends. Can you swim with bricks taped to your ankles?"

If she wanted to scare me, she would need to do better than that.

She turned at the big iron gates and rolled right past a blue-and-silver CSU flag waving like a surrender sign. The Calder family house was three stories of old money dressed up like a rustic lodge. Every window glowed yellow against the dark, and something inside sounded like a cocktail party fighting a football game.

She did not park in the driveway, because of course not.

She parked on the edge of the lawn, killed the headlights, and turned to me, smirk locked and loaded.

"Last chance to fake a head injury and bail," Pen said.

I grinned. "Bring it on."

She hopped out first, long legs hitting the driveway, and I followed. She didn't hesitate to grab my wrist when we reached the stoop, dragging me past wet boots, the smell of pine, and an actual antler doorbell I wasn't sure was legal on most campuses.

Inside: instant sensory overload.

The house was loud. Not party loud, but family loud. Laughter and arguments over food, the thud of feet on wood floors, and the smell of five different kinds of holiday casserole elbowing woodsmoke and lake air right out of the atmosphere.

Somebody shouted, "Pen's here!" and a wave of voices rolled out from the den.

The entry had a stone floor and two mudroom benches absolutely buried in jackets, gloves, and a couple pairs of fishing boots still trailing lake water. Keys hung in bowls next to old CSU mugs, and the walls were covered with photos: Pen at ten with hair to her waist and a trophy in her hand, a blond guy her age in a CSU track hoodie, a million shots of lake summers, boats, docks, and people who looked like they could out-drink most of Greek Row.

She never let go of me.

Her hand squeezed my wrist as she led me down the hallway, easing through crashing cousins, a burly uncle in a CSU Timberwolves apron, and a girl in leggings and a racing tee who looked like she'd just come off a rowing machine.

Everyone greeted her by yelling "Pen!" or "Penny!" or "Hey, save us some before Grant gets it all!"

Pen rolled her eyes. "If Grant tries to cut the line, tell him I brought backup."

Aunt-figure in a blue wool dress eyed me up and down. "Is this your boyfriend, sweetie?"

Pen's grip tightened on my arm, not painful but solid. "This is Matt. He's fun at parties and he keeps the stories interesting."

The aunt smiled, sweet and razor-sharp. "He's cute."

Instead of correcting her, Pen shrugged. "Sometimes we rent him out for major holidays."

The room laughed. Her hand did not leave my wrist.

She navigated the buffet line like she was running a blitz. Plates loaded, drinks poured, she parked us near the lake windows where the view was pure blackness and the glass was cold enough to start a fight.

"Eat," Pen said, and handed me a plate stacked with ham, potato stuff, and something neon green I did not want to identify.

I took a forkful. "Does this glow in the dark?"

She shrugged. "If you live, you pass the initiation."

The table filled up fast. Cousins, second cousins, and a dude in a varsity jacket who looked like he could bench-press a dock. They shot questions in my direction, fast and semi-hostile, but Pen stayed close, her thigh pinning mine under the table, her fingers tapping my wrist every time she wanted the next answer to land.

First round was simple: Where was I from, what did I study, did I actually live in the Party House with Summer and Blossom, what was it really like being "community property with abs."

Pen refilled my drink when it got low, then leaned in as an older neighbor winked and asked if I was the reason Pen showed up late to "Thanksgiving last year and Christmas after that."

Pen snorted. "I was five minutes late and he's only responsible for ninety seconds of it."

I nearly choked. "She keeps a stopwatch?"

The neighbor cackled. The rest of the table rolled with it.

She didn't stop at jokes. If anyone pushed for labels, "so, are you two together, or what's the deal?", she just let the moment dangle, then shot me a look that dared me to play along.

I was not about to let her down.

"Depends on the day," I said. "I'm mostly ballast."

Pen snorted. "He's a bouncer. When the boys from the other side get rowdy, I send Matt. He looks intimidating until he smiles."

She didn't let go. Every time the conversation drifted into dangerous territory, ex-boyfriends, family gossip, local lake heroes, she clung to my arm or hooked her fingers around my forearm like I was her emotional security blanket.

And fuck, I enjoyed it.

The main living room was a trophy case for Calder pride. Huge stone fireplace, boat models on the mantel, skis up on the wall, more CSU banners than I'd seen at any actual campus event. Framed pics of water tournaments, old school parties, and at least three generations of Calders kicking ass and mugging for the camera. In the corner, a flat-screen rotated through old YouTube highlights, mostly boat races, some drunk family karaoke, one clip of Pen jumping a dock without breaking pace.

"Should I order a jersey with your name on it?" I asked, watching as she took over the remote and queued up a video of her wiping out a cousin on a jet ski.

Pen grinned, sharp and wicked. "My name looks better on your ass. We can stencil it."

The way she said it made me think of other ways her name could look good on me. She noticed. Her lips curved like she wanted to make a comment and thought better of it.

She gave me a tour of the organized chaos: wet bar with top shelf bourbon, couches so expensive I didn't trust my jeans near them, pictures of Pen's dad in college looking like the prototype for every hot lake guy in the CSU yearbook. There were bowls of snack mix, holiday cookies, and at least four bottles of red wine decanted and left to fend for themselves.

She picked at brownies and let the crumbs fall on my lap, absolutely on purpose.

A pair of kid cousins ran up and crashed into her legs, shrieking about how many times she'd cheated at capture the flag last summer.

Pen picked the smaller one up and spun him, then glanced at me. "He cheats at everything. Don't play cards with him."

From the kitchen, a voice called, "Penny! Come set the oven timer or the sweet potatoes are toast!"

She shuddered for maximum effect. "They're always eating. If I can ski faster than the calories, I survive."

She never missed a beat. Every person who called to her, every question, every arm-around-the-shoulder moment, Pen gave them the quick version, then circled back to me, anchoring herself to my side like it was a strategy.

I knew exactly what she was doing.

This was not about showing off a boyfriend. It was about showing she had a shield.

The lake-dark windows reflected our bodies: her in front, me just over her shoulder, her hand on my forearm like a claim.

She kept me between her and the living room crowd. When her uncle wandered over and asked if I was "one of those Party House legends," she leaned her hip against mine and flashed a smile.

"He's good entertainment. Low-maintenance."

I bumped her with my elbow. "You never complain about the maintenance in private."

She almost spit her drink. "That's a rumor."

The uncle grinned. "Careful, you two are going to set off the betting pool."

"Vegas has nothing on this house," Pen tossed back, then immediately looped her fingers through mine as the uncle drifted away.

She didn't let go when a knot of women in matching sweaters clustered around the snack table, shooting glances my way.

The lead woman, blonde, aggressive, curious, said, "So Matt, how long have you been in Penny's orbit She only brings home guys if she trusts them. Or if someone double-dog dares her."

Pen's voice was soft but snarky. "It was a triple-dog dare, and I regret nothing."

Her thumb grazed my pulse. If I wasn't paying attention, the move might have looked lazy. It wasn't.

She tracked every second of every conversation, and she never let herself be cornered by anyone, except me.

After another hour, the house had reached maximum volume. Distant shouts from the den, kitchen battles over the best pie, and the perfect lake-party soundtrack of old pop hits, sports clips, and cousin chaos.

That was when the main event entered.

From the lake side of the house, a door slammed open, cold air rolling in with a bang. The guy who stepped in looked like every lake-club golden boy I'd ever hated on principle: wind-mussed hair, fitted polo, muscles just restrained by a blindingly white sweater that probably cost more than my rent. His skin was tanned, face movie-star handsome, and his smile had teeth.

He didn't just walk in.

He owned the doorway.

He spotted Pen first.

"Penny!" he called, voice warm and familiar as a drunk uncle's bear hug. "Didn't know you were bringing backup."

The house quieted by a few decibels. All eyes on the three of us, just for the beat.

Pen went stiff beside me.

There he was.

Grant.

She didn't have to say it. The whole room did it for her: the way people shifted, the way a cousin muttered his name near the kitchen, the way Pen's grip tightened like she'd just been handed a problem she had specifically brought me to solve.

She smirked, but it was for show. "I brought entertainment. Try to keep up."

He grinned at her. Then looked at me, up and down, sizing me up.

I met his gaze, kept my face loose. This was the guy she was worried about. If he thought I was a threat, that was his problem.

Pen slid her hand up my arm, so deliberate that you couldn't miss the message: not available, not alone, don't even try.

Grant's gaze lingered. The room waited.

The next move was hers.

She took a breath, leaned her shoulder into my chest, and said, "Matt, this is Grant. Lake Calder legend, undefeated at winter tubing, and still delusional enough to think he can out-eat me at wing night."

Grant snorted. "Only because you cheat."

I grinned, couldn't help it. "She's fast with the smoke bombs. Especially if you're distracted."

Grant looked at me, eyes a little colder now. "You in the lake world, man?"

Pen jumped in before I could answer. "He's the best swimmer I know, and he doesn't even brag about it."

She shot me a sideways glance. I nearly lost it.

Grant shrugged. "Good to meet you, Matt."

"Likewise."

It was pure alpha dance, everyone pretending not to care while the air practically buzzed.

Pen let the silence drag a few seconds. Then, quick as a whip, she said, "We're hitting the trophy wall. Matt hasn't seen what a real family keeps on display."

She steered me away from Grant, hand on my arm, absolutely not subtle. As we left, I caught him watching us, mouth tight at the corners.

Pen waited until we turned the corner, then let out a breath she'd been holding for ten minutes.

"Subtle," I told her.

She pinched my side, grinning. "You're supposed to make me look good."

"Mission accomplished."

She took me down a hall lined with lake photos, tournament medals, and a stretch of glass-fronted cases loaded with trophies. Every second or third one had a photo of Pen, at five, at twelve, at sixteen, holding something shiny and looking like she might break it just to see if anyone noticed.

She stopped at one framed shot of her in a CSU bikini and a medal around her neck.

"Behold," she said. "Peak athletic achievement. I might have bribed the judges."

I stared at the photo. "You look dangerous."

"I was a sweet, innocent child."

"Sure you were," I said. "Does your family believe any of these stories?"

Pen's eyes glinted. "Not a single one. But they do believe in winning."

I liked the way she said it.

She drifted closer, hip bumping mine. For a second, it felt private, just her and me, the noise and heat of the party tucked away behind glass.

Her fingers slid down my arm, slow, almost tender.

Then she caught herself, blinked, and went fast and brash: "If you're bored, we can sneak off and see if Grant ever got less annoying. Otherwise, you get to ask your very awkward questions about me and my tragic lake-childhood."

I wanted to say something sharp, maybe even mention that my own lake childhood looked a lot like Pen's, just with less family money and fewer trophy cases. But all I could think about was how good she looked when she forgot to be funny for a second.

I brushed a crumb off her collarbone. "How many guys have you brought here?"

Pen looked at me like I'd just tried to open a locked drawer.

"Wow," she said. "Straight for the classified files."

"That bad?"

"That private."

I waited.

She rolled her eyes, grabbed a cookie from the plate between us, and took a bite like she needed something to do with her mouth. "None."

The word landed harder than it should have.

I tried not to let it show. Failed, probably.

"None?"

"Don't make a face."

"I'm not making a face."

"You are absolutely making a face."

I grinned, fully pulled in. "Your family is intense."

"Everyone's family is intense. Mine just has better snacks," she said, shooting me a smile that made my cock twitch.

The moment held. Neither of us looked away.

Not until a clatter from the kitchen signaled the next round of guests, or possibly just a dropped casserole.

Pen let go of my wrist then, but only to wander a few steps ahead and show off her favorite trophy: a fat silver cup with "CALDER CHALLENGE: WINNER" etched on the side and a water-ski boat carved into the base.

She touched my arm again, this time softer. "I like it when you let them wonder."

"I noticed."

She eyed me, lake-green, thoughtful, and so fucking beautiful it hurt, then shrugged it off. "Let's go see if we can catch Grant making an ass of himself."

As we circled back into the main rooms, I caught the ripple of whispers, the way people looked at me and then at her, the way the whole mood of the place was recalibrating in real time.

She wanted me here.

She wanted me close.

And if tonight was the audition, I was about to win the callback.

The next beat was already lining up on the lake-facing windows: Grant and Pen's dad, standing side by side, heads bent over some water-ski stat or ancient fishing story.

"Buckle up," Pen whispered. "If you survive the next ten minutes, they might let you in the real family chat."

I liked those odds.

"Ready?"

She laughed, unworried now, and took my hand again.

This time, she didn't let go even as the living room filled up and every eye in the house clocked the way our fingers linked.

The man in the mirror, the one reflected in the lake windows beside Pen, was not just ballast anymore.

He was her pick, at least for tonight.

And that, apparently, was enough to make the whole Calder clan turn and see what happened next.

***

Grant Whitaker played his part like he'd been reading the script for years.

By the time Pen steered me toward the trophy wall, Grant had peeled away from her dad and drifted back into our orbit. He did it casually, like he just happened to be headed the same direction, but his eyes kept landing on Pen.

Then on me.

Then on Pen's hand still looped around my arm.

"Penny," he said, voice warm and familiar. "Still hiding behind your backup?"

The word hit different coming from him. Too easy. Too practiced. Like he'd already won, left, come back, and expected the room to rearrange itself for his smile.

Pen's posture went rigid. For half a second, I thought she was going to throw something.

Instead, she went for the kill.

"I don't hide behind anyone," she said. "I just like watching you guess wrong."

She slid in closer, her shoulder brushing my chest, her hand curling around my forearm. The contact was hard enough to be noticed, soft enough that nobody but us would call it a move.

Grant's smile stayed in place, but it lost a little warmth.

He scanned me, eyes slow, half-interested, half-writing me off as seasonal garnish. The way someone might look at a rental boat before stepping back into a yacht.

I met his gaze and kept my face loose.

Grant turned his attention right back to Pen. "Missed you at last year's New Year's Eve run. Told everyone you'd show and wipe the course again."

Pen kept her voice breezy. "Had other plans. Besides, nobody needed to see you in a speedo twice in twelve months."

That landed. He laughed, genuine at first, then a shade too practiced.

"You still taking new guys out on the course," Grant asked, "or is Matt just party backup?"

The question was loaded, and she dodged it.

"Matt's got hidden talents," Pen said, her tone bright. "Maybe I'll show you later, if you promise not to cry when you lose."

The room around us, already tuned in, started clocking every glance and gesture. Pen made it easy. When Grant leaned in to reminisce, she squeezed my wrist. When he dropped a 'Penny, remember when...' story, she stepped in front of me, putting her body squarely between us and Grant. If he tried to reset the conversation, she steered me toward the wall, using the old trophy case as the ultimate bailout.

Grant didn't like losing the spotlight. His smile never faltered, but the next time he looked at me, it had a little more calculation and a little less smirk.

He tried to follow, but Pen's hand slid up my chest, fingers brushing my collarbone, and she pivoted us away.

At the edge of the living room, Pen muttered, "You're doing great. Just keep being interesting."

"Is that what this is? The human shield routine?"

She glared, lips twitching. "My dad would call it playing the angles. But sure. Human shield."

She kept her hand on my arm as she led me down the photo hall. We passed a crowd of kids glued to the TV and a cluster of women gossiping at max volume. The food and drinks kept flowing. Lake-dark windows turned everyone into silhouettes, and the whole house buzzed around the main event like moths.

Behind us, Grant trailed like a lost dog. He tried another, "Penny, come see the new gear from the Whitakers' boathouse," but Pen only laughed and pressed tighter into my side.

"Rain check," she fired back. "Matt hasn't seen the Silver Cup wall. I have to show him what real hardware looks like."

She didn't look back as she pulled me into the next room.

Every time we stopped to check out a photo or a trophy, Pen staged us like we were arm-in-arm for a portrait. Her hand lingered at my stomach, fingers splayed and confident. Once, she drummed a rhythm across my abs like she was testing the merchandise.

"What exactly did you and Grant used to do?" I asked, low enough that only she could hear.

Her mouth curved. "Don't get jealous. We were just a cautionary tale for summer flings. Also, I was better on the water."

She gave me her grin and dropped her hand to my waist, planting herself at my side as we admired a display case full of medals.

Across the open living room, Grant watched. His jaw was tight, but his eyes were laser-focused.

I winked at Pen, let her cue up the next move.

"We good?" I asked.

She looked up at me, eyes sparking. "Better than good. Now just pretend to care about the family legacy for two minutes, and I'll owe you."

She owed me already, but I could wait until we were somewhere with fewer relatives and sharper knives.

We settled in front of the trophy wall, Pen's body flush to mine, and I let the rest of the house fade out. The buffer game was set. Grant stood by the lake windows, hands in his pockets, frustration painted all over his face.

I didn't need a label to know what I was supposed to be.

I was the new play.

And for every second Pen kept me close, Grant faded further into the background.

Almost felt bad for the guy.

Almost.

***

We barely made it two minutes at the trophy wall before Pen's dad came looking for us.

He was a big guy, barrel chested, the kind of handshake that could bend a wrench, and he wore a CSU Timberwolves pullover like it was a championship ring. His hair was salt and pepper, his face tanned to a permanent "just off the lake" look, and his eyes were the same sharp green as Pen's.

He sized me up in three seconds flat, but he went for the charm. "You Pen's friend?"

"Matt," I said. "Matt Reynolds."

He went nuclear.

"Wait. Matt Reynolds?" His eyebrows shot halfway up his forehead. "Hang on. Lake Wawasee junior run. Red Nautique. That was you?"

It was like I'd hit a secret launch code for the party.

Pen froze. "Run that again?"

Her dad shook his head, laughing. "He's the kid who threw down a thirty-four mile-an-hour run at sixteen. Boat was red, Nautique, belonged to Reynolds Senior, if I'm remembering right."

My cheeks went hot. I shrugged. "It was a long time ago."

That was the wrong thing to say.

Within ten seconds, Pen's dad had the living room TV lit up with YouTube, scrolling through old comp footage until he found the one with my name tagged in the header. By then, the whole Calder house was gathering for the show.

Grant drifted in, mouth tight, playing it cool like he wasn't dying to see if I was legit.

The highlight reel started. There I was, lean and sunburned, face locked in concentration, slicing hard through a smooth patch of water with my dad's red-and-white Nautique tracking the line. The spray shot out behind me like I was chasing a rocket.

First clip: me getting up easy, settling the rope, and taking a practice cut across the wake. Someone in the family called out, "Look at that edge! That's textbook!"

Second clip: pulling all the way out at the start, hips locked, one hand off the handle, and absolutely flooring it for the buoy. The speed was nuts. I remembered it feeling fast, but the video made it look criminal.

Pen's jaw dropped. "That's you?"

"Summer after sophomore year," I said. "My dad was the madman behind the wheel."

The crowd went insane.

Two of Pen's uncles started narrating like ESPN: "Watch him load the line. Wait for it. BOOM. He's out of the turn and gunning, look at the spray! That's what you call a commitment run."

Cousins cheered, someone grabbed the remote to slow-mo my next cut, and Pen's dad just grinned, soaking it in. The video played through three times before anyone thought to ask a real question.

"Pen, did you know you brought home a ringer?" one of the cousins shouted.

Pen glared at me, but her face was pure shock. "He never said a word."

I shrugged, helpless. "Nobody asked."

Grant chimed in, trying to sound chill. "Didn't know you were a course guy."

I met his gaze. "It was mostly for fun."

Pen's dad clapped me on the back so hard I almost lost my plate. "Lake Wawasee was no joke. So, how long you been running course?"

I was honest. "My dad started me early. He thought it'd keep me out of trouble."

Pen's dad laughed. "Did it?"

"Not even close."

The whole room loved that one. It turned into a free-for-all. Someone wanted to know if I could still edge like that on the Calder course, someone else bet five bucks on whether Pen could take me, and a third cousin started a list of best wipeouts and challenged me to outdo Pen's infamous dock jump.

The next ten minutes were a blur. I was stuck on a couch with Pen basically on my lap while the whole clan dissected my water-ski technique. Grant stood nearby with his arms folded, not fooling anyone. Pen stayed absolutely silent at first, then thawed just enough to look impressed, and maybe a little thrilled that her family had just adopted me.

It was a circus.

At one point Pen's dad announced, "Look at that start. Textbook. Grant, you paying attention?"

Grant did not look happy, but he managed a polite, "Impressive. Didn't realize Pen had competition."

Pen rolled her eyes but didn't deny it. By then, she was close enough to me that I could feel the heat from her skin through our clothes.

The family started grilling me about favorite boat brands, the secret to slicing a stubborn wake, my best wipeout story, and whether I would run the Calder course come spring or was just here for the pie.

I took it in stride. I gave them the quick version. Yes, I'd run a Nautique again given half a chance. My best wipeout involved a rope tangle and a triple somersault off a houseboat dock. And if they wanted a rematch in the spring, I was game, just so long as they didn't make me eat the mystery casserole first.

Pen's dad looked at me like he'd found a missing son. "You're in, Reynolds. No excuses now. Gotta see if you can take her on home water."

Pen grinned, but there was a new shine in her eyes: half disbelief, half pride.

She leaned in, hair brushing my cheek, and whispered, "You been hiding this?"

I kept my voice low. "Not really. Just never came up."

She shook her head. "If you're sandbagging me, I'm getting revenge."

"I'm fucking terrified."

She snorted and jabbed me with her elbow, but it was softer this time.

The room watched the whole YouTube clip again, with color commentary louder than the original ski day.

For the rest of the night, every time someone passed me, they shot an approving glance, gave a nod, or started a story about Pen's "record-breaking" summers.

Even Grant had to play nice.

Pen loved every second of it.

She let herself relax. Her body leaned into mine, her hand found my thigh, and for a while, Calder family didn't care about the buffer game or Grant lurking in the wings. All that mattered was the lake, and the fact that I could hammer a course like I'd been born for it.

If I'd ever worried about not fitting in with Pen's world, tonight fucking crushed that.

They made me one of their own.

And the part that hit different

Pen loved it.

She loved it enough to forget her jokes for a minute and just look at me, raw and wanting, like maybe the old lake world had room for new stories after all.

I watched the replay, arm slung around her shoulder, and felt the whole damn house watching us.

If this was what belonging felt like, I could get addicted real fast.

Especially if it meant Pen turning and mouthing, "Holy shit," in my ear every time the highlight hit the screen.

The only person not celebrating was Grant.

He went quiet, then faded back toward the deck, bottle in hand and a crease between his eyebrows.

Pen noticed, but she didn't follow.

She just stayed beside me, looking at the screen, hand tight on my leg.

If there was more to say, it could wait for later.

But for now, Calder house wanted me to know I was in.

And Pen, she wanted to know how far this could go.

***

Much later, after the cousins cleared out, the neighbors collected their coats, and the last of the family friends disappeared into the cold, the house finally settled. The Calder chaos didn't vanish entirely, but it shrank down to Pen's immediate family moving around the kitchen, clinking glasses, stacking plates, and pretending not to notice how often Pen kept looking at me.

Outside, the air was still sharp and cold enough to cut straight through my skin.

Pen dragged me toward the deck, two towels slung over her shoulder, a bottle of something dark in one hand and her laugh echoing behind her.

We stepped into the night, and the hot tub glowed like a UFO on the dock. Steam rose off the water, haloed in blue from LED strips, and the lake was just a black reflection stretching forever.

I could barely keep my eyes off Pen's ass as she walked.

She wore a CSU blue bikini that should have been illegal anywhere her father could technically look out a window. The bottoms rode high on her hips, showing off the hard cut of her waist, the tight athletic curve of her ass, and the long, powerful lines of her legs. Her stomach was flat and toned, her skin flushed from the cold, every inch of her built by lake summers, competition, and the kind of confidence you couldn't fake.

And her breasts.

Jesus.

They looked even fuller in the steam, firm and heavy and barely contained by the top, pushed up until the fabric looked one bad decision away from surrender. Her nipples pressed hard against the wet blue material, and my brain did the mature, respectful thing and immediately stopped functioning.

Pen didn't blush. She just tossed me a towel, then slipped in up to her neck, hair floating like a wet halo.

"If you're checking out my form, just say it," she said.

I dropped the towel, climbed in, and let the heat work through my bones. "I was waiting for the part where you claimed it was too cold for lake boys."

She rolled her eyes, then propped her arms on the side, breasts bobbing with every breath.

"You're the one who owned the family tonight. Dad's never looked at anyone that impressed," Pen said, voice gone soft for a second.

I tried not to stare, but it was impossible.

Her skin gleamed with water; the tiny drops caught on her collarbone and between the swells of her chest. Her nipples pressed hard under the top, tight with cold and something else. Her thighs lined up within reach.

I forced my brain to work.

"You want to talk about tonight?" I said. "Because you used me for buffer duty."

She laughed, sharp and immediate. "Wow. Modest much?"

"I'm not wrong," I said. "Every time Grant got close, you touched my arm. When he called you Penny, you shifted toward me. You let the whole house run the math without ever telling them what we are."

Pen's smile didn't fade, but her eyes darted away.

She reached across the water and flicked a handful of it at my chest. "Your ego's too big for this hot tub."

I blinked, let it hit, then slid beside her. "I'm not fishing for a label, Pen. I just want the truth."

She stared me down. "You got a theory?"

I recited it, honest and even. "Grant gets close, you touch me. He calls you Penny, you get tight. You let everyone at the party assume I was a lot more than 'ballast.' And when my ski clips played, you watched Grant watching me instead of the TV."

She bit her lower lip. Her eyes got wide.

I waited.

"No bullshit," Pen whispered. "Are you mad?"

"More flattered than mad."

She let out a breath, relieved.

Under the water, her knee brushed mine, and she didn't pull away.

"Grant's harmless. Mostly. But he likes to make things messy when my dad's looking. Having you here just... makes it easier," she said. "You can handle it. You don't look for a badge every time you help."

I didn't buy her act for a second. She was better at deflecting than most, but tonight the truth was right up under the surface.

I leaned in. "You know you don't have to justify it, right? You want a shield, I'm happy to play the role."

Pen snorted, then shook her head, beads of water glinting in the light. "Careful, Reynolds. Say stuff like that and I might start thinking you're useful."

"I thought I was entertainment."

"You're multitasking."

That landed softer than the joke deserved.

She moved closer, thighs bracketing my knee, her hands flexing on the edge of the tub.

We lapsed into silence, a good one.

Steam closed around us, hiding the house, the voices, and the lingering pressure Grant had left behind.

All that remained was the lake and the hum of the jets, and the reason she'd dragged me out here in the first place.

I sank a little deeper in the tub, let the water creep up my chest.

"So how long did you run with the old man?" Pen asked, tone gone soft.

"My dad?" I asked.

She nodded.

"Since I was four. Little skis, bungee rope, the works. He said if I could beat him to the dock, he'd let me drive the boat."

Pen smiled full-force, her eyes almost glowing now. "My dad did that too. Except we used a broomstick and called it 'training for the Olympics.'"

"I'd have killed for a broomstick," I said. "He made me use a cutoff handle from a broken set. If I lost the grip, he'd make me start over."

Pen laughed, loud and unfiltered.

She moved beside me, her shoulder against my skin. It was all touch, no room for shame.

"Why the hell did we never meet?" she asked.

I leaned my head back against the edge of the tub, thinking through old summers, old docks, old tournament mornings when the lake looked like glass and every kid on the shore was half-asleep and pretending not to be nervous.

"We almost did," I said. "A lot, apparently."

Her eyes sharpened. "What do you mean?"

"Lake Wawasee. Harbor Run. The junior qualifier at Silver Pines." I counted them off, watching her face change with every name. "Your family went for July. Mine went late June. You ran girls' brackets before lunch. I was usually in the boys' group right after the break. Half the time, I think we were probably on the same dock within an hour of each other."

Pen stared at me.

"No way."

"Yeah." I smiled. "You know Kellan Price?"

She groaned. "Unfortunately."

"He wiped out trying to impress my cousin."

"He wiped out trying to impress everyone."

"And Bree Halverson?"

Pen pointed at me. "Shut up. Bree used to braid my hair before runs."

"She dated my buddy Tyler for three weeks and ruined his life."

Pen's laugh hit the steam and came back warmer. "Oh my god. We were in the same orbit."

"Same lakes. Same tournaments. Same kids pretending we weren't terrified before our sets."

"Same terrible concession-stand nachos."

"Same dads yelling advice like physics worked louder if you shouted it."

That got her. Her smile went soft around the edges, and for once she didn't rush to turn it into a joke.

I looked at her then, really looked. God, she was stunning. Lake-green eyes, wet hair, bare shoulder pressed to mine, the kind of girl I should have known years ago and somehow didn't.

"It's weird," she said quietly. "You feel familiar."

My chest tightened.

"Yeah," I said. "You do too."

The air between us changed. Not fast. Not dramatic.

Just honest.

Like we'd spent years missing each other by minutes, and now the universe had finally gotten tired of being subtle.

We drifted for a second. Cold air rippled across the back of my neck, but the rest of me boiled.

Pen's hand found my thigh underwater. Not at the junk, but close enough.

"You ever miss it?" she asked, voice softer now. "The water, the tournaments, all that."

"Hell yes," I said. "Nothing beats the feeling of cutting loose on a perfect day."

She nodded like she got it.

Silence again, but this time it buzzed.

Pen's foot drifted up my calf, slow and searching.

"You know what I hated?" she asked.

I played along. "Getting up early?"

She shook her head, hair flying perfect arcs around her face. "The assholes who thought the lake was just a photo op. Who never swallowed water, never took a real spill. You can spot them in five minutes."

I grinned. "You checking if I'm the real thing?"

Pen's lips parted, heat in her gaze. "Tonight kinda proved it."

I slid my hand to her hip, just above the waterline.

She froze but didn't flinch.

"You could've brought anyone tonight. Why me?" I asked, dropping my voice.

Her mouth wobbled, all the jokes gone. "Because you feel like you belong. More than anyone."

There it was.

Lake truth.

It hit harder than any kiss.

I let my thumb trace the slick line of her hip. "You want me to kiss you?"

She swallowed, then nodded.

I held back, just for one beat.

Pen blinked, caught her own joke at the edge, and tried to rescue it: "If you drown me, my family will never forgive you."

"I'd give you mouth-to-mouth."

She smirked. "Kinky."

But the moment broke, and the air turned electric.

We drifted together, water moving, skin sliding. Her hand found my chest, fingers splaying over my heart, and for a second it was all need.

Heat, honesty, and a fuckton of possibility.

If it got any tighter, someone was going to snap.

I liked those odds.

Especially with Pen, flushed and breathing hard, pressed up against my side while the rest of the world went silent.

***

I couldn't take it anymore.

The steam from the hot tub curled between us, thick and alive, and Pen's body just glowed in the blue light. Water beaded on her skin, little trails racing down her neck and straight into the valley of her tits. The bikini was not doing its job. It barely covered the important parts, and her nipples stood out like targets.

I reached for her waist, pulled her hard into my lap, and she landed with a soft splash.

She straddled me, her thighs hot against mine, her ass settling right over my cock. Under the swim trunks, I was already thick and straining, and when she ground down, I nearly lost my mind.

Pen grinned at me, wild, hair dripping water over her shoulders.

"You gonna kiss me or just stare?" she whispered.

I took her mouth like it owed me money.

Her arms wrapped around my neck, body rolling against me, and her tongue met mine halfway. She tasted like sweet sweat and bourbon, nothing polite about it. Every time she moved, friction damn near set me off. Her hips worked slow at first, then greedier, and in seconds my cock was lined up under her, rubbing against the heat between her legs.

She moaned into my mouth and rocked, grinding her pussy against the head of my cock through both sets of slippery fabric.

I grabbed her ass, squeezed, then traced my hands up her back and under the band of her bikini top.

Her tits were real, full, firm, perfect. This was not lingerie-model bullshit; this was athlete, lake muscle, and all the softness where it counted.

I peeled the top just enough to get my palms on bare skin.

Her breasts filled my hands, slick and hot, nipples so tight they dented my palms.

She arched for me, pressing deeper into my grip. Water made everything slicker, weirder, more alive.

She growled in my ear, "Didn't think you'd be this good."

I pinched her nipple, tugged gently, and she lost the thread of her joke entirely. The moan was raw, from the gut.

She writhed in my lap, grinding her pussy onto my cock, soaking the front of my trunks. The friction was insane, almost bare but not quite, her pussy lips parting around the head of my cock, only the thinnest stretch of fabric keeping us from going for broke.

I went back to her mouth and kissed her hard, hand still working her tit, thumb circling the nipple, until she melted into pure want.

Pen got greedy.

She let one hand drift under the water, then inside my trunks.

Her fingers wrapped around my cock, cool at first from the water, then just blazing hot as she stroked.

She held me tight, tugged, and twisted her wrist like she was mapping every inch.

Then she looked at me and said, "God, I want you."

My hips bucked up into the grip, and the head of my cock pushed so close to her cunt I thought I'd lose it.

She rolled her hips, her pussy open and so close I felt heat through the fabric.

I wanted her. I wanted to fill her, ruin her, make her scream my name into the lake night.

She started panting, restless, caught between laughter and meltdown.

I thumbed her nipple again, harder, and she moaned straight into my teeth.

"Holy fuck, you're going to make me come if you keep doing that," Pen gasped, gripping my cock now with both hands underwater. She pumped me, slow at first, then with real intent.

We rocked together, her body flexing on top of me, my hands on her tits, her hands on my cock.

If we had been alone, she'd have been riding me already.

But she held the line.

Barely.

"I want you," she repeated, almost desperate. "But I can't, not here."

I nodded, jaw locked. "We don't have to."

She ground down again, soaking my trunks, and whimpered. "You're too fucking perfect."

I let her go, just a little, but she clung tighter.

That's when her dad's voice bellowed from inside:

"You two out there? Make sure you turn off the jets before you come in!"

Pen froze, eyes huge. She pulled her hands out of my trunks like she'd touched a live wire and scrambled off my lap, nearly falling over the side of the tub.

I laughed, voice shredded. "Smooth."

She slapped my arm, then went red.

"Yeah, we're out here! We'll be inside in a sec!" Pen yelled, her voice wobbling.

Her dad called back, softer, "No rush. Just making sure you're alive."

We waited. Silence for a few beats.

Pen floated beside me, breathing wild and not quite meeting my eye.

"Sorry," she whispered, embarrassed and so cute I could barely breathe.

I reached over, grabbed her hand. "You don't have to be. That was the hottest thing I've ever experienced."

She finally met my gaze and started giggling, helpless with it.

"I almost fucked you in my parents' hot tub," she said.

I shrugged. "We can still say we won the night."

She was still blushing, but a slow smile broke through. She scooched back toward me, curled into my side, and for a few minutes, we just drifted, skin on skin, bodies thrumming and ruined.

No need for jokes. Just us.

I pressed a kiss to her temple, and she sighed.

"Next time, no interruptions," I said.

"Next time, lock the fucking doors."

After a while, we killed the jets, dried off, and stumbled inside.

We lasted ten steps before we started laughing again, and neither of us wanted to let go.

If I'd thought hot tubs were just for show, this one made a convert out of me.

We weren't done.

Not by a damn sight.

***

Couldn't sleep.

Not after what happened in the hot tub.

The guest room was too nice, soft sheets, old blue-and-silver quilt, a view of lake dark so deep it didn't even look real. I laid back, breathing her on my skin, aching everywhere she'd touched me.

I heard the door click.

Pen hovered in the frame, face lit only by a sliver of hallway glow. She wore a white tank top, no bra, nipples diamond-hard, and panties that barely counted as clothes.

She hesitated.

I propped up on one elbow. "Couldn't stay away, huh?"

Pen rolled her eyes, but the blush in her cheeks was confession.

"Shut up," she muttered. "I just... The bed, it's too cold, and your room smells like you."

That landed.

I patted the blanket. "Get over here."

She padded across the carpet, climbed onto the bed, and basically pounced on me. Skin to skin, her hip against my thigh, her tits mashed to my ribs.

I pulled the blanket up over both of us, and Pen made a pleased little sound like I'd just solved winter.

She wrapped her arms around my chest, face in my neck, and inhaled like she'd earned the right.

"Not gonna lie, your smell is addictive," Pen mumbled.

I smoothed my hands up her thighs, stroked the soft skin just below her ass, and held her like she was the only thing keeping me warm.

For one dangerous second, my body got the wrong idea.

She was warm and half-dressed and pressed against me in a bed that was not mine, in a house full of people who would absolutely notice if the walls started talking. Wanting her was easy. Too easy.

But Pen hadn't come here for that.

At least, not only that.

She shifted against me, then went still like she'd felt the same line under both of us.

"Just so we're clear," she murmured into my neck, "I'm not here to jump you."

I smiled into her hair. "Noted."

"I mean, I want to," she said, then groaned. "Obviously. I'm not dead."

"Also noted."

"But I wanted to, like, sleep with you. Actually sleep. Not screw it up by going too fast." Her voice softened. "There might be something here, and I don't want to wreck it. I'm not saying I'm going to be normal about this. I'm just saying there might be a this. An us. A chance. And that scares the hell out of me."

Her words came out muffled in my neck.

I smiled, slow and deep. "We don't have to do anything you don't want. I like this. I like you, Penelope Calder. A lot."

She didn't let go.

In fact, she locked tighter, legs tangling mine, and pressed her tits to my side until I nearly lost my mind.

The words hit harder because she tried so badly to make them sound casual.

They weren't casual.

Neither was the way she held on to me afterward, like she could joke about the edge all she wanted, but she was already leaning over it.

She hid her face even deeper, voice softer.

"Promise you won't make fun of me?"

I kissed her hair. "Not unless you snore."

She snorted and nibbled on my ear. "Don't make fun of me"

I cupped her cheek and made her look at me. Her eyes were wide and green and all the irony had burnt out.

I kissed her, soft and slow, then just held her.

Pen finally relaxed. All the tension bled out of her, and she laid her head on my chest, listening to my heart like she needed to memorize it.

We stayed like that. Neither of us moved, except to touch or drag a hand up the other's skin.

If the world went to war, I wasn't letting her go.

She said it again, different this time.

"I just wanna hold on to this. The wanting, the not knowing. It's hot, sure. But if I jumped you right now, I'd probably make it weird tomorrow. And I don't want to lose this."

I didn't fight her. I just wrapped her up even tighter.

Her hand found my jaw, traced my mouth, and then she tucked her face under my chin.

I felt everything that mattered in her breathing.

After a while, it got quiet. The kind of quiet that makes you believe in something besides the noise.

Pen's fingers tangled in the hair at the nape of my neck. "Don't get cocky, Reynolds. If you're really that good, you're gonna have to beat me on Calder this summer."

Her challenge snapped the air between us.

I grinned, all teeth. "Loser owes the winner whatever they want?"

"Damn straight."

We fell asleep tangled together, her ass pressed to my cock, her tits locked to my ribs.

In the morning, nothing had changed. If anything, it got better.

Pen rolled on top of me, kissed my nose, and said, "I hope you're ready to lose."

I was so fucking ready.

But for now, all I needed was the smell of her skin and the certainty that when the summer came, there was no way in hell I was screwing this up.

Not when the prize was Pen, in my arms, wanting me enough to make every second count.

If love was a game, I'd just learned how to play it.

And this summer

She'd see exactly what I could do.


The Exit Ramp


The kitchen felt alive as soon as Pen opened the front door.

The Party House didn't believe in silent mornings. It was all bodies and voices and the smell of way-too-strong coffee fighting with old popcorn and something sweet Maisie had probably raided from the pantry. Warm air rolled down the hall and wrapped around us like the house had been waiting to see what kind of damage we brought back.

Pen came in first with lake hair, rumpled clothes, and my hand in hers.

She looked different.

Not softer, exactly. Pen Calder did not do soft unless she could make a joke about it first. But the hard edges had gone loose around her mouth. Her hair was a wild sun-streaked mess from sleeping on it, her CSU shirt looked like it had lost a fight with the guest-room sheets, and there was an impossible-to-hide flush in her cheeks that said last night's heat had not burned out.

She did not let go as we drifted into the kitchen.

Summer was at the counter, hair up, powder-blue tank top riding high on her chest and nothing on her legs but tan lines and confidence. She poured coffee like a woman who had already handled three disasters before breakfast.

Blossom prowled the room in boyshorts and a tank top that barely reached her ribs, stealing pieces of cold pizza from a battered box. She caught sight of us and grinned like she'd just found free ammunition.

Maisie perched on a barstool with her knees to her chest, wrapped in one of my hoodies, bare legs tucked under her. Her dark-brown hair was wild, her honey-brown eyes bright, her cheeks still pink from whatever she'd been laughing about before we came in.

And Pandora.

Pandora sat half in the corner, tablet balanced on her knees, black skirt smoothed over perfect thighs, fitted top knotted tight at the waist. She watched the whole scene like she was running a silent experiment, the only hint of a smile appearing when Pen pulled me toward the table without even pretending she did not want me close.

The room snapped to attention.

Blossom whistled. "Holy shit, Calder. You look like you got out of a fight and won."

Maisie lit up. "You survived the Calder family gauntlet. I want details. All of them."

Summer just smiled. It was the soft, proud one that always made my pulse skip. "You two look happy."

Pen rolled her eyes, but she was glowing. "Do not jinx it, Cole. We barely survived the hot tub and the casserole."

Blossom leaned forward on both hands. "So, did you bang him on the pier, or was it strictly under the quilt with the family portraits watching?"

Pen shot her a look. "I'll never tell. But if your goal is to make it weird, congratulations. You're home."

Summer poured a mug and handed it to me, then slid another to Pen, her fingers brushing mine with easy affection. "This is the Party House, babe. We root for happy endings."

"Multiple," Blossom added.

"Usually loud ones," Maisie said, then immediately covered her mouth like she had shocked herself.

Pen laughed, but it came out rougher than normal.

She took the mug. Parked herself on the stool beside Maisie. Let her hand stay tangled in mine for the whole show.

For a second, I thought she would ride it out with jokes.

She didn't.

Pen set her mug down, looked at me, then at Summer, Blossom, and Maisie. Her jaw worked once, like she was forcing herself not to turn the whole thing into a bit.

"So," she said.

The room quieted.

Pen stared at the three women who already mattered to me more than I knew how to explain.

"I want to date him," she said. "Slowly. Very slowly. Like, don't start ordering monogrammed towels or whatever insane thing Blossom is already picturing."

"Too late," Blossom said.

Pen pointed at her. "See? This is why I'm saying it out loud." She swallowed, then kept going. "But I wanted to ask you three first. Because you already matter to him. A lot. And I don't want to step on what you have with him or make it weird unless we're all committed to making it funny."

The words landed so cleanly the whole kitchen held its breath.

Summer moved first.

Zero hesitation.

She crossed the kitchen, hugged Pen from behind, and kissed the top of her mussed-up hair. "You have my full blessing," Summer said, voice warm as sunlight. "And if you want advice on handling him, you know where to find me."

Maisie made a noise that was half squeal, half emotional collapse. She wrapped both arms around Pen's free arm and plastered herself to her side. "This is the best thing ever. I love all of this. And I love you for asking."

Pen blinked fast. "If you say slow doesn't count, I will fight you."

Maisie squeezed tighter. "Slow absolutely counts. Sometimes it is even hotter."

Blossom circled the table, snagged a piece of apple off someone's plate, and chewed it like she needed the drama of it. "I give it six hours before slow needs a safe word," she said. "But yes. Approved. Enthusiastically. Also, if you hurt him, Summer gets first swing, Maisie gets second, and I get creative."

Pen snorted, but the tension bled out of her shoulders.

"You're all maniacs," she said.

"You asked the committee," Blossom said.

Pen looked at them for another second. Summer's arms around her. Maisie clinging to her. Blossom grinning like the whole world was better when it was a little inappropriate.

Then Pen turned to me.

She cupped my face in both hands and kissed me.

No fanfare. No dare. No dirty joke to hide behind.

She just went for it.

Her lips were warm. Sweet. The kiss was not huge or hungry, but it was unmistakable. The kind of kiss that said, in front of everyone, I want this enough to be seen wanting it.

I forgot about the coffee in my hand. Forgot about the room. Forgot about everything except the way she held my face like she had made a decision and was not taking it back.

When Pen finally pulled away, her cheeks were pink and her smile had gone a little crooked.

"That's all I wanted," she said, soft enough that it almost belonged only to me. "Just a shot. The rest, we can figure out."

Maisie went boneless against her, happy as a cat in a sunbeam. Blossom squeezed my shoulder, then leaned in and bit my ear because she had a reputation to maintain.

Summer beamed at me, blue eyes shining. "We're proud of you, babe."

I could barely process it.

The warmth in the room. The women pressed close. The fact that every time I thought the house had no more room to make for me, it somehow opened another door.

Maybe I should have said something smart.

Instead, I just smiled and let the moment burn itself into me.

Pandora's voice sliced clean through the afterglow.

"Everyone seems pleased," Pandora said, tone dry but not cold. "Good. Then everyone is finally being honest with the room."

Even Blossom let out a low whistle.

It was Pandora's approval, delivered like a verdict from a hot judge in silk and power.

She leveled a look at me over the rim of her tablet.

"Matt," she said. "I need you for something upstairs. Bring your coffee."

The energy in the room dropped a degree. Maybe ten.

All at once, every nerve in my body went alert.

The others laughed softer now. Maisie gave my hand a squeeze. Summer's eyes lingered on mine like she understood exactly how dangerous Pandora could be without ever raising her voice.

Pen caught my eye as I stood and shrugged, like she had planned for this the whole time.

"Try not to look so recruitable," she said.

"No promises."

As I followed Pandora up the stairs, the sound of the girls laughing and the scent of fresh coffee trailed after me.

But the game had changed.

Pandora had re-entered the ring.

And this time, if I wasn't careful, I was going to get scorched.

***

Pandora's room sat above the noise.

No pizza boxes. No laundry pile. Nothing out of place except the low thrum of music bleeding up through the floorboards. The hallway was warm with coffee and old wood, but her space hit different: tech, perfume, electricity, and the kind of neatness that said everything in here bent to her will.

She crossed to a wide glass desk and sat like she had been born with a command center waiting for her. Three laptop screens glowed in a clean row. A whiteboard held brackets, names, arrows, and color-coded arrival columns. Printed screenshots fanned out near her elbow. On one screen was a guest list with names grouped in pairs. On another was an event flow map that looked less like a party and more like a chessboard pretending to be fun.

At the top of the board, in clean black letters:

PLUS ONE.

Pandora herself was a fucking statement.

She wore a black pencil skirt, heels, and a dark V-neck top that fit like it had been engineered for her body. The neckline was clean, not sloppy, but the shape of her breasts made every inch of restraint feel intentional. Hair perfect. Makeup precise. Mouth calm. Eyes deep enough to make a man forget his own name and thank her for the privilege.

She did not look up at first. She finished typing, set the tablet aside, and then focused on me.

"Sit."

She pointed to the chair across from her, and I followed orders like any man with a pulse.

The air in her room was cooler than the rest of the house. Expensive. Her perfume reached me as soon as I sat down, powdery and sharp with something warmer underneath, something that made my brain do bad math.

She folded her hands.

"Plus One is the next Social Six event," she said. "You know the concept?"

"Not really. I thought it was another party."

Her smile was small. "That would be an inefficient use of lighting."

"Good to know."

"Plus One is not a party," Pandora said. "It is a sorting mechanism with better lighting."

I looked at the board again.

She traced one manicured finger down a black column of names. "Invite-only holiday mixer. Everyone sees who arrives with whom. If you show up alone, the room marks it down. If you arrive paired, the room marks that down too. Who you walk in with, how close you stand, whether you look like you're performing it or like it is simply true. Those become the conversation before anyone has their first drink."

"So it is a hookup spreadsheet with mood lighting."

Her mouth twitched. "Guest-list analytics with champagne."

"That sounds worse."

"It is more accurate."

She loaded a video from last year's event. An entrance hall filled the screen, warm lights, winter coats over short dresses, guys in dark shirts and blazers, girls pretending not to freeze while looking too good for anyone to complain. Couples walked in. Groups shifted. Heads turned. People did that exact thing everyone does when they pretend not to watch and somehow watch harder.

"Everyone watches who walks in with whom," Pandora said. "Then they pretend they are not watching."

I watched the energy in the video shift every time a couple crossed the threshold.

"Where do I fit?"

"That is what I wanted to discuss." She tapped the screen, and a still image popped up from our last public appearance together: Pandora leaning into me, my hand too careful at her back, her face unreadable to everyone except maybe me. "You and I are already a rumor. The clips from Frost List did well. People are paying attention to the pairing."

"Did well?"

"Engagement is engagement."

"You make gossip sound like agriculture."

"It has yields," she said.

God help me, I liked her.

She was still all composure, but I saw the way one leg crossed under the desk, the flash of skin above her knee, and the movement of her fingers on the keyboard. The heat was there. Buried under three layers of control.

Pandora clicked to the next item.

"I want a real performance at Plus One," she said. "The arrivals are half the game. Ethan and Maren are expected to be there."

There it was.

Not a stumble. Not a mistake. A blade placed neatly on the table.

"Are you ready to be seen with me?" she asked.

She said it like a challenge, but there was a question underneath it. A real one.

I leaned forward. "Is this about Ethan?"

Her mouth did not move.

Her eyes did.

"It is about optics," she said. "But you know more than anyone."

The words sat between us.

Ethan's plan. Maren. The awkward little exit ramp he wanted me to help him build without making too much noise.

The room felt colder.

Not because Pandora was cold.

Because I knew this was the moment where a man either got greedy or got honest.

I set my coffee down.

"There's something I need to tell you before we talk about Plus One."

Pandora went perfectly still.

She did not look surprised. That was the thing about Pandora. Surprise had to earn its way onto her face.

"Go on."

So I gave it to her.

Clean. Unedited. No cute version. No coward's version.

"Ethan is into Maren," I said. "Has been for a while. He wants the old label with you to end without a messy break. He wants to keep your friendship, keep mine, and stay close to the Social Six world. He is terrified that if he just tells you directly, everything gets awkward and he loses the orbit."

Pandora listened without moving.

"He nudged me toward you because he sees the chemistry," I continued. "Because he thinks I am the only guy on campus you might actually consider. His logic, not mine. He thinks if you choose me, then you end it with him because you chose something else, not because he failed you."

Still nothing.

"He did not ask me to tell you this," I said. "He wanted me to stand close enough that maybe you would choose me. Maybe the whole thing would solve itself. But I am not doing that to you."

Her fingers rested on the glass desk, nails pale against the surface.

"No?"

"No." I held her gaze. "I want you. That is exactly why I am telling you the truth. I am not lying to you for him. I am not manipulating you. I am not helping him manage you like a problem."

That landed.

For the first time, Pandora's breath changed.

Barely. Most people would have missed it.

I did not.

"If you want me," I said, "that has to be your decision. Not Ethan's. Not mine. Yours."

The silence after that had teeth.

Music thumped faintly below us. Somewhere downstairs, Blossom laughed at something, loud and filthy. The house was alive under our feet.

Up here, Pandora watched my mouth like she was reading the truth behind the words.

"Did he use the word plan?" she asked.

"No."

"Convenient."

"Very."

Her smile appeared slowly.

Not happy.

Not hurt.

Sharp.

"Ethan mistook quiet for fragile," she said. "Common error."

I let out a breath I had not realized I was holding.

Pandora's eyes went back to the board, but I could see her mind moving behind them. Rearranging the room. Rewriting the game. Changing every label until the whole thing belonged to her.

"He wanted a buffer," she said. "Not a rival."

"Maybe."

"No." She looked back at me. "Definitely."

"Are you angry?"

"Yes."

That should not have made her hotter.

It did.

"At me?"

"No." Her voice stayed controlled. "You told me the truth when silence would have benefited you. That is irritatingly attractive."

My chest tightened.

"I try."

"Do not become humble now. It will not suit the room."

I smiled despite myself.

Pandora leaned back, studying me. "Ethan wanted me managed and himself comfortable. He wanted social access preserved and consequences reduced. He wanted the whole thing to resolve without anyone having to say anything direct."

"Pretty much."

"Unfortunate for him," she said. "I prefer direct."

The power dynamic shifted.

I felt it in my bones.

Pandora looked at the event board, then at me.

"Plus One will be a power play," she said. "Ethan thinks he is running a script. We are going to show him he chose the wrong ghostwriter."

She stood.

Circled the desk.

Stopped a foot from my chair.

The air snapped tight.

I was all in.

The next move was hers.

***

Pandora closed the last bit of distance with the kind of poise that belonged on a red carpet, not in a college party house.

Her heels tapped softly on the floor. The skirt hugged her hips so tight I wanted to bite through the fabric. Her top dipped enough to make the curve of her breasts feel like a private threat, but nothing about her looked careless. Every inch of her was chosen.

She stepped in front of me.

I forgot how to breathe.

Pandora bracketed my knees and reached for my collar. Her fingers were cool at first, then warm against my throat. She straightened the fabric until it lay flat, but she did not move away. Her thumb lingered at my pulse. Her nails grazed the line of my jaw, just shy of rough.

Her scent hit me hard.

Clean. Expensive. A little sharp. Underneath it, the honest warmth of her skin.

The laptops hummed behind her. The screens painted blue-white light along her cheekbones. All I could really process was her mouth, her hands, and the knowledge that I wanted her so badly it felt like pain.

She looked down at my lips.

Not a casual glance.

An assessment.

"You want to ask?" she said.

My throat worked. "Words are not going to cover it."

"Noted."

Her hand curled around my wrist, pinning it to the arm of the chair for one controlled second. Not painful. Precise. Then she released me, took my other hand, and flattened it over my own chest like she wanted me aware of how hard my heart was beating.

I did not dare speak.

Pandora leaned in, lips near my ear.

"Ethan was a shield," she said. "Not a lover."

The words went straight through me.

"We never had sex. I never undressed for him. I was never hungry for him that way." Her voice stayed soft, almost clinical, which made it hit harder. "He was safe. Undemanding. Socially acceptable. He kept other men away, and I let the label do the work."

Her mouth hovered near my ear.

"It was never real."

Every muscle in my body locked.

Clean.

That was the word my brain kept finding.

Not innocent. Pandora was not innocent. Not naive. Not untouched in some storybook sense.

Clean because nobody had a claim here except the one she decided to make.

She drew back enough to see my face, and whatever she saw there pleased her.

"In hindsight," Pandora said, "I should have dumped the buffer months ago."

"Buffer?"

"Useful object. Limited function."

"Poor Ethan."

"Ethan will survive mild discomfort. It may build character."

I laughed once, under my breath.

Her thumb traced from my chin to the corner of my mouth.

The touch was nothing.

The touch was everything.

My cock strained hard enough that I had to hold still or embarrass myself in a way she would absolutely notice.

Of course, she noticed anyway.

Her eyes flicked down, then back up. A tiny smile touched her mouth.

"Good," she said.

"You enjoy making me suffer?"

"I enjoy accurate data."

"That what this is?"

"Among other things."

She pulled me up from the chair.

The movement was so unexpected I followed before thinking. Suddenly I was standing inches from her, close enough that her breasts brushed my chest when she breathed in. The top of her head barely reached my chin, but the authority in the room was all hers.

She slid two fingers under my collar like she was adjusting a leash, and my entire body went hot.

My mouth burned for hers.

She hovered so close I could taste the heat of her breath. I could have leaned down half an inch and taken the kiss. Every instinct in my body wanted it.

But I didn't.

This had to be hers.

Pandora held the tension until it became unbearable.

Then, right before it broke, she turned her head. Her lips ghosted past my cheek, and her thumb pressed lightly against my mouth instead.

Not a kiss.

A promise with better self-control.

"If Ethan wanted a performance," she said, "we will give him one."

I swallowed.

"At Plus One?"

"At Plus One." She stepped back, and the loss of her heat felt personal. "But it belongs to us now."

She moved to the board, all business again, like she had not just rewired my nervous system with two fingers and a sentence.

"We arrive together at seven forty-five," she said.

"Why so early?"

She glanced at me. "Seven forty-five is control. We arrive before the room has fully formed, which means the room forms around us."

I nodded because that sounded like Pandora and because my brain was still mostly on her thumb.

"You enter on my left," she continued. "Your hand goes at the small of my back. Not my waist. The small of my back. It reads differently."

"How?"

"Possessive without being crude. Familiar without being sloppy. Intimate without looking like you are trying to convince anyone."

"And if I am trying to convince someone?"

Her eyes lifted to mine. "Do not."

That single sentence hit harder than it should have.

"People can tell when a man is performing want," she said. "You will not perform it. You will stand close because you want to stand close. You will touch me because you want to touch me. You will not look surprised when Ethan arrives with Maren. You will look like you already knew and it does not require your attention."

"I can do that."

"I know."

She made a small notation beside my name.

"Ethan does not get confronted," Pandora said. "Not tonight. Not before Plus One. Not at the door. He gets the exit ramp he wanted. He just does not get to write the signage."

"You are terrifying."

"Thank you."

"Not sure it was a compliment."

"It was from you."

I could not argue with that.

Pandora looked at me then, really looked. The controlled fury had settled into something brighter and more dangerous. Amusement. Desire. A new kind of attention.

"Next time we are alone," she said, "you tell me everything."

My mouth went dry.

"About Ethan?"

"No."

The room went silent around that one word.

She let it sit there.

Then she added, "About what you want."

I was wrecked. Every cell in my body was ready to put her on that glass desk and find out what happened when all that control finally broke, but I kept my hands to myself.

She noticed that too.

Of course she did.

"Good," Pandora said.

Then she turned back to the laptop and pulled up the Plus One guest-list column with the same steady, unhurried precision she did everything with, as if the last thirty seconds had simply been filed, organized, and turned into strategy.

"Seven forty-five," she said.

"Small of the back."

"Do not be late."

I walked out half-dazed and painfully hard.

Downstairs, the house was still loud. Summer laughing. Blossom shouting something about stolen pizza. Maisie squealing at Pen. Life moving like nothing upstairs had just tilted the entire floor under my feet.

But my mouth still tingled where Pandora's thumb had touched it.

The next public move was set.

Plus One was supposed to be a performance.

Now, it was a warning shot.

And the next round belonged to us.


Declared Plus One


The front door of Plus One looked engineered to make people nervous: soft blue and silver lights glowing behind frosted glass, sharp winter air spilling out every time someone stepped inside, and a velvet rope where people lined up just to have their arrival judged, clocked, and tagged for maximum effect.

Even before we reached the entry, I knew the room had started adjusting. You could feel it on your skin. Not loud yet, but every person inside was already running the numbers on who arrived with whom, which pairs looked practiced, and who showed up solo because they had no better option.

But every eye was about to be on us.

My hand fit at the small of Pandora's back. Her skin was warm under the edge of my palm, and the fabric of her black skirt was so fine it almost dared my fingertips to go lower. Pandora led us right up to the check-in, heels silent, posture perfect, not a single hair out of place.

She looked like a campus fantasy built specifically for me.

Her skirt hugged her hips and cupped her ass tighter than I'd ever seen her wear at a public event, the hem just brushing mid-thigh. The boots were black, expensive, and cut to show off the curve of her calves. On top, her fitted shirt dipped low enough to reveal the line of her cleavage: not vulgar, not accidental, just so intentional it made every guy look twice without even knowing they'd done it. Her makeup was sharp, clean lines on her eyes, and a mouth that made you imagine biting it. Her hair was ink-black, parted for maximum shine, and tucked behind one ear to show the curve of her jaw and a single thin earring glinting in the LED light.

She wore a scent that nearly broke my brain.

Clean. Not fake or syrupy. Just expensive, a little cool at first, but with heat that got under your skin the longer you stood close. The second we crossed into the light, it triggered a chemical reaction that bypassed my rational brain and went straight to the part that wanted to lose control of her. If I'd been more composed, I'd have played it as a compliment. Instead, I was just fighting the urge to fuck her right there against the guest list wall and let the room know exactly why she had chosen me.

At the door, a girl with neon nails stood behind the guest-list tablet, posture snapping straighter the second she saw Pandora.

"Pan," she said, already reaching for the wristbands. "Seven forty-five. Right on the dot."

Pandora's mouth barely curved. "Naturally."

The girl's eyes flicked to me, then back to Pandora, bright with the kind of curiosity she was trying very hard to keep professional. She typed fast, logged something beside our names, then handed us matching blue wristbands strong enough to survive a frat fight.

"Declared pair," she said.

Pandora took mine first and turned toward me. "Wrist."

I gave it to her.

She snapped the band around me herself, her fingers lingering just long enough to make my pulse jump. Then she let me do hers, watching my face while I fastened it around her wrist.

The check-in girl pretended not to notice. Badly.

Beyond her, the photo wall waited exactly where Pandora had told me it would be: blue-silver backdrop, cold white lights, a board of slick black cards above the crowd where every arrival pair got pinned into public record. Every flash added another couple to the room's unofficial scoreboard.

Someone behind us was already whispering about our spot in the queue.

Pandora didn't look at the board like it surprised her.

She looked at it like it had obeyed.

Pandora steered me to the photo wall, my hand still at her back, her body pressed close enough that I was sure she could feel the tension building in my fingers.

She paused just before the step-and-repeat, then turned her face up to mine, voice so low only I could hear.

"People lie with words," she said. "They tell the truth with proximity."

I smiled slow. "So this is the experiment."

"Not experiment," she whispered. "Audit."

She let me stand behind her for the photo, my body lined up with hers, my hand at her waist, the side of my palm brushing the dip just above her skirt. When the camera flashed, she leaned into me. Not much, just enough that anybody with eyes would see this was not performance. My cock responded instantly. I had to grit my teeth not to shift my grip lower and pull her closer.

The photo wall was chaos: couples posed, arms linked, hands at hips, some looking eager, some already checking their phones to see if their arrival had been noticed. Against all that noise, Pandora just exuded calm. She let the camera see her cleavage. She angled her hip for effect. Every gesture was controlled, but it didn't read cold at all.

If anything, it read as fuck-you confident: I know what you want, and I know exactly who I want touching me.

My brain was not in charge of my body.

No one else looked as composed, or as hot, but the crazy part was how she showed it. Not with fake giggles or over-the-top PDA. Just the tiniest tilt of her head. Letting her shoulder brush my chest for an extra half second. When the photographer muttered "closer, please," she let her ass push back into my lap until I swore she was trying to start trouble on purpose.

"That's the shot," the camera girl said, sounding like she meant it.

Pandora walked us past the wall, her fingers grazing mine as she set the pace. The hand she used to adjust my wristband lingered. Instead of dropping it after the snap, she traced her thumb over my pulse, then looked up at me with a small, private smile.

It was surgical, how she did it. Like control was foreplay. Every one of her touches was deliberate, but when she was on my arm, she let the line blur between performance and real want.

We hit the main room. It was all blue-silver and music, the lights running cold over the edges of the decor but warming up anywhere couples found a pocket to themselves. The crowd wasn't dense yet, but every arrival dominoed new reactions: people glancing over their shoulders, group chats pinging, subtle videos taken to prove that yes, Pandora really did show up with Matt Reynolds, and no, he had not looked away from her once.

Wristbands flashed under the lights. The board updated as new pairs came in. Holiday drinks glinted. The smell of cologne, perfume, and crisp winter air chased us through the entrance.

But all I wanted was to keep her pinned to my side.

Pandora noticed. Of course she did.

She let her hand rest at my forearm, fingers light, not needing to grip for effect. We passed a few pairs that had clearly only linked up for event optics, but I could feel the eyes darting our direction, taking in the calculated cleavage in her top, the way my hand lived at her waist, and the fact that neither of us looked nervous about being seen.

She drifted us toward the Plus One board: a matte black column with names and photos, each couple getting one Polaroid and a sticker for their arrival time. It was childish and clinical at the same time.

The event runner spotted us and got a look that said, holy fuck, the rumor was true.

"Photo for the board?" she asked.

Pandora stepped in like she owned the place. I went right with her, hand now openly gripping her waist, thumb skimming the edge of her skirt just above the hip. For the photo, she glanced back at me, letting her body read as warmer, softer, almost inviting, like I was the secret she'd dressed for and not the prop Ethan wanted.

Flash. Another card went up. "You two are locked in," the girl said, voice sounding a little awed.

Pandora's laugh was low, barely a sound at all, but she looked up at me and I swear it gave me a hard-on as fast as any kiss.

We moved away from the wall, our pair pinned up for everyone to see. She lingered at the edge of the action, then found us a corner to observe the room: hands linked, bodies close, half-circling each other like we'd done it a hundred times already.

She turned her mouth toward my ear, her words barely a vibration.

"Seven forty-five," she said. "See? The room is already adjusting."

The evidence was everywhere. People glanced, whispered, typed, but the visual anchor was us: Pandora in her skirt and fitted top, me locked to her body, neither one looking like we'd rather be anywhere else.

I got why she'd built Plus One this way. The wristbands, the board, the photo wall, none of it mattered unless you made a choice and let the room see you make it.

It was a test. Not just for the couples, but for her.

For us.

She stepped in closer, fixing my collar with a touch that lingered. "You dressed for me," I said, keeping my voice low.

She tilted her chin up. "I dressed for the result."

I wanted to devour her.

She felt it. Her fingers lingered at my neck, her nails grazing just over my pulse. For the first time in a public place, she allowed herself to lean in, head on my shoulder, mouth less than an inch from my skin.

Nobody else would have noticed the difference.

I felt it everywhere: my cock hard, my skin tight, blood pounding in my ears.

She backed off just slightly, then guided us toward the drinks table. Not in a rush. Not flustered. Just letting the rest of the arrivals build around us.

We stood together, our bodies forming the axis that the rest of the arrivals orbited. Groups flickered, girls in tiny silver dresses and boots, guys in dark shirts and holiday blazers, but the feedback loop kept redirecting attention back to us.

Every man in the room was doing the math.

Why her?

Why me?

The answer was simple: she picked.

She made it obvious.

She adjusted my wristband, smoothed my collar, and let her hip ride against my thigh when we stood at the board. When the runner poured sparkling wine, she took a glass for herself, then handed the second one to me. The clink of our glasses felt like a private deal in a room full of reporters.

She drank slow. Eyes never left mine.

The room was supposed to be about public performance, but the more we let ourselves ignore it, the more it bent in our favor. Pandora let the hand at my arm drift down, smoothing my jacket sleeve, then pausing at the inside of my wrist.

It was barely a touch, but it felt raw.

I couldn't tell where her strategy ended and real hunger started.

That was what made her so fucking dangerous.

The next round of arrivals hit the door. The event host ran to greet them, but the photographer still watched us over her camera, probably hoping for another shot if we did something reckless.

Pandora let her body rest against mine for half a beat, then murmured, "You see? The observation is the point."

She cut her eyes up at me, dark and alive.

I grinned. "You don't mind them watching?"

She tilted her head, so clinical she could have been plotting a heist. "You do not watch the room to see what they say. You watch to see what they cannot help showing. Most people do not perform chemistry. They just get caught wanting."

She said wanting like it had fangs.

I tightened my grip at her waist, letting my palm get a better feel for her curves. She did not protest.

If anything, she leaned in harder.

I wanted to kiss her, but I didn't risk the public angle yet. I let my mouth brush the shell of her ear instead, savoring the scent of her skin, the way her top dipped to show off the tops of her breasts, every detail arranged for exactly this outcome.

She didn't smile, but her next breath hitched, and for the first time since we walked in, I was sure she wasn't just using event logic.

She was using agency.

She was using choice.

The Social Six theory in action.

We lingered there, locked together, the photo wall behind us and the crowd slowly filling in around our anchor point. Each arrival took one look and recalibrated. Pandora had the precision of a weapon, but she let the world understand it wasn't an accident that my hand owned her waist, or that she let me touch parts of her she used to treat like glass.

I kept steady.

I kept her close.

It was the only move that mattered.

At the edge of the drinks table, Pandora pivoted so her ass lined up perfectly against my hip. She looked at the crowd, then at the wall of new arrivals, then back at me without a flicker of doubt.

"They're watching you now," she said, dry as a threat.

"I know."

"You enjoy it?"

"Not as much as I enjoy you enjoying it."

Her lips twitched.

She took another sip, eyes dancing over my mouth for a beat before putting the glass down.

The event was designed to track proximity, but in this room, she had already made her call.

She chose pressure.

She chose me.

There was nowhere else to stand.

Music drifted soft and low from the speakers. Party lights washed the walls. I loosened my stance just enough that she could press back into me, ass to my cock, chest tight against her shoulder. She found my hand, threading our fingers together for half a heartbeat before letting go like she'd just allowed herself an accident in front of a crowd.

She never looked at the camera, but I could tell she knew it was on her.

She wanted me to see it, too.

This wasn't performance anymore.

It was honesty turned into foreplay.

The kind you could only survive if you were ready to burn.

The crowd kept building.

Next step: let the Social Six circle around us and see if anything could knock us off our axis.

But for now, I had her: skirt tight under my palm, cleavage like a taunt, her scent fucking with my mind, and a sense that every move from here out was going to be new territory.

Game on.

***

Summer was the first one to join our orbit.

She didn't do the slow approach, didn't wait for a gap in the crowd. She moved right into my space, blond hair shimmering under the party lights, her blue eyes warm and focused. She took one look at my hand on Pandora's waist and just beamed, proud as hell.

Her body fit against my left side, polished and glowing, but she didn't push in out of habit. She paused like she wanted to let me and Pandora have the moment, and then she landed a gentle touch at the back of my arm, her fingers squeezing once in silent approval. I'd never seen her look more satisfied.

Blossom slithered in next, red hair wild, green eyes sharp. She wore a dark mesh shirt over a tiny silver bralette and a skirt that made it clear she'd left shame at home for the night. She eyed the way Pandora let me anchor her, and didn't bother to hide her reaction.

She leaned in, bit her words so only I could hear. "Damn, Reynolds. You can't just let the world see your want like that. Some of us like a slow bleed."

I smirked. "You want to file a complaint with the board?"

She shot Pandora a look of pure trouble. "Blondie over there's gonna lose her mind. But this? This is fucking art."

Maisie crashed the moment, her energy dialed up to ten. She wore CSU blue that hugged her hips and did dangerous things to her chest, her curls extra wild for the occasion. She grinned at us, then barreled in for a photo, sandwiching herself between me and Pandora, her soft tits pressed to both of us at once.

"Look at you guys!" she squealed, voice bright enough to turn heads. "You're the couple of the night! Screw the lottery, you already won."

She tackled the photo wall with full cheer, wrapping both arms around my waist for the group shot and then giving Pandora a deliberately sweet, almost-blushing hug for the cameras. The photographer snapped it, but I was pretty sure the real shot was the way Maisie nestled against me and didn't let go until she'd made her public claim clear.

Pen didn't hesitate, either. She wasn't wearing armor tonight. Just a super-tight black skirt, boots, and a top that shimmered when she moved. Her hair was up, lake-babe style, and her entire body language said she didn't need to compete, just wanted to show support.

She slid up beside me and bumped my hip, her voice low. "You look good, Reynolds. Party seems to agree."

I grinned. "You survived the family gauntlet. Thought you might need a new buffer."

She rolled her eyes but let her arm rest at my side, easy. It wasn't a dare tonight. It was comfort, like she was enjoying the fact that she could just be here and not have to fight for a spot.

Val and Greta appeared at the edge of the orbit, both rocked out for the occasion.

Val was polished in winter white, hair glossy, skirt just short enough to be legal, heels turning her legs into a sex crime. Her eyes were sharp, but when she glanced at my hand on Pandora, there was no jealousy. She gave a nod, like she approved the display, then drifted closer for her own photo.

Greta put the cheer squad to shame. She wore a metallic blue skirt that barely cleared her thighs and a fitted black top that put her cleavage on even more daring display than normal. Her posture was open, stance confident, but the way she kept checking the photo wall told me she was tracking every move. She smiled at me once, and the look said, "I see you," like nothing else in the room could touch it.

The Social Six orbit had arrived, and the energy ramped up fast.

Pandora let me keep my hand at her waist as we made our way through the cluster. She leaned into me more now, not just for effect, but because it felt good. Her head brushed my shoulder, her hand drifted to my back. She murmured something dry at my ear every so often, making my skin tingle.

She did not correct my grip. If anything, she guided my thumb tighter at her side, holding it there like the pressure was the only thing keeping her grounded.

She never looked nervous. If anything, she read as warmer. Her private smiles lasted just a second longer. When the camera scanned our way, she let her lips part, eyes focused on my mouth, and every guy in the room suddenly realized the Matt/Pandora rumors were not only real, they probably hadn't dreamed big enough.

The host ran another round of arrivals, which sent a tide of noise and commentary through the room. Someone made a joke about "declared plus ones" versus "actual plus ones," and the girls near the drinks table laughed, but all the eyes were back on us.

Behind me, I heard Maisie narrating for the record. "That's how you do it. Look at them. Hands. Mouth. No way they even make it to midnight without sneaking off somewhere."

Summer just grinned, pressed herself so her boob brushed my bicep, and whispered, "We are so proud of you, babe."

Blossom's take was filthier. "You try that grip on me at Signal Lost, I'm melting into the floor. Not a threat, just data."

Greta chimed in. "Someone should warn the monitors. Those hips in that skirt... that's a hazard."

Val kept it high-status. "I think the entire board just recalibrated."

Pen, never subtle, winked. "No way anybody else in this room is getting a better arrival photo."

The commentary crackled like a live wire, but the real show was the way Pandora responded.

She let every comment, every approving glance, every whisper from the girls land as if it belonged to her. She didn't get smug. She didn't get soft. She just accepted the truth that tonight, she had made a pick, and she wasn't trying to hide it.

The best part? She let her control slip, just barely, right where the room couldn't see. Her knuckles curved tight at my wrist. Her body pressed into my lap when we paused at the Plus One board. When she turned to check arrivals, the line of her jaw softened, her profile going almost relaxed in the blue wash of the event lights.

She let me claim the space behind her, hand at her waist, mouth at her ear.

And no one in the room offered a hint of pushback.

Then Ethan happened.

He entered at the next arrival break, Maren on his arm. He wore a dark shirt, hair a mess, and his face was working overtime to look casual. It wasn't working.

He spotted us instantly.

His eyes tracked the hand on Pandora's waist. Then the skirt. Then her top. Then how close her body was to mine.

For a second, Ethan looked like he was seeing her for the first time. Like maybe the girl he'd been showing off for months was actually a totally different species when she wasn't being used as a shield.

His mouth opened, closed, then opened again.

The micro-reactions told the whole story.

First: Oh, shit, she never looked like that with me.

Second: Oh, fuck, that photo is going straight to the group chat.

Third: Wait, is this public? Are they too good at it? What the hell do I do now?

Fourth: Oh, thank god, I'm off the hook.

His jealousy spiked for about one microsecond. Then it folded instantly into a mix of relief, panic, embarrassment, and almost comic gratitude. Like he wanted to celebrate, hide, and run a victory lap at the same time.

Maren clocked it all in real time. She looked up at Ethan, affection hidden in the sarcasm.

She murmured, "You look like your plan filed for independence."

Ethan snorted. "This is, uh. This is a good thing, right?"

Maren grinned. "You tell me."

Ethan's eyes were glued to the way Pandora leaned back into my body now, her skirt riding high as I held her against me, the top showing off just enough to make any man with a pulse rethink their priorities. She looked composed, blindingly hot, but warmer than she ever had at his side.

And he knew it.

He had never had her like that.

He must've known he never would.

The relief was honest, but the embarrassment was brutal.

I almost felt bad for the guy.

Almost.

But more than anything, it was the look of freedom that hit. His plan had spiraled out of his control, and now he realized it had been the right move. He gave me a sheepish nod from across the room, mouth twisting like he wanted to run and hide.

Maren just grinned bigger and steered him toward the drinks table. She offered a little salute in Pandora's direction, dry and approving.

Pandora noticed. She gave Maren a nod, cool and subtle, like the two of them were running their own side bet on how long Ethan would last before losing his mind.

With Ethan and Maren in the room, it was over.

The old rumor had been replaced by the new reality: Matt and Pandora, locked in, the couple nobody had even dared to predict.

We moved through the main event, orbit tightening. Summer, Blossom, Maisie, Pen, Val, and Greta clustered close, each with their signature style, but none trying to muscle in or upstage Pandora. They just let the performance play out, proud to see the game done right.

Pandora warmed at my side, letting my hand ride lower, letting her body tilt into mine, her eyes darting up at my mouth, her breaths coming quicker every time we found a quiet pocket.

This was not a tactic. It was want.

Best thing I'd ever felt.

The rest of the room watched, but nothing could crack the core we had built right there on the Plus One floor.

For the first time at any event, I felt her choosing me in real time: deliberate, adult, no apology.

With every minute, the pressure spiked.

And I was fully ready to see what happened when she decided to blow past the performance and let her real hunger take the lead.

Let the cameras watch.

We were just getting started.

***

The event moved fast, but the chemistry was impossible to fake.

The board kept updating: Polaroids of pairs went up in real time, black cards marking every couple that crossed the entrance, timestamps logged by the hour. The host joked about "declared" versus "actual" plus-ones, but every time somebody wanted a case study for the difference, they pointed at me and Pandora.

She let me stand right behind her at the check-in board, my hand at her waist, my mouth so close to her ear that I could breathe in her scent and feel the tension in her body. It wasn't performance. She braced herself against me with the kind of need that only got stronger when she thought no one was looking.

We lingered there, the highlight of the photo wall. The cameras snapped, and I couldn't help letting my hand roam a little lower, tracing her hip, pressing so the tips of my fingers brushed the edge of her skirt. She shivered. The heat rolled off her.

She barely laughed, but when the photographer suggested a "softer" pose, Pandora looked up at my mouth and let her lips part just enough to turn it filthy. I wanted to kiss her, hard, but I waited. The pressure built with every second.

Behind us, the crowd enjoyed the spectacle. There were couples trying to outdo each other, some going for hand-holding, some standing so far apart you'd need a police tape to connect them. The commentary swirled: who was putting on a show, and who actually had it. The verdict on us was unanimous.

Even the girls at the wristband station whispered, "God, look at them. That's not acting."

As the room filled, Pandora threaded her fingers with mine. She did it like she'd been doing it her whole life and then let go, leaving my palm hot and empty for a heartbeat.

At the drinks table, I came up behind her, body close, hands bracketing her hips, and she barely tilted her head, letting the side of her cheek rest against my jaw.

"You're making a scene," I whispered.

The tiniest curve touched her mouth. "That is the point."

We drifted toward the quieter edge of the event, slipping past a group of couples posing for selfies. Here the party bass thumped softer, and the only eyes left on us were the ones running a private script about what happened when you stopped pretending you didn't want more.

Pandora turned and faced me fully, her back to the wall, blue lighting catching in the gloss of her hair. She looked at my mouth, then my eyes, then just held the space between us like it was a secret.

For a second, she didn't say anything.

Then she gave me the truth, clean and dry, not a trace of apology in it.

"Ethan was easy because he never got close enough to matter."

The words hit harder than anything I'd expected.

She watched me, zero drama, just fact.

"I told you he was safe," Pandora said. "That was the useful version. The cleaner version is that I never gave him anything sharp enough to cut me with."

"And me?" I asked, voice rough.

Her mouth softened for half a second, then tightened again like she resented the evidence.

"You had leverage," she said. "You gave me information. That was inconvenient."

"For you?"

"For control."

She looked over my shoulder, checked the room, then went quieter. "You didn't use it. You didn't lie to protect yourself or manage me for someone else. You gave me the truth when silence would have served you better."

I exhaled, everything hot and tight. "You make honesty sound dangerous."

"Only when it is." Her breath went a little unsteady. Her body leaned into mine like she could not quite fake the physics of wanting anymore.

My heart punched so hard I was sure she could feel it.

"You want this?" I said.

She didn't blink. "Do not treat this like performance."

I grinned. "Then tell me what it is."

Her answer was pure heat.

"Choice."

Pandora stepped forward, erased the half-inch between us, caught my hand in hers, and pulled. I let her lead. She took us straight down a hallway past the main event, past the board, past the cameras. At the far end was a closed door with a "control" sign above it.

She didn't slow down.

She looked back once, then pressed my back to the door, her body up against mine, skirt riding high, hand already at my shirt buttons.

The difference between observation and action was about to break the world in half.

She let us in, locked the door behind us, and the rest of the party faded to a rumor behind the wall.

Game on.

***

The door latched with a crisp click behind us.

Pandora didn't waste time.

She twisted me by the wrist, pinned me back against the control desk, and let the hush of the media room swallow us up. The only light was the glow of blue monitors and a thin leak of silver from the hallway. The muffled thump of the party bass vibrated up from the floor, but otherwise, the chaos outside could have been on another planet.

She made a deliberate show of locking the door, then turned, eyes blazing.

"Here," she said, and pointed at the desk edge. "Stand."

I did.

She stepped into my space, body close enough that her tits pressed to my chest, the heat of her bleeding right through my shirt. Her scent, clean, expensive, and a little chilly, made my head go light. She let her hands drift up my chest, fingers splaying like sensors, nails dragging slow against my skin through the fabric.

She untucked my shirt with a calculated tug, then walked it up, button by button, until she hit bare flesh. Her palms braced at my sides. She took her time. Every move was a seduction and a test.

Her lips hovered just off my mouth.

She didn't kiss right away. She waited, body lined up perfectly to trap me, skirt brushing my thighs, boots planted.

Her next move was pure Pandora. She put one hand at my throat, not squeezing, just holding me right at the edge, and the other at my wrist, pinning me in place.

Then she kissed me, hard.

It was surgical at first: sharp, knowing, tongue teasing for entry. I didn't back off. I met her with equal pressure, lips parting, hands finding the cut of her waist and locking her to me.

She moaned into my mouth, low and private, then deepened the kiss like she wanted to taste every inch of me.

We collided, our bodies grinding together on the edge of the desk, heat spiraling in every possible direction.

I ran my hands up her sides, found the hem of her top, and slipped under, skin to skin. Her stomach was hot and taut, the muscles jumping under my touch. I traced along her ribs, up, until my palm cupped her breast through the last thin layer of her bra.

Full, firm, perfect. The kind of tits that filled my hand like they belonged there.

Her nipple went hard under my thumb, and she gasped, shuddering against me.

I grinned into her mouth, then pinched gently, rolling the tip until her body bucked. She responded by grinding her crotch against my thigh, skirt riding up to flash the top of one dark stocking.

She broke the kiss just long enough to yank my shirt fully open, then peeled it off my shoulders so it hit the floor behind me.

She raked her nails down my chest, left light red lines, then palmed my cock through my pants.

It jerked for her, desperate.

She smiled, slow and devastating.

"You want this?" she whispered.

I grabbed her ass, pulled her flush, and made it clear with my body what the answer was. I had never wanted anyone more than I wanted her, right here, right now, with every barrier getting shredded by the second.

She let me, melting for a split second, then gathered herself and went on offense.

Her mouth found my throat, tracing the line of my jaw, then biting the hinge just below my ear. She sucked, marking me. Her hands worked my belt, then the zipper, and then she fisted me through the fabric, stroking slow.

I was already leaking for her.

I shoved her top up, not all the way off, but enough to expose both tits, the cups of her bra barely covering the heat I wanted access to most. I popped the clasp, then let the black mesh fall away, leaving her breasts bare and so fucking beautiful in the low light.

Her nipples were dark, flushed, stiff with need. I dove in, mouth greedy on her, tongue circling one while my hand worked the other.

She lost her voice for a beat. Tried to hold still. Couldn't.

She braced herself on the desk, fingers digging into the edge, and let me eat her tits, switching sides, biting and sucking until her chest was marked up and wet for me.

She ground harder against my thigh, skirt bunched at her hips, the wet heat of her pussy leaving a stain even through my pants.

Her hands got bold again. She shoved my pants down, underwear with them, until my cock sprang free, hard as iron and already leaking pre-cum.

She wrapped her fingers around the shaft and stroked.

Her grip was tight, merciless, the kind of rhythm that made my knees go soft.

Our mouths met again, desperate and messy, tongues fighting for space, her nails digging into my wrist at the same time her palm pumped my cock.

I slipped one hand down, under her skirt, and traced the line of her thigh up to her panties.

They were soaked.

I teased her through the fabric, rubbing over the clit. She shivered, her entire body tensing in my grip.

I went slow at first, just circling, then pressed harder, letting her grind herself on my hand.

She broke the kiss, lips slick with spit, eyes gone wild.

She braced herself on the edge of the desk, arching her back to bare her tits and let me see the effect I was having: nipples hard and pebbled, chest flushed, mouth parted in a perfect O.

Her hand stroked my cock faster as I pulled her panties aside, letting my fingers dip between her lips.

She was so fucking wet I nearly lost it.

I played with her, circling her clit, then dipping one, two fingers inside, letting her body clamp on me while she tried to hold her composure. She couldn't. Not fully. Her hips bucked, her mouth dropped open, and a sound came out that didn't sound anything like the cold, analytical Pandora the rest of the world thought they understood.

Her control was breaking.

She yanked my cock harder, twisting at the tip for maximum leverage.

I grinned, then bit her neck, just above the collarbone, and sucked a mark there.

She whimpered.

I worked her harder with my fingers, her pussy squeezing tight on every pump. Wetness dripped down onto my hand, more slick than I'd ever felt. Every time I circled her clit she gasped, then dug her nails into my back.

She gave as good as she got.

Her hand on my cock was relentless, working the shaft, rolling my balls, then stroking with a slow twist that made my eyes roll back.

I could have fucked her right then, but I wanted to make her lose the last trace of that famous self-control.

I bent her back over the desk and licked from her mouth down to her tits, sucking each nipple, biting at the soft flesh until she arched for me.

I dropped lower, kissing her stomach, then the inside of her thigh, teasing right beside the cloth of her panties. I let my breath warm her skin, then dragged my tongue all the way up her leg, under the skirt, right up to the heat of her pussy.

She shivered, hips jerking. She wanted it bad.

I bit just above the waistband of her panties, then peeled them down, slow and deliberate, exposing her to the dim blue light.

Her pussy was bare, lips slick and glistening, clit dark and needy. I went in, tongue flat, licking her from base to clit. She gasped, hands flying to the back of my head, holding me in place.

I circled her clit with my tongue, then sucked it gently, then licked again, running slow, lazy stripes up her slit, tasting every bit of her. She was soaking wet, the flavor of her making my cock twitch in my hand.

She tried to control it, but her hips bucked, fucking into my mouth.

I kept at it, alternating between tongue on her clit and fingers inside, two at a time, pumping in and out while she held me tight against her.

I could feel her shaking now, every line of her legs trembling as she fought to hold the line.

She nearly came, but at the last second she yanked me back up, mouth finding mine in a brutal, desperate kiss.

She guided my cock to her slit, but then paused, leaving the tip just at the entrance, like she wanted the anticipation sharpened to a blade.

We ground against each other, her pussy slick against my shaft, her breath ragged. I had her perched on the edge of the desk, legs open and braced, skirt up around her waist, tits on display, bite marks blooming down her neck and chest.

There was zero pretense left.

"Now?" I asked, voice barely a whisper.

She stared me down, eyes blowing wide with need, her hand at my cock guiding it exactly where she wanted.

"Inside," she breathed. "Now."

I barely managed to line up before I lost my mind.

Every inch of her said yes.

Every cell of my body burned.

We locked eyes one last time, and I knew she was all in.

No cameras, no performance, no script.

Just choice.

Just want.

And we were about to see how much control she could really survive.

***

The second she said now, I lined up at her entrance, the head of my cock slick and wet and so fucking ready I could barely see straight.

Her legs parted for me, skirt bunched at her waist, panties down her thigh. The sight of her, tits flushed, nipples tight, mouth open, nearly made me come before I was even inside.

I braced my hands at her hips and buried myself slow, letting her feel every fraction of the first inch.

She gasped, body clamping around me, eyes locked to mine. She didn't look away once. Her jaw was set like she was determined not to give up any tells, but her pussy pulsed around my cock, sucking me in, wetter and hotter than anything I ever felt.

I drove deeper.

"God," I hissed. "You feel incredible."

She trembled, but her grip at my arm was savage. "Do not treat this like performance," she whispered, voice raw as a scrape.

"Tell me what it is," I said, bottoming out.

Her thighs shook, sweat beading along the inside, but she got the words out:

"Truth."

I pulled almost all the way out, to stop myself from coming, paused a beat, then slammed in, letting my cock spear her deep. The angle had her tits bouncing with every thrust, her skirt hiked up as a flag of surrender. Her pussy milked me, clenching so tight I knew I'd leave fingerprints on her hips from how hard I held on.

She tried for composure. I watched her face as I fucked her: at first, lips tight, trying to brace. Then my rhythm hit the right spot and her mouth twisted, eyes rolling back, and for a second she just let the pleasure hit.

She braced her hands behind her on the desk, nails scoring the wood, body arched, breasts out and begging for more attention.

I bent down, took her nipple between my lips, sucked and bit until she whimpered. The noise she made went straight to my dick.

I upped the tempo, driving harder, deeper. The sound of skin meeting skin, the desk creaking, the wet squelch of her pussy taking me, the air gone thick with sex.

I slipped her ankles up to my shoulders and held her legs wide, using the leverage to fuck her deep and true. She shook. Her thighs tensed and flexed with each impact. The wet between us grew, coating my cock, dripping down to the seat of the desk, a mess no one could ever clean up in secret.

I wanted to ruin her.

She wanted to be ruined.

Her body made promises her face barely dared to mention.

She tried to fight it, but I could feel her getting close, her pussy spasming around me, the start of a shudder in her chest.

I kept at it, ruthless, rhythm never slipping. The bass from the party seemed to sync to my thrusts, every motion driving her further out of her mind.

She lost the thread. Her hands clawed at my shoulders, then my back, then scrabbled at the edge of the desk.

Her control died.

She fell apart, eyes wild.

The first wave of her orgasm hit like a machine gun. She screamed, loud and without apology, her body going rigid, hips bucking, clit grinding against the base of my cock. Her pussy locked down, milking me, and wet poured out around my shaft, streaming down her thighs, soaking us both.

She shook, spasmed, then clamped even tighter.

I nearly lost it.

But I wanted more.

I yanked her forward, stood her upright, and spun her so she braced on her forearms against the desk, ass high, legs open. I lined myself up again and drove in, pounding her from behind.

Her ass rippled, the skirt bunched up over her hips like a gift wrap, and each time I slammed home, the cheeks jiggled, her body absorbing everything I gave her.

She was beyond words now, just panting, sobbing, begging with every inch.

I slapped her ass once, hard, just to hear the sound, and she pushed back into me, meeting every thrust.

Even bent over, she kept her tits high for me, the bite marks and hickeys standing out in the monitor light, sweat running down from her throat to between the swells.

She came again, second one wilder, her whole body sharp and uncontrolled, pussy quivering, soaking my cock until even my balls were wet, the drip running down onto the floor to pool at our feet.

My cock swelled, pressure building.

I knew I wouldn't last long, but I wanted to see her lose it one more time.

I pulled out of her, spun her to the sofa, and dropped her back on the plush surface.

She landed with her legs open wide, skirt still tangled, and for a second she tried to regain her mask. I saw the pride in it: her, on display, still wanting.

She tried to climb on top, but I caught her by the hips, pinned her down, and drove into her.

She screamed again, a helpless, pure sound.

I fucked her hard, no tricks. Just pounding, deep, relentless. Her tits bounced with every motion, her nails dragging angry lines along my back. I pinned her wrists above her head, watched her eyes go glassy, her mouth go slack.

Her pussy was a vice, soaking, so greedy I wondered if any other man on earth could survive it.

Her finish was spectacular: her body went rigid, every muscle straining, voice gone to a guttural sound that wasn't even words. She gripped me, locked around my cock, and her cunt pulsed, soaked, squeezed.

I felt her come. Every twitch, every squeeze, every shaking wave.

It dragged my release with it.

I let go.

Thrust after thrust, I emptied into her, thick, hot release flooding her pussy, pouring out to paint her thighs, her ass, the ruined mess of her panties and the fabric underneath. It overflowed, oozing out around my cock, dripping white all the way down to the sofa.

She clamped hard, milking every drop.

We shuddered together, breath wild, sweat breaking out everywhere.

The mess was biblical.

I looked down: my cock slicked with it, her pussy twitching, more cum leaking out with every aftershock and pooling on the shift of her skirt. Her body was marked: hickeys, nail tracks, flushed skin, hair wild, makeup smeared to hell.

She lay there, spread and spent, legs limp, skirt bunched, bare tits jiggling as she trembled through the last waves.

I didn't want to move.

The air reeked of sex, hot and raw.

The monitors glowed behind us, shadows painting every mark I'd left on her.

She didn't try to fix it. Not yet.

She let herself be held in the chaos: sweat, streaks of cum, hair a glossy curtain on her cheek, lips swollen, chest heaving.

She looked like all the better versions of reality at once.

I moved to cover her, body to body, letting her feel the weight of me inside and outside, all the heat I could give.

Neither of us said a word.

It was all rhythm. Aftershock. Exhaustion.

We stayed fused together.

For a long time, nothing else in the world existed.

Just me, cock still buried in her, her body wrung out and shining, the taste and smell and sight of her wrecked for me.

The mess would be a nightmare for anyone who didn't know what they'd just survived.

For me, it was heaven.

And for the first time ever, I felt like I'd found the only place she'd ever wanted to let down the guard.

The only place she let herself be hers, and mine, at the same time.

I wasn't letting go yet.

There was still more to savor.

Even if I couldn't walk when we were done.

***

We stayed fused for a long time.

The world, the blue haze of the monitors, the bass from the party outside, all of it blurred out. The only thing that mattered was her: the heat of her body, the vice of her cunt still locked around my softening cock, the taste of her sweat on my tongue, and the sweet, stinging ache she left behind wherever I touched.

Pandora's legs finally unclamped, shaking a little, letting me slide out. The wet sound as I pulled free almost made me hard again. Her pussy gaped, glossy and dripping, cum leaking from between her lips and down her thighs in slow, messy rivers. She shivered, then laughed under her breath.

"That is unsanitary," she said, voice rough and delighted.

I grinned, couldn't help it. "You look like I ruined you."

She rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were bright, her mouth a wreck of smudged lipstick and bite marks. Her hair had lost every ounce of perfect and now fell in wild sheets over her bare shoulders, still wet from sweat and spit. Her tits jiggled as she tried to sit up, the bite marks and hickeys I'd left down her chest already going dark under the monitor light.

I looked down and saw the evidence: cum streaking her thighs, splattered across her skirt, pooled between her ass and the wrecked upholstery of the sofa. My cock was still hard and sticky, painted with our combined mess, every thrust painted all over her body.

Pandora caught her breath, then made herself stand.

She started at her skirt: pulled it down, smoothed the wrinkles, and gave me a look that dared me to comment. I didn't. She reached for her top, still hiked up around her chest, and yanked it down over her tits, then took the time to refasten her bra behind her back with hands that barely trembled.

She didn't speak for a minute. Just focused.

Her panties were useless, soaked through, but instead of tossing them, she balled them up, wiped a smear of cum from her thigh, and tucked the fabric where it would catch any new leaks. Then she faced the mirror above the control desk and got to work on her makeup. She wiped the streaks from under her eyes, patted color back into her mouth, and checked her hair. It was not perfect. It would never be perfect again tonight, but the imperfection was the point.

She let herself look ruined for a second. Just for me.

I watched her, cock throbbing with aftershocks, feeling all the places she'd marked me: her nails on my shoulders, her teeth at my collar, her mouth bruising my lips. I was as much a mess as she was.

She noticed.

She stepped into my space, fixed my shirt collar, then licked her thumb and reached to wipe a smear of lipstick from the edge of my jaw.

"Hold still," she murmured, pure killing intent.

She scrubbed gently, wiped my mouth, then smoothed my collar with a satisfied twitch of her lips.

I gripped the edge of the desk, dazed and hungry for another round. My cock was a disaster, cum drying on my balls, the whole front of my pants wet where she'd ground onto me. My skin was sticky, my hair fucked, and the rawness in my body wouldn't leave for hours.

She surveyed her work. Then tugged my pants up, zipped them, and patted the bulge once for emphasis.

"Acceptable," she said.

I barked a laugh. "You look like you destroyed me."

She didn't smile. She just pressed her forehead against my chest for a full five seconds, hand sliding up to rest at the base of my throat. It was intimate, almost shockingly so for Pandora. Like she could not quite pretend it hadn't happened, not here.

She inhaled, slow.

When she finally stepped back, her face was calm. Not blank. Changed. The mask had reset, but underneath it was the wildness, the hunger, the knowledge that I had reached her in a way nobody else had even come close.

She checked the room with a surgeon's efficiency: straightened the sofa, dabbed up the worst of the wetness from the desk, picked up any stray trash or tissue, then checked the monitors to make sure nothing weird had been left on screen. The air still smelled thick with sex, but now it was layered with her perfume and the ghost of winter air from the arrivals hallway.

She faced me, lips parted, then stepped close again.

This time, she fixed my hair. Let her fingers play just a little too long at the curve of my ear.

"Do not let anyone touch your collar," she whispered. "You are marked."

"Is it obvious?"

She smirked, dark eyes shining. "Less than it should be."

I wanted to drag her back to the sofa and fuck her until morning, but she gave me the look, the one that said surviving the return to public was now the point.

She offered me her hand.

We left the room together, closed the door, and made our way back toward the blue and silver haze of the main event.

The party had evolved: more people, more noise, more shifting couples, but the only thing I noticed was the way eyes tracked us. Sideways glances, quiet speculation, the knowledge that every man here had already clocked the new status.

We rejoined the Social Six with zero fanfare. Pandora let me tuck her to my side, hand at her waist, and when Summer saw the difference, she just smiled like a proud older sister.

Blossom grinned, caught my eye, and mouthed, "Is she still standing?"

Maisie clung to my arm and squeezed, then let go. I think she wanted to high-five Pandora but thought the better of it.

Ethan saw us from across the drinks table. The second he clocked the reset body language, Pandora at my side, the flush on her skin, the way she did not even glance his way, he knew:

His exit ramp was gone.

Whatever plan he thought he had started, it now belonged to us.

He didn't look angry. Or bitter. Just kind of relieved, with a tinge of "I hope nobody noticed how bad I played that hand." Maren noticed. She leaned in and murmured something dry, and he pretended not to hear her. I think she liked him more for it.

We hung at the edge of the room for a while.

Pandora let her hand rest at my back, fingers tracing my spine through the shirt. She didn't talk. She didn't have to.

A few people tried to grab her for conversation or a photo, but she slipped away quick, always returning to my side, anchored.

For the rest of the night, the world watched. But what they saw wasn't the old performance. It was the aftermath: the bodies, the language, the easy touch that never left her hand, the way I couldn't look at her without seeing exactly what I'd done to her behind that locked door.

And the best part?

She let me see it.

She let me have the proof.

Plus One was built to advertise desire. To out the couples who had chemistry and expose the ones who were just painting by numbers.

But the real engine wasn't public.

It was the look she gave me at the hallway corner, just before we stepped into the light: her fingertips memorizing my jaw, her hips flush to mine, her lips brushing my cheek as if she could not quite survive the distance.

She had picked a place to stand.

She had picked someone to stand with.

Not for the camera. Not for the board.

But because she wanted it, and wanted me, no matter who saw.

I was no longer an experiment.

I was the answer.

And as the rest of the party rolled on, I couldn't stop thinking about the way she'd said truth.

The way her body had written it across my skin.

And what might happen if she ever decided to get greedy for another round.

Tonight could end a thousand different ways, but every one of them would have the same truth at the core:

She chose me.

Even if it meant letting the world burn.


Plausible Deniability


Iwoke up with a mouthful of silk and the taste of Pandora on my lips.

The sheets were a mess, twisted around my legs, the air smelling like perfume, sex, and the faint ghost of her shampoo. Early sunlight slanted across the bed and lit up the room with a gold that somehow made everything more wrecked, but better looking.

Pandora was draped half on top of me, naked, smooth skin pressed to mine, her hair wild across my chest. She used to move like every inch of her had to be controlled and planned. Now she just sprawled, bare tits mashed to my ribs, her arm thrown over my stomach like she was staking a claim.

Her face was softer in the morning. The hard lines gone, mouth a little pink, eyes still closed like she was running a final systems check before letting the day in.

I could have stayed like that forever.

But Pandora shifted, slid her thigh between mine, and the sheet barely covered us from the waist down. Her bare hip brushed my cock, and it started waking up before my brain did.

I smoothed her hair away from her cheek.

She blinked, eyes unfocused, then focused instantly. Even barely awake, she could read a room. And a man.

"You are awake," she mumbled, her voice rough and low. "That is unfortunate for my schedule."

I grinned, couldn't help it. "Sorry. The bed felt too good to leave."

She opened one eye, scanned me, and then let her hand roam down my chest, slow and lazy.

"Logical," she said, fingers drawing a circle around my nipple, then drifting lower. "You do improve the inventory."

I rolled us so I could taste her mouth, and she came alive. She kissed me hard, arms wrapping around my neck, tongue tracing the edges like she wanted to memorize every detail. Her skin was warm and slick, the swell of her breasts mashed under the sheet, nipples stiff as hell against my chest.

She arched into me, wrapped her thigh higher, and when my cock went from waking up to fully on alert, she made a humming sound that read as pure approval.

Her fingers curled around the back of my neck, nails grazing just hard enough to make me shiver.

I moved my hand down her back, slow, tracing her ribcage, then cupped her ass and rolled her against me. Her tits dragged up my abs, and I could feel her breath change in my ear.

I wanted her. Badly.

She clocked it.

Her hand slid over my abs, and my cock twitched, thick and aching and already leaking against her thigh.

She didn't pretend not to notice. Pandora never pretended.

Instead, she bit my bottom lip, then whispered, "Are you always this persistent at sunrise, Reynolds? Or is this a targeted malfunction?"

"Pretty sure you triggered it," I said.

She smirked and wrapped her leg tight around me, grinding bare and slow.

"I could call maintenance," she said, mouth brushing my jaw.

"Don't," I breathed.

She didn't.

We kissed again, deeper, hands everywhere, bodies pressing together until the only thing that mattered was her mouth, her tits, the slick heat where our bodies met.

I slid my palm to her waist, yanked her down onto my lap, and before she could steady herself, I angled my hips and pushed inside. She gasped, nails digging into my shoulders, her body opening around me like it was built for this. Her thighs clenched, her breath hitched, and then she started moving—slow at first, then deeper, her hips rolling in a rhythm that made my vision blur. She stared straight into my eyes, unblinking, like she was memorizing the way I looked when I was buried in her.

I could see it written all over her face. Pandora wanted to savor every second. Her eyes locked on mine, wide open, zero fucking filter. She rolled her hips, and the slide of her tight, wet pussy around my cock nearly made my brain short-circuit.

Her tits bounced against my chest every time she took me deep. It was soft and fierce all at once, her perfect nipples dragging over my skin on every thrust. She arched her back, hair wild, mouth parted, little moans leaking out every time I bottomed out inside her.

God, I wanted to live inside that body.

She clung to my shoulders, digging in with her nails, and rode me like the only thing that mattered in the universe was getting every inch. She didn't give a damn about going slow. She wanted it hard and deep, and she wanted to watch me lose it.

"Fuck, you feel so good," I growled.

She barely managed a smile, her voice gone raw. "Keep going. Don't you dare stop."

My hips bucked up, driving into her, cock so hard I felt every pulse of her pussy around me. The sheet was a mess, the bed creaking under us, and Pandora just kept grinding down, her clit mashing against the base of my cock, never breaking eye contact.

She was a machine. A sex robot built for one mission: destroy every ounce of composure I had left.

She ground her hips in tight, filthy circles, rubbing her pussy raw against me, soaking my cock and balls in slick. The sound of it was obscene: wet, messy, perfect. I grabbed her ass with both hands, kneading her hard enough to make her yelp.

She didn't slow down. Not for a second.

We came together, all at once, like we'd been rigged to explode. Pandora threw her head back, tits heaving, nipples hard as diamonds, her cunt clamping down and milking my cock like she'd been waiting her whole life for it.

I lost it. Shot a thick load deep inside her, my hips jerking up, filling her until cum ran back down my shaft and dripped between our bodies. Pandora shuddered, gasping, grinding even harder to wring out every last drop. Her pussy spasmed around my cock, leaking slick and cream everywhere.

We thrashed and clung, bodies glued together, grinding through the aftershocks until all that was left was mess and sweat and the proof of how hard we'd both needed it.

Pandora collapsed on top of me, tits crushed to my chest, face buried in my neck. I felt her still twitching around my cock, milking out the last splashes from my balls. The sheets underneath us were soaked.

She didn't let go. Not even a little.

If she was trying to mark her territory, it was working.

I just held her, stroking her back and letting her catch her breath.

For three years, Pandora had treated sex like a locked room she had no reason to enter. Now the door was off the hinges, and she looked furious about how badly she wanted to stay inside.

For a long minute, she stayed exactly where she was, warm and wrecked and still wrapped around me, her breathing rough against my throat. Then, slowly, Pandora lifted her head.

Her hair was a disaster. Her lips were swollen. Her eyes were half-lidded, sharp again around the edges, but not embarrassed. Not even close. She looked down at me, then at the mess between us, then back to my face with the faintest curve of satisfaction.

"Efficient," she said, voice still rough. "Very efficient."

I laughed, breathless, and kissed her collarbone, hand tracing lazy circles over her waist.

"You always make it this easy?" I teased.

Her hair spilled over my chest as she rolled her eyes. "That was not easy. That was a systems failure."

"Looked like a successful deployment to me."

"Do not ruin this with terminology you barely understand."

But she didn't move. She stayed there, still naked, still joined to me, her tits soft against my chest and her thigh pinning mine like she had no immediate interest in letting reality back into the room.

Finally, she reached one arm toward the nightstand, stretching just enough to grab her phone while keeping me inside her. For about a minute, we lay there fused in the right direction, her body warm and slick around mine, both of us too satisfied to pretend we were in a hurry.

Then she went full Pandora and stretched, arching her back so her breasts pushed up hard, nipples pink and tight from the chilly air.

I nearly swallowed my tongue.

She caught me looking and didn't bother with a clever line. Just let the moment do its work.

Eventually, we gave in and got dressed. Pandora put on a black bra and matching underwear, high-cut at the hip, her body a curve magnet under the morning light. I pulled on jeans and a shirt, cock still half-hard from the memory of spilling inside her for the fourth time in twelve hours.

She did her hair, finger-combing it back, not bothering to fix every strand. She wiped a little lip balm across her mouth, nothing else, and it made her look younger, softer, the girlfriend version of herself that nobody else got to see.

I pulled her in for one last kiss. Hot, but simple.

She let me, then patted my cheek and said, "We are late."

"For breakfast?"

"For the inquisition."

I laughed, and she led the way downstairs, hair loose, bare legs carrying her like she was walking a runway instead of an old staircase.

The kitchen was already alive with voices.

Summer stood at the island, hair twisted up, wearing nothing but a tank top and underwear. She saw us first, her face splitting into a sunrise smile.

Blossom was at the counter, tank top riding up her ribs, boyshorts hugging her ass, and a piece of cold pizza in her hand.

Maisie perched on a stool, wrapped in my hoodie, her bare legs tucked under her, cheeks pink and eyes shining.

The second we walked in, the noise tripled.

Blossom wolf-whistled. "Look who's got the morning-after shuffle! You two break the bed or just the innocent neighbor's soul?"

Pandora shot her a pointed look but didn't let go of my hand.

Summer poured me a mug of coffee, then handed one to Pandora, her fingers brushing mine.

"You guys look happy," she said, voice warm and velvety.

Maisie squealed, practically bouncing out of her seat. "You have to tell us everything! Did you just, like, go at it all night?"

Pandora sipped her coffee, unbothered. "Matt is very thorough. I regret scheduling a morning meeting."

Blossom barked a laugh. "Please tell me the spreadsheet survived."

Pandora did not flinch. "I maintain offsite backups."

"Good," Blossom said. "Because the real story is happening right here."

She pointed at my neck.

Apparently, Pandora had marked me during our morning sex session, because there was a clear bite right under my jaw.

Maisie gasped, delighted. "No way! You did not!"

Pandora shrugged, then slid onto the stool next to Maisie and let her rest her head on her shoulder.

I slid in beside them, and for a minute, the kitchen just hummed around us: Summer's blue eyes shining, Blossom making filthy jokes, Maisie glowing like she wanted to be in the middle of anything hot and chaotic.

And Pandora, cool as ever, let it all land. She didn't deny. Didn't dodge. She just sat at my side, hand casual on my knee, letting the house see what had changed.

Nobody had to ask about labels.

It was obvious.

Even Summer, who could have played referee, just beamed at both of us.

"Welcome to the family, Pan," she said, voice low but sweet. "You look good together."

Pandora shot her a sideways glance. "Is there a hazing ritual?"

Maisie giggled. "Just a lot of cuddling."

Summer snorted. "And maybe a little drama."

Blossom raised her pizza like a toast. "And mornings like this one. Damn. Reynolds, you got stamina. Respect."

I grinned, shrugged, and let the warmth of the room settle into my bones.

For the first time, nobody in the house was pretending.

They made space for the truth.

Pandora liked it more than she let on.

She tangled her fingers in mine under the table, and the way she squeezed said more than any monogrammed towel ever could.

We could have held onto that moment, but the next shift happened at the hallway.

Val appeared, phone in hand. Polished, perfect posture, but her eyes were somewhere else.

She clocked the table, read the scene in a second, and cut straight through the noise.

"Matt?" she said, voice calm but urgent.

Every head turned at once.

She waited until I stood, then led me down the hall, turning her back on the aftermath without a hint of jealousy.

Pandora watched me go, her mouth a hint softer around the edges.

Blossom whispered, "Uh-oh. Incoming fake boyfriend status review."

Maisie squealed again, the happiest little chaos echo in the world.

Summer winked.

I followed Val, heart thumping all over again.

The night had left marks.

But the morning was just getting started.

***

Val led me down the hallway and into the den, where the noise from the kitchen faded. She stopped by the window, stared out at the backyard for a second, then turned.

Her hair was down, shiny and perfect. She wore a fitted white sweater, blue jeans, and no shoes. There was nothing soft about her posture, but her eyes were tired, like she hadn't slept, or hadn't let herself sleep.

She held up her phone.

"Remember this text? Ryan asked whether you were with all of us," Val said. Her thumb hovered over the screen. "I never answered."

I leaned against the bookshelf.

"What kept you?"

She shook her head, hair catching the light. "I knew what would get him to stop asking," she said, voice low. "But I didn't want to lie. Not to him. Not when he's trying so hard to be decent about all this."

I nodded. "So you want to show him instead."

Val bit the inside of her cheek. Her hand curled around her phone.

"Tonight is Snow Draft," she said. "It's not a formal. It's louder, cheaper, more fun, but worse for plausible deniability."

She gave a little half-smile, like she was making a joke for herself.

"Greek Row tradition," she explained. "Dares, team draft, bar games, points for showing up with the right date. DKR is sending a full roster. Ryan will be there, obviously."

She paused, then gave it to me clean.

"I want you to come as my date. Buffer, if you prefer. We'll arrive together. It answers his question, and it does not require a speech."

I could see how hard it was for her. Val wore her confidence like armor, but inside, she was already working through the fallout.

"You want me to show up," I said. "Publicly. With you."

"Yes."

"And that does the job?"

She looked up, all gray-green eyes and control.

"Better than trying to explain it. Ryan is good. He's not going to make a scene. But he deserves not to have this dangled in front of him. If I show up with you, it will be clear."

I got it.

Ryan wasn't a bastard. He hadn't pressured her or tried for cheap drama. But none of that changed the fact that Val wanted something different. Wanted me, and we both knew it.

"You feel bad," I said.

She looked away. "I feel like it's not enough to be good. You have to look good doing it."

I smiled, couldn't help it. "You're not cold, Val."

She didn't answer, but the tension in her jaw eased for a second.

"You'll come?" she asked.

"Of course," I said, steady. "Whatever you need."

Her shoulders let go of about half the weight.

Snow Draft hung between us, a public answer she could give without making a speech.

"Thank you," she said, voice nearly a whisper. "I didn't want to make it a thing."

"It's already a thing," I said.

She almost smiled.

"Snow Draft starts at seven. I'll text you the details."

I nodded.

She didn't rush away. She lingered in the doorway, her body half-turned back toward the kitchen, phone hanging between her fingers.

She wanted to say something else, but nothing fit.

In the end, she just walked away, hair swishing down her back, every bit of her the perfect Greek Row queen.

But tonight, she'd be arriving with me.

And nothing about that would be fake.

***

By seven that evening, the morning conversation had turned into a low-grade electrical problem under my skin.

Val had told me to meet her at her room on time, which apparently meant I would arrive on time and she would be nowhere near ready.

Her room was bright and warm, the kind of space that smelled like expensive shampoo, vanilla, and the sharp tang of hairspray. The bed was made, but the rest of it was chaos: makeup scattered across her desk, brushes and compacts and half-used curling irons everywhere.

She wore a soft blue robe that barely reached her thighs. No slippers, just perfect bare feet, her toes painted a sparkly silver that matched the winter lights at her mirror.

She glanced up when I knocked, then shrugged the robe a little higher onto her shoulder. It promptly fell lower on the other side, exposing almost the full sweep of her side breast. I saw the entire arc, down to the tight, pink nipple peeking out, and my brain just whited out.

"Give me two minutes," Val said, grabbing a mascara tube. "The getting-ready gods abandoned me today."

I couldn't process words. She turned back to the mirror, shoulders bare where the robe slid loose, the knot at her waist doing all the work. Every time she swiped at her lashes, her tits bounced in the robe, wobbling softly, the fabric catching on the stiff points of her nipples.

She had no idea, or maybe she had every idea. Either way, she didn't fix it.

Her makeup routine was fast, easy. A little concealer, powder, and then the mascara. Her face caught the warm lamp light and made her look more naked, not less. The robe shifted again when she reached for a makeup brush, and this time her left breast was basically uncovered, the pink of her nipple standing at sharp attention.

I absolutely stared.

Val clocked my gaze in the mirror, and a tiny smile curled her lips.

She didn't close the robe.

She just let me look.

"You good over there?" she asked, voice casual.

I cleared my throat. "Fine. This is just... a lot of effort for a bar game party."

She snorted. "Greek Row parties grade on a curve. Also, this is not helping." She gestured between the robe and my face.

"It was not designed to help," she added, blending her eyeshadow.

Every time she shifted, her breasts moved. The bounce was soft but impossible to ignore. Her nipples were basically begging for attention, tight in the winter air, and the way she arched her back to get her eyeliner straight should have been illegal.

She made a mistake on the right side and cursed under her breath, then wiped it away and started over.

"Do you want to judge my technique, or just stare at my boobs until you pass out?" she asked, glancing back at me.

"Definitely the second one," I said.

She smirked again but didn't change a thing.

When her makeup was perfect, she blotted her lips, wiped her hands, and finally faced me.

"Turn around for a second?" she said, voice a notch softer.

I did, but the air behind me sang with fabric noises and the sound of her sliding the robe off, tossing it onto the bed, then wrestling herself into a bra. The snap went first, then a rustle as she worked the panties up. I was dying to look, but she was enjoying this way too much.

"You can look," she said after a minute.

I turned.

Val stood in the middle of the room, wearing nothing but a pale blue bra, barely containing the full weight of her tits, and matching panties that hugged her ass hard enough to make a man lose his religion.

Her stomach was flat, waist tight, thighs strong and bare down to her painted toes. She smiled at me, all calm, but her eyes tracked the bulge in my pants like she'd planned for it.

God. I was hard. I mean, I was at full mast, cock straining at my jeans, no help at all from the fabric.

Val grinned. "So, this is going well."

"Depends who's measuring," I managed. My voice sounded like I'd been choked out.

She liked that.

"I need help with the dress," she said, holding up the blue-and-silver sweater dress. "It's fitted. And slippery."

She turned so her back faced me. I caught a full view of her ass, cheeks flexing as she stepped toward the mirror.

"Ready?" she asked.

"Yeah," I said, moving in.

She held her hair to the side, and I pulled the dress down over her head, guiding it over her bra, down her body, past the edge of her waist and over her hips. My hands grazed her spine, smoothed the fabric over her lower back, and when I had to tug it into place over her ass, I nearly groaned.

She definitely flexed it for me.

The dress clung to every inch. The neckline was a deep V, showing off the soft curve of her cleavage, and the skirt hit just high enough to make her thighs and legs look extra long.

I zipped the back, my fingers trailing along her skin, and she shivered, just a little.

"You okay?" I asked.

She turned, adjusting the dress to settle her tits higher in the neckline. Her nipples were rock hard. "It's perfect," she said. "You have good hands."

I stepped back and let myself look.

Everything about her was a weapon: the curve of her breasts, the tightness at her waist, the shape of her hips and ass under the knit, and the way her legs went on for days.

If I'd thought I was hard before, this tripled it.

"Good," I said, voice gone thick. "You're the best-looking person I've ever seen. No contest."

Her cheeks flushed, but her posture stayed perfect.

She smoothed the dress once, then nodded toward the door. "Ready?"

Not even a little.

But I followed her anyway.

Hands aching to touch her for real this time.

At Snow Draft, the whole world would watch us arrive.

And not a single person would buy that what we had was fake.

***

Greek Row winter parties were a circus on a good night. Snow Draft was more like a headline riot with festive lighting.

We rolled up together, Val wrapped in her blue-and-silver sweater dress, hair shiny and smooth down her back, boots making her legs look twice as long. Even before we hit the stairs, people at the door started whispering.

Inside, the air was thick with winter spice and sweat. String lights ran up every wall, and there was fake snow glittering all over the windows and floor. The draft board dominated the center: matte black, covered in team cards, and Polaroids with couple shots being slapped onto it as new pairs arrived.

Val barely slowed at the entry, arm looped in mine, posture on full display. My hand found her waist. It was just instinct by now.

The touch landed.

Hard.

Eyes tracked us from every angle: girls in tiny knit dresses, guys in blazers and CSU hoodies, even the staff at the drinks table. The second we reached the draft board, the event host grinned big enough to crack her face.

At the draft board, the host handed Val a silver team card and slapped my name under hers in thick marker.

"Sinclair and Reynolds," she called out. "Declared pair for Team Frostbite."

The room noticed.

Val didn't flinch. She took the card, tucked it between two fingers, and leaned back into me like the announcement had been her idea.

My hand settled at her waist. Her curves pressed right up against me, warm and impossible through the soft knit dress.

From the far side, Ryan saw us immediately.

He wore a sharp shirt and dark jeans, his hair neat, posture ready, and his fraternity badge right where it belonged. He had a beer in one hand and a game card in the other. But when he saw Val, saw my hand on her, saw the dress, his mouth tensed, then relaxed again, settling on something like sad respect.

He didn't try to start a fight.

He just let the facts land.

The next team draft went crazy. People shouted, dares flew, shots appeared and disappeared in a blur. The Greek Row crowd loved spectacle, and they got one: Val commanding the game, but never leaving my side. I'd never seen her more alive.

We ran a relay first: holiday trivia, winner takes shots. Val let me answer the first question, then covered my hand with hers as she counted points at the bar. Every time I moved, she tracked it with her eyes. She wanted to keep it professional, but the heat just kept rising.

We got matched with another couple for a dare: "Winter Kiss-Off: make it count."

Val hesitated, but the room chanted her name.

I looked at her.

Blood rushed to my head, my dick half-hard just from the contact.

Val didn't have Pandora's control. Not even close.

She glanced at Ryan across the floor.

He caught her gaze. He didn't look away.

Everyone waited.

Val touched my jaw, her hand warm and shaking, and then pulled me down for the kiss.

It started soft.

But the second her lips parted, it flipped hard.

She kissed me like she needed to prove something: mouth open, tongue hungry, her body shivering against mine as she pressed in, tits mashed to my chest, her hand locking at my neck. I gripped her waist, steadying her, and for a second, nothing in the world mattered except her taste and the desperate little noise she made into my mouth.

We kissed like there was no one else.

But there was.

The room went silent for a microsecond, then erupted.

Somebody at the drinks table whooped.

Someone else muttered, "Holy fuck, that's Sinclair?"

Blossom, from the background, shouted, "Don't come up for air, Val!"

Val didn't.

She went all in. For a full ten seconds, her body pressed tight, hips writhing into me, her tongue owning my brain, her mouth hungry and wild.

When she finally broke it, her cheeks were flushed, her dress twisted high on her thigh, and her eyes so open it almost hurt.

She didn't look at Ryan.

But I did.

He had seen the whole thing, beer frozen halfway to his mouth.

For a second, I thought maybe he would come over. Maybe he would ask the question Val had been trying not to answer all day.

But he didn't.

He just stood there, taking it in: Val's flushed mouth, her hand still caught in my shirt, the way her body stayed angled toward mine even after the kiss ended.

That told him everything.

His face changed, not dramatically. Ryan wasn't the kind of guy who broke in public. The hurt moved through him quietly, tightening his jaw, dimming his eyes, making him look down at the beer in his hand like he'd forgotten why he was holding it.

Val saw him.

Her breath caught.

I felt her fingers flex against my chest, and for one awful second, I thought she might pull away from me out of guilt.

She didn't.

She stayed.

Ryan gave her a small nod. Not permission. Not forgiveness. Just acknowledgment.

Then he set his beer down, turned back toward his fraternity brothers, and let the crowd swallow him.

No scene. No accusation.

Just a good man finally seeing the truth for himself.

Val exhaled, air rattling in her chest.

The event kept rolling: more games, more shots, more eyes tracking where my hand landed and how Val responded. She didn't let go of me once. If anything, she pressed in closer, lips hovering near my jaw like she didn't trust herself to survive another dare.

The crowd never forgot the kiss. People whispered. A few tried to offer up other couples for a "rematch," but nobody in the room could touch what we'd just done.

Val was still shaking an hour later.

She tried to hide it behind smiles, drinks, and the easy rhythm of a party she knew how to own, but she looked at me like she wanted to memorize every detail of what we'd just survived.

At the end of the night, when the last team took their trophy and the event started to die down, Val caught my hand and squeezed so hard I thought she might never let go.

She'd crossed the line in public.

She'd made her pick.

And there was no walking it back.

Not even if the whole world demanded it.

***

When we got back to the Party House, the place was still awake.

Voices drifted from the kitchen. Someone laughed upstairs. The whole house had that late-night holiday glow, warm and messy and alive.

Val stopped just inside the entryway, still holding my hand.

For a second, I thought she was going to let go.

She didn't.

Instead, she looked toward the sunroom, then back at me. Her confidence flickered, just enough to show the girl underneath all that polish.

"Do you want to sit with me for a minute?" she asked.

"Sit?"

Her mouth twitched. "Talk."

"Is that what we're calling it?"

Her cheeks flushed, but she didn't look away. "I'm trying to be classy, Reynolds. Work with me."

I smiled. "Lead the way."

She tugged me toward the sunroom, not fast, not bold, but with her fingers laced tight through mine like she was afraid she might lose her nerve if she let go.

The rest of the Party House was still warm with voices and low laughter, but the sunroom was quiet, a private pocket in the chaos. The windows were fogged with frost, string lights wound around every frame, and a couple of old glass lamps glowed with that soft yellow you only get from bulbs on their third life.

Val closed the door behind us.

Then, like she needed something to do with her hands, she lit a candle on the little table. Pine and vanilla filled the air, sweet but sharp. She turned on the old stereo, and soft music poured out, slow and romantic enough that she immediately looked embarrassed by her own choice.

I raised an eyebrow.

She pointed at me. "Do not."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to."

"I was going to say it's a very classy talking environment."

That broke her. She let out a small, nervous laugh, the kind that belonged more to the girl under the polish than the Val everyone else got. Then she sank onto the couch, legs tucked under her, dress riding high on her thighs.

I sat beside her, close enough that our shoulders touched.

Val reached for my hand. Her fingers laced with mine, tight and trembling.

For a second, we just sat there. No words. The holiday lights wrapped us up like a snow globe, the frost catching every glow and splintering it a hundred different ways.

Then Val leaned her head on my shoulder.

Her voice was so thick I barely recognized it.

"I wanted that kiss since your first week here," she said. "I just spent months pretending it was strategic."

I looked at her. The way her hair caught the lights, the crack in her composure, the neckline of the dress still quivering from her breath.

"You don't have to explain," I said, soft.

She swallowed. "Ryan is good. He doesn't deserve to get wrecked. But when you touched me tonight..."

She trailed off.

I let my thumb brush her wrist.

"You don't want him," I said.

She shuddered, and it was like her body gave up the last layer of defense.

"No," Val whispered. "I don't."

That was all it took.

She kissed me, desperate. Not the practiced Greek Row queen. Not even the "good girl" she tried so hard to be. Just hunger and hope, all colliding at once.

Her body melted into mine. Her hands slid up my chest, my jaw, my hair. I pulled her across my lap, her leg draping over mine, the hem of her dress climbing with every second, until the soft heat of her inner thigh met my palm.

We made out like we might never get another shot.

Her lips were sweet, hungry, a little shaky. The dress bunched at her waist, showing off her stomach, her bare thigh, the hint of those perfect panties from earlier.

I gripped her waist, then her ass, pulling her closer until her tits pressed against my chest. Her breath caught every time my hand slid higher on her thigh, and when my fingers found skin just above her knee, she moaned into my mouth.

We kissed until my cock pounded.

She ground against me, her hips soft and flexing. The heat between her legs was wild. Every roll of her body promised more.

I didn't care about anything but her.

She tasted like hope and a little bit of guilt.

Our hands roamed everywhere. I kneaded her back and thighs; she raked her nails down my shoulder and held on like she couldn't risk it ending.

At one point, the dress slipped low enough that her cleavage spilled out, making it impossible to keep my hands away. I cupped her breast through the fabric, just once, careful, and she arched into it, lips parting.

She was shaking now, breath hot against my cheek.

We were close. Closer than I ever thought I'd get without burying myself inside her.

She wanted it.

I wanted it.

But she stopped.

She pulled back, eyes wide, lips swollen.

Her breath came ragged. For a second, I thought she would run.

Instead, she buried her face in my neck.

"I don't know how to be good and want this," Val whispered.

I held her tighter. Let her feel every line of my body.

"You can want anything you want," I told her. "You never have to apologize."

She sniffed, shook her head, and clung to me.

"I want you," she said. "So much it scares me. But I don't want the first time to be tangled up in Ryan, or guilt, or me trying to prove something because I lost control in public."

I kissed her hair.

"Then we wait until it feels like yours," I said.

Her breath shuddered against my neck.

"It already does," she whispered. "That's the problem."

She finally calmed, her body curled into mine, hands laced at my chest, legs tangled with mine on the couch.

We didn't talk.

We just let the lights and frost do the work.

She shivered once more.

It wasn't cold.

She wanted more.

So did I.

But for now, it was enough to have her body tucked against mine, every inch of her warm and restless and waiting for the moment she stopped fighting herself.

And when I carried her to bed later, she didn't move a muscle.

She just held on.

Waiting for both of us to be ready to burn the rest of the world down.


The Girl Underneath


Cold winter light cut through the curtains like it was pissed about being awake, painting Val's bedroom in clean, hard stripes of morning.

I woke up with my arm numb under her ribs, the sheets tangled halfway down my back, and the kind of ache in my groin that told me exactly how close we'd gotten last night without actually getting there.

The evidence was everywhere. Val's blue-and-silver sweater dress lay crumpled on the floor where she'd peeled it off after I carried her upstairs. Her makeup tools were scattered across the dresser, brushes and compacts and that expensive palette she'd spent twenty minutes blending before Snow Draft. Bobby pins had somehow made it into the comforter. A candle sat crooked on the nightstand, burned down to a waxy crater.

The sheets were wrecked from hours of kissing and grinding, twisted and warm from bodies that couldn't stop touching even after she'd pressed her hand to my chest and whispered, "Not yet."

Not because she didn't want it.

She'd made that brutally clear.

She wanted the first time to feel like hers. Not tangled in Ryan. Not as an apology. Not as proof that the kiss at Snow Draft had meant what everyone in the room already knew it meant. She wanted it clean.

So we'd kissed for hours. She'd let me hold her, let my hands roam everywhere that didn't cross the line, let herself get close enough that she'd gasped my name into my throat and trembled against me. Then she'd pulled back, breathless and shaking, and we'd started the whole cycle over again.

It had been the most exquisite kind of torture I'd ever experienced.

Now it was morning.

Cold light. Wrecked sheets. Val's body warm against mine.

She was asleep half-draped over my chest, her hair a wreck of chestnut waves that had fallen across her face. She wore nothing but pale blue panties, the same she'd worn to Snow Draft, riding low on her hips. No bra. No top. Just skin, nerves, and a mouth that said a thousand things while pretending not to need a single word.

Her bare breasts pressed soft and warm against my side, and my body remembered every inch of last night. The perfect Greek Row armor was on the floor. The girl underneath was in my arms.

I shifted my arm and she stirred.

Her eyes opened, gray-green and unfocused for one slow second, then found mine.

For a second, she flushed and tucked her face into my chest like she might hide there.

I almost laughed.

But Val wasn't built for hiding. Not for long. She took a breath, shivered like she'd realized how close our bodies were, then looked up with something halfway between a challenge and a confession.

"Morning," she whispered.

Her voice was pure sex. Rough. A little shy.

"Better than morning," I said.

She caught how destroyed I sounded and smiled, small and nervous, cheeks turning a perfect sunrise red. Then she kissed me.

Not the practiced public kiss from Snow Draft. Not the kiss she had used in front of Ryan and half of Greek Row to answer a question she hadn't been brave enough to answer with words. This was slow and deep and private, her mouth opening against mine like she'd been thinking about it all night.

Her bare chest pressed to mine. Her nipples were stiff from the cold and from me, dragging over my skin as she shifted closer. She tasted like sleep and a little mint, and when her hand found my jaw, her fingers trembled just enough for me to notice.

I ran my hand down her spine, feeling every vertebra, every shift of her body against mine. She arched into it, making a soft sound that went straight to my cock.

"I meant what I said last night," she said against my mouth.

"That you weren't ready?"

"That I wanted it to feel like mine." Her fingers traced my collarbone, then my chest, learning the shape of me with more confidence than she'd shown in the dark. "It does."

The words hit harder than I expected.

I brushed her hair away from her face. "It's yours."

She made a sound that wasn't quite a word, then kissed me again.

It started slow. Nervous, almost. Lips parted, tongue slick against mine, nothing rushed. Then her hands moved through my hair, down my neck, over my chest, tracing the line of muscle under her palm like she was mapping territory she never wanted to lose.

I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close enough to feel how hard I was for her.

She felt it too.

Her breath caught.

Val shifted upward, tits flattening against my chest, one thigh sliding between mine. The thin cotton of my boxers did nothing to hide me, and the pale blue panties between her legs were already warm and damp where she pressed against me.

She rolled her hips once.

I bit her bottom lip.

She gasped, then gave a tiny, nervous laugh into my neck.

"God, I thought I'd be better at pretending I didn't need this," Val breathed. "I really did."

"The bored routine wouldn't have worked on me anyway."

"Because you're observant?"

"Because your body keeps voting against it."

That earned me a breathless laugh, and then her hand slid down my stomach, past the waistband of my boxers. When her fingers wrapped around my cock, I nearly came right there.

I was hard as fuck, already leaking, and the sight of Valerie Sinclair topless in my arms with her hand on my dick in cold morning light was enough to short-circuit every rational thought in my head.

She watched my face as she stroked me, slow at first, then firmer, her thumb circling the head and spreading the wetness there. Her eyes went dark.

"I've thought about this," she said. "A lot."

"I can tell."

She smiled, shy and wicked at the same time, then started moving down my body.

Slow. Deliberate. The way Val did everything once she'd decided to commit.

She kissed my throat, my collarbone, then dragged her mouth down my chest. Her hair spilled across my abs. Her breasts slid over my skin, nipples leaving hot trails behind them, and the cold air hit everywhere her mouth had been like she was turning my whole body into a fire hazard.

She planted both hands on my waist, fingers digging into the band of my boxers.

"Okay if I...?"

"Anything," I said. "You can do anything."

Val's eyes flicked up to mine, and something in her expression shifted. The nerves were still there, but underneath them was something warmer. She liked hearing that. Liked knowing what she was allowed to do to me.

She hooked her fingers in the waistband and dragged my boxers down.

My cock sprang free, flushed and leaking, already begging for anything she'd give it.

She stared.

"No way," she whispered. "You're even bigger than I remembered."

Her approval was so real it nearly made me lose it.

She wrapped her hand around the shaft, stroking slow at first, fingers barely closing around me. The touch was careful, almost shy, like she was scared to break it. Then she leaned down and kissed the tip, tongue flicking over the wet pre-cum.

Her eyes rolled up to me.

My brain exploded.

She started with just the head, lips soft and glossy, tongue circling the crown while her hand worked the rest of me. Careful became curious. Curious became hungry. Every time my breathing changed, or my hips jerked, she adjusted, learning me with that terrifying Val focus until the careful girl disappeared and the woman between my legs took over.

Wet sounds filled the room. Pure filth. Her spit ran down my shaft, pooling where her fist milked my cock, and when she moaned around me, the vibration buzzed all the way to my balls.

"Val." My voice came out rough.

She hummed again, and I gripped the sheets.

"Val, if you keep doing that, I'm not going to last."

She pulled off, wiped her mouth, and smiled evil.

"Oh?" She kissed my tip and grinned up at me. "Did I do a good job, baby?"

I groaned, cock throbbing, and ran my fingers through her hair. "Too good a job."

She jerked me once, twisting her hand just below the tip, and my cock bucked, nearly painting her cheek.

She teased the head with her tongue, then backed off with a savage little grin.

"Don't worry. I want you inside me when it happens."

My heart punched so hard I could feel it in my throat.

She slid up my body, kissing my stomach, then my chest, then my mouth like nothing she'd just done was out of the ordinary. Her tits dragged over my skin, nipples leaving wet trails where her spit had gone before.

Then she reached down, hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her panties, and peeled them off herself in one smooth motion.

She dropped them on the sheets near my hip, like she wanted the evidence loud.

Now Val was naked.

Straddling my thighs, hair wild, face flushed, breasts full and swaying with every breath, pussy glistening with her own slick. She looked at me, cock in her grip, and lined me up at her entrance.

No guilt.

No fake.

Just hunger.

She paused for a beat, like she wanted to savor the choice.

"This is mine," she said, and it wasn't a question.

I cupped her face, thumb brushing her cheek. "All yours."

She started to sink down.

The first inch was tight, burning hot, her body clenching around me like a fist. She gasped, her head falling back, her breasts arching toward the ceiling, and the sight of Valerie Sinclair taking me inside her for the first time, bare and choosing and completely undone, was everything I'd ever wanted and about ten times more.

She didn't stop. She kept going, slow and deliberate, her hips working down until she'd taken me all the way, her pussy stretched around my cock, her thighs shaking against mine. She was so wet I could feel it dripping, so tight I could barely breathe, and when she bottomed out and looked down at me, her expression was pure, shattered wonder.

"Fuck," she whispered.

I couldn't have said it better myself.

***

She didn't move for what felt like a year.

Just sat there, full of me, her pussy clenching in slow pulses around my cock, her breath coming in shallow hitches that made her breasts rise and fall. Her thighs were shaking. I could feel every twitch, every involuntary squeeze, the wet heat of her so tight I had to grit my teeth not to come right then.

"Okay?" I asked, my voice rougher than I meant it to be.

Val nodded, her eyes wide, lips parted. "It's a lot."

"Take your time." My hands found her waist, thumbs tracing slow circles on her hipbones. "You're killing me in the best way."

She swallowed, and then she moved.

Just a slight roll of her hips, testing the angle, and the sound she made was halfway between a gasp and a moan. Her head tipped back, hair spilling down her shoulders, and her breasts bounced with the motion. I watched her face as she found a rhythm, slow at first, deliberate, the way Val did everything: measured, controlled, even with my cock buried inside her.

But control had a shelf life, and hers was running out fast.

She started to lift, slow at first, the friction making her clit grind against me. As she slid up, my cock nearly popped free, then she dropped back down, taking me again. Her hands braced on my chest, fingers splaying across my skin, and I could feel her nails digging in when I hit a spot that made her breath catch.

"Right there," she whispered. "Don't move, just... fuck, right there."

I held still and let her work the angle.

When she found it, her whole body jerked. Her back arched, breasts pushing toward the ceiling, and a moan ripped out of her that didn't sound anything like the polished Social Six queen who ran Greek Row events.

It sounded hungry.

Desperate.

Completely fucking undone.

"That's it," I said, hands gripping her hips. "You're doing perfect. Let me feel you."

She rode harder, faster, her thighs flexing as she drove herself down on my cock. Her hair was everywhere, sticking to her flushed cheeks and damp shoulders, and the winter light caught every drop of sweat beading along her collarbone. She was beautiful like this, wild and unmanaged, her tits bouncing with every thrust, her stomach tensing and releasing as she worked herself toward something she couldn't name yet.

I slid one hand up her ribs, cupped her breast, thumb circling her nipple until it peaked hard against my palm.

She gasped, her rhythm stuttering, then changed it herself, grinding down in tight circles so her clit rubbed against me with every stroke. The wet between us was obscene, slick pouring down my shaft and pooling at the base, coating her thighs, soaking the sheets underneath us.

"Is that good?" I asked, letting her know she could take what she wanted.

"Better than good." Val's voice shook. "I feel... God, I can feel everything."

Her pussy flexed around my cock, milking it.

I grabbed her ass, kneading the cheeks in my hands, and helped her rise and drop. She got greedier with every stroke. The Social Six posture died. She was just a girl losing her mind on my lap, tits bouncing, hair wild, mouth desperate for air.

"Matt," she panted, voice breaking. "I can't... it's too much, I can't..."

"You can." I sat up, wrapped my arms around her, and held her against my chest. Her breasts mashed against me, slick with sweat, and I could feel her heart hammering against my ribs. "Let go. I've got you."

She buried her face in my neck and came apart.

Not all the way. Not yet. But close enough that her pussy clamped down hard, milking my cock in rhythmic pulses that made my vision blur. She shook against me, whimpering into my skin, her nails leaving half-moons on my shoulders.

When she pulled back, her eyes were glassy, her lips swollen from biting them, and she looked at me like she'd just discovered something she couldn't unlearn.

"More," she said. "I need more. I can't... I need you to fuck me, Matt. Please."

That "please" nearly ended me.

I rolled us, careful not to slip out of her, and laid her back on the wrecked sheets. Her legs wrapped around my waist instantly, pulling me deeper, and the new angle had her gasping. I braced on my forearms above her, our faces close, and started moving.

Slow at first. Deep strokes that made her eyes roll back.

Then harder.

Faster.

My hips drove into her with a rhythm that had the bed frame knocking against the wall. Val's back arched off the mattress, her tits bouncing with every thrust, and she was so wet now that every stroke sounded filthy: skin on skin, the slick, obscene sound of her body taking mine deep. Her hands clawed at my back, my shoulders, then tangled in my hair, pulling me down to kiss her, messy and desperate, our tongues fighting for space.

"Harder," she breathed against my mouth. "God, harder. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

I fucked her like she asked for it, deep and relentless, my cock hitting spots that made her whole body clench. She was coming undone beneath me, polished control shattered into pure need, thighs trembling around my hips, pussy so tight and wet I could feel every pulse, every squeeze.

The winter light caught the sweat on her skin, turning her golden, and the sight of Valerie Sinclair spread beneath me, wrecked and wanting, was the hottest thing I'd ever seen.

Her orgasm built visibly. I watched it happen in real time: her breathing going ragged, her stomach tensing, her hips bucking to meet every thrust. Her hands gripped the sheets, then my arms, then my face, like she couldn't decide what to hold onto. Her pussy started pulsing, clenching around my cock in waves that got stronger and tighter, and when it hit her, she didn't hold back.

She came with a cry that sounded like it had been waiting years to get out.

Her back arched off the bed, her thighs locked around me, and her pussy clamped down so hard I could feel every spasm, every pulse, milking my cock as wetness gushed around us. She shook, sobbed, her body rigid and then collapsing, and through it all she held my gaze like she wanted me to see exactly what she'd become.

It was too much.

The sight of her coming apart, the feel of her pussy squeezing me, the knowledge that she'd chosen this, chosen me, with nothing held back. I lost it.

I broke with her name in my mouth, not polished, not controlled, not anything close to careful. My body drove up into hers and emptied hard, heat flooding deep while Val clung to me like she could feel every pulse rewriting the morning. She gasped, hips grinding in tiny desperate circles, milking me through it until the mess between us turned sticky and obscene, cum leaking out of her, dripping down her thighs, soaking the sheets beneath her ass.

We didn't stop moving until every aftershock had wrecked us completely.

I stayed inside her, cock twitching, her body squeezing, both of us panting, bodies glued together by sweat, cum, and the aftermath. Val's legs trembled around my waist. Her eyes were glassy, cheeks wet with tears and sweat, mouth open in a frozen moan. Her whole body shivered as the last waves of pleasure wrung her out.

I kissed her, slow and deep, taking the taste of her scream from her lips.

She whimpered in my mouth, her hips still twitching under each ripple of orgasm.

For a long time, neither of us spoke. The room was quiet except for our breathing and the distant creak of the house settling. Winter light cut across the bed, painting stripes over Val's flushed skin, her tangled hair, the cum still leaking from between her thighs.

She was a mess.

I was a mess.

The evidence of what we'd just done was everywhere: on the sheets, on our skin, in the air between us.

Val's fingers traced lazy circles on my back. Her breath warmed my neck.

"Holy shit," she whispered.

I laughed, breathless, and kissed her shoulder. "Yeah."

She shifted beneath me, winced a little, and I started to pull out.

"Wait," she said, her thighs tightening around me. "Not yet."

So I stayed.

Buried inside her, cum still warm between us, our bodies fused in the cold morning light. Her pussy pulsed around my softening cock, lazy aftershocks that made her shiver against me, and I held her through every one.

Nobody had ever looked at me the way Val was looking at me now. Like she'd found something she hadn't known she was allowed to want, and now that she had it, she wasn't giving it back.

I wasn't giving it back either.

***

I finally pulled out of her, careful, and Val made a small sound that was half sigh, half whimper.

Cum leaked from between her thighs, dripping onto the already ruined sheets, and the sight of it should have been embarrassing. It wasn't. It was the most honest thing I'd ever seen.

She lay there for a moment, chest heaving, hair stuck to her temples in damp waves, her makeup long gone except for a smudge of mascara under one eye that made her look younger, softer. The winter light didn't forgive anything. It showed every flush on her skin, every mark my mouth had left on her neck, the sweat drying on her collarbone, the cum glistening between her thighs. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath, nipples still tight from the cold and the aftershocks, and her stomach was slick where our bodies had pressed together.

On the floor beside the bed, her Snow Draft dress lay in a crumpled blue-and-silver heap, exactly where she'd dropped it last night.

The perfect armor, discarded.

The girl who'd worn it was nowhere in this room.

Val reached for the sheet, pulled it up to her waist, then changed her mind and let it drop. She looked down at herself, at the mess between her legs, at the cum still leaking out of her, and a laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep in her chest.

Soft. Surprised. A little shaky.

"I look like I lost a fight with a frat party," she said.

I grinned. "You won, actually. Definitely won."

She laughed again, then hid her face against my chest. I could feel her breath warm on my skin, her body still trembling with tiny aftershocks. I wrapped my arms around her, pulled her close, and she melted into me like she'd been waiting to collapse.

"I thought I would be better at pretending I didn't need this," she murmured into my skin. Her voice was raw, stripped of all its polish. "I had a whole script. I was going to be smooth. Casual. Maybe even a little bored, like, oh, this again, how tedious." She shook her head against my chest. "Instead I came so hard I think I blacked out for a second."

I kissed the top of her head, her hair smelling like sex and vanilla and the faint ghost of last night's hairspray. "You were never going to bore me, Val."

"Because you're observant?"

"Because your pussy doesn't lie." I traced my thumb along her hipbone, feeling the damp skin there. "Neither do your hands. Or your mouth. Or the way you screamed when you came."

She pinched my side, but she was smiling against my chest. "Shut up."

"Make me."

She lifted her head and kissed me, slow and tender and nothing like the hungry mess from ten minutes ago. Her lips were swollen, soft, and she tasted like us. When she pulled back, her eyes were clear, a little shy, but steady.

"Thank you," she said.

"For what?"

"For waiting. For not making me feel like I was crazy for wanting it to be right." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and the gesture was so Val, so controlled even now, that it made my chest ache. "Ryan would have waited forever and never complained. He's good that way. But he wouldn't have looked at me the way you do. Like you see the mess and you still want it."

I cupped her face, thumb brushing the smudged mascara. "The mess is the best part."

She snorted. "Says the man who isn't leaking all over the sheets."

"I'm leaking plenty of other places."

That broke her. She laughed, full and real, and the sound filled the room like sunlight. For a second, she was the girl from Greek Row again, sharp and bright and unstoppable, and then she was just Val, naked in my arms, her body warm against mine, her laugh settling into something quieter and more sure.

For a long time, we just soaked in the aftermath.

The only sounds in the house were distant: soft voices, footsteps below, the clink of a glass, maybe a laugh from someone I couldn't see. The rest of the world had no power here.

Val didn't reach for her clothes. Her panties were still lost somewhere in the bedding, sweater dress a puddle of blue and silver by the door. Her makeup was a memory, her hair a crime scene, and her body, my God, her body, was laid out like the prize at the end of every man's best dream.

She let me look.

She let me hold her.

I could tell she was fighting the instinct to armor up, but the urge collapsed as soon as I traced a line down her spine with my fingertips.

Her head rested on my chest, hair covering half her face, breasts pillowed against my ribs.

Her voice, when it came, was sleepy and honest.

"I didn't think it would feel like... like..." She broke off, searching. "Losing control, but not being sorry for it."

"You picked it, Val. You owned the hell out of it."

She squeezed tighter, thighs bracketing my leg. "Still. You're not going to let me forget how much I wanted that."

"Not for the next ten years."

She laughed under her breath.

Her phone buzzed once on the nightstand.

She ignored it.

Then it buzzed again.

"Blossom," I guessed.

Val groaned into my chest. "If I don't check, she will escalate."

"That sounds like her."

Val reached for her phone, checked it, and her eyebrows lifted. "'Details or I break down the door,'" she read, voice dry. "'Also, Summer says there's coffee. Also also, Pandora says if you two aren't coming down soon she's sending Maisie up with a bullhorn.'"

I laughed. "The house knows."

"Of course the house knows." Val set the phone down and didn't reach for her clothes. She stayed naked, stretched out beside me, one leg hooked over mine like she'd decided ownership was permanent. "The walls are made of gossip and wishful thinking. They probably heard me."

"Everyone heard you."

She groaned and buried her face in the pillow, but she was smiling. I could tell by the way her shoulders shook.

When she surfaced, her hair was even more wrecked, sticking up in three different directions, and she looked so fucking beautiful I didn't know what to do with myself. I brushed a strand away from her face, tucked it behind her ear, and she caught my hand, held it against her cheek.

"I'm not walking this back," she said. Quiet. Certain. "Just so you know. Whatever happens next, whatever the house does with this information, I'm not pretending it didn't happen."

"Good." I kissed her forehead. "Because I'm pretty sure my cum is currently drying on your thighs, and that's not the kind of evidence that washes off easy."

She laughed, low and warm, and curled into my side.

Downstairs, I could hear the distant thump of the coffee maker, the creak of floorboards, and Blossom's voice carrying up the stairs in a question I couldn't quite make out. The day was starting. The house was awake. And somewhere in the chaos, Blossom was awake too. I'd promised her today: no crowd, no optics, no sharing the spotlight unless she asked. Just me and Blossom, letting her decide what the day became.

Val didn't look worried.

She looked like a woman who'd made a choice and found out it was exactly what she wanted, messy sheets and all.

"You'll help me face the parade?" she asked.

"Every time."

Her smile stayed.

She pressed her lips to my shoulder, a soft, deliberate kiss, then settled against me like she had nowhere else to be.

The morning light kept coming, cold and clean, and somewhere downstairs, Blossom Hart was probably already plotting her next move.


Warm-Up Act


Val's hand was warm in mine as we came down the stairs, and I could feel the house clock us before we hit the bottom step.

The air smelled like coffee, maple syrup, perfume, and the faint chemical sharpness of somebody's half-finished hairspray. Warm kitchen light spilled across the old wood floors. Phones buzzed. Mugs clattered. Girl-laughter rolled down the hall in waves, too bright and too knowing to be innocent.

Val trailed beside me in one of my hoodies, bare legs showing beneath the hem, her hair loose and a little wild from how thoroughly I'd ruined her upstairs. Her cheeks were still pink. Her mouth still looked kiss-swollen. She looked like a woman who'd had her whole world rearranged and was not apologizing for a damn thing.

The main floor was chaos, and every woman in the room looked ready to put her own stamp on the aftermath.

Summer was first to spot us from the kitchen island, blonde hair twisted up, bare thighs on display under a CSU tee. She raised her coffee in a toast, her smile warm enough to make the whole room feel steady.

"Look who survived the sleepover," she said, sweet as syrup. "Did you two make it downstairs in one piece, or should I call a body shop?"

Blossom banged the fridge door shut with her hip, half her ass hanging out of black boyshorts, tank top stretched tight over her chest, cold pizza in one hand like a microphone. Her green eyes went to Val, then me, then Val again.

"Holy shit," she announced. "They're alive. Somebody get the tape measure. I had under two hours in the pool, and somebody owes me money."

Maisie squealed from the island stool, bare legs tucked under her in one of my hoodies. She hopped down and crashed into my side for a hug before immediately peering around me at Val with open, delighted awe.

"Oh my god, you look amazing," Maisie said. "Both of you do. Did you have sex, or SEX sex?"

Val's ears went scarlet. For one beautiful second, she looked like the girl under the planner, the soft one, the one who had woken up half-naked in my arms and not known what to do with her own smile.

Then she shrugged and let Maisie pull her into a half-hug. "I think there was only one kind."

Blossom dropped her pizza onto a plate and pointed at Val with both hands. "There she is. The woman speaks. Pan, I need the record updated. New house category: Sinclair survived impact."

Pandora sat at the far end of the island, long legs crossed, coffee mug balanced with surgical precision. She wore no event makeup, just gloss and a stare sharp enough to pin a lie to the wall. Her mouth barely moved.

"Medals imply an official scoring rubric," Pandora said. "Please do not give Blossom a scoring rubric."

"I would read the spreadsheet," Maisie said, still wrapped around Val. "Just saying."

"Of course you would," Summer said, pouring fresh coffee and sliding a mug toward me, then one toward Val. Her eyes met mine, proud and warm and completely unshaken. "You look happy. That's what matters."

Val took the coffee. Her fingers brushed Summer's, and something soft passed between them, no speech required. No competition. No permission needed. Just recognition.

Then Blossom ruined the reverence by climbing onto the island and sitting cross-legged, tank riding up to show the curve of her stomach.

"I'm not done," she said. "Val, turn around. I need to inspect the damage."

"Blossom," Val said, fighting a smile.

"I'm serious. The house has rights. Was it gentle? Was it feral? Did he leave marks? These questions matter to the historical record."

"Some of us are trying to drink coffee without becoming part of a sociology experiment," Greta said from the fridge.

She wore a pale-blue CSU tee and black leggings that looked poured onto her body, blonde hair still damp from the shower. She leaned against the counter with a mug in hand, not sad, not resentful, just watching. Taking notes. The only one not officially inside what the rest of us had become, and too proud to act like that made her small.

Her eyes found mine for a beat. Heat flashed there, quick and controlled.

"How's the coffee?" I asked.

"Not strong enough for this," Greta said, but her smile reached her eyes.

Pen swung in from the hall with wet hair in a messy knot, a ripped CSU crewneck hanging off one shoulder, faded-blue party shorts making her legs look ten miles long. She took in Val's flushed face, my hand still linked with hers, the wrecked softness Val had stopped trying to hide.

"I am not emotionally prepared for this much breakfast evidence," Pen said.

"You texted me last night," I said.

"I sent a coffee emoji and a good-night text. That is not consent to debrief over eggs."

She leaned in anyway and air-kissed my cheek, lake-green eyes bright. It was casual and claiming at the same time, the exact shape of what we were now. We had not crossed the full line yet, but Pen belonged beside me. She knew it. So did the room.

Blossom slid off the island and wrapped herself around my side, her hand diving under my hoodie to grope my stomach like she was checking structural integrity.

"Vital areas appear intact," she announced. "Pan, note that. Reynolds survived contact with Valerie Sinclair. This is scientifically significant."

"Matt appears uninjured," Pandora said.

"You didn't inspect the vital areas."

"I have standards."

Maisie giggled and pressed into my other side, her hand sliding over my arm. "Body count intact? Nothing broke?"

"Maybe the bed frame," Pen said. "I heard something."

Summer's laugh was pure sunshine. "I hope you at least broke a sweat."

Val's blush deepened, but she did not retreat. Under the table, when she sat beside me, her hand found my thigh and stayed there, soft and sure. If anyone thought she might walk it back, the touch answered for her.

Blossom noticed. Of course she noticed.

She hopped into my lap like she owned the seat, bouncing once for effect, her ass warm against my thigh. Then she planted a loud kiss on my jaw, leaving a red mark under my ear, and turned to the room with her pizza slice lifted like a judge's gavel.

"New house rules," Blossom announced. "If you bang the quarterback, you owe the room a debrief. If you bang the quarterback and come downstairs looking like that, you owe the room a parade."

"I am not a quarterback," I said.

"Metaphorical quarterback. Emotional quarterback. Dick-forward quarterback. Don't interrupt my legal argument."

Pandora's mouth curved. "That sentence would be inadmissible in every court."

"Good," Blossom said. "I'm not trying to win in court. I'm trying to win breakfast."

The room laughed, and Blossom glowed in the center of it: loud, filthy, bright enough to keep the morning from tipping into anything too fragile. She made Val laugh. She made Summer shake her head. She made Maisie squeal. She got Pen and Greta both to snort into their coffee. She kept the air hot and easy and wild.

It was perfect.

It was also a performance.

I felt it in the way her hand clamped too tight on my thigh when she said, "Today is mine, Reynolds. All apologies accepted in burgers and public humiliation."

I saw it in the too-fast grin when Val leaned into Summer's warmth. In the quick scan around the room before she made the next joke. In the second she looked away when she realized I was watching her watch everyone else.

She was happy about Val. Happy about Pandora. Happy the house was becoming bigger and messier and more impossible.

But some part of Blossom Hart was bracing.

I reached up and brushed my hand through her wild hair, thumb grazing the side of her neck. "Today is yours," I said. "Unless you call an audible."

For half a second, she froze.

Then she threw her head back and cackled. "You hear that, sluts? I win."

Everyone laughed again.

I did too.

But I kept my arm around her, and I did not miss the way she leaned into it.

***

The phones started going off during breakfast.

First Maisie's, which she checked and immediately turned face-down with the careful non-reaction of someone deciding whether to share. Then Pen's, which she read twice before setting it aside with a sharp little smile. Then Val's, which she ignored for exactly thirty seconds before picking up and blushing all over again.

Pandora's laptop pinged.

Summer's phone buzzed three times in a row.

Blossom looked around the island, then down at her own phone, which had been vibrating against the counter like it owed somebody money.

"Okay," she said. "Do we want the good news or the bad news?"

"There's good news?" Pen asked.

"The good news is the Social Six reputation appears bulletproof. When people find out half the house is involved with the same guy, the campus response is not outrage. It's personal jealousy."

Blossom turned her phone so we could all see.

A campus account had built a collage from Plus One, Snow Draft, the CSU basketball bar, and one blurry steam-filled photo from Pen's family gathering that made her hot tub restraint look much less restrained than it had been. My hands were everywhere. On Pandora's waist. On Val's hip. Around Maisie in a grainy bar clip. At Pen's side through a cloud of steam. With Summer's fingers linked through mine in a photo someone had taken outside the house.

The caption read: Matt Reynolds, Social Six access pass or public health crisis?

Maisie started laughing so hard she bent forward and nearly hit her head on the island.

"That is so unfair," she said. "He is much more charming than a public health crisis."

"Debatable," Pandora said. "I have seen his room."

"Former room," I said. "I've upgraded."

Summer leaned against my side, hip warm against mine, scrolling calmly through one of the accounts. "This one's actually good."

She showed me a clip from Plus One: Pandora and me at the photo wall, her body pressed close, my hand exactly where she'd told me to put it. The caption read: Pandora Vale arrives with Matt Reynolds. The room adjusts accordingly.

Pandora glanced at it. "The lighting is acceptable. My cleavage could have been better framed."

"You're criticizing the cinematography of your own scandal?" I asked.

"I'm maintaining standards."

Val's phone chimed again. She opened it and went pink from her neck to her hairline. The photo was from Snow Draft, Val and me mid-kiss, her body arched into mine, my hand locked at her waist, string lights turning the whole thing gold.

The caption was simple: Valerie Sinclair. That's all.

Val set the phone down like it might burn her, but the pleased curve at the corner of her mouth gave her away.

"Not walking it back?" Blossom asked.

Val lifted her chin. "No."

Blossom's grin softened for a fraction of a second before she buried it under volume. "Good. Because if you tried, I was going to physically drag you back into the fun."

"Noted."

Maisie shoved her phone under my nose next. "Look, look. They got us from the basketball game."

The clip showed Maisie perched on my lap at the bar after the CSU win, arms around my neck, my hands on her hips, both of us laughing. The caption read: Maisie Quinn claiming real estate. Respect.

"That's going in the scrapbook," Maisie said, saving it with fierce concentration.

Pen glanced down at her own phone. "Someone dug up the hot tub photo. My family lake house has officially been violated by Greek Row speculation."

"Your dad is going to see that," I said.

Pen snorted. "My dad already loves you more than he loves me. This is confirmation bias."

Greta, quieter than the others, was looking at a clip from the bar after the CSU game. Her cheer uniform. Her body close to mine. Wes Harlan hovering in the background like he wanted to object and knew he had no standing.

The caption read: Greta Voss and Matt Reynolds: Kiss Count, one. Wes Harlan Suffering Count, also one.

Greta did not comment. She tucked the phone away and reached for more coffee. But the way her eyes found mine across the island said she remembered every second of that almost-kiss and had no intention of pretending otherwise forever.

Then Blossom found the poll.

"Oh, this is art," she said. "Current question: Who is Matt Reynolds officially with?"

"They made a poll?" Val asked.

"They made several. Options include Summer Only, Team Chaos, All of Them, Not Enough Information, and I Give Up, Just Tell Me How To Get Invited."

"That last one is honest," Pen said.

Pandora adjusted her glasses. "Greek Row's envy is more organized than expected."

"That's because they don't want to shame us," Blossom said, climbing back onto the island. "They want access. Every guy on campus wants a shot at the women in this room, and Reynolds here walked in like a golden retriever with a toolbox and somehow got adopted."

"I have skills," I said.

Blossom pointed at me. "You have several skills. Most of them are not safe for breakfast discussion."

Maisie leaned into my side. "Some are."

"Name one."

"He gives good hugs."

"That is filthier than it sounds," Summer said, deadpan.

The house cracked up again. Blossom was in her element, turning rumor into theater and pressure into a joke we controlled. She read comments in dramatic voices. She changed one poll option in the group chat to "Blossom Hart, obviously" and demanded a recount. She threatened to hack a rival account and replace every graphic with an unflattering photo of a lacrosse bro mid-sneeze.

She was brilliant at it.

She was also working too hard.

I saw the way she launched into another bit the second Val got soft. The way she held Summer around the waist and made sure Summer knew she was loved. The way she teased Maisie, winked at Pen, checked Greta's face, and kept the whole room too warm for anyone to feel left out.

She checked on everyone.

She did not pause long enough to let anyone check on her.

Then Pandora read a new post aloud.

"A rival Greek Row account is framing this as a challenge," she said. "Winter bonfire. Truth or dare. Kissing games. Public terms. They want to see whether the house lives up to the rumors."

Blossom went still for one beat.

Then her face lit up. "Oh, fuck yes."

"That sounds juvenile," Pandora said.

"That is why it will be incredible."

Summer looked at me over her mug, smile small and knowing. "A kissing game?"

"A kissing game," Blossom said, already building steam. "Bonfire, dares, public chaos. A bunch of Greek Row idiots think they can turn us into entertainment. This is not a challenge. This is a suicide mission."

Maisie bounced in her seat. "I'm in."

Pen shrugged, too casual. "If there's a bonfire, I can be convinced."

Val looked from Summer to Pandora, then back to Blossom. "I'm in."

Greta did not say yes. She did not need to. The way she crossed her arms and smiled said enough.

Pandora sighed. "Fine. But if Ethan is dragged into this and anyone attempts to make me kiss him for sport, I will ruin the game."

"Safety first," Blossom said. "Arson second."

"No arson," Val said.

"Light arson?"

"No."

Blossom clapped once. "Fine. Kissing only. For now."

The room hummed with it. Greek Row wanted to turn our lives into a game, and the women around me were already taking control of the board.

Blossom moved through the kitchen, making plans, touching everyone, keeping the energy high enough that nobody had time to doubt.

I watched her smile too bright and knew the truth.

The bonfire could wait.

Today was hers.

***

Blossom barely let me put on shoes before she shoved me out the door.

"Today is mine," she declared, dragging me into the cold. "Yours technically, but only if you agree in writing to public humiliation at any and all locations."

She wore a vintage denim jacket over a mesh top and a neon bralette, cutoffs that showed off her legs, and boots that added two inches to her height and zero to her stability. Her red hair flashed in the winter light like a warning sign. She smelled like vanilla, cherry gloss, and trouble.

I let her own the pace.

That was how Blossom worked best. Not because she was in charge of me. Because she made the world more interesting when it had to keep up with her.

The thrift store was three blocks from campus, tucked between a used bookshop and a candle place that smelled like somebody had monetized nostalgia. The bell above the door jingled when we walked in, and the air hit us like a time machine: dust, old leather, detergent, and other people's poor decisions.

Blossom inhaled deeply. "God, I love the smell of bad choices in the morning."

She was home.

She stormed the racks, grabbing mesh, glitter, ripped denim, ugly sweaters, and anything that looked like it had survived at least one regrettable party. She found a faded band tee with four holes, a faux-fur jacket in radioactive orange, and a cop uniform shirt with a name patch that said Officer Nasty.

"You're joking," I said.

She held the shirt against my chest, eyes narrowing as she studied me. "Not even a little. You'd look like a man who could arrest me for partying too hard."

"That's not a legal category."

"It is in my heart."

She shoved me into a tiny changing booth with an armful of clothes. The curtain barely closed with both of us in there. The air was all Blossom, perfume and adrenaline and the heat of her body pressed too close.

She watched every move. The way I peeled off my shirt. The way the too-small vest pulled across my chest. The way my stomach tightened when she leaned in to snap the waistband of a pair of terrible red pants against my skin.

"Sexy," she whispered. "If you don't buy the jacket, I'm putting you on clearance."

"How much am I worth?"

"More than I can afford, which is why I'm stealing you."

She kissed me hard, hands fisted in the awful shirt, tongue just wicked enough to make the changing booth feel too small and too public. Someone pushed a cart past the curtain. Blossom did not care. If anything, she kissed me deeper.

When she pulled back, her eyes were bright. "You're mine all day long, Reynolds. Problem?"

"Nope."

"Good answer."

She dragged me to the mirror and made me try on a cowboy hat, a duck-patch flannel, and sunglasses so large they made me look like I was hiding from federal charges.

"Like a celebrity in a disguise that makes things worse," I said when she put them on herself.

"Exactly." She tossed them into the cart. "That's the energy."

She touched me constantly while we moved through the racks: fingers at my wrist, palm on my back, shoulder against mine, hip checking me out of her way. Blossom's affection was geography. She did not need to announce what belonged to her. She simply redrew the map until everyone understood.

We left with the duck-patch flannel because she wanted it and pretended she did not, a velvet blazer she called tragically fuckable, two ridiculous shirts, and chandelier earrings that looked like they had once belonged to a woman who made excellent mistakes.

In the car, she went quiet.

For Blossom, silence was practically weather.

I didn't fill it.

I drove with one hand on the wheel and one hand open on the console. After a minute, she put her fingers through mine and looked out the cracked window while cold air lifted pieces of her hair around her face.

The arcade was exactly what it needed to be: neon, noise, sticky carpet, old machines, newer machines, too many college students, and a burger counter at the back that smelled like grease, toasted buns, and chocolate shakes.

Blossom walked in and came alive again.

"Dance game first," she said.

She was catastrophically good at it in the wrong direction. Not technically good. Not score-good. Blossom-good. Full commitment, no shame, all body. She stepped left when the screen told her right, spun when no spin was required, grabbed my arm to keep from wiping out, then pointed at my face when the game gave her a D.

"I won."

"You got a D."

"Emotionally I won."

We played three rounds. She celebrated a C minus like a national championship, then dragged me to racing games and cheated in ways I could not prove but absolutely knew were illegal. She talked a claw machine into surrendering a small stuffed bear on the third try, then handed it to me with grave ceremony.

"For you," she said. "His name is Validated."

"The bear's name is Validated?"

"He's a metaphor."

By the time we slid into a cracked red booth at the burger counter, Blossom had beaten me at air hockey by moving the entire table, declared three different arcade cabinets her enemies, and kissed me in front of two freshmen who whispered her name like they'd seen campus royalty.

The food came greasy and perfect: double cheeseburgers, fries, onion rings, chocolate shakes. Blossom stole a fry from my basket before the server had fully set it down.

"Toll," she said.

"For what?"

"The company."

She dipped my fry in my shake instead of hers because, according to her, theft improved flavor. She fed me a bite of her burger, fingers brushing my lips, and watched me eat it with the same satisfaction she'd had when she handed me the bear.

It was a great day.

That was what made it harder.

Blossom's happiness was real. The thrift store, the arcade, the burgers, the cheating, the public kisses, all of it delighted her. She was not pretending joy.

But underneath the joy was the same small thing I'd seen in the kitchen. The quick scan. The half-second before the grin locked in. The way she kept the volume high whenever quiet got close.

She was making sure nobody needed to check on her.

She was doing it so well that probably nobody else would have noticed.

I noticed.

She stole another fry and launched into a story about the time she and Raven tried to sneak into the campus pool after hours and got caught by someone who was not security, then maybe was security, then possibly was the dean's nephew. By the end, we were both laughing too hard to eat.

Then the laugh faded.

The arcade kept going around us. Electronic music. Plastic buttons. Someone swearing at a pinball machine. A cartoon explosion every thirty seconds from the cabinet behind us. Neon painted Blossom's face pink and blue, catching the new chandelier earrings at her jaw.

"Blossom," I said.

"Mm?"

"You don't have to be okay by being funny first."

She dipped a fry into my shake. Did not look at me.

"That is literally my best feature."

"It's a great feature. It's not your best one."

She ate the fry slowly. "Dangerous claim."

"I've been watching you since this morning. You checked on Val. Summer. Maisie. Pen. Greta. You kept the whole room warm enough that nobody had to feel weird." I shifted toward her in the booth. "And you never stopped long enough to let anyone check on you."

She looked at her shake. "I'm fine."

"I know you're having a good day. That's not the same thing."

"I'm not jealous," she said, quieter. "I want that on record. I like Pandora. I like Val. I like watching the house get bigger. I'm not doing math about who gets what."

"I know."

"Then what are you asking?"

I looked at her. "What you're scared of."

The words landed, and for once Blossom did not have a joke ready fast enough.

Her fingers tightened around the shake cup.

"It's stupid," she said.

"Probably not."

"No, it's stupid." She laughed once, no humor in it. "I know I'm loved. I know that. I'm not sitting here thinking you forgot me or that I'm on some kind of rotation. I know that's not how this works."

I waited.

She swallowed, eyes still down. "But there's this tiny, embarrassing part of me that wonders if my special was only special because I got there early. Because I was the chaos when the house needed chaos. Because I made everything fun before everything got serious." Her mouth twisted. "And now there are these women who are polished and complicated and intense, and I keep waiting for someone to tap me on the shoulder and say, hey, thanks for the warm-up act, but we've got the main event now."

My chest hurt.

"Blossom."

"Don't," she said, voice thin. "If you make that face, I'm going to start making jokes again."

"Look at me."

She did. Reluctant. Braced.

"You were never a placeholder," I said. "You were never a phase. You're not the wild girl I keep around for jokes and bad decisions. You're the girl who turned this house real for me. You're the one who made wanting feel dangerous and safe at the same time. You changed the shape of everything."

Her chin trembled once.

She hated that it did. I could see how much she hated it.

"Don't make me be serious," she whispered. "I'm bad at it."

"You're not bad at it. You're just scared I'll believe the joke instead."

That broke something.

Her eyes went glassy. No warning, no soft build, just sharp green gone wet at the edges, lashes shining, mouth pressed tight as if she could bully the feeling back down by force.

She moved fast, climbing into my lap like she was making a move, like she was being filthy, like anyone watching could mistake it for a Blossom Hart public claim.

Then she buried her face in my neck so nobody could see her falling apart.

I wrapped my arms around her and held on.

Not waiting for more. Not trying to turn it into proof. Not reaching for anything past the girl shaking against my chest.

Just holding her.

The arcade kept making noise around us. Fries cooled on the table. Validated the bear sat against the napkin dispenser with his tiny glass eyes aimed at the ceiling. Blossom's fingers gripped the back of my shirt so hard I felt the pull through the fabric.

"I love you," I said.

No performance. No clever spin.

Just the truth.

She was very still.

Then her mouth moved against my neck.

"I love you too, you fucker," she said, voice wrecked. "I love you and I hate how much I fucking love you."

I held her tighter. "You can hate it."

"I do."

"You can have it anyway."

She gave a wet laugh, still hiding. "That is so annoying."

"I'm versatile."

"You're a sicko."

"Also true."

She stayed there for a long time, face tucked into my neck, breathing slow and uneven. Blossom Hart could make a crisis feel like a party and a party feel like a dare, but right now she was just a woman in my lap, letting herself be loved without having to make it entertaining first.

I did not rush her.

Eventually she lifted her head.

Her eyes were glassy. Her cheeks were flushed. Her chin was still trying to regain command and losing by inches. For one clean second, her face was completely unmanaged.

Then the dangerous smile came back.

Slow. Wet-eyed. Absolutely lethal.

"Okay," she said. "For the record, if you ever break my heart, Reynolds, I will cut your balls off and turn them into earrings."

I looked at the chandelier earrings she'd bought at the thrift store. "I believe you."

"They'd be tasteful. Understated. I have good aesthetic instincts."

"You do."

"People would compliment them, and I would say thank you and never explain."

"That's the scariest part."

She laughed, the real one this time, full and ugly-beautiful and hers. Then she kissed me.

Not quick. Not a claim flag. Not a joke delivered with tongue.

She kissed me like she'd said she loved me, both hands on my face, body warm in my lap, mouth soft and certain and relieved. I kissed her back the same way. It tasted like chocolate shake and tears and something I never wanted to lose.

When she pulled back, her forehead rested against mine.

"The earring threat stands."

"Understood."

"Good." Her thumb traced my jaw. "Now buy me another shake, and then we can go home and figure out how badly Greek Row wants to embarrass itself at this bonfire."

I flagged down the counter.

She climbed off my lap, slid back into her side of the booth, and stole the last of my fries with complete shamelessness. The chandelier earrings caught the neon. Validated the bear slumped beside the napkin dispenser like he'd seen too much and approved anyway.

Across campus, some account was probably posting another poll. Some rival crew was probably congratulating itself for turning us into a dare. Some guy who had never had a chance with any of the women in that kitchen was probably telling himself we were the ones about to get exposed.

They had no idea what they were inviting.

The house was done apologizing.

The women were going to write the rules.

And Blossom Hart, loved and dangerous and still wiping her eyes, was already smiling like she could see the fire.


The Dare Deck


We arrived like a problem nobody wanted solved.

Cold air cut straight through my jeans, but the bonfire had already turned the yard into a living thing: orange light, smoke, boots grinding frost into dead grass, phones lifted before we even cleared the gate. You could see everyone's breath. You could hear the music thumping under the roar of people pretending they were not watching us.

They were watching us.

All of us.

Summer walked with her arm hooked through mine, blonde hair spilling out from under a white knit cap, cheeks pink from the cold and something brighter underneath. Blossom wore the thrifted cop shirt open over a neon bralette, red hair wild in the firelight, chandelier earrings swinging every time she turned her head. Maisie bounced at my other side in boots and a cropped winter jacket, dark brown hair loose around her face, mittened hands clinging to my sleeve like she had already decided the night belonged partly to her.

Pandora moved a half step behind us in black, glasses catching the firelight, her eyes mapping the crowd with the precision of someone who had already decided which parts mattered. Val looked polished even in the cold, chestnut hair smooth under a silver headband, tight winter layers showing every curve without making a show of trying. Her eyes found Ryan near the drinks table, and she gave him a small, steady nod.

Ryan nodded back.

He stood with a cup in his gloved hand, posture aiming for relaxed and landing closer to brave.

Pen came in beside Greta, wet hair from a shower she had cut too close tucked under a CSU hood, expression sharp and amused. She looked like she had shown up for the chaos and was already winning. Greta brought up the rear in a blue Timberwolves hoodie, tall and athletic, gaze scanning the perimeter like she was counting exits before she committed to the center.

Ethan looked like a man who had bought a ticket to his own execution.

Maren stood beside him, dark-blonde hair tucked into a beanie, expression dry and affectionate as she watched him sweat through his layers.

The rival crew had set up near the fire, a cluster of Greek Row guys in CSU blue and silver, a folding table, a cooler, and a stack of cards in a red case. They looked like they had rehearsed the moment in a mirror. Hungry. Calculated. A little too pleased with themselves.

They thought they had baited us.

What they did not understand was that evidence was exactly what the women had come to give.

"Look at them," Summer murmured, her breath a pale cloud between us. "They think this is a test."

"It is," Blossom said. "For them."

The guy running the table held up the red deck. Broad shoulders, smug mouth, party-host confidence that had not yet met Pandora Vale at close range.

"Party House came through," he called. "Guess the rumors were enough to get you out here."

Blossom pointed at him. "We were wondering if you'd survive us showing. Jury's still out."

A laugh moved through the crowd. A real one.

The host tried to smile like that had been part of the plan. "You know the game?"

Pandora took the deck from his hand before he finished asking, opened the case, and began flipping through cards with surgical efficiency.

"Bonfire Dare Deck," she said. "Claim Cards, Chaos Cards, Heat Cards."

"You draw, you choose your target," the host said, trying to reclaim the room. "Unless the card names a pair."

Pandora did not look up. "Refusal rules?"

He blinked. "You do the dare. That's the point."

"No," Pandora said, pleasantly. "That is not the point. The point is chemistry. Forced contact generates discomfort, not heat." She lifted her voice so the whole circle could hear. "The card gives the prompt. The person drawing chooses the target unless the card names a pair. If the chosen person says no, the card dies."

Summer smiled at the crowd, soft and unshakable. "Fun only works if everyone gets to choose."

The host opened his mouth.

Greta whistled. "God, I love when she does compliance."

Pen high-fived her from behind.

Blossom plucked one card from the deck and examined it like she had discovered a loophole in civilization. "Additionally, cowardice may be appealed to the fire by majority vote."

The crowd howled.

"Meaning," Blossom continued, "if you draw a card and obviously pick the safest possible option because your spine has left the chat, we can heckle you into honesty. We can apply social pressure. We cannot apply physical pressure. Everybody clear?"

Everybody was clear.

Several people were filming.

The host looked at Pandora, then Summer, then Blossom, and apparently made the smart decision not to argue with three women who had just rewritten his game in front of his own crowd.

"Game on," he said.

Pandora shuffled the deck once, clean and crisp, then set it on the table.

Maisie pressed her mouth close to my ear. "We're going to win, aren't we, baby?"

"We're going to win," I said.

She squeezed my arm and bounced once, which was Maisie's version of a war cry.

Ethan materialized at my other shoulder.

"You good?" I asked.

"Totally fine," he said, in the voice of a man who was not totally fine.

I looked past him to Maren, who was talking with someone near the cider cooler while somehow tracking Ethan's every twitch without turning her head.

"Pandora knows enough," I said. "She is not going to murder you."

"That's your official read?"

"That's my official read."

He let out a breath. "Okay."

"Stop sweating."

"I'm not sweating."

"You're sweating emotionally."

"That is not a real thing."

"You're doing it."

He looked like he wanted to dispute the point and had no evidence. Then he straightened his jacket and went to stand near Maren.

The crowd pressed closer. Not aggressive. Just hungry for sight lines. Someone turned the music down until the bass became a pulse under the conversation. The fire leaned in the wind, sparks spiraling up through the white lights strung overhead.

We gathered around the fire.

The first card was drawn.

Let the campus watch.

***

The first few rounds did exactly what the early rounds of a game like this were supposed to do: warmed the crowd, tested the rules, and gave Blossom several chances to become a public menace.

A Chaos Card made a guy from the rival crew trade seats with the person across the fire, which put him next to Blossom, who immediately started explaining legal loopholes in his fraternity bylaws until he looked like he needed a drink and witness protection.

A Claim Card had Pen give someone a nickname they had to answer to for the rest of the night. She chose another guy from the rival crew and called him Trip Hazard. It stuck so fast his own brothers were using it within minutes.

A Heat Card made Val whisper in Ryan's ear what she had almost done at Snow Draft but had not. I did not catch what she said, but Ryan's ears went red, and Val walked away with her composure intact and something softer in her eyes.

The rival crew began to understand the problem.

They had built a game where desire was supposed to be exposed.

Instead, desire was having a party, and the women were throwing it.

I stood near the fire with a cup of something warm that tasted like cinnamon and bad decisions. Summer leaned against my side, body heat cutting through the cold. Blossom held court on a bench, making the crowd laugh with every card she commentated. Maisie had claimed a spot near my boots, back against my legs, looking up at me with a bright, eager smile that made my chest tight. Pandora stood near the deck, auditing each draw with the focus of someone running quality control on chaos.

Pen laughed with a group near the speaker. Val stood by the drinks table with Ryan, her hand on his arm while something earnest passed between them. Greta stayed a few feet away, arms folded, eyes tracking the game with the intensity of someone memorizing plays.

Then Blossom drew a Heat Card.

She held it up, read it once, and her grin went slow and dangerous.

"Kiss someone who already knows your worst idea and stayed."

The crowd got quiet in a particular way.

Blossom looked across the fire.

Not at me.

At Summer.

Summer was already watching her.

"That's me, isn't it?" Summer asked, smiling like she could melt frost off the grass.

Blossom's grin went wicked. "You've survived approximately seven hundred of my worst ideas. Some of them twice."

"I have excellent judgment."

"You have a death wish and a loyalty kink."

Summer laughed and crossed to her without hurry.

The crowd expected a show. Something performative. Something hollow and hot enough to post.

That was not what they got.

Summer stepped between Blossom's knees, put one hand at the side of her jaw, and tilted her face up. Blossom's hands went to Summer's waist. For a second they just looked at each other, blonde and red in the firelight, with years of friendship and chaos and trust sitting between them like a third body.

Then Summer kissed her.

It was hot. No pretending otherwise. Summer's fingers slid into Blossom's hair, Blossom's hand curved to the small of Summer's back, and when their mouths opened, the crowd made a sound like a collective system failure.

But it was not for the crowd.

That was what made it land. Summer kissed Blossom like she knew every terrible idea and every bright wound and every joke Blossom used as armor, and she was still there. Blossom grinned into the kiss, then stopped grinning when Summer deepened it. Summer laughed softly against her mouth. Blossom held on.

Phones flashed. Someone shouted, "No fucking way."

The rival host looked like his deck had become sentient and betrayed him.

When Summer finally pulled back, Blossom's eyes were bright, mouth shiny and curved into something too genuine to be a smirk.

"You always pick the worst moment to be sincere," Blossom said.

"You love it."

"I do. Extremely annoying."

Summer wiped a thumb under Blossom's bottom lip, then came back to my side with her cheeks pink and her eyes warm.

I leaned close. "That was beautiful."

"She needed to know it still means that," Summer said quietly. "After everything. She needed to know I didn't change."

"You didn't."

"I know." Summer took a sip of cider. "She needed to hear it in a language she trusts."

Across the circle, Blossom was already loud again, swearing at the next card and threatening the rival host with procedural penalties. But her shoulders were lower than when we walked in.

Summer had gone straight to the real thing. As usual.

Two cards later, Ethan drew a Claim Card.

Poor bastard looked like he wanted to vanish through the frozen ground.

"Kiss the person you are trying not to be obvious about," he read.

Maren leaned in, read it over his arm, then looked up at him with dry amusement. "This should be fun."

Ethan gave a laugh so fake it deserved academic study. "I mean, the card doesn't say we have to make it epic."

"No," Maren said. "It says you have to stop being embarrassing."

The crowd laughed. Ethan's ears went red.

He looked at Pandora. Looked at me. Looked at Maren.

Pandora's face stayed calm, but the corner of her mouth moved half a degree. Approval, maybe. Or mercy. With Pandora, those were close enough.

Ethan crossed to Maren. He said something too low for the crowd to catch. Maren answered just as quietly, and whatever she said made him breathe out through his nose and almost smile.

Then he kissed her.

It was awkward in the best possible way. He aimed too carefully. She corrected the angle by grabbing his jacket. His hands hovered until she took his wrists and set them at her waist, and then he found it. Short, sweet, uncertain, but warm. When Maren flicked her tongue against his mouth just before pulling back, Ethan looked like he had been rescued from a burning building and then asked to give a press conference.

Maren studied his face. "You look like your plan worked and you're mad about it."

"I'm not mad," Ethan said. "I'm processing."

"Process faster. The line's moving."

The crowd cracked up. Ethan's face went through several emotions and landed somewhere between embarrassed and profoundly grateful.

He looked to Pandora again, braced for a verdict.

Pandora gave him a small nod.

Clean.

He exhaled like he had been holding that breath for weeks.

I caught Pandora's eye across the fire. Her gaze flicked from Ethan to Maren to me. The message was private and simple: we are good.

Then her fingers brushed mine as she reached for the next card. They were cold. I wrapped mine around them for a second, thumb over the pulse in her wrist.

She did not pull away.

The crowd noticed.

So did Ethan.

He looked at our linked hands, then at Pandora's face, then at the way she leaned into the touch without performing it, and something in him settled. Not jealousy. Not regret. Just the quiet recognition of a door closing cleanly behind him, with everyone still standing on the other side as friends.

Maren nudged his arm. "You survived."

"I feel like that is premature."

"It is. But you're doing better."

Another card moved. Another laugh rose. The game kept warming.

Then the next draw turned the fire sharp.

***

Ryan drew the next card, and the silence that followed made me feel the cold air in my lungs.

"Kiss the person you came here hoping would choose you."

He did not look surprised. He looked like a man who had been waiting for this moment since the transfer, and now that it had arrived, he hated that it had come wrapped in a game.

But he set his cup down, straightened his jacket, and crossed to Val with earnest courage that made the crowd go quiet.

Val met him halfway.

That was Val. Polished, composed, and fundamentally decent, even when decency cost her something.

Ryan's hand found her waist. Gentle. Careful. Like he was handling something precious. Val's palm rested on his chest, and for a second they just looked at each other in the firelight.

I could see the history there.

Not messy. Not hungry. Clean. Approved. The kind that came with family dinners and prom photos and parents who said things like he has always been so good to you.

Then Ryan kissed her.

It was short. Sweet. His mouth careful against hers, his body angled forward like he wanted to commit the moment to memory. Val kissed him back. She did. Her lips softened. Her hand stayed steady on his chest. For three seconds, they were exactly what everyone in the room expected them to be.

Then Val pulled back.

Not fast. Not cruel. Gently.

Her fingers stayed on his chest for one more beat, and the look she gave him was so honest it almost hurt to watch. Not rejection. Recognition.

Ryan's jaw tightened. His eyes searched hers for something he already knew was not there. He wanted more. It was written all over him, not in a pushy way, but in the way of a good man who had built his whole grand gesture around a hope and watched the hope prove smaller than he needed it to be.

He stepped back.

Nodded once.

"Okay," he said, too low for most of the crowd.

Val nodded back.

The crowd stayed quiet. Not out of pity. Out of respect. They had watched something real happen, and real things made noise differently.

Ryan walked back to the drinks table, picked up his cup, and took a long swallow.

Nobody heckled him. Nobody made a joke.

The fire cracked, and the sound felt like punctuation.

Ryan was not the villain.

That made it worse.

Villains were easy. Good men who wanted the wrong outcome stayed with you.

Two cards later, Val drew a Heat Card.

Her eyes found mine before she even read it.

"Kiss the person everyone thinks is part of the act."

She did not look at Ryan. She did not need to. She had already given him the courtesy of a clean ending, and whatever came next belonged to her.

She straightened her silver headband, smoothed the hem of her winter dress, and crossed to me with her chin up.

"We should keep this short," she murmured, close enough that only I could hear. "For the game. For him."

"Your call," I said.

She kissed me.

It started controlled. Val Sinclair control. Her lips were warm and slightly chapped from the cold, tasting like the cider she had been drinking. My hand found her waist through the knit of her dress, and I felt the curve of her hip under my palm.

She pressed in, just a little.

Her breath hitched against my mouth.

Then something broke.

Her hand slid to the back of my neck, fingers tangling in my hair, and she kissed me like she had been holding it back since Snow Draft, since the sunroom, since the morning her body had shaken apart in my arms. Her tongue met mine, hot and hungry, and the sound she made went straight through me.

My hand moved to the small of her back, pulling her closer, and she came with me, her body flush against mine. The crowd noise went from curious murmur to full-volume roar in the space of a breath.

Catcalls. Cheers. A whistle so loud it cut through the bass. Phones flashed, turning Val blue-white and then fire-orange, over and over.

She could not help it.

That was the thing.

Val Sinclair, planner, polish, perfect veneer, could not maintain control with my tongue in her mouth and my hand at her waist and the whole campus watching her come undone.

We kissed until my lungs burned and her fingers tightened in my hair. Until the heat between us had nothing to do with the fire and everything to do with the way her body remembered mine from that morning, bare and wrecked and hers. She bit my bottom lip, sucked it gently, and the groan that escaped me was not for the crowd.

When we finally broke apart, it did not end cleanly.

Val pulled back in stages, like her mouth had not gotten the message from the rest of her body. Her chest was heaving. Her lips were swollen. Her cheeks were dark pink, and her eyes were wide and honest and a little startled, like she had surprised herself.

The crowd roared.

I looked past Val's shoulder.

Ryan was watching.

His face had changed. Not into anger. Not into performative hurt. Into something quieter. The recognition of a truth he had been avoiding since Snow Draft, maybe since the transfer. The understanding that what he wanted and what Val wanted lived in different universes, and no amount of patience or goodness would bridge the gap.

He did not look away.

I held his gaze for one long beat, and what passed between us was not challenge or victory. It was respect, clean and complicated.

I wanted Val.

He wanted Val.

She had chosen.

The math was simple, and it hurt because it was honest, not because it was cruel.

Ryan raised his cup in a small, quiet toast. To me. To her. To the truth, maybe.

I nodded back.

Val's hand found mine, squeezed once, and let go. She stepped back, composed herself with the efficiency of a woman who had just publicly demolished her own composure and was already rebuilding it, and walked to the edge of the firelight.

Blossom looked at the crowd. "Still think it's an act?"

The crowd said no, emphatically and all at once.

Val pressed her lips together. The pleased curve was winning.

The deck moved again.

***

The next card hit the table, and Pandora picked it up, eyes flicking once to Maisie before her mouth curved.

"Maisie," she said, "choose the person who makes you feel most claimed."

Maisie was on her feet before Pandora finished reading.

She did not even pretend to think about it. She turned to me with a smile taking up half her face.

"I choose him. Obviously."

The crowd laughed because it was so Maisie, so completely unashamed and bright and direct. She crossed the circle in three quick steps and climbed into my lap like she had been doing it her whole life.

Not beside me. Not in front of me.

Into my lap.

Both knees on either side of my thighs, hands on my shoulders, winter jacket rustling as she settled herself exactly where she'd sat too many times to count.

"I feel very claimed right now," I said.

"You should," she whispered.

Then she kissed me.

Maisie kissed like she felt everything at full volume and had no interest in turning it down. Her mouth was warm, sweet with cinnamon gum, and her tongue met mine with the bright hunger of a woman who had never learned to want quietly. My hands went to her waist, and she made an approving little sound against my lips.

Then she rolled her hips once.

Just enough to make the crowd lose its mind. Just enough to make every thought in my head blink out except Maisie, warm and eager and openly thrilled to be mine.

I palmed her ass through her jeans and pulled her tighter. She moaned into my mouth loud enough for the front row to hear, and the sound lit me up from spine to groin.

Maisie Quinn did not believe in half measures. Her hands framed my face. Her thighs locked around my hips. She kissed me like she was reminding everyone in the room exactly where she belonged and exactly how happy that made her.

When she finally pulled back, she was breathless and grinning, forehead resting against mine.

"That's what claimed looks like, people," she said. "Take notes."

The crowd roared. Phones flashed. Summer high-fived her when she bounced back to the circle. Blossom wolf-whistled loud enough to scare birds out of a dead tree.

The deck kept moving.

Two cards later, Pandora drew one for herself.

"Kiss the person who knows the truth and stayed."

The crowd did not know what truth.

The crowd did not need to.

Pandora looked at me.

Ethan, across the fire, became extremely interested in his cup.

Pandora crossed to me with the deliberate, measured pace of a woman who had decided this was the correct action and was executing it without apology. She stopped close enough that I could smell her perfume under the woodsmoke. Her hand found my jaw, cool fingers against my skin, and she looked at me with those dark eyes that missed nothing.

"The truth is already out," she said quietly. "Might as well enjoy it."

She kissed me.

Clean. Charged. Controlled in the way only Pandora could make feel like a dare. Her lips were soft, her tongue precise, and the heat between us did not need to perform because it had already been proven in private, with no audience and no room left for lies.

My hand settled at her waist. I felt the firm curve of her hip under my palm. She deepened the kiss by a single degree, just enough to make my body remember everything and the crowd understand nothing except that this was not an act.

When she pulled back, her thumb brushed my bottom lip once.

"The truth," she murmured, low enough for only me, "is that I prefer honesty to comfort. You gave me both."

Then she stepped back.

Ethan looked like a man watching a foreign film without subtitles and understanding about seventy percent of it.

Maren leaned toward him. "You okay?"

"Yeah."

"You look a little pale."

"I'm processing."

"Take your time."

Blossom caught my eye across the fire and gave me the smallest, most satisfied nod in the history of nonverbal communication.

The deck moved.

Pen drew.

She looked at the card without expression. Then she looked up at me with the same quiet assessment she had been using all night.

"Kiss the person you are pacing yourself with," she read, voice so dry it could have started its own fire.

The crowd reacted to the prompt alone. By then, everybody had done enough math to know who Pen was pacing herself with.

Pen tucked the card into her jacket pocket with the unhurried confidence of someone stealing a souvenir. Then she crossed to me.

"Careful," she said, stopping close. "I'm still technically pacing myself."

"Technically?"

"Very technically."

She hooked two fingers under my chin.

The gesture was so specific and so Pen that I felt it all the way down. She looked at me for one long second, the way she had looked at me through hot tub steam, the way she had looked at me in the dark after crawling into my guest room bed and deciding not to rush.

Then she kissed me.

Pen kissed like she was taking inventory. Like she had all the time in the world and was using exactly as much of it as she wanted. Her mouth was slow and deliberate and warm, giving me just enough to know exactly what she was holding back. Her fingers curled under my jaw. Her body leaned in, not all the way, not yet, and somehow the restraint made it hotter.

I felt the heat of it everywhere she was not touching.

Distance as decision.

Control as claim.

She let her tongue slip against mine once, then pulled back before my hands could convince her to stay.

Her cheeks were pink. Her mouth curved. She was working to look unaffected and pulling it off at sixty percent, which for Pen was practically a confession.

She looked at the crowd, then back at me.

"That's me pacing myself."

The crowd loved her for it.

Pen walked back to her spot with the measured stride of a woman who had made her point and did not require applause, though the applause came anyway.

One card left.

The host held it out toward the Party House side of the fire with the instinct of a guy who understood the final draw needed to be the right one.

Greta had been standing apart from the main cluster all night, close enough to be present, far enough to maintain the fiction of observer status. She had watched Summer and Blossom. Watched Val and Ryan. Watched Maisie climb into my lap, Pandora claim me with clean certainty, and Pen take her time and make restraint into its own kind of heat.

She had not drawn yet.

The host extended the deck toward her.

Greta looked at it.

Then at me.

Then she took the card.

She stood very still in the firelight, reading. Her blonde hair had come loose from her ponytail in a few places and caught the orange glow. Her jaw tightened.

She read the card aloud.

"Kiss the person you should walk away from before it gets dangerous."

The fire crackled.

Nobody moved.

I felt the crowd hold its breath.

Greta looked at the card one more time, like she was giving herself one final chance to find another interpretation.

Then she looked up.

"Fine," she said. "But if we're doing this, I'm not doing it halfway."

She crossed the circle.

She did not walk slowly, the way someone walks when they are building suspense. She moved the way she moved on the court, with the directional certainty of an athlete who had committed to the line and was not changing course.

She stopped in front of me.

I opened my mouth to say something. I had no idea what. Maybe I know. Maybe I'm ready. Maybe I've been watching you watch me all night.

She grabbed my face with both hands.

Then she swung one leg over me and straddled my lap.

The crowd erupted.

And then, somehow, went quiet.

I felt the strength of her immediately. Locked thighs, tight core, balance, the specific physical competence of a woman who could hold herself exactly where she wanted to be without effort. Her knees gripped my hips. Her hands were firm at my jaw, thumbs at my cheekbones, fingers curling into my hair.

Then Greta kissed me.

Hard.

Not the bar kiss. Not the cautious, interrupted thing we had been circling since basketball night. This was hunger without apology. Her mouth was hot, her tongue claiming mine with the confidence of a woman who had been starving for it and was done pretending otherwise.

The roar built, peaked, then dropped away.

That was the thing. What was happening in front of the fire was not the kind of thing people could keep shouting over.

My hands hovered for half a second.

Old habit. The cheerleader. The line. The question of whether this was allowed to become what it already was.

Greta broke the kiss long enough to grab my wrists and put my hands on her waist.

"There," she said.

Then she kissed me again.

I touched her.

My hands slid to the small of her back and pulled her against me. Greta made a sound into my mouth, halfway between a moan and a challenge. Her thighs tightened around my hips. Her body pressed forward into mine, weight shifting, core flexing, every inch of her controlled and reckless at the same time.

She kissed with her whole body, not just her mouth. Hands moving from my jaw to my hair to my shoulders. Thighs locked. Breath fast. Tongue relentless. She tasted like cider and cold air and the thing she had been refusing to admit she wanted.

The crowd was silent except for the crack of the fire and the wet, hungry sound of Greta Voss kissing me like she had been saving it up for months.

I do not know how long it lasted.

Long enough for my lungs to burn.

Long enough for her body to shake against mine.

Long enough for the crowd to understand that Greta was not playing a role anymore.

When she finally broke the kiss, it did not end clean.

A thin strand of saliva stretched between our mouths, catching the firelight in a golden thread for one obscene second before it snapped. Greta's lips were swollen and shiny, her breath coming in short, visible clouds in the cold air. She stayed forehead-to-forehead with me, ice-blue eyes blown wide, body still locked around mine like she was not ready to surrender the contact.

The crowd was dead silent.

Then it exploded.

Cheers. Whistles. Phones flashing blue-white and fire-orange across Greta's face. Someone shouted something I couldn't parse over the rush of blood in my ears.

I saw the moment Greta remembered where we were.

Her cheeks flushed dark. Her chest heaved. But the pride in her eyes did not dim. If anything, it burned brighter.

She pulled back just enough to look at me, hands still on my face.

"Don't get cocky, Reynolds," she said, voice rough and honest and trying very hard to sound like control. "That was still the warm-up."

I grinned. Couldn't help it. "Noted."

She climbed off my lap with the same athletic grace she had used to claim it, and the crowd lost its mind all over again.

Greta Voss, CSU cheerleader, crowd favorite, ice-blonde and impossible, had just straddled me in front of a bonfire and kissed me until the yard forgot how to breathe. Now she was walking away like she had planned the whole thing.

She had not.

I could see it in the shake of her hands as she picked up her cup. In the way she took one long swallow without looking at anyone. In the proud, dazed set of her shoulders as she rejoined the circle.

Blossom materialized at my side and pressed her shoulder into mine.

"She's been wanting to do that since the bar," she said quietly.

"I know."

"You handled it well."

"She did most of the work."

Blossom's smile went crooked. "She always does. She just needed a card to give her permission."

The rival host tried to say something about the game wrapping up, but the crowd was not paying attention anymore. They were on their phones, replaying footage, splitting into conversations, making their own noise about what they had just watched.

The Bonfire Dare Deck sat on the folding table with its cards spent.

The rival crew looked defeated. Not humiliated. Just outmatched. They had built a game to expose desire, and desire had exposed itself on its own terms, controlled by the women who owned it.

Summer came to stand beside me on the other side, warm and steady, her shoulder against mine.

"Greta okay?" she asked.

"She's proud," I said. "She'll be okay."

Summer watched Greta across the fire. "She's not on the edge anymore."

She was right.

That was the thing I had been feeling since the moment Greta grabbed my face and stopped pretending. She had been theoretical to herself for too long, standing at the edge of what the house was becoming and pretending distance was safety.

The kiss ended that.

Not because I pulled her in.

Because she chose to jump.

The fire burned down a little. The music came back up. The crowd split into smaller groups, and the specific electricity of the game loosened into the warmer rhythm of a party that had peaked and was now coasting.

Maisie found my arm again, tucking herself in beside me. Val passed close enough for her hand to brush mine, no words needed. Pen stood a few feet away, watching the fire, and when I looked at her, she looked back eyes shining with steadiness and the small private smile she kept for things she didn't need to announce.

Pandora was in quiet conversation with Maren, and Ethan stood beside them looking like a man who had landed somewhere unexpected and was starting to feel okay about the altitude.

Blossom had climbed onto a log at the edge of the circle and was holding court for people who had come in as hostile spectators and now hung on every word.

Summer held her cider and watched the fire and was exactly where she always was: at the center of everything, not because she demanded it, but because everything naturally oriented toward her warmth.

The bonfire crowd had come expecting to see us prove something.

They had seen it.

They had come expecting to corner us into a spectacle on their terms.

They had gotten a spectacle entirely on ours.

Across the fire, Greta uncrossed her arms and tilted her head back to look at the winter sky above the white lights.

She was not standing at the edge of anything anymore.

She was in it.

The question of what that meant flickered at the edge of my mind, warm and uncertain and impossible to ignore, the way a fire looks when you are standing close enough to feel the heat but the dark is still large around it.

I watched her.

She didn't look back yet.

But the smile at the corner of her mouth said she knew I was watching.


Signal Lost


Signal Lost wasn't a tech party, and it sure as hell wasn't Greek Row. It was what happened when Pandora Vale got tired of watching people perform and decided to make the performance permanent.

The air hit us hard on the walk over. Bitter winter, the kind that turns breath into smoke and fingers into regrets, but the darkness felt right for what Pandora had built. Signal Lost sat two blocks off Greek Row in a converted warehouse that used to be something industrial, now gutted and turned into a place where phones went to die.

I could hear the bass through the walls before we hit the door. Muffled, textured, nothing like the clean thump of a Greek Row house party. This was deeper, almost physical, like the building itself was humming. The windows were blacked out or maybe just dark enough that the light inside couldn't fight its way out. A single blue neon sign over the entrance spelled nothing, just jagged lines that might have been a signal dying.

Pandora walked beside me, and every step felt deliberate. Not the hesitant, guarded steps from before the truth. These were the steps of a woman who had decided what she wanted and wasn't bothering to hide it anymore.

She looked like a weapon.

Black fitted dress that clung to her hips and waist and chest without begging for attention. The neckline was high enough to be modest and low enough to make a man lose his religion. Long sleeves, a sharp cut at the wrist, boots that added an inch to her height and nothing to her stability because Pandora didn't need help standing. Her hair was sleek, dark, pulled back in a way that made her jaw look like it could cut glass. A single silver earring caught the streetlight as she turned to check the line behind us.

No makeup except for something dark around her eyes that made them look even blacker, even hungrier. She smelled like night air and something expensive underneath, something warm that made me want to bury my face in her neck and stay there until the party ended.

"Stop staring at me," she said, not looking at me.

"I'm memorizing."

"For what?"

"In case I go blind."

She snorted, and the sound was so soft and private I almost missed it under the bass. Her hand found mine, fingers cool and precise, and squeezed once. Then she let go like the contact had served its purpose and she was done with sentiment.

The entrance was narrow, bottlenecked, with two staff in black handling a table of phone pouches. Lockable fabric sleeves with a number tag you wore on your wrist. Old-school. Analog. The kind of thing that made a room full of college students twitch before they surrendered.

Pandora stepped up to the table like she owned it, which she did.

"Vale, plus one," she said to the girl behind the pouches.

The girl smiled, recognition flashing, and reached for two pouches. "Stand-in for the night? We've got a special section if you want to be—"

"He's not standing in for anyone tonight," Pandora cut in, voice calm and final. "Boyfriend. Date. Whatever you want to call it, but the stand-in language is retired."

The girl blinked, glanced at me, then back at Pandora. "Sorry. Boyfriend. Got it."

Pandora nodded once, took the pouches, and handed me one. Our phones went in. The pouches locked with a plastic snap that felt weirdly permanent, like we'd agreed to something bigger than a party rule.

Wristbands next. Thick paper with handwritten numbers, the kind you couldn't fake or transfer. Mine went on, Pandora's went on, and then we were through the door and the room opened up like a lung.

Signal Lost hit in layers.

First, the light. Blue and silver, low and moving, not from LEDs but from old projectors mounted on the walls throwing static patterns across everything. The static wasn't clean; it was grainy, textured, full of glitches and pauses, like someone had digitized a bad television signal and then projected the failure. It turned everyone into silhouettes and fragments. A shoulder here, a jaw there, a curve of hip or the flash of a drink catching the light.

Second, the sound. That bass, thick through the floor, but under it the crackle of old radios tuned to dead stations, stacked on shelves along the walls. No music from them, just white noise, the sound of channels that wouldn't settle. It layered under the DJ set and made the whole room feel like it was breathing static.

Third, the bodies. Dark, moving, pressed close in the low light. A dance floor at the center, booths along the walls, a bar in the back with bottles glowing under single bulbs. And everywhere, the evidence of Pandora's design: analog cards scattered on tables where people wrote rumors or confessions and pinned them to boards. A guest board by the entrance where arrival pairs were listed in careful handwriting. Projection screens on the far wall turning anonymous silhouettes into almost-evidence without showing faces.

I looked at Pandora. She was scanning the room the way she always did, taking inventory, but there was something different in it tonight. She wasn't working. She was present. The distinction mattered.

"People are writing things down," I said, nodding at the cards.

"That's the point. Physical evidence. No screens between you and the confession."

"You're terrifying."

"I know."

Her hand found the small of my back, casual and claiming, and the touch went through my jacket like she'd pressed a brand into my skin. I could feel every finger through the fabric. She didn't look at me when she did it. She was watching the room, but her body had turned into mine like it belonged there.

We moved through the crowd, and eyes tracked us. Not the hungry, performative tracking from Greek Row. This was quieter. More measured. People watching the woman who built the room walk through it with a man's hand at her waist and her hand on his wrist, and putting the math together in real time.

Then I heard Summer's laugh, and the room got warmer without the light changing.

She came through the entrance with Blossom and Maisie in formation, all three of them surrendering phones and getting wristbands with the easy confidence of women who understood the assignment. Summer saw us first. Blossom second. Maisie bounced on her toes and waved like we were across a football field instead of twenty feet of crowded floor.

Summer cut through the crowd toward us, blonde hair loose and catching the blue light, wearing something tight and warm that made her look like she'd been poured into winter and came out winning. Her smile when she reached us was the kind that made you believe in good things without trying.

"Look at you two," she said, eyes moving from Pandora to me and back. "You clean up mean, Pan. That dress is illegal in seven states."

Pandora's mouth curved a fraction. "It's within dress code."

"Your dress code or the venue's?"

"Mine. I wrote both."

Summer laughed, and the sound cut through the static like sunshine. Then she turned to me, and her eyes went playful.

"You look proud of yourself, baby."

"I haven't done anything yet."

"Yet being the operative word." She reached up and adjusted my collar, her fingers warm against my neck. "He's been like this all day," she told Pandora. "Walking around the house with that stupid smile. I think he's thrilled people finally believe him."

"I'm thrilled people finally believe her," I said.

Pandora looked at me. Just looked. Her dark eyes held mine for one long beat, and I saw something move behind them, something she wasn't ready to name. Summer's approval had landed. Not like a compliment. Like a door opening.

"Careful, Summer," Pandora said, her voice dry but not sharp. "Encouragement is how mistakes become traditions."

"You don't look like a mistake," Summer said.

That got her. I saw it. A tiny shift in Pandora's posture, a breath held half a second too long, the way her fingers tightened on my wrist without her meaning them to. Summer had reached her, and the worst part was that Summer knew it and didn't press.

Blossom crashed into our orbit with Maisie in tow, already loud, already wearing something that looked like it had been assembled from the wreckage of three separate parties. She took one look at Pandora and whistled.

"Jesus, Pan. Save some hot for the rest of us."

"There's plenty," Pandora said.

"Not with that dress there isn't."

Maisie squeezed my arm, beaming. "You guys look so good together. Like, actually together together. Not fake together. Real together."

"We are real together," Pandora said, and the fact that she said it without qualifying or retreating made my chest tight.

Summer watched the exchange with warm, steady eyes, and when Pandora glanced at her, Summer gave a small nod that carried more weight than any speech could have. Approval. Welcome. The heart of the house making room without surrendering an inch.

The three women moved into the party, Blossom dragging Maisie toward the rumor wall, Summer lingering long enough to squeeze my hand once before following. Pandora watched them go, and I watched Pandora watching them, and the thing sitting between us wasn't a performance anymore.

It was the terrifying, wonderful beginning of something neither of us had planned for.

***

The thing about a room with no phones is that everyone becomes a witness instead of a documentarian. No screens to hide behind. No thumb hovering over a camera button, deciding whether to capture the moment or live in it. Just eyes, everywhere, watching the same thing from different angles and having to remember it instead of saving it.

Signal Lost ran on that economy. Memory instead of evidence. Almost enough.

We moved through the crowd, Pandora's hand light on my wrist, and I felt every glance like a temperature change. The blue light turned skin cool and shadows deep. Projection static crawled across the ceiling in slow waves, fracturing the room into pieces that never quite resolved. On the far wall, a screen showed silhouettes from the dance floor, anonymous bodies moving in negative space, close enough to recognize a posture or a curve but never a face. It created the exact tension Pandora had designed: you knew people were watching, but you couldn't prove which parts they saw.

The rumor wall was already half-full. Index cards pinned in overlapping layers, handwritten confessions in dozens of different inks. Someone had written I kissed my roommate's ex and liked it in tight, angry script. Another card read He doesn't know I'm here watching him with her. A third, simpler: I want all of them.

Pandora stopped beside the wall, reading with the focused efficiency of someone checking her own work. Her profile in the blue light was sharp enough to cut. The static played across her cheek and jaw, turning her skin silver then blue then nothing, over and over.

"People are confessing," I said.

"That's the idea."

"Any good ones?"

She didn't answer, but her mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. She reached for a blank card from the stack, wrote something quick and precise, and pinned it without letting me see. Then she moved on like the action had been routine instead of deliberate.

That was Pandora at Signal Lost. Not working. Owning. She moved through her own creation with the calm authority of someone who had built the maze and now walked its center without a map. Every few steps, someone stopped her, a compliment on the venue, a question about the tech, a glance that lasted too long, and she handled each interaction with the same measured precision. A nod. A short answer. Nothing wasted. Nothing given away.

She was devastating, and she knew it, and the worst part was that she didn't seem to care whether anyone else noticed.

Summer found us near the projection board, where the silhouettes shifted in real time. She'd acquired a drink somewhere, something dark in a short glass, and her cheeks were flushed from the warmth of the room or the alcohol or both. She looked at the projections, then at Pandora, and her smile was genuine heat.

"This is incredible, Pan. The whole thing. The light, the sound, the... everything. It feels like you reached into my brain and built the party I didn't know I wanted."

Pandora accepted the compliment with a small nod. "The static pattern is randomized. It never repeats."

"Of course it doesn't." Summer laughed. "God, and that dress. I keep trying not to stare at your ass in it and failing spectacularly."

"You're allowed to stare," Pandora said. "The dress was designed for it."

"By you?"

"By me, for me. The staring is a secondary feature."

Summer's laugh was warm and rich, and I watched it land on Pandora like sunlight on stone. Something warmed. Not melted. Warmed.

Then Pandora turned to me, and her fingers found my collar. She adjusted it with the focused attention of someone fixing a detail that had been bothering her for minutes, her thumb brushing the fabric near my throat, her eyes on the task instead of my face. The touch was intimate in a way that kissing wasn't. Casual ownership. The kind of contact that said I don't need to ask permission to touch you because the permission is already given.

I held very still and let her work.

When she finished, her hand stayed at my collar for a beat too long, and I caught the slight curl of her fingers before she dropped her arm. Girlfriend move. Not performed. Earned.

Over her shoulder, across the crowded floor, I saw Ethan.

He stood near the bar with Maren beside him, both of them holding drinks, both of them watching us. Or rather, Ethan was watching Pandora's hand at my collar with the expression of a man who had just watched a theory become a fact and was not prepared for how the fact felt.

He looked... relieved. Embarrassed. Grateful and overwhelmed all at once, like someone who had planned an exit strategy and then discovered the door led somewhere better than he'd hoped but also more real than he was ready for.

Maren noticed him noticing. I saw her elbow nudge his ribs, her mouth moving close to his ear, and whatever she said made his shoulders drop half an inch and his mouth attempt a smile that didn't quite land. She was teasing him. Not cruelly. Affectionately. The kind of teasing that came from knowing exactly how tangled a man's relief could get and finding it endearing anyway.

Ethan's eyes met mine across the room. He raised his drink in a small, shaky toast. Not challenge. Acknowledgment. The look of a friend who had asked for a favor and then watched the favor become something neither of us had planned for.

I nodded back.

Pandora hadn't seen them. Or if she had, she'd chosen not to react. She was scanning the room again, that precise, assessing gaze moving from cluster to cluster, taking the temperature of her own creation. But her body had shifted closer to mine, her shoulder pressing against my arm in the crowd, and the contact felt deliberate in a way that her hand on my wrist had not.

Summer watched the whole exchange with warm, knowing eyes. She didn't comment. She didn't need to. The approval was already there, sitting between us like a third presence, steady and certain.

The projection static rolled across the ceiling again, turning the room blue, then silver, then something in between. On the far wall, silhouettes moved in anonymous pairs, dancing or leaning close or doing things the low light turned suggestive without confirming. The bass pushed through the floor and into my chest. Old radios crackled on their shelves, tuned to nothing, filling the gaps with white noise.

No phones. No screens. Just the weight of being watched without the safety of a record.

Pandora's hand found mine under the cover of the crowd, and her fingers laced through my like she'd been thinking about it longer than she wanted to admit.

***

Ethan found us near the rumor wall, Maren half a step behind him like she was both escorting him and enjoying the escort a little too much. He looked like a man walking into his own intervention, relieved it was happening, embarrassed it had to happen, and fundamentally unprepared for how exposed the relief would make him feel.

"Hey," he said. Just hey. One syllable carrying approximately seven tons of subtext.

"Hey," I said back.

Maren smiled. It was a good smile, sharp and warm at the edges, the kind that suggested she had already diagnosed every one of Ethan's nervous tells and found them charming anyway. She wore a fitted black top, dark-blonde hair loose around her shoulders, and the easy confidence of someone who had stopped pretending she was along for the ride.

"You two look cozy," she said, eyes moving from Pandora to me and back. "Signal Lost suits you. Very... atmospheric."

"Atmospheric is the goal," Pandora said. "Ambiguity with intention."

"Sounds like a dating profile."

"It's an event brief, but I see the overlap."

Ethan laughed, and the sound came out slightly strangled. He was trying. You could see him trying in real time, the way his shoulders kept resetting, the way his drink hand was a little too tight on the glass. He looked at Pandora, then at me, then at the space between us where her body pressed against mine in the crowd, and something in his face settled into what might have been acceptance if acceptance didn't hurt a little.

"So," he said. "This is... good. This is good, right? This is working?"

Maren elbowed him. "Subtle, Ethan. Very subtle."

"I'm being supportive."

"You're being transparent. There's a difference."

"I'm allowed to be transparent. I'm the architect of my own... situation."

Pandora raised an eyebrow. "You're the architect of a plan that escaped containment and became something neither of us expected. Congratulations. Your cowardice had unintended positive consequences."

Ethan's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. "That's... I'll take it."

"You should," Maren said. "It's the nicest thing she's said to you all night."

Pandora's mouth did that almost-smile thing again. Then she turned, deliberate, and walked toward the guest board by the entrance.

The guest board was Pandora's masterpiece. Heavy paper mounted on dark wood, handwritten in careful columns. Names in pairs. Arrival order. The analog record of who came with whom, displayed where everyone could see it. No algorithm. No feed. Just ink and paper and the weight of physical evidence.

Pandora picked up a pen from the small tray beside the board. Her handwriting was as precise as everything else about her, clean, angled, without flourish. She wrote my name beside hers in the current arrivals column. Not above. Not below. Beside. Equal spacing. The kind of detail that would have looked obsessive on anyone else and on Pandora looked like basic competence.

She capped the pen. Set it down. Turned to the room.

Not everyone was watching. Enough were. The ones near the entrance, the ones who had been tracking us since we walked in, the ones who understood what the board meant in a room where phones were locked away and memory was the only currency.

Pandora didn't announce it. She didn't need to. The act itself was the announcement: my name beside hers, in her handwriting, on her board, in her room. Claim made. Territory drawn. Performance becoming something thicker.

I felt it land in the air around us. The shift. The understanding. People looking at the board, then at us, then back at the board, putting the math together in real time. This wasn't Greek Row speculation anymore. This was Pandora Vale writing a man's name next to her own and letting the room read it.

Summer materialized at my side. I hadn't seen her approach. She moved through crowds the way light moved through water, present, warm, changing everything she touched without trying. Her hand found Pandora's arm, just above the elbow, a touch so gentle it barely qualified as contact.

"People are going to believe this now," Summer said, her voice low enough that only the three of us could hear it.

Pandora looked at her. "That's the idea."

"Good. They should."

The touch lasted two seconds. Maybe three. Then Summer's hand was gone, and she was moving back into the party like the moment had been routine instead of seismic. But I saw what it did to Pandora. The way her body stilled. The way her eyes followed Summer for half a beat before she caught herself and looked back at me.

That was Summer. She gave approval like it cost her nothing and meant everything, and the women around her felt the weight of it precisely because she never made them carry it alone.

Ethan was staring at the board. At our names. At the handwriting he probably recognized from three years of shared classes and stalled social default. His expression had moved past relief into something quieter. Something like the recognition that the woman standing beside me, the one with her hand on my wrist and my name in her writing and a claim she had made without qualifying it, was a version of Pandora Vale that had never been available to him. Not because he wasn't good enough. Because he hadn't been honest enough to earn it.

Maren watched him watching. Her hand found his, fingers lacing through his, and she squeezed once. "You did this to yourself, Ethan," she said, but her voice was fond, not cutting. "Now stand in it like a grown-up."

"I'm standing," he said. "I'm definitely standing. Possibly shaking, but standing."

"Shaking is allowed. Melodrama is not."

"I'm not melodramatic. I'm processing."

"You've been processing since we walked in. At some point it becomes a lifestyle choice."

He laughed, and the sound was real this time, looser, like something had come untied in his chest. He looked at Pandora, then at me, and the gratitude in his eyes was messy and honest and entirely his.

"This is better," he said. "For both of you. It's actually better."

"It is," Pandora said. Simple. Final.

Then she turned to me, and the room around us kept moving, bodies shifting, static rolling, bass pushing through the floor, but for a second, it all went quiet. Pandora's dark eyes held mine, and what I saw in them wasn't the cool assessment I was used to. It was warmer. Softer around the edges. Not sentiment. Something closer to certainty.

Her hand found my collar again, adjusted nothing, just rested there like she was reminding herself that the contact was permitted. Her thumb brushed the fabric near my throat, and the touch was so light I almost didn't feel it through the jacket.

I realized, watching her face in the blue light, that she wasn't being protected by the performance anymore. The performance had become the weapon. She had built a room where desire was witnessed instead of recorded, where claims were physical instead of digital, and she was using every inch of it to tell a story she had decided was worth telling.

The terrifying part wasn't that people would believe it.

The terrifying part was that she believed it too, and I could see it in her eyes every time she looked at me and didn't look away.

***

The thing about Pandora Vale was that she could control everything except the flush that climbed her neck when something hit her too hard. I saw it happen in real time, standing there after she'd written my name on her board and turned to face the room. A slow, warm pink rising from her collarbone to her jaw, subtle enough that most people would miss it, obvious enough that anyone who knew her body the way I was starting to would catch it like a flare.

Summer caught it. Of course she did.

She was beside us again without seeming to arrive, her hand finding Pandora's elbow with the same gentle certainty she'd used before. "Somewhere quieter?" she asked, her voice low, not a demand. An offer.

Pandora's chin lifted. "I'm not fragile, Summer."

"No. You're careful. There's a difference."

That landed. I watched it hit Pandora's expression like a stone through still water, a ripple, then nothing, then the recognition underneath that Summer had read her exactly right.

"My control is intact," Pandora said, but her voice had a catch in it that hadn't been there thirty seconds ago. The flush was winning.

"Good," Summer said. "Then you won't mind if I steal you both for a minute. There's a back room with better acoustics and worse lighting. My kind of party."

She didn't wait for an answer. She took Pandora's hand and mine and pulled us through the crowd toward a narrow door tucked beside the projection equipment. Not aggressive. Leading. The way Summer led everything, with warmth that felt like permission and certainty that felt like coming home.

The door opened to a short hallway, then another door, heavier, with a deadbolt. Pandora produced a small key from her coat pocket and held it for half a second, like she was deciding whether privacy was a variable she could trust. Then she unlocked it with a click that sounded too final for the bass still pushing through the walls.

The projection booth hit like a time capsule.

Small. Warm. Muffled bass from the main room turning the walls into something that vibrated at the edges. Old equipment stacked on metal shelves, projectors, spare bulbs, cable spools, the guts of the light show running the party outside. A single amber work lamp on a desk threw long shadows across a low couch pushed against the wall, the fabric worn thin at the arms. The ceiling was low. The air smelled like dust and warm electronics and the faint ghost of whatever candle Summer had lit earlier and forgotten to mention.

Static played across one wall from a small secondary projector, the same blue-silver pattern from the main room but slower here, more intimate, turning our skin into fragments of light and shadow.

Summer closed the door. Locked it. The sound of the bolt sliding home was obscenely loud in the small space.

Then she turned to us, and her smile was all heat and no pretense.

"Better," she said.

Pandora stood very still, her back against the door, and I watched her take inventory of the room the way she took inventory of everything, precise, measured, cataloging exits and angles and the exact distance between her body and mine. But her breathing had changed. Quicker. Shallower. The flush hadn't faded.

I crossed to her. Didn't rush. Didn't perform. Just closed the distance and put my hand on her jaw, thumb brushing the warm skin under her ear, and her eyes found mine in the amber light.

"Hi," I said.

"Hi," she said back, and her voice was rough in a way that had nothing to do with the party outside.

I kissed her.

It started controlled, the way everything with Pandora started, her mouth careful against mine, her tongue precise, her body tense where it pressed against the door. But control had a shelf life around me, and hers was running out fast. I felt it break in real time: her hands gripping my jacket, her lips parting, her tongue meeting mine with a hunger that made my cock jump hard against my jeans. She kissed like she was trying to consume something she'd been studying too long, and the sound she made against my mouth was halfway between a gasp and surrender.

When I pulled back, her lips were swollen and her eyes were dark and she looked at me like she was furious about how badly she wanted more.

Summer watched from the center of the room, her arms crossed, her smile small and knowing. Then she crossed to me, put her hand on my chest, and turned me toward her.

She kissed me like coming home.

Warm. Sure. Her mouth soft and hungry and familiar in all the ways that made my body relax and tighten at the same time. Her tongue slid against mine, and I tasted the drink she'd been having, something sweet and dark, and her hand found the back of my neck and held me there like she had no intention of letting go anytime soon.

When she broke the kiss, her forehead rested against mine, and her breath was warm on my lips.

"Let her see how wanted she is," Summer whispered, so low I almost didn't catch it.

Then she turned to Pandora.

Pandora was still against the door, watching us, her chest rising and falling with quick breaths, her fingers curled into the fabric of her dress at the thighs. Summer approached her slowly. Not the way I would have, direct, claiming. The way Summer did everything: warm, inviting, leaving every door open.

She stopped in front of Pandora. Reached up. Brushed a strand of dark hair from Pandora's face with fingers so gentle they barely made contact.

"Can I kiss you?" Summer asked.

Pandora's breath caught. "Yes."

Summer kissed her.

Slow. So fucking slow it made my chest ache watching it. Summer's mouth soft against Pandora's, her hand cupping Pandora's jaw with a tenderness that had nothing to do with performance and everything to do with welcome. Pandora froze for one heartbeat, then two, and then something in her broke. Her hands found Summer's waist. Her body leaned into the kiss. Her mouth opened, and the sound she made was small and shattered and nothing like the controlled woman who had written my name on a board five minutes ago.

Summer deepened the kiss by degrees, her tongue meeting Pandora's, her body pressing closer until Pandora's back was flat against the door and Summer's breasts were against hers through thin fabric. Pandora's hands tightened on Summer's waist, then slid to her lower back, pulling her in, and the moan that escaped her was loud enough to hear over the muffled bass.

Summer pulled back just enough to look at Pandora's face. Pandora's eyes were closed, her lips parted, her chest heaving. She looked wrecked, and she hadn't even taken her clothes off yet.

"You're welcome here," Summer said quietly. "You know that, right?"

Pandora opened her eyes. For once, she did not answer too fast.

"I know it now," she said.

Summer smiled like that had been the whole point. "Good. Coats first. Shoes. Then we figure out the rest."

We moved like that, in sequence, the way Summer had implied we should. Coats to the floor. Shoes kicked aside. Pandora's dress came next, she reached for the zipper at the back herself, and Summer's hands joined hers, helping it down over her shoulders until the black fabric pooled at her feet. Underneath, a black bra that matched nothing about the controlled woman standing in it, lacy, cut high on the hips, leaving her stomach bare and her breasts pushed together in a way that made my mouth go dry.

Summer was next. Her party top came off over her head, and she stood there in a pale blue bra that made her skin look golden in the amber light. Her jeans followed, unbuttoned and pushed down her hips with her own hands, and she stepped out of them in cotton panties that did absolutely nothing to hide the wet spot already darkening the fabric.

My shirt came off because Summer reached for it and pulled it over my head before I could move, her hands warm on my chest, her mouth finding my collarbone for one hungry kiss that left a mark I'd feel tomorrow.

Then we were on the couch, or mostly on it, Pandora sitting with her back against the arm, Summer between her legs, my mouth on Summer's neck while my hand found Pandora's breast over the lace of her bra. The static played across our skin in slow waves, blue then silver then amber, turning us into fragments of light and heat.

Summer kissed Pandora again, deeper this time, her hand sliding up Pandora's thigh to the edge of her underwear. Pandora's breath hitched, sharp and ragged, and her hips lifted into the touch before she could stop them.

"Let me," Summer murmured against Pandora's mouth. "Let me show you how good this can be."

Pandora's hand found Summer's wrist. Not pushing her away. Holding her there. "Yes."

I kissed down Summer's neck to her breast, sucking the soft curve through her bra until the fabric was wet and her nipple was hard against my tongue. She moaned, her head falling back, and her hips ground against my thigh where I'd pressed between her legs. I could feel how wet she was through her panties, hot and slick, and the sound she made when I palmed her ass and pulled her harder against me went straight to my cock.

Pandora watched us with dark, hungry eyes, her hand still on Summer's wrist, her chest rising fast under the lace of her bra. Summer turned to her, kissed her jaw, her throat, then lower, mouth tracing the line of her collarbone to the swell of her breast. She took Pandora's nipple through the lace, sucking hard, and Pandora's back arched off the couch with a gasp that sounded like it had been trapped behind her teeth for years.

"Fuck," Pandora breathed. "Summer, "

"Right here," Summer said, her voice shaking with heat. "I've got you. Both of you. Let go."

My hand found Pandora's other breast, thumb circling her nipple through the lace, and she shuddered, her head falling back against the couch arm. Her thighs were shaking where Summer knelt between them, Summer's hand working higher under the edge of Pandora's underwear, and the wet sound when Summer's fingers found her was obscenely loud in the small room.

Pandora's hips jerked. Her hand fisted in Summer's hair. Her eyes found mine over Summer's shoulder, and what I saw in them wasn't observation anymore. It was surrender, raw and honest and terrified and glorious all at once.

Summer looked up at me, her lips shiny, her cheeks flushed, her fingers still moving between Pandora's thighs. "She's soaking," she said, and the pride in her voice made my cock throb. "God, Matt, she's so wet for us."

Pandora made a sound that was half protest, half plea, and her hips rolled against Summer's hand. "Don't, don't narrate, Jesus, "

"Too late," Summer laughed, and she kissed Pandora again, swallowing whatever else she was going to say.

I was hard enough to hurt, my cock straining against my jeans, pre-cum leaking into the fabric. Summer's panties were soaked through, her pussy hot and slick against my thigh where I'd been grinding against her. Pandora was coming apart under Summer's mouth and hands, her controlled precision cracking into breathless, trembling want.

We were past the point of pretending.

All three of us, on the brink, in a room full of static and amber light and the knowledge that whatever happened next would change everything.

***

Summer climbed into my lap facing me, her thighs straddling my hips, her wet pussy grinding against my cock through the fabric of my jeans and her soaked panties. She reached between us, popped my button, and dragged my zipper down with impatient fingers. I lifted my hips just enough for her to shove my jeans and boxers down together. My cock sprang free between us, hard and slick at the tip, and Summer wrapped her hand around it with a groan that vibrated through her chest.

"God, you're so fucking hard," she whispered, her breath hot against my ear. "I've been thinking about this all night. Watching you with her. Watching both of you. Fuck, Matt."

She positioned me at her entrance, the head of my cock nudging against her wet pussy, and then she sank down onto me in one slow, deliberate slide that made both of us gasp. She was so wet I slid into her without resistance, her body taking me deep, her pussy clenching around my cock like a fist.

I looked over Summer's shoulder.

Pandora was watching us from the couch, her bra still on, her underwear pushed to the side where Summer's hand had been, her thighs parted and glistening. Her eyes were dark, hungry, fixed on the place where Summer's body joined with mine. Her chest rose and fell with quick breaths, and her hand was between her own legs, fingers working in slow circles over her clit, her hips shifting against the couch cushions.

The sight of her, Pandora Vale, controlled, precise, fucking herself while she watched me buried inside Summer, nearly made me come right there.

Summer started to move. Slow at first, her hips rolling in tight circles, taking me deep with each downward stroke. Her breasts bounced with the rhythm, her nipples hard against my chest where our skin pressed together. I gripped her ass with both hands, pulling her harder onto me, and the wet sound of her pussy taking my cock filled the small room over the muffled bass.

"Fuck, you feel so good," Summer moaned, her forehead against mine. "So deep, baby, god—" Pandora made a sound. A small, choked whimper that she tried to swallow and failed. Her fingers moved faster between her legs, her hips lifting off the couch, and the flush had spread from her neck to her chest, turning her skin pink under the static light.

I reached past Summer, my hand finding Pandora's thigh, and her eyes snapped to mine. "Come here," I said, my voice rough. "I want you. Now."

Summer laughed against my neck, warm and wicked. "She's been waiting for that."

Pandora didn't hesitate. She moved off the couch and onto the floor in front of us, on her knees between my spread legs, her face level with where Summer was riding me. Summer leaned back against my chest, giving Pandora room, and the new angle drove my cock even deeper into her. She moaned, loud and shameless, her head falling back on my shoulder.

Pandora's hands found Summer's thighs, holding them open, and then her mouth was on Summer's pussy, licking through the wetness where our bodies joined. The sound Summer made was somewhere between a scream and a prayer. Her back arched, her hips grinding down onto my cock and into Pandora's mouth at the same time, and the sight of Pandora Vale on her knees between us, her dark hair falling across Summer's thighs, her tongue working Summer's clit while I fucked up into her from behind, it was too much. Almost too much.

Summer came first. Her pussy clamped down around my cock in rhythmic pulses, her body shaking against mine, a broken, sobbing moan tearing out of her throat as she ground herself against Pandora's mouth and my cock at the same time. I held her through it, my arms wrapped around her waist, my cock buried deep as she trembled and came apart.

When the aftershocks faded, Summer turned in my lap, her lips finding mine in a kiss that tasted like sweat and her own pleasure, and then she was sliding off me, my cock slipping out of her with a wet sound that made Pandora's breath catch.

"Your turn," Summer said to Pandora, her voice wrecked, her fingers brushing Pandora's cheek. "Let him fuck you. Let me watch."

Pandora looked at me. Her eyes were wild, her lips swollen, her chest heaving under the lace of her bra. She reached for the clasp between her breasts and unhooked it herself, letting the bra fall away. Her tits were perfect, full, firm, nipples hard and dark in the amber light, and my mouth went dry looking at them.

"On the couch," I said. "On your back. I want to see your face."

She moved to the couch, stretching out on her back, her legs parted, her underwear the only thing left on her body. Summer settled beside her, one hand on Pandora's stomach, her thumb tracing slow circles just below her navel.

"Let her see how beautiful you are," Summer murmured. "Let her watch you come apart."

I positioned myself between Pandora's thighs, pushing her underwear aside, and the sight of her pussy, soaking wet, pink and swollen, her clit hard under its hood, made my cock throb. I pressed the head against her entrance, feeling the heat of her, the slickness, and Pandora's breath hitched.

"Wait," she said, her hand finding my wrist. Her eyes were serious, even now, even here. "I need to know something."

"What?"

"Are you choosing me? Right now, in this room, with her here, are you choosing me?"

The question hung in the air between us, heavy with everything it meant. Not performance. Not convenience. Choice.

I looked at Summer. She was watching us, her expression warm and proud and utterly certain. She nodded, once, and the permission in it wasn't permission at all, it was encouragement. Love. The heart of the harem making sure everyone got what they needed.

I turned back to Pandora. "Yes," I said. "I'm choosing you. I've been choosing you since the truth. This is just the part where I get to show you how much."

Her expression changed. Not control breaking, something deeper. A wall coming down behind the walls she usually kept up. Her hand tightened on my wrist, and she pulled me toward her.

"Then show me," she said.

I pushed into her.

Slow. So fucking slow it hurt. Her pussy was tight, burning hot, clenching around the head of my cock as I pressed deeper. Pandora's back arched off the couch, a gasp tearing from her throat, her nails digging into my shoulders. I watched her face as I sank into her, inch by inch, until I was buried to the hilt and her body was shaking beneath me.

"Fuck," she breathed. "Matt, you're so deep," I started to move. Slow strokes at first, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in, feeling every inch of her grip me. Pandora's hips lifted to meet each thrust, her pussy wet and tight around my cock, the sound of our bodies joining filthy and perfect in the small room.

Summer's hand moved to Pandora's breast, cupping it, thumb circling her nipple. "You feel him," she said, her voice low and rough. "You feel how deep he is? How fucking hard? That's for you, Pan. That's all for you."

Pandora moaned, her head tipping back, her thighs trembling around my hips. Her hand found Summer's, tangling their fingers together against her own breast, and the sight of it, Pandora holding Summer's hand while I fucked her, nearly broke me.

I changed the angle, driving deeper, and hit the spot that made her entire body jerk. Pandora cried out, loud and broken, her pussy clenching around me so hard I had to grit my teeth not to come.

"There?" I asked, hitting it again.

"Yes, fuck, right there, don't stop, don't you dare stop."

I fucked her harder, deeper, my hips driving into her with a rhythm that had the couch creaking beneath us. Pandora's tits bounced with each thrust, her hair a wild dark mess against the cushions, her mouth open and gasping. Summer leaned down and kissed her, swallowing the sounds she was making, her hand still working Pandora's breast, her thigh pressed against Pandora's side.

The room was hot, sweat-slick, the air thick with the smell of sex and perfume and warm skin. Static played across our bodies in blue-silver waves, turning us into fragments of light and shadow. The bass pushed through the walls, steady and physical, keeping time with my strokes.

Pandora was close. I could feel it in the way her pussy gripped me, in the tremble of her thighs, in the broken, desperate sounds she made against Summer's mouth. Her hand found the back of my neck, pulling me down to her, and her eyes locked on mine.

"I'm going to come," she said, her voice ragged. "Matt, I'm going to, fuck, I'm going to come on your cock, and I need you to, I need—"

"Inside," I said. "I'm finishing inside you. Tell me you want it."

She shuddered, her hips grinding up against me. "Yes. Inside. Please. I want, I want to feel you."

Summer's hand slid between us, her fingers finding Pandora's clit, circling it hard and fast. "Come for him," she whispered against Pandora's ear. "Let go. Let us see you."

Pandora came.

It hit her like a train. Her back arched off the couch, her pussy clamping down on my cock in violent, rhythmic pulses, a scream tearing from her throat that Summer caught with her mouth. Her body shook, trembled, her thighs locking around my hips, her nails digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. I felt her come around me, wet and hot and squeezing, milking my cock as I drove into her through every pulse.

I lost it with Pandora watching me lose it. That was the part that ruined me: her eyes open, her mouth parted, Summer's hand tangled with hers, and nothing hidden. I buried myself deep and came hard, filling Pandora while she gasped and held my stare like she wanted the exact moment archived somewhere no phone could touch. She took every pulse, hips grinding against me, her body clenching around mine as the performance finally became proof.

Summer watched it all, her hand still on Pandora's clit, her eyes dark with heat and something warmer underneath. Pride. Love. The certainty of a woman who had built this family and now watched it grow.

"That's it," she murmured, her thumb gentling on Pandora's clit as the aftershocks faded. "That's it, beautiful. You did so good."

Pandora collapsed beneath me, her chest heaving, her body slick with sweat, cum leaking from between her thighs onto the couch cushions. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her hair a wild dark mess across the fabric. She looked destroyed. Beautiful. Honest in a way I had never seen her be before.

I stayed inside her, buried to the hilt, feeling her pussy pulse lazily around my softening cock. Neither of us moved. Neither of us wanted to.

Summer's hand found Pandora's face, brushing damp hair from her forehead, and Pandora leaned into the touch without opening her eyes.

"Welcome to the family," Summer said softly.

Pandora's breath caught. A single tear slid from the corner of her eye, tracking through the sweat on her temple, and she didn't wipe it away.

***

We lay there for a long time. The three of us tangled on the couch, skin against skin, sweat cooling in the warm air, the muffled bass from the main room pushing through the walls like a heartbeat. Pandora had her head on my chest, one leg hooked over mine, Summer curled against her back with an arm draped across both of us. Nobody spoke. Nobody needed to. The static played across the ceiling in slow blue waves, and the amber lamp threw our shadows against the wall in a tangle of limbs and quiet breath.

I could feel Pandora's heart against my ribs. Fast, then slower, settling into something steady that matched mine. Summer's fingers traced lazy patterns on Pandora's shoulder, and Pandora didn't pull away. She leaned into it, her body softening against mine in a way I had never felt from her before.

Eventually, Summer moved. Not far. Just enough to reach for her jeans on the floor, pulling a small makeup compact from the pocket. She sat up, cross-legged on the couch beside us, and opened it with a soft click.

"Your mascara's fucked," she said to Pandora, her voice warm with affection. "Mine too, probably. Come here."

Pandora lifted her head. Her face was a mess in the best possible way, flushed, lips swollen, mascara smudged under one eye in a dark streak that made her look younger, softer, like the controlled woman had stepped out for a minute and left someone real in her place. She looked at the compact in Summer's hand, and for a second I thought she might refuse. Might reach for it herself, might rebuild the wall right there, might retreat into the precision that had kept her safe for three years.

She didn't.

She sat up, turning toward Summer, and let Summer clean the smudge from under her eye with a careful thumb. Summer worked with the focused tenderness of someone who had done this for friends a hundred times, wiping away the evidence of too much feeling, making space for the return to public. Her fingers were gentle on Pandora's skin, and Pandora held very still, her eyes on Summer's face, allowing the contact in a way that felt more intimate than anything that had happened on the couch.

"Your hair's a disaster too," Summer said, finger-combing the dark strands back from Pandora's forehead. "Good disaster. The kind that tells a story people would kill to read."

"Summer."

"I'm complimenting your narrative choices."

Pandora almost smiled. Almost. Her hand found Summer's wrist, not pushing her away, just holding her there for a second. "Thank you."

"Any time." Summer leaned in and kissed Pandora's forehead, quick and warm. "Any time at all."

I watched them, and something in my chest tightened in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the fact that I was witnessing something rare. Pandora Vale, allowing herself to be cared for. Allowing someone else to put her back together instead of doing it herself behind a locked door. The wall was down, or part of it was, and she was making no move to rebuild it.

We cleaned up as best we could. Clothes found and put back on in various states of adjustment. Pandora's dress zipped with Summer's help, her hair finger-combed into something that passed for intentional. Summer fixed her own makeup in the compact's tiny mirror, laughing at the state of her lips. I pulled my shirt on over the marks Pandora's nails had left on my shoulders, and the fabric stuck to sweat-damp skin in a way that would broadcast exactly what had happened to anyone who looked closely enough.

Nobody mentioned pretending it hadn't happened. The pretense would have been more obvious than the evidence.

We unlocked the door and stepped back into the hallway, then through the heavier door into Signal Lost proper. The bass hit harder here, the static brighter, the crowd thicker. Nobody turned to stare. Nobody pointed. The room had kept moving without us, which was its own kind of mercy.

We looked different, though. I could feel it. Summer's glow had deepened, warmer, more settled. Pandora walked beside me with her hand on my wrist, and her posture was the same precise carriage it had always been, but something in the set of her shoulders had changed. Softer. Less guarded. The flush had faded from her neck, but her lips were still swollen, and when she caught me looking at them, she didn't look away.

Near the bar, Ethan and Maren were still there. Ethan had acquired another drink and what appeared to be a significant level of relief. He saw us, did a double-take that was almost comical, then raised his glass in a toast that managed to be both embarrassed and genuinely happy. Maren stood beside him, her arm linked through his, and her smile when she caught my eye was sharp with amusement and something warmer underneath.

"They survived," Summer murmured.

"They're doing better than surviving," I said. "They're doing okay."

Pandora looked at them. Ethan, lighter, embarrassed but free of the weight he'd been carrying. Maren, comfortable beside him, teasing him with her eyes. Then she looked at me, and at Summer standing close on my other side, and something moved across her expression that I couldn't quite name.

Not fear. Not quite.

Something closer to the vertigo of having stepped off a ledge and discovered the fall was the point all along.

"Nobody is going to mistake this for pretend anymore," she said quietly.

I squeezed her hand. "Let them."

"That's not the problem." Her eyes held mine, dark and certain and softer than they had any right to be. "The problem is that I believe it too, and that is significantly more frightening than anyone else's opinion."

Summer's hand found Pandora's shoulder, warm through the fabric of her dress. "Good," she said. "Be frightened. Then keep going anyway."

Pandora looked at her. Really looked at her. Then she leaned into the touch, just slightly, and the wall stayed down.

The static rolled across the ceiling, turning us blue, then silver, then something in between. On the far wall, anonymous silhouettes moved in the projections, dancing or leaning close or doing things the low light made suggestive without confirming. The old radios crackled on their shelves. The bass pushed through the floor.

No phones. No screens. Just the three of us, standing in the center of a room Pandora had built for disappearance, having become the most visible thing in it.


No Longer Pretending


The house smelled like coffee and perfume and the warm-dust scent of a place where too many women had slept in late and were now making up for lost time. Morning light cut through the kitchen windows, cold and clean, turning the counters golden. I stood at the island with a mug in my hand and the distinct feeling that something in the air had shifted while I wasn't looking.

Pandora came down the stairs first.

That alone should have tipped me off. Pandora Vale, who normally appeared in the kitchen with the precise timing of someone who had calculated the optimal moment to avoid small talk, was downstairs before eleven. And she was wearing my gray hoodie.

Not a hoodie like mine. My actual hoodie, the one that had been hanging on the hook by the door last night, now pulled over her sleek black hair and falling past her hips to the middle of her thighs. Underneath, black leggings that hugged her ass and made her legs look a mile long. No makeup. Or almost none, just something soft around her eyes that made them look darker and less guarded. Her feet were bare on the cold kitchen tile.

She looked like someone who had decided that control could take the morning off.

"Good morning," she said, and her voice was still dry, still Pandora, but there was a warmth under it that hadn't been there before Signal Lost. Before the projection booth. Before Summer's hands on her skin and my cock buried inside her while she came apart on the couch.

"Morning," I said. "That's my hoodie."

"I know." She poured coffee into a mug I'd never seen her use before, something blue and chipped that looked like it belonged to Maisie. "It was the closest thing to the door. Consider it reparations for the nail marks on your back."

I grinned. "Those were worth every hoodie in the house."

"You only have three. Don't oversell."

Summer came in from the living room, blonde hair in a messy ponytail, wearing an oversized CSU tee that hung off one shoulder and nothing else as far as I could tell. She took one look at Pandora in my hoodie and her smile went soft and dangerous.

"Look at you," Summer said. "Stealing clothes. Being casual. It's obscene, Pan. Absolutely filthy behavior."

"I'm wearing a hoodie, Summer. That's the baseline of human clothing."

"On you it's pornographic." Summer crossed to Pandora and straightened the collar with gentle fingers. "It looks better on you anyway. He doesn't deserve nice things."

"I deserve some things," I said.

"Debatable," Summer said, and kissed me on the cheek before stealing a sip of my coffee.

Blossom crashed into the kitchen like a warning siren with legs, red hair wild, wearing fishnets under cutoffs and a mesh top that showed every inch of the neon bralette underneath. She took one look at Pandora and howled.

"Holy shit, she's wearing his clothes. That's it, party's over, we've achieved peak girlfriend. Somebody call the campus, the cool girl has fallen, I repeat, the cool girl has fallen."

"Blossom," Pandora said, without heat.

"I'm documenting this for historical purposes. Pandora Vale, wearer of hoodies, drinker of coffee in daylight, possible human being. The evidence is overwhelming."

"You're going to make me regret everything," Pandora said, but she was fighting a smile.

"Too late. Regret is for people who didn't just have the best threesome of their lives in a projection booth. Which, by the way, the static patterns on that wall are going to be burned into my brain forever. You three came back looking like a crime scene with better lighting."

"Please tell me you didn't make a chart," I said.

"I absolutely did. Maisie and I ran a post-event visual analysis. Very educational."

Maisie bounced into the kitchen wearing one of my shirts as a dress, her dark curls piled on top of her head, and immediately climbed into my lap like she owned the real estate. Her thighs settled on either side of mine, warm through the thin fabric, and she pressed a quick kiss to my jaw.

"Morning, baby," she said. "Did you sleep okay? Because I didn't. I was too busy thinking about you three and what I'm going to have to do to get invited next time."

"You're not subtle," I said.

"I don't want to be subtle. I want to be involved." She grinned and stole a piece of toast from my plate.

Pen leaned against the counter by the fridge, taking in the whole scene with the amused calculation of someone who was filing every detail away for later use. She wore an old CSU crewneck and sleep shorts, her light-brown hair still damp from a shower.

"This is getting out of hand," Pen said. "And by out of hand I mean exactly where I expected it to go, which is somehow more terrifying. Pandora in a hoodie. Summer looking like she won the lottery. Blossom being Blossom. It's like walking into a cult meeting where the cult is just really, really good at sex."

"Welcome," Blossom said. "We have snacks and orgasms. The snacks are optional."

Greta stood by the back door, tall and quiet in blue sweatpants and a white tank, ice-blonde hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. She'd been watching the room with that careful, measured intensity she brought to everything, like she was still deciding how far in she wanted to step. But her eyes kept finding mine, and every time they did, something warm and certain passed between us. The bonfire had changed that. Her straddling me in front of everyone, kissing me until the yard forgot how to breathe, had rewritten something neither of us could take back.

She caught me looking and raised an eyebrow. "Stop it," she said. "You look proud of yourself."

"I am proud of myself."

"You would be."

Val came in last.

I didn't see her at first. The kitchen was loud, Blossom telling some story about Raven and a pool incident that involved a security guard who may or may not have been the dean's nephew, Summer laughing into her coffee, Pandora listening with the faint curl of a smile that meant she was enjoying herself more than she wanted to admit. Then the back door opened, cold air cutting through the warmth, and Val stepped in with a coffee mug in one hand and her phone in the other.

She looked put together. That was Val. Always put together, even on a Saturday morning when the rest of the house was falling apart in the best possible way. Chestnut hair smooth and loose around her shoulders, gray-green eyes clear, wearing leggings and an oversized sweater that slipped off one shoulder. But something was off. I could see it in the set of her mouth, in the way she held her phone like it might bite her.

She took in the room. Pandora in my hoodie. Summer's hand on Pandora's arm, casual and claiming. Maisie in my lap. Blossom's arms around Summer's waist from behind, chin on Summer's shoulder. Pen and Greta watching from opposite ends of the kitchen like sentries who had already decided which side they were on.

Val's eyes found mine across the island. Something flickered there, warm and aching at the same time, and then she looked down at her phone.

It buzzed. Once. Twice. A text chain lighting up.

She read it. Her thumb moved slowly across the screen, and I watched her shoulders drop half an inch, the way they did when she was trying to look composed and failing by the smallest margin. Her mouth tightened. Not anger. Something sadder. More resigned.

The kitchen kept moving around her. Blossom was still talking. Summer was refilling Pandora's coffee. Maisie had her arms around my neck, whispering something about later that made my cock stir against my jeans. Nobody noticed Val go quiet except me, and maybe Summer, whose eyes flicked to Val once, then back to Pandora, something warm and knowing in the glance.

Val set her phone face-down on the counter. She didn't look up. Her fingers stayed on the edge of the island, knuckles pale against the wood.

I knew what it was without asking. Ryan. The family pressure. The winter formal orbit that she was supposed to want and didn't, and the fact that everyone involved was being kind about it made the whole thing impossible to hate.

Her eyes found mine again. This time they held.

The house hummed around us, warm and alive and moving forward without her, and Val Sinclair stood at the edge of it with a phone full of good intentions and a heart that wanted something else entirely.

***

I found her on the porch twenty minutes later.

The kitchen had cleared out. Blossom dragged Summer and Pandora upstairs for what she called a "post-traumatic friendship debrief" that sounded like an excuse to make them watch terrible movies and eat junk food. Maisie disappeared into my room (which now doubled as her room which made it our room) with a promise to text me later. Pen and Greta vanished toward the lake path, arguing about something that made them both laugh.

Val was alone on the porch swing, knees pulled to her chest, bare feet tucked under the edge of the cushion. The cold air had turned her cheeks pink, but she hadn't bothered with a coat. Just the oversized sweater slipping off one shoulder, leggings, hair falling loose around her face. No makeup. No planner. No armor.

She looked young. That was the thing that hit me. Not vulnerable, not exactly. Young in the way that happens when someone who's always had to be the adult finally lets go of the act for five minutes and remembers they're twenty-two.

Her coffee sat on the railing, untouched and going cold.

"Hey," I said.

She looked up. Her eyes were clear but tired, the way they got when she'd been thinking too hard about something she couldn't solve with a spreadsheet.

"Hey." She shifted over on the swing, making room.

I sat beside her. The swing creaked under our weight, old wood and rusty chains, and the sound felt like the only honest thing in the cold air. Below us, the lake was gray and still, winter light cutting across the water in sharp lines.

"House is loud today," I said.

"Always is." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "I like it loud. Usually."

"Not today?"

She didn't answer right away. Her fingers twisted in the cuff of her sweater, and I watched her work through whatever she'd brought me out here to say. Val Sinclair did not waste words. She measured them, deployed them with precision, used them like tools. The fact that she was sitting here struggling meant whatever was coming mattered.

"Ryan's fraternity is doing a winter formal pre-event thing," she said finally. "Small. Private room near Greek Row. Parents invited. His parents are coming in. Mine too. It's..." She paused, choosing. "It's a thing they've been planning since he transferred. Sort of a welcome-back gesture. For both of us."

I waited.

She looked at me, and the strategy in her voice was so transparent it almost hurt. "I was wondering if you'd come with me. As a buffer. The parents can be a lot, and Ryan's trying so hard, and I just... it would help if I had someone there who gets it."

The ask hung between us, careful and rehearsed and nothing like the truth.

I turned on the swing to face her. "Val."

"What?"

"That's not what you asked me."

Her breath caught. Just a little, just enough that I saw her chest stutter under the sweater. "It's exactly what I asked you."

"No. You asked me to come be your shield at an event where everyone in the room expects you to be with Ryan. Where both sets of parents have already written the story. Where the guy who transferred across state lines to win you back is going to be gracious and kind and exactly what everyone thinks you should want." I kept my voice gentle. "You didn't ask me to come help you handle Ryan. You asked me to come because you already know what you want, and you're scared to make it real where those people can see it."

She looked away. Her jaw tightened, and for a second I thought she might get up, might walk back inside and rebuild the wall between us brick by brick. Then her shoulders dropped, and the fight went out of her like someone had cut a string.

"Ryan's a good guy," she said quietly.

"I know."

"He's sweet. He's patient. He transferred here because he thought distance was the problem, not... not me. Not what I want." Her fingers kept working the sweater cuff. "My parents love him. His parents love me. Every adult in that room is going to look at us and see the perfect couple they've been waiting for since high school. And they're going to be nice about it. They're going to be so fucking nice, Matt."

"That's the problem," I said.

She looked at me, and her eyes were wet. Not crying. Not yet. Just glassy at the edges, the way they got when something hurt too much to swallow. "If he were awful, this would be easier. If he were pushy or cruel or anything except exactly what he is, I could walk away clean. But he's not. He's good. And I keep sitting in rooms full of people who love us both, watching him try, and feeling like the worst person in the world because my body doesn't want what my heart is supposed to."

The honesty landed between us like something physical. I could feel the weight of it on the swing, in the cold air, in the way her bare feet curled against the cushion like she was trying to make herself smaller.

I reached for her hand. Her fingers were cold, and she let me take them, her grip tightening around mine like she was holding on to something solid.

"I'll come," I said. "But I need you to know something first."

She waited.

"I'm not going to make Ryan the joke. I'm not going to stand in the corner looking smug while he tries to be brave. I respect him. What he's doing takes courage, and the fact that it's pointed in the wrong direction doesn't make him pathetic." I squeezed her hand. "And I'm not going to make you feel guilty for wanting what you want. That's not how this works. You don't owe anyone a version of yourself that fits their story."

The fight went out of her expression. Not a collapse. A release. Her shoulders dropped, her breath came out slow and shaky, and her hand tightened around mine hard enough that I felt her nails press into my skin.

"Thank you," she said. Just that. Two words, quiet and real.

"You don't have to thank me for telling the truth."

"I'm thanking you for hearing it."

The swing creaked. Below us, the lake held the winter light like it was afraid to let go, and somewhere in the house, Blossom's laugh carried through an open window, bright and filthy and completely unconcerned with the weight of the conversation happening on the porch.

Val's thumb brushed across my knuckles, once, soft and deliberate.

"Saturday night," she said. "Seven o'clock."

"I'll be there."

She nodded, and the plan was set, and underneath it something bigger was forming, something neither of us had named yet but both of us could feel, warm and certain and terrifying in the way only real choices ever are.

***

The private room near Greek Row was the kind of place that made you check your collar twice before walking in. Dark wood, low lighting, white tablecloths, and the quiet hum of money that knew how to behave itself. Winter formal decorations everywhere: silver and blue garland draped along the railings, twinkle lights in the windows, a small fir tree in the corner strung with Delta Kappa Rho crest ornaments. You could feel the weight of it before we even reached the door: family money, fraternity tradition, and the specific hopeful energy of people who had planned something beautiful and believed it would work.

Val's hand was in mine, and her grip was tight enough to hurt.

She looked incredible. Navy dress, fitted at the waist, falling to just above her knees, with a neckline that showed the curve of her collarbones and nothing else. Her chestnut hair was swept to one side, loose and smooth, and she wore silver earrings that caught the light every time she turned her head. She'd done her makeup the way she always did: clean, precise, nothing wasted. But I could see the effort in it. The armor was back, polished and perfect, and underneath it, she was shaking.

I squeezed her hand. "Breathe."

"I am breathing."

"Barely."

She shot me a look that was half annoyance, half gratitude, and then the door opened and we were in.

The room was warm. Smaller than I'd expected, maybe thirty people total, most of them parents and fraternity brothers in jackets and ties, a few dates in winter formal dresses that made the room feel like a preview of something bigger. A bar along one wall, high-top tables scattered through the center, a fireplace at the far end throwing orange light across everything. Delta Kappa Rho crests on the napkins. Silver winter formal invitations displayed on a table by the entrance, each one handwritten.

Val's parents found us first.

Her mother was a shorter version of Val, same chestnut hair but streaked with gray, same sharp eyes behind glasses, wearing a burgundy dress that looked expensive and comfortable at the same time. Her father was tall, quiet, with a handshake that told you exactly how many boardrooms he'd survived without raising his voice. Both of them smiled when they saw Val, and the warmth in it was real: proud, affectionate, the kind of love that didn't need to perform.

Then they saw me.

The shift was subtle. Val's mother's smile didn't change, but her eyes did, moving from Val's face to mine with the measured assessment of someone recalculating an equation they'd thought was solved. Her father's handshake held a beat too long, firm and polite and unmistakably curious.

"Mom, Dad, this is Matt," Val said. Her voice was steady. I could feel the effort it cost her.

"Matt Reynolds," I said. "It's good to meet you both."

Val's mother took my hand. "We've heard a lot about you."

From who, I almost asked, but I caught the look in Val's eyes and let it go. The answer was Ryan, probably. Or the rumor mill. Or both.

"You have a beautiful daughter," I said instead.

That landed. Val's mother's smile warmed by a degree, and her father nodded once, something approving in the gesture. They asked polite questions: what I studied, where I was from, how I knew Val. I gave polite answers, and the whole exchange felt like a very careful game of chess where nobody was quite sure who was winning.

Then Ryan's parents arrived, and the chessboard got more complicated.

Ryan's father was broad-shouldered and friendly in the way of men who were used to being liked, with Ryan's same earnest eyes and a handshake that wanted you to know he meant it. His mother was petite, warm, with silver-blonde hair and a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes when she looked at me. They were kind. That was the thing that stuck. Kind in the awkward, gracious way of people who had driven up from Detroit to watch their son try to win back the girl he loved, only to find her standing next to someone else.

"It's good to meet you, Matt," Ryan's father said. "Ryan's told us a lot about the house. Sounds like quite a place."

"It is," I said. "Good people."

"That's what we hear."

The subtext hung in the air between us, heavy and unspoken. What they'd heard, probably, was that the house was complicated, that Val was complicated, that the story they'd been telling themselves about their son's grand romantic gesture had hit a plot twist nobody had written.

Ryan appeared while we were still talking, and the room got quieter without anyone meaning it to.

He looked good. Navy blazer, gray slacks, hair neat, posture aiming for relaxed and landing somewhere closer to brave. His eyes found Val first, then me, and I watched something move across his face: pain, recognition, dignity. Then he smoothed it into a smile that almost worked.

"Hey," he said to Val. Just hey. One word carrying about seven tons of history.

"Hey," she said back. Her hand was still in mine, and I felt her fingers tighten.

Ryan turned to me. Extended his hand. "Matt. Good to see you."

His handshake was firm. His eyes held mine, and what I saw there wasn't challenge or resentment. It was simpler than that. A good man looking at another man and understanding, with painful clarity, that the woman between them had already made a choice, and the choice wasn't him.

"Good to see you too," I said. "The room looks great."

"Thanks. The brothers put it together." He glanced around, and the pride in it was genuine. Delta Kappa Rho mattered to him. The tradition, the brotherhood, the sense of belonging. I could see it in the way he stood, in the easy way he greeted other fraternity guys as they passed. This was his world, or part of it, and he'd built something here that he wanted Val to share.

A toast happened. One of the fraternity seniors, a guy with a Delta Kappa Rho pin on his lapel, raised a glass to "the brothers, the families, and the women who make us better." It was sweet. Sincere. The kind of speech that made parents nod and dates smile and everyone in the room feel like they were part of something warm and certain.

Val's hand found mine under the table and held on.

Photos followed. Group shots by the fireplace, families together, dates with dates, the whole room arranged and rearranged by a fraternity brother with a camera and too much enthusiasm. Val stood between her parents for one shot, smiling the polished smile I'd seen her use a hundred times, and then Ryan's parents pulled her in for another, and she went, gracious and warm and dying by inches where nobody could see it except me.

Ryan found me near the bar while Val was pulled into another conversation with her mother.

"Can I get you a drink?" he asked.

"Sure. Whatever you're having."

He ordered two whiskeys, neat, and handed me one with a nod that felt like respect. We stood side by side for a minute, not talking, watching the room move around us. Parents laughing. Dates leaning into each other. Val across the room, listening to something her mother was saying, her profile sharp and composed and so fucking brave it made my chest hurt.

"She's something else," Ryan said quietly.

"Yeah."

"I transferred here because I thought if I could just be close to her again, if I could show her I was serious, that would be enough." He took a sip of his whiskey. "Turns out being close just means watching her want something else from up close. Which is its own kind of hell, honestly."

I didn't know what to say to that. There wasn't a right answer. So I told the truth. "You're handling it better than I would."

He laughed, short and real. "Don't give me too much credit. I've had practice being the guy who's not quite enough. High school was basically a four-year seminar in it."

"That's not what this is."

"It's exactly what this is, Matt. And it's okay. It sucks, but it's okay." He looked at me, and his eyes were clear and hurt and entirely without malice. "Just don't be a dick about it. She deserves better than that from both of us."

"Deal."

We clinked glasses. The whiskey burned, and the moment felt heavier than it had any right to, and across the room Val caught my eye and the look she gave me was equal parts gratitude and desperation.

The families kept moving. More toasts. More photos. Winter formal dates discussed with the excited certainty of people who believed the story was still on track. Val's mother mentioned something about a dress fitting, and Val nodded and smiled and didn't look at me. Ryan's father told a story about Ryan's high school prom that made everyone laugh, including Ryan, who handled it with the graceful embarrassment of a man who had learned to let his parents have their moments.

It was all so fucking nice.

That was the thing that killed me. The niceness. The warmth. The genuine, hopeful kindness of people who loved Val and Ryan and wanted the best for both of them, and had no idea that the best for Val was standing by the bar with a whiskey in his hand, watching her drown in everybody's good intentions.

By the time we made it to the door, Val's smile had gone brittle at the edges, and her hand in mine was cold and shaking.

"Whenever you're ready to go, say the word," I murmured. "I'm with you."

She took one breath, then another. "I'm ready."

She said her goodbyes, gracious, warm, perfect. Hugged her parents, hugged Ryan's parents, hugged Ryan with a gentleness that made something in his expression crack for half a second before he smoothed it back. Then we were outside, cold air hitting us like a slap, and Val breathed like she'd been holding it since we walked in.

The car was quiet. She didn't speak. I didn't push.

We drove through winter dark with the heater running and the weight of the evening sitting between us, heavy and warm and impossible to ignore.

***

I parked under the pine tree at the edge of the driveway and killed the engine. The heater kept running, pushing warm air through the vents, but the cold crept in anyway, settling against the windows and turning our breath to smoke between us. The house was dark except for a single light in the living room window. Blossom, probably, or Summer, someone awake and waiting without making it obvious they were waiting.

Val hadn't spoken since we left the private room.

She sat in the passenger seat with her hands in her lap, still wearing the navy dress, her chestnut hair falling across one shoulder where she'd been leaning against the window. Her makeup was perfect. Her posture was perfect. Everything about her was exactly as composed as it had been when we walked into that room full of hopeful parents and fraternity tradition, and the fact that she still looked that put together after what we'd just sat through was its own kind of heartbreaking.

I waited.

The house held us. The wind worried at the glass, and the frozen lake made one low, distant sound that turned the warmth between us into something almost defiant.

"He was so good," Val said finally. Her voice was quiet, almost wondering. "Did you see that? He was kind to you. He was kind to everyone. His parents drove up from Detroit to watch him try to win me back, and instead of making it awkward or bitter or anything except what it was, he stood there and toasted the fraternity and told stories and smiled like his heart wasn't breaking." She turned to look at me, and her eyes were glassy in the dashboard light. "That's what makes it hurt."

The words hung in the warm air between us. I could hear what she wasn't saying: if Ryan were pushy, or possessive, or anything except exactly what he was, a good man who loved her and had built his whole transfer around a hope that wasn't enough, she could walk away clean. She could hate him a little. She could let herself want what she wanted without feeling like the worst person in the room.

But Ryan was Ryan. Sweet. Patient. The kind of guy who transferred schools for love and then handled rejection with more grace than most men twice his age. And that made Val's desire something she had to own, not something she could blame on his failure.

I reached across the console and took her hand. Her fingers were cold, and she let me hold them, her grip loose at first and then tightening like she was afraid I might let go.

"Ryan wants the version of you that fits the story," I said. "The one who says yes to the winter formal, who stands beside him at family dinners, who becomes the woman everyone in that room tonight thinks you're supposed to be. He wants the Valerie Sinclair who makes sense on paper."

She was very still. I could feel her listening, her breath shallow, her eyes on my face in the dark.

"And you?" she asked. Just that. Two words, and the weight behind them could have sunk the car.

"I want the version standing in front of me," I said. "The one who laughs at Blossom's terrible jokes when she thinks nobody's watching. The one who plans parties down to the minute and then panic-calls Summer when something goes wrong. The one who kissed me in front of everyone at that bonfire and didn't walk it back. The one who doesn't have to earn permission to be messy." I squeezed her hand. "I want Val. Not the story. Not the script. You."

Something broke.

I saw it happen in real time. Her composure cracked, not into tears, not yet, but into something raw and honest that made her look younger and older at the same time. Her free hand came up to her mouth, fingers pressed against her lips like she was holding back a sound, and her chest rose and fell in a shaky breath that fogged the window beside her.

"I wanted him to be enough," she whispered. "God, Matt, I wanted that so badly. For years. He's good, he's kind, he would wait for me until marriage if I asked him to, and every adult in my life looks at us and sees the answer to a question I stopped asking a long time ago." Her voice caught. "What kind of person does that make me?"

I brought her hand to my mouth and pressed my lips to her knuckles. Her skin was cold and smelled like winter and the faint trace of the perfume she'd put on for the event. "That doesn't make you bad, Val. It makes you honest. And honesty is harder than being good, most of the time."

She looked at me, and her eyes were wet now, glassy in the dashboard light, and the vulnerability in them was so complete it made my chest ache. "I don't think I can pretend anymore," she said. "I sat in that room tonight and watched everyone—my parents, his parents, Ryan, all of them—and I kept thinking about how easy it would be to just... say yes. To the formal. To him. To the whole story. And I couldn't do it. I looked at him and I felt fond and sad and grateful, and I did not feel what I feel when I look at you."

"What do you feel when you look at me?"

She didn't answer with words.

She leaned across the console and kissed me.

It wasn't the controlled, polished kiss from the bonfire. It wasn't the urgent, desperate thing from the sunroom that morning weeks ago. This was slower. Softer. Her mouth warm against mine, her hand finding my jaw, her fingers trembling where they touched my skin. I kissed her back the same way, gentle, letting her set the pace, feeling the weight of everything she'd just said in the way her lips moved against mine.

When she pulled back, her forehead rested against mine, and her breath was warm on my mouth.

"Take me upstairs," she said. No hesitation. A choice. "Not because I'm running from something. Not because I need to prove a point. Because I want you. Because tonight belongs to me, and I'm choosing you."

"Val—"

"Please." Her voice was steady now. Certain. "I need this to be mine. I need it to be real."

I looked at her face in the dark, at the tear tracks on her cheeks that she hadn't bothered to wipe away, at the resolve in her eyes that had nothing to do with panic and everything to do with a woman who had decided, finally, that her desire was worth honoring.

"Okay," I said.

We got out of the car. The cold hit us hard, winter air sharp enough to burn, and Val didn't reach for her coat. She took my hand instead, her fingers lacing through mine, and we walked across the frost-stiff grass toward the house like we had all the time in the world.

The porch light was on. Someone had left it burning for us, and the warm yellow glow fell across Val's face as she climbed the steps, her navy dress catching the light, her chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, her hand tight in mine.

She pushed the door open. The house was quiet, most of the lights off, just that single lamp in the living room and the faint sound of someone's music drifting down from upstairs. Val didn't pause in the hallway. Didn't check to see who was awake. Didn't perform this for anyone except herself.

She led me up the stairs, her hand in mine, her steps sure and quiet on the old wood, and at the top of the landing she turned toward her bedroom door.

Not away from something.

Toward something.

Her choice. Her room. Her body. And the terrifying, wonderful freedom of wanting something without apology.

***

Val's bedroom smelled like vanilla and clean sheets and the faint powder scent of makeup she'd washed off hours ago. Lamplight spilled across the walls, warm yellow against the winter dark outside the windows, turning everything soft at the edges. Her bed was made, of course it was made, because Val Sinclair did not leave beds unmade. Gray sheets, a navy throw folded at the foot. A desk in the corner held a planner, a laptop, a cup of pens arranged by color. A makeup mirror on the dresser, surrounded by brushes and compacts and all the tools of a woman who understood that presentation was a form of control.

But the control had cracks.

I could see them everywhere. A sweater tossed over the desk chair instead of hung up. A half-empty water glass on the nightstand. A hair tie on the floor by the closet. Small rebellions against her own precision, evidence that Val lived here, really lived here, not just performed competence in a room she treated like a hotel.

She closed the door behind us.

The latch clicked, soft and final, and the sound seemed to hang in the air between us. Val stood with her back against the door, still in the navy dress, her chestnut hair falling loose around her shoulders, and for a second she just looked at me. Not the polished, composed Val from the family event. Not the planner or the perfect daughter or the woman who knew how to smile through anything.

Just Val the college girl. Nervous. Soft around the edges. Her lips slightly parted, her chest rising and falling with quick breaths, her eyes dark and certain and scared all at once.

"I've been thinking about this since the sunroom," she said. Her voice was quiet, a little unsteady. "Not just... not just the sex. Though definitely the sex." A small, shaky laugh. "I've been thinking about you in this room. In my bed. Where nobody else gets to see me."

I crossed to her. Didn't rush. Didn't perform. Just closed the distance and put my hands on her waist, feeling the warm curve of her hips through the dress fabric, and her breath caught.

"Hi," I said.

"Hi." She smiled, and it reached her eyes this time, warm and real and a little embarrassed. "I'm nervous. I feel like I should warn you. I'm very, very nervous."

"Good."

"Good?"

"I'd be worried if you weren't."

She laughed, and the sound loosened something in her shoulders. Then she kissed me.

She started it. Her hands came up to my face, cool fingers against my jaw, and she pulled me down to her mouth with a certainty that made my cock jump hard against my pants. Her lips were soft, warmer than I expected, and she tasted like winter air and the faint trace of lip gloss. I kissed her back, slow, letting her set the pace, feeling the way her body pressed against mine where I held her waist.

The kiss deepened. Her tongue met mine, tentative at first, then surer, and the sound she made against my mouth went straight through me. My hands slid from her waist to the small of her back, pulling her closer, and I felt her breasts press against my chest through the dress, firm and warm, and her hips shifted forward until I could feel the heat of her through the fabric.

We broke apart breathing hard, foreheads together, and Val's cheeks were flushed dark pink.

"Shoes first," she murmured. "I've been in heels for four hours and my feet are revolting."

I knelt. Actually knelt, on the carpet of her bedroom floor, and reached for her ankle. She made a soft, surprised sound as I lifted her foot, sliding off one navy heel, then the other. Her feet were cold, and I warmed them with my hands, thumbs pressing into the arch, and the look on her face was something between wonder and want.

"Nobody's ever done that before," she said.

"Done what?"

"Cared about my feet after a formal event."

"I care about all of you, Val. Even the parts that hurt after four hours in heels."

She swallowed, and her eyes went glassy for a second. Then she reached for the zipper at the back of her dress, and her fingers were shaking. "I need help."

I stood. Turned her gently, my hands on her shoulders, and found the zipper at the base of her spine. I pulled it down slow, feeling each tooth give way, watching the fabric part to reveal smooth skin, the curve of her back, the clasp of her bra. The dress loosened around her shoulders, and she let it fall, pushing it down her arms until it pooled at her feet on the carpet.

She stood in a black bra and matching underwear, simple and expensive, and my mouth went dry.

Val's body was a problem I would never solve. Full breasts pushed together by the bra, spilling slightly at the top, her nipples hard against the lace. A waist that my hands could span. Hips that curved into thighs strong enough to break a man's concentration, and an ass that the navy dress had been hiding all night like it was classified information. Her skin was pale in the lamplight, flushed pink at her chest and throat, and when she turned to face me, the look in her eyes was equal parts vulnerability and hunger.

"Your turn," she said.

I pulled my shirt over my head. Val's hands found my chest the second the fabric cleared my face, palms flat against my skin, fingers tracing the lines of muscle like she was memorizing them. Her touch was deliberate, curious, and when her thumbs brushed my nipples I sucked in a breath that made her smile.

"Responsive," she said. "I like that."

"I'm responsive to a lot of things about you."

"Show me."

I kissed her again, harder this time, one hand cupping the back of her neck, the other finding her breast over the bra. She arched into the touch, a gasp breaking against my mouth, and her nipple was hard under my palm, the lace rough against my skin. I squeezed gently, and she moaned, the sound low and desperate, and her hips ground against mine where my cock strained against my pants.

"Bed," she breathed. "Now. Please."

We moved to the bed without breaking the kiss, stumbling a little, laughing against each other's mouths, and when the backs of her knees hit the mattress she sat down and pulled me with her. I followed her onto the bed, my weight settling over her, and the feel of her beneath me drove every coherent thought out of my head: warm skin, firm breasts, thighs parting around my hips.

I kissed down her neck to her collarbone, sucking a mark into the soft skin below her ear, and she gasped, her hands fisting in my hair. "Yes, there, god, Matt—"

Her bra came next. I reached behind her, unhooked it with fingers that weren't as steady as I wanted them to be, and when the lace fell away her breasts spilled free, full and perfect, nipples dark and hard in the lamplight. I took one in my mouth without waiting, sucking hard, and Val's back arched off the bed with a cry that she tried to swallow and failed.

"Fuck," she breathed. "Your mouth, Jesus—"

I lavished her breast, tongue circling her nipple, sucking until she was trembling beneath me, one hand working her other breast, thumb rubbing over the peak. Her hips rolled against mine, seeking friction, and I could feel how wet she was through her underwear, hot and slick against my cock where I pressed against her.

My hand slid down her stomach, over the waistband of her underwear, and found her pussy through the fabric. Soaking. Absolutely soaking, the cotton dark with it, and when my fingers pressed against her clit she jerked against my hand with a broken moan that made my cock throb.

"Please," she said. "I need—Matt, I need—"

"I've got you." I kissed her stomach, her hip, then hooked my fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulled them down her thighs. She lifted her hips to help me, and then she was naked, completely naked, her pussy exposed and glistening in the lamplight, pink and swollen and so fucking wet I could smell her.

I looked up at her face. Her chestnut hair was spread across her pillow, her lips parted, her eyes dark with want, and the trust in her expression nearly undid me.

"Can I taste you?" I asked.

She nodded once, small and shaky, and the last piece of her composure gave way.

I pushed her thighs apart and put my mouth on her pussy, and the taste of her hit me like a drug. Sweet, salty, wet, her clit hard under my tongue, and Val's whole body went rigid beneath me. Her hands grabbed at the sheets, then my hair, and the sound she made was halfway between a sob and a prayer.

"Right there, oh god, right there—"

I took my time with her because Val had spent too long being careful. My mouth moved over her slowly at first, tongue finding the hard little pulse of her clit, then circling tighter when her thighs started to tremble. My fingers slid into her heat and curled until her whole body jumped, the sound she made sharp and stunned, like pleasure had caught her without permission.

"Matt, I'm close, I'm so close, don't stop, please don't stop—"

I didn't stop. I sucked her clit, fucked her with my fingers, felt her pussy grip me tighter and tighter, and then she came with a cry that she buried in her own arm, her body shaking, her thighs clamping around my head, her pussy pulsing around my fingers in rhythmic waves that went on and on until she collapsed back against the pillows, gasping.

I kissed my way up her body, tasting her on my lips, and when I reached her mouth she kissed me hungrily, her tongue sweeping against mine, her hands pulling me down to her like she couldn't get close enough.

"I need you inside me," she whispered against my mouth. "Now. I need to feel you."

I reached for my belt, my cock so hard it hurt, pre-cum soaking through my boxers, and Val's hands were there before I could move, fumbling with my button, dragging my zipper down with impatient fingers.

"Off," she said. "Everything. I want to see you."

I stood long enough to kick off my pants and boxers, and my cock sprang free, hard and slick at the tip, and Val's eyes locked on it with a hunger that made my stomach tighten.

"Come here," she said, her voice stripped bare. "I want you on top of me. I want to feel all of you."

I moved over her, between her thighs, and the head of my cock nudged against her entrance, wet and hot, and Val's breath caught.

"Look at me," I said.

She did. Her eyes held mine, dark and certain and completely unguarded, and in that moment there was no planner, no perfect daughter, no approved script. Just Val, wanting me, choosing me, her body open and ready and hers.

I pressed forward, slow, feeling her pussy stretch around the head of my cock, and Val's back arched, a gasp tearing from her throat.

"Fuck," she breathed. "You're so big, god—"

I kept going, inch by inch, watching her face, feeling every tight, wet clench of her around me, until I was buried to the hilt and her body was shaking beneath mine.

We stayed there for a long moment, joined, breathing hard, her pussy gripping my cock like a fist, and the look on Val's face was something I would carry with me for the rest of my life.

Pure. Messy. Real.

Hers.

***

I stayed deep inside her, buried to the hilt, and for a long moment neither of us moved. Val's pussy gripped my cock in slow, rhythmic pulses, her body adjusting, her breath coming in shallow gasps against my neck. Her legs were wrapped around my hips, her heels pressing into the small of my back, and the warmth of her around me was so intense I had to grit my teeth not to come right there.

"Okay?" I murmured against her ear.

She nodded, her chestnut hair spread across the pillow, her eyes closed. "More than okay. You feel..." Her voice caught. "You feel like everything I've been afraid to want."

I started to move. Slow strokes, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in, feeling every inch of her grip me. Val's breath hitched with each thrust, her hips lifting to meet me, and the wet sound of our bodies joining filled the quiet room. Her hands found my shoulders, then my back, fingers digging into muscle as she held on.

"Look at me," I said.

She opened her eyes. They were dark, glassy, pupils blown wide with want, and the trust in them made my chest tight.

"I've spent my whole life being the good one," she whispered. "The planner. The daughter who makes sense. The girlfriend who was supposed to want the safe choice." Her hips rolled against mine, taking me deeper, and a moan broke from her throat. "And then you... fuck, Matt, you make me want things that don't fit the story. Things that are messy and loud and mine."

"That doesn't make you bad," I said, driving into her again, hitting the spot that made her entire body jerk. "It makes you alive."

She gasped, her back arching, her breasts pressing against my chest. "I want to be good. I also want you. I want you so much it scares me."

"Then have me." I kissed her, deep and hungry, my tongue sweeping against hers, and when I pulled back her lips were swollen and her eyes were wild. "Being good and wanting me aren't opposites, Val. Wanting what you want, honestly, without apology, is the truest thing I've ever seen you do."

Her expression cracked open. Not into tears. Into hunger. Raw, unfiltered hunger that transformed her face from beautiful to devastating in the space of a heartbeat. Her hands shoved against my chest, not pushing me away, pushing me onto my back.

"Let me," she said. "I need—I need to be on top. I need to feel it."

I rolled onto my back, my cock still inside her, and Val followed, straddling me, her thighs gripping my hips, her pussy stretched around my shaft. The lamplight caught her from behind, turning her hair to burnished copper, outlining the curve of her breasts, the narrow waist, the strong hips. She was fucking gorgeous, flushed and sweating and completely undone, and the sight of her above me, taking what she wanted, nearly made me come on the spot.

She started to move.

Slow at first, hesitant, her hips rising and falling in shallow strokes, her hands braced on my chest. Then deeper. Harder. Her body finding a rhythm that made her breath catch and her thighs tremble. Her breasts bounced with each downward stroke, full and perfect, nipples hard, and when I reached up to cup them she moaned, her head tipping back.

"God, yes, touch me, please—"

I squeezed her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples, and Val's hips stuttered, her pussy clenching around my cock hard enough to make me groan. She was so wet I could hear it, the slick sound of her taking me, over and over, her thighs gripping my hips, her body working with a hunger that had nothing to do with performance and everything to do with need.

"Harder," she breathed. "Matt, please, harder—"

I gripped her hips and drove up into her, meeting her downward strokes, and Val cried out, loud and broken, her hands fisting in the sheets beside my head. The pace picked up, wet and frantic, her pussy squeezing me on every thrust, and the bed creaked beneath us, old wood and rusty springs keeping time with the slap of skin on skin.

Sweat gleamed on her stomach, between her breasts, at the hollow of her throat. Her hair was a mess, stuck to her forehead and cheeks, and her lips were parted around gasps that came faster and faster. I watched her come apart above me, and it was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen: Val Sinclair, planner, perfectionist, good girl, fucking herself on my cock with abandon, taking exactly what she wanted without asking permission.

"Come for me," I said. My voice was rough, my hips driving up into her, my hands tight on her waist. "Let go, Val. I've got you."

She was close. I could feel it in the way her pussy gripped me, in the tremble of her thighs, in the broken, desperate sounds she made with each thrust. Her hand slid between us, fingers finding her clit, and when she rubbed herself the moan that tore from her throat was obscene.

"Right there, fuck, right there, I'm gonna—Matt, I'm gonna—"

She came.

It hit her like a train. Her back arched, her pussy clamped down on my cock in violent, rhythmic pulses, and a scream tore from her throat that she didn't try to swallow. Her body shook, trembled, her thighs locking around my hips, her hand working frantically at her clit as wave after wave rolled through her. I kept fucking her through it, driving deep, feeling every clench and pulse around my cock, and the sounds she made, sobbing, gasping, pleading, nearly pushed me over the edge.

When the aftershocks faded, she collapsed forward onto my chest, her body heaving, sweat-slick skin against mine, and I held her, one hand in her hair, the other on her ass, keeping her pressed against me where we were still joined.

"Fuck," she breathed against my neck. "Holy fuck."

I laughed, the sound coming out wrecked. "You good?"

"So good. So fucking good." She lifted her head, her eyes glassy and dazed, and kissed me. Hard. Desperate. Her tongue sweeping against mine, her hips grinding down where my cock was still buried inside her. "I need more. I need you to come. I need to feel it."

The demand in her voice, rough and certain, was the last thing my cock needed to hear. I rolled her onto her back again, never pulling out, and drove into her with a rhythm that had the headboard hitting the wall. Val's legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my ass, and she met every thrust with a hunger that matched mine stroke for stroke.

"Inside," she gasped. "Come inside me, please, always, I want to feel it—"

I was close. So close I could feel it building at the base of my spine, my balls tight, my cock throbbing inside her wet, clutching pussy. I reached between us, thumb finding her clit, and rubbed hard circles that made Val cry out and clamp down around me even tighter.

"With me," I growled against her ear. "Come with me, Val. Let go."

She came again, harder than the first time, her body locking around me as if she had finally stopped asking permission from anyone, including herself. That surrender took me with it. I pressed in deep and came in a rush, my whole body shaking while Val held on and took it, breath breaking against my neck, her hips still moving like she wanted the proof of us everywhere.

We collapsed together, breathing hard, sweat cooling on our skin, my cock still buried inside her where I'd come. Val's arms were around my neck, her face buried against my shoulder, and I could feel her heart hammering against my chest, rapid and strong and alive.

Neither of us spoke for a while. The room was quiet except for our ragged breathing and the faint creak of the bed settling beneath us. Lamplight pooled across Val's bare shoulder, turning her skin gold, and somewhere outside the window a winter wind pushed through the pines.

I pressed a kiss to her temple. Her hair was damp with sweat, sticking to her skin, and she smelled like sex and vanilla and the warm Val scent I would have known blindfolded.

She lifted her head. Looked at me. Her eyes were clear now, calm, the glassiness replaced by something steadier and warmer. She reached up and brushed a strand of hair from my forehead, her fingers gentle against my skin.

"That," she said, "was not me being good."

I laughed. "That was you being exactly what you needed to be."

She smiled, and it reached her eyes, soft and real and a little amazed. "I think I could get used to that."

"Good. Because I'm not going anywhere."

She kissed me, slow and tender, and somewhere in the house a door closed, and the sound was distant and unimportant, and for the first time since I'd met her, Val Sinclair looked like a woman who had stopped worrying about what happened next.

***

I pulled out slowly, and Val made a small, disappointed sound that turned into a laugh when cum leaked from her pussy onto the sheets. She looked down at the mess between her thighs, then up at me, and her smile was wicked and exhausted all at once.

"Sorry about your sheets," I said.

"Don't be." She reached for a tissue from the nightstand and cleaned herself with efficient movements that were so Val they made me want to kiss her again. "I've had these sheets for three years. They've survived worse than you."

"Worse than me? Should I be concerned?"

"Blossom spilled an entire bottle of red wine on them sophomore year during a sleepover where we were supposed to be studying."

"Of course she did."

"Of course she did." Val tossed the tissue into the trash and collapsed back against the pillows, her chestnut hair a wild mess across the gray fabric. Her body was flushed pink from chest to thighs, sweat cooling on her skin, and the sight of her lying there, wrecked and happy, did something to my chest that had nothing to do with sex.

I stretched out beside her, and she turned into my side immediately, her leg hooking over mine, her arm across my chest. Her skin was warm against mine, and she smelled like sweat and sex and the vanilla shampoo she used, and for a while we just lay there uncovered and wrecked, listening to the winter wind against the windows.

Then she laughed.

It started small, a hiccup against my shoulder, and then it built, shaking her body, until she was laughing hard enough that I could feel it vibrating through my ribs. She buried her face against my chest, her shoulders trembling, and when she finally looked up her eyes were bright with something that wasn't quite humor.

"What's so funny?" I asked.

"Everything." She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. "The headboard was hitting the wall. The entire house heard us. Blossom is going to have a field day tomorrow. Summer is going to give me that look. Pandora is going to make some dry comment about structural integrity." She laughed again, breathless. "And I do care. That's what's funny. I care so much it should scare me. I care that they heard. I care what they know. I care that tomorrow they'll look at me and know I'm not standing outside this anymore." Her smile trembled. "Valerie Sinclair should care about noise levels and appropriate behavior and keeping up appearances, and instead I'm lying here covered in cum and hoping they make room for me."

The laugh caught. Turned. Her eyes filled, fast and sudden, and then she was crying, quiet sobs against my chest, her fingers clutching at my skin like she was afraid I might disappear. I held her, one hand in her hair, the other on her back, and let her fall apart without trying to fix it.

When the tears slowed, she sniffed once, wiped her eyes with the sheet, and looked up at me with a smile that was wrecked and beautiful.

"I keep thinking about how badly I wanted the answer to be Ryan," she said. Her voice was rough from crying. "Not because he failed. Because he didn't." Her hand found my face, fingers brushing my jaw. "And somehow that made choosing you feel more honest, not less."

"Human," I said. "It makes you human, Val. Wanting what you want isn't a character flaw. It's the most honest thing you can do."

"I don't think I can pretend anymore." She said it quietly, like she was testing the words. "I sat in that room tonight with my parents and his parents and Ryan, and I looked at all of them—these people who love me, who want the best for me, who have written this perfect story where everything works out the way it's supposed to—and I realized I can't live inside it. I can't be the version of me that makes sense to everyone else. Not when the real version wants you."

I kissed her forehead. Her temple. The corner of her mouth. "Then don't pretend. Be messy. Be loud. Be exactly what you are, and let the people who love you figure out how to keep up."

She smiled against my lips. "That sounds terrifying."

"It is. Also worth it."

We fell quiet again. The room was warm, the lamplight throwing soft shadows across the walls, and outside the wind had picked up, pushing through the pines in long, low sighs. Val's body relaxed against mine by degrees, her breathing slowing, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my chest.

"I should clean up," she murmured. "Shower. Change the sheets."

"Later," I said. "Stay here for a minute."

She stayed. Her leg hooked tighter over mine, her head finding the spot on my shoulder that seemed made for her, and I felt the exact moment when her body gave in to exhaustion, the subtle heaviness as her muscles loosened and her breathing deepened.

"Don't go," she whispered, already half-asleep. "Stay tonight. Here. With me."

"I'm not going anywhere."

She nodded against my chest, a small, satisfied movement, and within minutes her breathing had evened out into the slow rhythm of sleep. Her hand rested on my stomach, fingers curled loosely against my skin, and her chestnut hair spread across my arm like something that belonged there.

I lay awake for a while, watching the lamplight play across the ceiling, feeling the weight of her against me, warm and certain and hers. Downstairs, the house was quiet. Someone had turned off the living room light. The wind kept pushing at the windows, winter insisting on being heard, and somewhere in the darkness Blossom Hart was probably already plotting her next move, her next joke, her next attempt to drag the entire family deeper into whatever beautiful chaos she had planned.

Val had chosen. Privately. In this room, in this bed, with her body and her heart and no audience except me. The next question wasn't whether she meant it. I could feel the truth of that in every relaxed line of her sleeping form. The question was how that choice would become part of the house's larger, messier family without shame. How Val Sinclair, planner, perfectionist, good girl, would step into the warmth and noise of what we'd built and find her place in it without feeling like she'd betrayed some older, simpler version of herself.

Blossom would help with that. I knew it without knowing how I knew it. Blossom, with her chaos and her courage and her uncanny ability to make belonging feel like a party nobody had to earn an invitation to. Whatever happened next, Val would not have to walk into the larger family alone.

But that was tomorrow's problem. Tonight belonged to Val, asleep against my chest, her sheets rumpled and cum-stained and perfect, her body soft with the boneless heaviness of someone who had finally stopped fighting what she wanted.

I reached over and turned off the lamp.

The room went dark, winter blue through the windows, and Val murmured something in her sleep, her hand tightening on my stomach. I kissed the top of her head, held her closer, and closed my eyes.

The house held us. The wind pushed against the glass, and the winter-dark lake settled beyond the windows while Val stayed wrapped around me, warm and real and no longer pretending she belonged anywhere else.


Cocoa and Bad Ideas


Val woke up before I did, which was unusual. Usually I'm the one who gets up first, makes coffee, lets the house come to me. But Sunday morning, the light was already cutting through her blinds when I opened my eyes, and she was sitting cross-legged on the bed in my shirt, her chestnut hair a mess, scrolling through her phone with the kind of focused expression that made me want to pull her back under the covers and start the day over.

"You look like someone who's planning a hostile takeover," I said, my voice rough with sleep.

She glanced at me, and the corner of her mouth curled. "Just catching up on messages. My mom texted three times about brunch plans that I am absolutely not going to make."

I reached for her, my hand finding the warm skin of her thigh under the hem of my shirt. "Good. Stay here. I'll make you coffee."

"I can make my own coffee."

"You make coffee like you're conducting a chemistry experiment. I make it like a person who wants to drink it."

She laughed, and the sound was loose and easy in a way that still felt new on her. Last night had changed something. Not just the sex, though the sex had been fucking spectacular, but the way she carried herself afterward. The planner who needed everything perfect had fallen asleep with cum-stained sheets and hadn't changed them. That was progress.

We showered separately because Val insisted she had a system and my presence would "disrupt the workflow," which was Val-speak for "I'm not ready to be naked with you in broad daylight with the water running." I got it. I'd left her my shirt to wear downstairs because hers was somewhere under the bed and neither of us felt like hunting for it.

The kitchen smelled like coffee and toast and the weekend-morning chaos of a house where seven women were trying to share one functional appliance. Summer stood at the island in an oversized CSU hoodie and sleep shorts, her blonde hair piled on top of her head, stirring something in a mug that smelled like cinnamon and rum. Maisie was perched on the counter beside her, legs swinging, wearing what looked like one of my T-shirts as a dress, talking a mile a minute about something involving a basketball game and a bet I'd apparently lost without knowing I'd made it.

They both looked up when we walked in.

The room got quiet in that specific way that meant everyone had noticed the same thing at the same time and nobody wanted to be the first to say it.

Val was wearing my flannel shirt, buttoned wrong, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, her hair damp and loose around her shoulders. No makeup. Lips slightly swollen. A small bruise on her neck that she'd tried to cover with her hair and failed. She looked clean and composed and completely, utterly fucked, and the contrast was so obvious it might as well have been written across her forehead in Sharpie.

Summer's smile went soft and warm. "Morning, you two."

"Morning," Val said. Her voice was steady. Her cheeks were pink.

Maisie bounced off the counter and landed with a thud. "Holy shit, you guys. You guys. Did you—was it—I mean, obviously it was, look at her neck, but like, was it good? Because the headboard was making this sound, and Raven texted me from downstairs to ask if we were having construction done, and I was like no, that's just Val finally—"

"Maisie," Summer said, but she was laughing.

"What? I'm being supportive!"

"You're being loud," Pandora said from the doorway. She leaned against the frame in black leggings and a gray sweater, a mug in one hand, her dark hair pulled back in a loose knot. Her eyes moved from Val to me and back, and her mouth did that almost-smile thing that meant she was amused and trying not to show it. "The headboard was audible from the second floor. I'm surprised the foundation's still intact."

Val's cheeks went from pink to scarlet. "I'm going to murder all of you and hide the bodies in the lake."

"Already tried that," Pen said, appearing behind Pandora with a piece of toast. "The lake gives them back. It's very inconvenient."

Greta leaned against the fridge, tall and quiet in blue sweatpants and a white tank, her ice-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. She gave Val a slow, approving nod. "Took you long enough."

Blossom crashed into the kitchen last, because of course she did, red hair wild, wearing fishnets under cutoffs and a neon bralette under a mesh top that showed every inch of it. She took one look at Val and howled.

"There she is! Look at her! Valerie Sinclair, wearer of stolen shirts, victim of visible hickeys, officially off the market and onto the fucked-by-Matt train. Choo fucking choo, everybody."

"Blossom," Summer said, but she was laughing.

"What? I'm celebrating! This is a celebration! Val spent the night with our boy and she's standing here in his clothes looking like she just discovered that sex is actually fun and not a scheduled event on her Google calendar. This is progress. This is growth. This calls for mimosas at eleven in the morning."

"I'm good with coffee," Val said, but she was fighting a smile, and when she reached for a mug her fingers brushed mine and she didn't pull away.

The room settled into its rhythm. Coffee poured. Toast handed around. Summer asking Val about the alumni event in a way that was genuinely curious and not pointed. Pandora making dry comments about structural reinforcement for Val's bed frame. Pen and Greta trading looks that were half amusement, half something warmer. Maisie bouncing between conversations like a golden retriever on espresso.

It felt normal. That was the thing that hit me. It felt like Val had been standing in this kitchen on Sunday mornings for months, not hours. Like the space had been waiting for her and she'd finally shown up to claim it.

Then Val's phone buzzed.

She pulled it from the pocket of my flannel, glanced at the screen, and went very still.

I saw her throat work. Her fingers tightened on the phone. For one heartbeat, maybe two, she looked like the Val from three weeks ago, the one who would have calculated the social damage, weighed the optics, made a decision based on what everyone else expected her to want.

Then she exhaled, and something in her face settled. She turned the phone so I could see it.

A screenshot from some campus gossip thread. A photo from last night's alumni event, clearly taken from across the room. Val and me, holding hands by the fireplace, my thumb tracing circles on the back of her wrist, her body angled toward mine like she was having trouble remembering why she used to stand any other way. The caption underneath was simple and brutal: Valerie Sinclair choosing Matt Reynolds over Ryan Randall at the DKR winter formal pre-event. The transfer gamble did not pay off.

Val's thumb hovered over the screen. The kitchen had gone quiet again, everyone watching, and I could feel the weight of the moment like something physical pressing against my ribs.

Then she tapped the heart. Liked the post. And set the phone down on the counter with a click that sounded louder than it had any right to.

"We look good together," she said. Just that. Quiet. Certain. No apology in it.

Summer's smile could have powered the whole house. Maisie made a squealing sound that probably broke glass in the next county. Pandora raised her mug in a small, dry toast. Pen nodded like she'd called it weeks ago.

Blossom threw her arms around Val from behind, chin on Val's shoulder, and squeezed hard enough to make Val gasp.

"Welcome to the mess, Sinclair. You're officially one of us now, which means you get the full initiation package." She let go and spun to face me, eyes bright with the kind of chaos that preceded her best ideas. "Both of you. Dress warm. Real warm. Boots, gloves, the whole disaster. We're going ice skating."

"Ice skating?" Val said. "It's twenty degrees outside."

"Twenty degrees and falling, which is perfect because the rink on the union plaza opened yesterday and I already called dibs on being the one who initiates you properly." Blossom grabbed a piece of toast from Pen's hand and bit into it without asking. "This isn't optional. This is ceremonial. You chose him, the internet knows you chose him, and now you get to be seen choosing him in public while I make inappropriate comments and nearly kill all of us on the ice. That's how this family works."

Val looked at me. I looked at Val. Her mouth was doing that thing where she tried not to smile and failed completely.

"Twenty minutes," Blossom said. "Don't make me come upstairs. I will drag you both by your hair and I will enjoy it."

She bounded out of the kitchen, already yelling something about scarves, and the room dissolved into the warm noise that happened when Blossom declared a plan and everyone else surrendered to the inevitable.

Val picked up her coffee. Sipped it. Looked at me over the rim of the mug with an expression clearer than I'd ever seen it.

"Twenty minutes," she said. "I'll meet you downstairs."

I nodded, and she walked out of the kitchen with my shirt on her back and her head high, and nobody in that room missed the way the house had just rearranged itself around her without anyone needing to say a word.

***

The outdoor rink took up half the student union plaza, strings of white lights crisscrossing overhead, holiday music pumping through speakers that were probably older than most of the students skating on the ice. It was cold enough that your breath turned to smoke the second it left your mouth, and the air smelled like frozen lake and cheap hot chocolate and the wet-wool scent of too many bodies in too many winter coats.

Blossom bounded ahead of us in a puffy red jacket that made her look like a warning signal with legs, her wild red hair stuffed under a neon beanie, fishnets visible under her cutoffs despite the temperature being firmly in the "frostbite advisory" range.

"Skates first, disaster later," she called over her shoulder. "And by disaster I mean me teaching Val how to fall on her ass with style. It's a specialized skill."

The skate rental booth was staffed by a bored-looking sophomore who perked up noticeably when Blossom leaned over the counter and smiled at him. I watched her charm our way to the front of the line in under thirty seconds, and by the time we walked away with three pairs of rented skates that had seen better decades, the kid looked like he'd been hit by a truck made of red hair and trouble.

Val sat on a bench to change, her cheeks already pink from the cold, her chestnut hair tucked under a gray beanie that matched her scarf. She'd swapped my flannel for a fitted black sweater under her coat, but she was still wearing my socks, I'd noticed that when she pulled off her boots, and the fact that she'd kept them on felt like a small, warm secret between us.

"These skates are disgusting," she said, holding one up to the light. "I think the last person who wore these died in them."

"That's the spirit," Blossom said, already lacing hers with the focused intensity of someone who treated every mundane task like a competitive sport. "Embrace the communal foot fungus. It builds character."

"I'd rather build character somewhere warmer."

"Too bad. Character is cold and wet and currently waiting for you on that ice." Blossom stood, wobbled immediately, caught herself on my shoulder, and grinned. "See? I'm a natural."

We made our way to the entrance ramp, Blossom first because she insisted on "breaking the ice metaphorically before literally," Val next with the careful, measured steps of someone who refused to look uncertain even when she absolutely was, and me bringing up the rear because somebody needed to be the designated catcher.

Blossom hit the ice and immediately became a force of nature. She didn't skate so much as she attacked the rink, arms out for balance, red hair flying, laughing too loud for the tinny Christmas music. Within thirty seconds she'd grabbed a complete stranger's arm, apologized by kissing his cheek, spun away, and nearly took out a group of freshmen before catching the rail and bouncing off it like a pinball made of pure chaos.

"Your turn, Sinclair!" she yelled, skating backward with more confidence than skill. "Stop looking at it like it's a spreadsheet and just fucking go!"

Val stepped onto the ice with the precision of someone walking into a boardroom. Back straight, chin up, one hand on the rail, the other extended for balance. She pushed off gently, found her edges, and executed a clean, controlled glide that would have impressed an Olympic judge if Olympic judges cared about looking like you'd never done anything fun in your life.

"I'm going!" she called back. "Some of us prefer not to break our tailbones on the first attempt."

"Boring!" Blossom sing-songed, and then she was there, grabbing Val's hand, pulling her away from the safety of the rail, and Val's controlled glide became a wobble became a near-catastrophe as Blossom dragged her into the center of the rink at a speed that Val's planner had definitely not accounted for.

"Blossom, Jesus Christ—"

"Trust the process! Also trust gravity, because it's about to win!"

They went down. Not hard, Blossom caught most of it, turning the fall into a controlled slide that ended with both of them on their asses, legs tangled, breath fogging between them in the cold air. Val's beanie had slipped, her chestnut hair falling loose around her face, and for one shocked second she looked like she might murder Blossom on the spot.

Then she laughed.

The sound cut through the holiday music and the scrape of blades and the chatter of fifty other skaters, bright and surprised and completely genuine. Val Sinclair, planner, perfectionist, woman who color-coded her Google calendar, laughed on her ass on public ice with Blossom Hart's fishnet-clad leg thrown across her thighs, and the sight of it did something to my chest that had nothing to do with the cold.

I skated over and offered a hand to both of them. Val took it, her fingers cold through my glove, and when I pulled her up she wobbled into my chest, my hands finding her waist through her coat, steadying her.

"Sorry," she said, but she was still laughing, her breath warm against my scarf.

"Don't be." I held her a beat longer than necessary, feeling the curve of her waist under all those winter layers, and when she looked up at me her gray-green eyes were bright with something that looked a lot like joy.

Blossom scrambled to her feet without help, because of course she did, and immediately grabbed both our hands. "Round two. And this time, Sinclair, I want to see some reckless abandon. Some danger. Some hint that the woman who fucked Matt so loud the headboard threatened structural collapse is in there somewhere beneath all that winter formal composure."

"Blossom," Val hissed, glancing around, but the damage was done. A group of girls skating nearby had definitely heard, and one of them was already pulling out her phone.

"Let them look," Blossom said, squeezing Val's hand. "Let them see. You chose him. The whole campus knows you chose him. Own it."

We skated. Blossom pulling, Val resisting, then giving in, then laughing again when Blossom attempted a spin and nearly took out a trash can. I stayed close, close enough to catch Val when she tilted, close enough that my hip brushed hers on the turns, close enough that every time she wobbled she reached for me without thinking.

Other people noticed. I saw the looks, the double-takes, the whispers, the phones raised and lowered. The photo from last night was making rounds. Val Sinclair and Matt Reynolds, hand in hand by the fireplace, the caption doing its work. Val choosing. Val wanting. Val stepping out of the story everyone had written for her and into something messier and hers.

Halfway around the rink, Val pulled her phone from her coat pocket with her free hand, glanced at it, and showed me the screen without stopping. The thread had grown. More comments. More likes. Someone had posted another photo from a different angle, Val's profile sharp against the fireplace light, my hand on the small of her back, the look on her face unmistakable.

She tapped the heart. Liked that one too. Put the phone away and grabbed my hand with her cold fingers.

"We look good together," she said again, and this time there was a challenge in it, a dare aimed at anyone watching. Not shame. Pride. The kind that came from having made a choice and being willing to stand in the consequences.

Blossom whooped and spun between us, grabbing both our hands, and the three of us carved a wobbling, laughing path through the center of the rink while the holiday lights swung overhead and the music played something about sleigh rides and the cold bit at every inch of exposed skin and none of us cared.

Val's cheeks were flushed dark pink, her breath coming in white puffs, her hair coming loose from her beanie in strands that stuck to her lips when she laughed. She looked younger. She looked free. She looked like someone who had stopped performing competence long enough to remember what it felt like to be twenty-two and wanted and exactly where she'd chosen to be.

I caught her when she slipped again, my hands at her waist, and this time she didn't apologize. She leaned into it, her body warm against mine through all the winter layers, and when she looked up her eyes were dark and certain and hungry in a way that had nothing to do with the cold.

Blossom skated past us backward, winked, and yelled, "Save it for phase two, you animals! We've got cocoa to drink and dignity to abandon!"

Val laughed against my chest, and I held her there on the ice with fifty strangers watching and the whole campus talking and the weight of what we'd started feeling less like pressure and more like something we'd built together, one choice at a time.

***

We bailed on the ice after forty minutes because Blossom declared her toes had "achieved cryogenic status" and Val's nose had turned the exact shade of pink that indicated hypothermia was no longer a joke. The cocoa stand at the edge of the rink was doing brisk business with a line of shivering students and two overwhelmed baristas who looked like they'd been making hot chocolate since the Ice Age and had the dead eyes to prove it.

Blossom cut the line. Of course she did. She smiled at the people in front of us, said something about "initiation emergencies" that made absolutely no sense, and somehow we had three steaming paper cups in our hands before anyone could object.

The cocoa was terrible. Objectively, scientifically terrible. It tasted like someone had dissolved a chocolate-scented candle in hot water and called it a day. But it was warm, and our fingers were so cold that the paper cups burned through our gloves and we didn't care.

We found a spot near the rink boards where the holiday lights threw our shadows long across the packed snow, and the three of us huddled together for warmth, shoulders pressed, breath fogging between us in the cold air. Val stood between Blossom and me, her cocoa held in both gloved hands, her chestnut hair half-escaped from her beanie and sticking to her flushed cheeks.

"Jesus Christ," Blossom said after her first sip. "This tastes like someone boiled a Hershey's kiss in a gym sock."

"It's not that bad," Val said, and took another sip.

"It's exactly that bad. You're only saying that because you have a pathological need to find the positive in everything. It's adorable and also concerning." Blossom bumped her shoulder against Val's. "Look at you. Standing there in your designer winter coat and your cashmere scarf drinking sewer chocolate like it's a Michelin-star experience. You're a scandal wrapped in expensive fabric, Sinclair. A beautiful, composed, deeply fuckable scandal."

Val snorted into her cocoa. Actually snorted, a tiny, undignified sound that she immediately tried to cover with a cough, and the effort of watching Valerie Sinclair, queen of composure, fail to maintain her dignity over bad hot chocolate was almost worth the frostbite.

"You know what your problem is?" Blossom continued, warming to her theme. "You think belonging here means being good at everything. Good at skating, good at planning, good at looking like you didn't just have the best sex of your life with Matt fucking Reynolds. News flash: nobody in that house is good at anything except being exactly what we are, which is a disaster with good bone structure and questionable decision-making skills."

"I'm good at plenty of things," Val said, but she was fighting a smile.

"Name one thing you're bad at. Right now. No thinking."

Val opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "I'm bad at... letting Blossom Hart win arguments."

"Wrong! You're bad at admitting you want things. You're bad at saying 'I'm not sorry' out loud. You're bad at looking at the mess we've built and going 'Yes, that, I want that, bring me the chaos.'" Blossom turned to face her fully, cocoa forgotten in one mittened hand. "Say it. Right now. 'I'm not sorry about Matt.'"

The air between them changed. Not heavy, not tense, but charged in the way that happened when Blossom stopped joking and started meaning something. Val's eyes found mine over the rim of her cup, and I saw the calculation happening behind them, the planner weighing the words, measuring the risk, deciding whether the truth was worth the exposure.

She set her cocoa on the rink board. Pulled off one glove with her teeth. Reached across the space between us and took my hand, her cold fingers threading through mine, and looked at Blossom with her chin up and her cheeks pink from more than just the cold.

"I'm not sorry about Matt," she said. Simple. Clear. Her voice steady and her smile small and certain and completely without shame. "I'm not sorry I chose him. I'm not sorry everyone knows. And if Ryan's fraternity wants to post a thousand photos of me looking happy with someone else, they can knock themselves out. We look good together."

Blossom's face did something complicated and beautiful, surprise, then delight, then a warmth so genuine it made her look younger, and she threw her arms around Val's neck hard enough to spill what was left of her cocoa.

"Fuck yes! That's what I'm talking about! That's the Valerie Sinclair who lives under the spreadsheet and comes out when the headboard's hitting the wall!" She let go and grabbed both our hands. "Back on the ice. We're not done. I want one more lap with both of you where Val lets me pull her like she means it and Matt stops pretending he's not staring at her ass in those leggings."

We retrieved our skates from the rental booth, Blossom charming the same sophomore into forgetting we'd had them for over an hour, and laced up again with fingers that had barely thawed. This time when we hit the ice, something had shifted. Val didn't reach for the rail. She reached for Blossom's hand, and when Blossom pulled her into the center of the rink, Val went, laughing, wobbling, letting herself be dragged at a speed that would have given yesterday's Val a spreadsheet-induced aneurysm.

I skated behind them, close enough to catch but far enough to watch. Val in front, her coat open now, her scarf trailing, her chestnut hair loose and wild under the white lights. Blossom beside her, one hand locked with Val's, the other gesturing wildly as she talked, probably about something obscene based on the way Val's shoulders shook with laughter. They carved mismatched paths through the crowd, Blossom's chaos and Val's emerging looseness finding a rhythm that shouldn't have worked and absolutely did.

When Blossom attempted another spin and took them both down in a controlled slide that ended with Val half in Blossom's lap and both of them breathless with laughter, I skated over and offered a hand. Val took it with her bare fingers, she'd lost a glove somewhere, and her skin was ice-cold against mine, and when I pulled her up she didn't let go.

We skated the last lap as a chain, Blossom leading, Val in the middle, me at the back, our hands linked, our breath fogging together in the cold air. The music switched to something slower, a holiday ballad that the tinny speakers turned into sad static, and nobody on that rink missed the three of us, Blossom Hart in her neon and fishnets, Val Sinclair with her composure in tatters and her smile real, and me, the man in the middle of it all, holding onto both of them like they were the only solid things in a world made of ice and light.

By the time we returned our skates for good, Val's face was flushed dark, her hair was a disaster, and she was laughing at something Blossom had said with the open, unguarded joy of someone who had stopped performing and started living. She looked lighter. She looked like herself, or a version of herself that had been waiting under the polish for years, patient and hungry and finally allowed to breathe.

We walked back to the car through the cold dark, shoulders bumping, hands finding each other's through glove layers, and Blossom talked the entire way about phase two of the initiation with the confident authority of someone who had planned absolutely nothing and was making it up as she went.

"Hot cocoa," she announced as we reached the parking lot. "The good kind. With whipped cream. And then things get warm and horizontal and significantly less clothed, because you two have been making eyes at each other all night and I'm not about to let that sexual tension go to waste when I have a perfectly good bed and a lock on my door."

Val didn't object. She didn't blush. She looked at Blossom with those clear gray-green eyes and said, "Your room or mine?"

Blossom's grin could have powered the holiday lights for a week. "Mine. My bed's messier and my walls are thicker. Also I have glitter, and by the time we're done you're going to need it."

We piled into the car, heaters blasting, winter air clinging to our coats and scarves, and as I pulled out of the lot I caught Val's eye in the rearview mirror. She was tucked into the back seat beside Blossom, her beanie gone, her hair a wreck, her cheeks still pink from the cold and the laughter, and the look she gave me was warm and certain and hungry in a way that made my hands tighten on the wheel.

The house was waiting when we got back, warm yellow light in the windows, and as we climbed the porch steps Blossom grabbed Val's hand and pulled her through the door first, talking a mile a minute about whipped cream and warm hands and the very real merits of Blossom Hart's mattress, and Val went with her, laughing, and I followed them inside and closed the door on the cold.

***

Blossom's room looked like a thrift store had thrown up on a music festival and then someone had turned the heat up too high. Clothes everywhere, draped over the desk chair, spilling from the closet, piled in what might have been a laundry hamper or might have been modern art, nobody could be sure. String lights wound through the headboard, casting the whole mess in warm pink and gold. A neon sign on the wall spelled something in cursive that might have been "CHAOS" or might have been a band name, the letters blurring where the bulb was dying. Her bed was unmade, sheets rumpled, a mountain of pillows against the headboard, and the whole room smelled like vanilla perfume and weed and the warm-dust scent of a space where someone lived loudly and without apology.

"Home sweet disaster," Blossom announced, kicking the door shut behind us. "Coat rack is the floor, seating is wherever you can find it, and the cocoa is about to change your life or at least your standards for what constitutes drinkable chocolate."

She'd brought the good stuff upstairs, real cocoa powder, milk heating in a saucepan on the hot plate she wasn't supposed to have, a can of whipped cream that she shook with the focused intensity of someone disarming a bomb. Val stood in the center of the room, still in her coat, scarf, gloves, looking around with the expression of a woman who had entered a dimension where the laws of tidiness did not apply.

"You live like this?" Val asked.

"I thrive like this. There's a difference." Blossom poured the cocoa into three mismatched mugs, one chipped blue, one neon green, one with a cartoon cat that had seen better decades, and topped each with a ridiculous tower of whipped cream. "Now come here. Your hands are still freezing and I'm not about to let you keep those gloves on when I've gone to all this trouble."

Val set her gloves on the desk, neatly, because of course she did, and accepted the mug with both hands. The warmth seeped into her fingers immediately, and she closed her eyes for a second, and the simple pleasure on her face made something in my chest tighten.

Blossom handed me the cat mug, winked, and climbed onto her bed cross-legged, patting the space beside her. "Sit. Both of you. I didn't drag you upstairs to watch you stand around like you're waiting for a guided tour."

We sat. Val on one side of Blossom, me on the other, the three of us shoulder to shoulder on the rumpled bedding with our cocoa steaming between us and the string lights throwing pink shadows across our faces. Val's scarf came off next, then her coat, draped over the foot of the bed, and underneath she was still in that fitted black sweater that hugged every curve she usually kept hidden under blazers and button-downs.

Blossom took a sip of her cocoa, left a whipped cream mustache on her upper lip, and turned to Val with a grin that promised absolutely nothing good.

"Your turn," she said.

"My turn for what?"

"Whipped cream. On the lips. It's traditional."

"Nothing about this is traditional."

"Exactly. Tradition is for people who color-code their planners and pretend they don't like having their hair pulled during sex." Blossom reached over with her finger, scooped a dollop of whipped cream from Val's mug, and held it up. "Open."

Val looked at me. I raised an eyebrow. She looked back at Blossom, and something in her face shifted, calculation giving way to a dare, and she opened her mouth.

Blossom painted her lower lip with the whipped cream, slow, deliberate, her green eyes locked on Val's, and the room got very quiet except for the soft hum of the string lights.

"Now me," Blossom said, and leaned in.

They kissed.

It started gentle, Blossom's mouth on Val's, tasting the whipped cream, Val's breath catching audibly, and then Blossom's hand was in Val's hair and Val's fingers were on Blossom's waist and the kiss deepened into something hungry that made my cock jump hard against my jeans. Val made a sound against Blossom's mouth, low and wanting, and Blossom pulled back just enough to look at her, whipped cream smeared across both their lips, both of them breathing hard.

"Told you," Blossom said, her voice rough. "Traditional."

Val's eyes were dark, her chest rising fast under the black sweater, and when she looked at me over Blossom's shoulder the want in her expression was so raw it hit me like a physical thing.

"Your turn," Blossom said to me, and before I could answer she'd climbed into my lap, straddling me, her thighs on either side of my hips, and kissed me hard. Her mouth tasted like cocoa and whipped cream and Blossom, warm and hungry and familiar, and when she pulled back her grin was wicked. "Now her. I want to watch."

Val didn't wait for an invitation. She turned to me, her hand finding my jaw, and kissed me with a hunger that had been building since the ice rink, maybe longer. Her tongue swept against mine, tasting of chocolate and the sweetness that was just Val, and my hands found her waist through the sweater and pulled her closer.

The room heated up fast after that. Coats hit the floor. Scarves followed. Boots kicked off, gloves tossed, the winter armor coming apart piece by piece until we were down to the layers underneath, Val in her black sweater and leggings, Blossom in her mesh top and cutoffs and the neon bralette that her puffy jacket had been hiding, me in a long-sleeved tee and jeans that were getting uncomfortably tight.

Blossom reached for Val's sweater next, pulling it up slowly, and Val lifted her arms without hesitation, letting Blossom peel the fabric over her head. Underneath, a simple black bra that cupped her full breasts, her stomach pale and smooth in the string lights, and Blossom whistled low.

"Jesus Christ, Sinclair. You've been hiding this under sweaters? That's criminal. That's actually a crime."

Val laughed, and the sound was warm and loose and nothing like the controlled laugh she used in public. "Your turn."

Blossom's mesh top came off over her head, and then she was in just the neon bralette, her curves compact and full, her stomach flat, her skin flushed pink under the lights. She reached behind her back, unhooked the bralette, and let it fall, and her breasts bounced into view, perfect, full, firm, nipples hard, and Val's eyes went dark watching.

"Still with us, planner girl?" Blossom asked, her voice teasing.

"Very much with you," Val said, and she reached for Blossom, pulling her into another kiss that had Blossom moaning against her mouth.

I stripped my shirt off, and when Val broke the kiss with Blossom her eyes found my chest and her breath caught. "God, you're—" She didn't finish. She didn't need to. Her hands were on me, palms flat against my skin, fingers tracing the lines of muscle like she was memorizing them, and the hunger in her touch made my cock throb.

Blossom's cutoffs came next, shimmied down her thighs, and then she was in just fishnets and black underwear, her ass round and perfect, her thighs strong where they pressed against the bedding. She reached for Val's leggings, hooking her fingers into the waistband, and Val lifted her hips, letting Blossom pull them down her legs until she was in just her black bra and underwear, her toned legs bare, her skin goosebumped in the warm air.

"Both of you," Blossom said, her voice husky now, no joke left in it. "On the bed. Now."

We moved. Val on her back, me beside her, Blossom crawling over both of us with the focused intensity of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and had no patience for waiting. She kissed Val first, deep, her hand finding Val's breast through the bra, and Val arched into the touch with a gasp that Blossom swallowed. Then Blossom's mouth was on Val's neck, sucking a mark into the soft skin below her ear, and Val's hand fisted in Blossom's red hair, holding her there.

"Fuck, Blossom—"

"Tell me what you want," Blossom murmured against her skin.

Val's eyes found mine over Blossom's shoulder. "You. Both of you. I want—god, I want everything."

I reached for her, my hand cupping her jaw, thumb brushing her swollen lower lip. "You sure?"

She turned her head and kissed my palm, then my wrist, her tongue hot against my pulse. "I've never been more sure of anything in my life."

Blossom laughed, warm and delighted, and reached for the clasp of Val's bra. "Then let's not keep the lady waiting."

The bra came off. Val's breasts spilled free, full and perfect, nipples hard, and my mouth went dry looking at her. Blossom took one in her mouth immediately, sucking hard, and Val's back arched off the bed with a cry that she tried to swallow and failed.

"Jesus—Blossom, right there—"

I kissed down Val's stomach, over the waistband of her underwear, feeling her muscles tense under my mouth, and when I hooked my fingers into the fabric she lifted her hips, letting me pull them down her thighs. Her pussy was exposed, pink and glistening already, and the smell of her hit me like a drug, sweet, warm, unmistakably Val, and I had to grit my teeth not to bury my face between her legs right then.

Blossom's underwear came off next, tossed somewhere into the clothing vortex, and then she was naked, all curves and flushed skin and the hungry confidence that was pure Blossom. She reached for my jeans, popped the button, dragged the zipper down with impatient fingers, and my cock sprang free, hard and slick at the tip, and both of them made sounds that went straight through me.

"Look at him," Blossom said to Val, her hand wrapping around my shaft, stroking slowly. "All that for us. All that because you finally said yes."

Val's hand found my chest, then lower, her fingers wrapping around Blossom's on my cock, and the sight of both their hands on me, Val's elegant fingers alongside Blossom's restless ones, nearly made me come right there.

Blossom kissed Val again, deep and filthy, her tongue sweeping against Val's, and then she looked at me over Val's shoulder, her green eyes dark with want. "She's ready. I can feel how wet she is. Aren't you, Val? Tell him how bad you want it."

Val's eyes held mine, glassy and certain. "I want you inside me. Now. Please, Matt—"

I positioned myself between her thighs, the head of my cock nudging against her entrance, wet and hot, and Val's breath hitched. Blossom moved beside us, one hand on Val's breast, her mouth near Val's ear, whispering something that made Val's hips jerk.

"Wait," I said, my voice rough. "Last chance. You're sure?"

Val reached for me, her hand finding the back of my neck, pulling me down to her. "I'm sure. I want this. I want you. I want her watching. I want all of it."

Blossom's laugh was warm against Val's shoulder. "Then take it, Sinclair. Take what's yours."

I pressed forward, slow, feeling Val's pussy stretch around the head of my cock, and she gasped, her back arching, her thighs trembling where they gripped my hips.

"Fuck," she breathed. "You're so big—god, Matt—"

I kept going, inch by inch, watching her face, feeling every tight, wet clench of her around me, until I was buried to the hilt and her body was shaking beneath mine and Blossom was kissing her neck and whispering encouragement against her skin and the three of us were joined in the warm pink light of Blossom's chaotic, perfect room.

Val's hand found mine, squeezed hard, and her eyes held mine with a trust that felt like coming home.

"Move," she said. "Please. Move."

***

I started slow. One stroke, then another, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in, feeling every inch of Val's tight, wet pussy grip me. She gasped with each thrust, her back arching, her breasts pressing against my chest, and Blossom was right there beside us, her hand on Val's face, her mouth near Val's ear, whispering things that made Val's hips jerk and her pussy clench around my cock hard enough to make me groan.

"That's it," Blossom murmured. "Look at her, Matt. Look at what you do to her. She's coming apart and we've barely started."

Val was. Her chestnut hair was spread across Blossom's rumpled pillows, her lips parted, her gray-green eyes glassy with want, and every time I drove into her she made a sound that started controlled and broke into something raw and hungry by the end. Her thighs trembled where they gripped my hips, her pussy so wet I could hear it, the slick sound of our bodies joining filling the warm room over the soft hum of the string lights.

I changed the angle, driving deeper, and hit the spot that made her entire body go rigid.

"Right there," she gasped. "Fuck, right there, don't stop—"

I fucked her there, slow and deep, each stroke aimed at that perfect place, and Val's hands fisted in the sheets, then in my hair, pulling me down to her, and when I kissed her she tasted like cocoa and hunger and the sweetness that was just Val.

Blossom's hand found Val's breast, cupping it, thumb circling her nipple, and Val moaned against my mouth. "God, yes—both of you, please—"

"That's what she wants," Blossom said, her voice low and wicked. "She wants to be watched. She wants to be wanted. She's spent her whole life being the good girl and now she wants to be the fucked girl, and look at her, Matt, look at how fucking beautiful she is when she stops pretending."

She was. Val beneath me, flushed pink from chest to thighs, sweat beading on her stomach, her breasts bouncing with each thrust, her pussy gripping my cock like a fist, she was devastating, and the fact that she was letting herself be seen this way, messy and hungry and completely undone, made something in my chest tighten that had nothing to do with sex.

The pace picked up. I fucked her harder, deeper, my hips driving into her with a rhythm that had the bed creaking beneath us, and Val's cries got louder, less controlled, breaking into sobs on the deeper strokes. Blossom kissed down Val's neck to her breast, took her nipple in her mouth, sucked hard, and Val's back arched off the bed with a cry that vibrated through her chest.

"Fuck, Blossom—right there—"

"Tell me how bad you want it," Blossom said against her skin. "Tell him. Tell him how wet you are, how much you need him."

"I'm so wet," Val gasped, her hips grinding up to meet my strokes. "God, Matt, I'm so wet for you, I've been wet since the ice rink, since you caught me, since—fuck—since Blossom made me say it out loud—"

Blossom laughed, warm and delighted, and looked at me over Val's heaving chest. "She's a poet when she's desperate. I like it."

I was getting close. Too close. Val's pussy was squeezing me on every thrust, hot and tight and so fucking wet, and the sight of her coming apart beneath me with Blossom's mouth on her breast and Blossom's hand between her legs, fingers working her clit in fast circles, was almost too much.

"Switch," I said, my voice rough. "I want her on top. I want to see her."

We moved. Val climbing into my lap, straddling me, my cock still inside her, and the new angle drove me even deeper. She gasped, her head tipping back, her breasts bouncing as she found her rhythm above me. Blossom moved behind her, pressed against Val's back, her hands finding Val's breasts, her mouth on Val's shoulder, and the sight of them, Val on top of me, taking what she wanted, Blossom wrapped around her from behind, both of them flushed and sweating and beautiful in the pink light, nearly made me come right there.

"Ride him," Blossom whispered against Val's ear. "Take what you need. Show him how badly you wanted this."

Val rode me. Her hips rolled in tight circles, taking me deep with each downward stroke, her pussy clenching around my cock, and the wet sound of her taking me filled the room. Her hands braced on my chest, her thighs gripping my hips, and every time she sank down onto me her breath caught and her eyes went dark and something in her expression broke a little more.

Blossom's hand slid between them, between Val's legs, finding where our bodies joined, and when her fingers brushed Val's clit Val cried out, loud and broken, her rhythm stuttering.

"Right there," Blossom murmured. "That's it. Let him feel you. Let him feel how close you are."

I reached up, cupped Val's face, pulled her down to me, and kissed her deep. Her tongue swept against mine, hungry, desperate, and when I broke the kiss she was gasping, her forehead against mine, her hips still rolling, taking me deeper with each stroke.

"Blossom," she breathed. "I need—both of you, I need—"

Blossom understood. She kissed Val's shoulder, then her neck, then turned Val's face to hers and kissed her mouth, deep and filthy, their tongues meeting, and while they kissed I reached between us, found Blossom's pussy from behind, and pushed two fingers inside her. She was soaking, hot and slick, her pussy clenching around my fingers, and she moaned against Val's mouth, her hips grinding back against my hand.

"Fuck," Blossom gasped, breaking the kiss. "Both of you, Jesus Christ—"

Val laughed, breathless, wrecked, and the sound was so free it made my chest ache. She reached behind her, found Blossom's hip, pulled her closer, and then they were kissing again, Val's hand working between Blossom's legs where my fingers were, and the sight of Val Sinclair, planner, perfectionist, good girl, fingering Blossom Hart while riding my cock in a room full of pink light and rumpled sheets, was the hottest thing I'd ever seen.

Blossom came first. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her body shaking against Val's back, a broken moan tearing from her throat as she ground against my hand and Val's fingers. Val felt it, felt Blossom pulse around her, and the sound she made was halfway between wonder and hunger.

"Your turn," Blossom whispered against Val's ear, her voice wrecked. "Come for us. Come on his cock with me watching. Let me see you."

I changed the angle, driving up into Val with deep, steady strokes, and Blossom's hand found Val's clit, rubbing hard, fast circles that made Val's entire body jerk.

"Right there," Val gasped. "Don't stop, please, don't stop—"

"I've got you," I said, my hands tight on her hips, driving up into her. "Let go, Val. We've got you."

She came.

It hit her like a bus. Her back arched, her pussy clamped down on my cock in violent, rhythmic pulses, and a scream tore from her throat that she didn't try to swallow. Her body shook, trembled, her thighs locking around my hips, her hand fisting in the sheets beside my head as wave after wave rolled through her. I fucked her through it, driving deep, feeling every clench and pulse around my cock, and the sounds she made, sobbing, gasping, pleading, pushed me right to the edge.

"Inside," Blossom said, filthy and bright. "Come inside her, Matt. Fill her up. Let her feel it."

I was close. So close I could feel it building at the base of my spine, my balls tight, my cock throbbing inside Val's clutching, milking pussy. Blossom's hand was still on Val's clit, working her through the aftershocks, and Val was gasping, her hips grinding against me, taking every stroke, her body still shaking.

"With me," I growled. "Come with me, Val. One more."

Blossom rubbed Val's clit harder, faster, and Val's back arched again, a second orgasm building fast on the heels of the first, and when it hit her she cried out, loud and broken, her pussy squeezing my cock so hard I lost it.

I came because Val stopped holding back and Blossom made sure neither of us could pretend otherwise. The release hit messy and fast, my body driving into Val while Blossom laughed against her shoulder, filthy and proud, urging her to take all of it. Val gasped, hips rocking through every pulse, her grip on me turning fierce as the last of her carefulness burned away in Blossom's wrecked, cocoa-warm room.

Blossom whooped, loud and delighted, her arms around Val's waist from behind, her chin on Val's shoulder. "That's it! That's fucking it! Look at her, Matt! Look at what we did! Valerie Sinclair, certified mess, officially fucked stupid in Blossom Hart's bed, and she is not sorry about a single second of it!"

Val collapsed forward onto my chest, her body heaving, sweat-slick skin against mine, and I held her, one hand in her hair, the other on her ass, keeping her pressed against me where we were still joined. Blossom pressed against her back, her breasts against Val's shoulder blades, her face buried in Val's hair, and the three of us stayed like that, tangled and breathless, in the warm pink light of Blossom's chaotic, perfect room.

Val's heart hammered against my chest, rapid and strong, and when she lifted her head her eyes were glassy and dazed and completely, utterly wrecked.

"Holy fuck," she breathed.

Blossom laughed against her neck. "Welcome to the family, Sinclair. You're one of us now. Officially. Ceremonially. With paperwork and everything."

"There's no paperwork," Val said, but she was laughing too, the sound shaky and warm against my skin.

"There is now. I'm drafting it as we speak. By-laws. Initiation clauses. A whole section on proper dick-taking technique, which you, by the way, fucking aced."

Val buried her face against my chest, her shoulders shaking with laughter, and I held both of them, Val against my front, Blossom against her back, and felt the weight of what we'd built settle into something warm and certain and ours.

***

We lay there for a long time, the three of us tangled in Blossom's wrecked sheets, sweat cooling on our skin, breath slowing. The string lights hummed overhead, casting everything in soft pink, and somewhere in the pile of discarded clothing, someone's phone buzzed and nobody moved to check it. The cocoa had gone cold in our mugs on the nightstand, the whipped cream collapsed into sad white puddles, and the room smelled like sex and vanilla and the lived-in Sunday-afternoon warmth of a room where nothing needed to be solved.

Val was sprawled half on my chest, half on Blossom's, her chestnut hair a wild mess across both of us, one leg hooked over mine, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my stomach. Blossom had her arm thrown across Val's waist, her face buried against Val's shoulder, and every few minutes she'd mutter something obscene and satisfied into Val's skin that made Val laugh against my collarbone.

"We should probably move eventually," Val said, not moving.

"Absolutely not," Blossom mumbled. "Moving is for people who haven't just had the best threesome of their lives. We are in the afterglow zone. The afterglow zone has no movement clauses."

"Your sheets are sticky."

"My sheets have been worse. Remember that night with the body glitter and the tequila?"

"I try not to."

"Wise." Blossom lifted her head, her red hair sticking to her cheek in sweaty strands, and grinned at Val. "But speaking of glitter."

She reached over to her nightstand, rummaged through what appeared to be a landfill of makeup and hair ties and things that might have been jewelry or might have been craft supplies, and emerged with a small pot of gold glitter. She unscrewed the lid, dipped her finger in, and reached for Val's wrist.

"This," she said, painting a thin line of glitter across Val's inner wrist, "is official. You are now a card-carrying member of the Hart-Reynolds disaster squad. Certificate of chaos. Badge of honor. Also, it's waterproof, so good luck getting it off before your winter formal, which is now going to be significantly more sparkly than you planned."

Val looked at her wrist, at the gold line catching the pink light, and her smile was soft and a little wondering. "I'm going to have glitter on my wrist at the Delta Kappa Rho formal."

"Damn right you are. Every time Ryan looks at your hand, he's going to see evidence that you got properly wrecked by me and Matt in a room that smells like sex and poor life choices. It's psychological warfare with aesthetic benefits."

Val laughed, and the sound was warm and free and completely unguarded. She held her wrist up to the light, turning it, watching the glitter catch, and something in her expression made my chest tight.

Blossom hadn't made her earn this. That was the thing that hit me, lying there in the wreckage of her bed. Blossom hadn't tested Val, hadn't judged whether she was worthy of the family, hadn't treated her like someone who needed to prove she belonged. She'd pulled Val into the mess because she already saw her there, had seen her there all along, and the certainty of that welcome, reckless and generous and entirely Blossom, was its own kind of love.

Val caught me looking. Her eyes held mine, clear and certain in the pink light, and she didn't say "I love you." She didn't need to. What she said was simpler.

"This is good," she said. Quiet. Sure. Her glitter-streaked wrist resting on my chest. "This mess. This family. Whatever we're calling it. It's good, and I want it, and I'm not going back to pretending I don't."

Blossom made a sound that was half laugh, half something warmer, and pressed her face against Val's shoulder again. "Told you. Once you're in, you're in. No refunds, no returns, just a lifetime supply of bad decisions and the best sex you'll ever have."

"Speaking of bad decisions," Val said, reaching for her phone from the nightstand, "I should probably check my messages. My mom has texted approximately fourteen times about brunch, and if I don't respond she's going to send a search party."

She unlocked her phone, scrolled, and then went very still.

The shift was subtle, a tightening around her eyes, a small inhale, but I felt it. Blossom felt it too. She lifted her head, alert, the joke draining from her expression.

"What?" I asked.

Val turned the phone so we could see it. A message from a group chat I wasn't in, screenshotted and forwarded to her by someone, Maisie, probably, or Summer. The text was brief and brutal:

Invite List Challenge dropped. Greek Row is running a thing where they're ranking access to the Social Six. Points for who can get closest, who can pull the most invites, who can prove they've got the in. They're treating the girls like currency and Matt like the gatekeeper. It's gross and it's everywhere.

Below it, another message: They're calling it the Reynolds Run. As in, run to Reynolds if you want near the girls. As if he owns us. As if we're not choosing.

The room got quiet. The string lights hummed. Somewhere downstairs, a door closed, and the sound felt very far away.

Val set the phone down. Her glitter-streaked wrist caught the light, gold against her pale skin, and for one heartbeat I watched her do what old Val would have done, calculate, retreat, create distance between herself and the mess, protect the polished version of herself that belonged in boardrooms and winter formals and stories where everything made sense.

She didn't.

She picked up her cold cocoa, took a sip, made a face, and set it back on the nightstand with a grimace.

"That is still terrible," she said.

"The cocoa?" Blossom asked.

"The cocoa, yes." Val's mouth curved as she looked at the phone again, the gold glitter on her wrist catching the pink light. "The challenge is worse, but at least the photo is good."

Blossom stared at her for half a second, then broke into a grin so wide it looked like victory. "Certified trouble."

Val looked down at the glitter mark, then at me, then at Blossom. She was still flushed, still sticky, still half tangled in Blossom's ruined sheets, and she did not look like a woman preparing to retreat.

She looked like a woman who had finally stopped asking whether she was allowed to stand where she already was.

"They are aiming straight for you now," Val said, her voice calm and proud. "And through you, at us."

"Good," Blossom said, reaching for her own phone with one hand and dragging Val closer with the other. "About time we showed them how this works."

I looked at the alert again, at the ugly little hook buried under all the hype. Who got access. Who got near the Social Six. Who could prove they had the in. The same old story with a new graphic: turn the women into prizes, turn me into the lock, and pretend the whole thing was a game.

But Val was still tucked into Blossom's chaos, glitter-branded and bare and smiling like she had found a version of herself nobody could hand back to Ryan or her parents or any old story that had stopped fitting. Blossom had not made her earn it. The house had not voted. Nobody had handed her a certificate and told her she could stay.

She had chosen.

They had welcomed her.

That was the difference.

Val curled against me, warm, messy, and exactly where she belonged. When the world knocked again, she did not run. She wiped cocoa from the corner of her mouth with her thumb, glanced at Blossom, then looked back at me with that dry warmth I was learning was her real voice under the polish.

"Let's see them try."

God, I was in love with this mess.

And for once, the house was done apologizing for what it was.

Bring on the next challenge.


Access Denied


The house was awake and pissed by the time I made it downstairs.

Blossom's bed had been warm and wrecked, Val's skin still smelled like vanilla and my flannel, and then my phone started blowing up before I even found my pants.

By nine thirty, the kitchen looked like a war room run by seven women who had hit their lifetime limit on everybody else's bullshit.

Summer stood at the island in an oversized CSU hoodie and sleep shorts, blonde hair piled loose on top of her head, scrolling her phone with the calm, dangerous focus of someone deciding how hard to hit back.

Blossom paced the tile floor in fishnets, cutoffs, and a neon bralette under an unzipped puffer jacket, red hair wild, voice carrying through three rooms as she narrated the entire Greek Row male population to an early grave.

"Imagine being this fucking pathetic," she was saying to nobody in the room and everyone in the world. "Imagine waking up and deciding the peak of your existence is whether some dude you've never met will let you stand near women who would rather eat glass than talk to you. It's embarrassing. It's actually embarrassing to watch."

Pandora sat at the kitchen table with her laptop open, sleek black hair pulled back, glasses low on her nose, scrolling through something that made her mouth do that tight, amused thing that meant someone was about to get eviscerated with precision.

Val stood beside her, still in my flannel from last night, buttoned wrong, chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, a thin line of gold glitter visible on her inner wrist where it caught the morning light. She looked tired and composed and completely, utterly unashamed, which was new and fucking gorgeous on her.

Pen leaned against the counter by the fridge, taking in the scene with amused calculation, the way she did when something was hilarious right up until it wasn't.

Greta stood by the back door in blue sweatpants and a white tank, arms crossed, ice-blonde ponytail tight, her posture saying she was two comments away from breaking a chair over someone's head.

And Maisie.

Maisie found me the second I walked in, bounced off the counter, and attached herself to my side like she had been waiting. Her dark curls were piled on top of her head, she was wearing one of my shirts as a dress, and her hand slid into mine like it belonged there. She pressed a quick kiss to my jaw, warm and certain, and did not let go.

"Morning, baby," she said. "You missed the part where Blossom threatened to castrate the entire Sigma Phi roster via group text."

"I'm saving my energy for the real thing," Blossom called over her shoulder.

Pandora tapped her laptop screen. "It's worse than the alert made it sound. They've built an entire framework. Points system. Wristband hierarchy. Blue for verified, silver for pending, which is their cute way of saying women who might talk to you if Reynolds says it's okay." Her voice was dry, precise, the calm that meant she had already decided how this ended. "There's a leaderboard. There are rules. There's a graphic with our faces ranked by access difficulty that I would find flattering if it weren't so fundamentally stupid."

"Let me see that," Greta said, crossing to the table.

She looked at the screen. Her jaw tightened, and something dangerous flashed in her eyes.

"These guys think a wristband gets them what, exactly? A conversation? A smile? The privilege of standing within ten feet of someone who'd rather drink battery acid?"

"They think it gets them status," Val said. Her voice was clean, measured, the planner cutting through noise without turning the morning into a meeting. "That's the point. It's not about us. It's about proving they can get something other guys can't."

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and the glitter on her wrist caught the light.

"The insult isn't that they want access," she said. "It's that they think access is something Matt hands out like Halloween candy."

The room got quiet.

Not heavy. Sharp. The kind of quiet where everybody hears the thing that just landed.

Because she was right.

I felt it like a cold splash. The insult wasn't that people thought these women wanted me. The insult was that they thought I could distribute them. That I owned the list, the house, the right to decide who stood where. That I was the gatekeeper for seven adults who had built something I had been invited into, not something I had built around them.

"Fuck that," I said.

Simple. Clear. Rougher than I meant it.

Summer's eyes found mine across the island. Warm. Steady. Proud in that way that made my chest tight.

"He gets it," she said, like she was confirming something she already knew.

"Of course he gets it," Blossom said, throwing herself onto the couch. "He's not the one who needs the seminar. It's every dickhead on Greek Row who thinks proximity is a currency they can trade."

Maisie's hand tightened in mine. She leaned into my side, her hip against mine, her body warm through the thin fabric of my shirt.

"They're going to Rook's tonight," she said. "The winter bar thing. That's where they're running it. I saw the location on three different threads."

Pandora nodded. "Correct. Greek Row winter bar night. Not ours. Someone else's room, someone else's wristbands, someone else's very sad attempt at social architecture. Rook's has the back room open for them, they're running dart tournaments, photo wall, the works. Our friends from Sigma Phi and Delta Kappa arranged a special edition. Fake VIP wristbands. Cameras ready. The plan, as best I can tell, is to surround Matt, ask for access, record his reaction, and use whatever he says to prove he is either the gatekeeper or a fraud. Both conclusions miss the entire point."

"Which is?" Pen asked, though she already knew.

"Nobody decides who stands near us except us," Val said. Calm. Certain. "Not Matt. Not a wristband. Not a points system designed by men who have never had a conversation with a woman that didn't start with hey beautiful."

Greta's mouth curved. Not quite a smile. Something warmer and more dangerous.

"So we go."

It wasn't a question.

Summer pushed off the island, crossed to me with Maisie still attached to my side, and put her hand on my chest. Warm palm against cotton, blue eyes holding mine with that steady, anchoring certainty that had been home since the first time she looked at me and didn't look away.

"We go," she said. "Not to defend ourselves. Not to explain. We go because Rook's is having a party, and we're allowed to walk into any room that uses our names as bait. If some guys want to turn that into a game, they can watch us play it our way."

Blossom bounced off the couch. "I'm wearing fishnets and the smallest top I own. I want every one of them to see exactly what they're not getting and know exactly why."

"Subtle," Pandora said.

"I contain multitudes. Subtle isn't one of them."

Pen pushed off the counter. "I'll drive. My Jeep fits all of us if Greta doesn't mind sitting on someone's lap."

"I don't mind," Greta said, and the look she gave me had nothing to do with cars.

Val closed Pandora's laptop. Picked up her coffee. Sipped it, made a face at the temperature, and set it down with the calm efficiency of someone who had just decided how her evening would go and was not especially concerned with anyone else's opinion.

"The list belongs to us," she said.

Just that.

Quiet. Final.

Maisie squeezed my hand. Looked up at me with those warm honey-brown eyes bright with something that was not worry. It was pride. Open, fearless pride, the kind that said she had chosen where she stood and wanted everyone to see it.

"You good?" she asked.

I looked at her. At Summer's hand still warm on my chest. At Blossom already plotting wardrobe chaos. At Pandora's dry precision and Val's glitter-marked wrist and Pen's sharp little smile and Greta's blunt, physical certainty.

Seven women who had built something together. Seven women who had chosen, in their own ways, to let me stand in the center of it.

Not because I owned the door.

Because they had opened it.

"I'm good," I said.

The house moved. Phones charged. Boots found. Coats pulled on. The morning light cut through the windows and across the kitchen tile, and nobody in that room looked like they were preparing for a defense.

They looked like they were getting ready to win.

***

Rook's smelled like winter and poor decisions.

Cold pavement under our boots, the bar glowing blue and silver through fogged windows, bass thumping through the walls hard enough to feel in your chest before we even reached the door.

The line stretched halfway down the block. Greek Row sweaters, puffer jackets, girls in tiny dresses pretending they were not freezing, guys stamping boots on concrete and checking phones under streetlights. I saw the wristbands before we hit the entrance. Blue and silver, laminated, clipped around wrists with the kind of theatrical importance usually reserved for backstage passes at shows nobody wanted to see.

"Those are not ours," Pandora said beside me. "Ours are thicker. Better card stock. These look like they were printed at Kinko's during a power outage."

"Artisanal fraud," Pen said. "I respect the effort if not the execution."

This was not a Social Six event. That was the point. Someone else had built the room, printed the wristbands, started the game, and decided their names were the prize.

So the girls walked in to remind everyone who actually owned the gravity.

The front room was open, the back room half-roped, and the bouncer knew enough to know exactly what was happening. He looked at Summer, then Pandora, then the fake wristbands glittering down the line, and his expression did the math.

"Evening, ladies," he said, unhooking the rope.

"Careful," Blossom told him as she passed. "We brought standards."

"God help us," he said, but he was smiling.

The heat hit first. Bar air, thick with beer and perfume and the warm wool scent of too many bodies in too small a space. Winter lights strung across the ceiling in blue and silver loops. Dartboards along the back wall. A photo setup with a Greek Row crest backdrop where a line of guys were taking turns holding cups and making faces at a camera operated by someone who looked like they would rather be anywhere else.

And the room noticed.

I felt it the second we crossed the threshold. That shift in noise, the way conversations dipped and phones came up and eyes found us in waves. Not mean. Hungry. Fascinated. The kind of attention that happened when seven women who defined the best parties on campus walked into a room together, and every person in it suddenly remembered why they had shown up in the first place.

Summer moved to my right side, shoulder against mine, warm through the layers of our coats. Her blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, her smile bright and easy and completely unconcerned with whether anyone was recording it.

Blossom bounded ahead, red hair flying, fishnets visible under her cutoffs despite the temperature, already grabbing two shots from a passing tray with the confidence of someone who believed alcohol belonged to her on principle.

Val walked on my left, polished and perfect in a fitted black sweater and dark jeans, chestnut hair smooth, posture saying she owned every inch of floor she stepped on. The gold glitter on her wrist caught the bar light when she reached for a drink, and I saw a guy near the dartboard notice it and look away fast, like he had seen something private he was not supposed to understand.

Pandora hung back, watching. Always watching. Her dark eyes moved across the room in slow, precise sweeps, cataloging faces, phones, the cluster of Sigma Phi guys near the bar trying very hard not to look like they were waiting for us.

Greta stood near the wall, tall and impossible to miss in a blue crewneck that matched her eyes, ice-blonde ponytail tight, arms crossed, her presence doing the work of a warning sign without her having to say a word.

Pen found a spot by the photo wall, leaned against it with lake-family ease, and started a conversation with two freshmen who looked like they had just won the lottery by proximity.

And Maisie never left my side.

Her hand found mine the second we walked in, fingers threading through my grip like they had been doing it for years. She wore a cropped blue sweater that showed a strip of warm skin above her waistband, dark curls piled on top of her head, and every thirty seconds she bumped her hip against mine or squeezed my hand or pressed a quick kiss to my jaw like she was reminding herself I was there and reminding everyone else why it mattered.

"Your girlfriend is adorable," a voice said behind me.

I turned to find a Delta Kappa Rho brother I vaguely recognized from some tailgate, his smile aimed at Maisie with the hopeful energy of a man who believed compliments were currency.

"She is," I said. "She's also standing right here and has a name."

"Right. Sorry. Maisie. Hi." He extended a hand. "Tyler. We met at..."

"I remember," Maisie said, her smile bright and warm and carrying approximately zero interest.

She squeezed my hand and did not let go.

The approaches came in waves after that. Not all at once. In ones and twos, guys sliding into my periphery with the careful casualness of men who had rehearsed opening lines in bathroom mirrors.

"Reynolds, hey. Any shot at getting on the list for next weekend? Heard the house is doing something big."

"Come on, man. You're the in now. Just a name. One name. I'll owe you."

"You're basically the bouncer, right? Like, you decide who gets through the door? That's gotta be a power trip."

"Those wristbands though. For real. How do I get one of the blue ones? Is there a test? An application? Do I need to suck up to you specifically, or..."

I deflected. Politely. Firmly.

I did not promise. I did not distribute. I did not use the women as proof of anything, because they were not proof. They were people. Seven adults who had built something together and invited me into the center of it, not because I owned the door, but because they had opened it.

The room kept watching. Phones up, recording, tension humming through the crowd because everyone had come for a show and nobody was sure yet what they were getting.

Then he stepped forward.

Sigma Phi sweatshirt. Tall, broad-shouldered, the kind of guy who had been told he was handsome enough times that it had calcified into expectation. He had a blue wristband on his right wrist that looked exactly like the fake ones Pandora had described, and he was smiling the way men smile when they have decided the risk is worth the footage.

"Reynolds," he said, loud enough that the conversations nearby dipped. "Been waiting for you."

The room tightened. Phones raised. Cameras focused.

The women behind me went still in that precise way that meant they were choosing whether to step in or let me handle it, and the fact that they were considering letting me handle it at all was its own kind of trust.

"Don't think we've met," I said.

"We haven't. But everybody knows who you are." His smile did not reach his eyes. "You're the in now. The girls listen to you. The house listens to you. That's what the challenge is about, right? Reynolds Run. Get to Reynolds, get near the girls."

He held up his wristband.

"So prove it. Get me a real one. Show everyone how this works. Show them you're not just the guy they chose. Show them you're the guy who decides who gets chosen."

The quiet part, out loud, in front of every phone in the room.

I felt Summer's hand find the small of my back. Warm. Steady. Not pushing me forward. Anchoring me.

Maisie's fingers tightened in mine.

Blossom had gone quiet, which was its own kind of warning.

Pandora's eyes were on the Sigma Phi guy with the focused calm of someone reading a dissection manual.

Val stood straight, glitter on her wrist catching the light, gray-green eyes clear and completely unimpressed.

Greta uncrossed her arms.

The women could have destroyed him. Summer's warmth turned to ice. Blossom's chaos weaponized. Pandora's precision deployed like a scalpel. They could have taken him apart in front of his own cameras and walked away leaving nothing but wreckage.

They did not.

They waited.

For me.

The room held its breath. Phones recording. The Sigma Phi guy's smile faltered a half-degree, like he had expected a different reaction and was not sure what to do with the one he was getting.

I stepped forward.

***

I looked at the Sigma Phi guy and his fake wristband and the phones pointed at my face, and I said the thing I should have said weeks ago.

"I'm not the in."

The room got quieter. Not silent. The bar kept going, glasses and music and distant laughter. But the pocket of space around us went quiet in the way spaces go quiet when something true has been said in public.

"I'm not the gatekeeper. I'm not the bouncer. I don't hand out wristbands or invitations or access to women who aren't mine to hand out, because they're not mine." I kept my voice level. Not performing. Not threatening. Just saying it. "The list belongs to them. The house belongs to them. Every invitation, every guest spot, every person who gets through that door does it because one of them decided they wanted them there. Not because I said it was okay. Not because I handed out a pass like I'm running a carnival ride."

The Sigma Phi guy's smile froze. His wristband suddenly looked very plastic under the bar lights.

"They choose who gets close," I said. "They chose me. That's the part you keep missing. That's the part this whole challenge is built to avoid, because the idea that seven adult women might want something, might want someone, and that wanting isn't a thing you can earn points for or trade wristbands over, that idea makes your game fall apart. So you built a game where I'm the lock and they're the prize, and you missed the entire fucking point."

I stopped.

Let it sit.

The room held its breath.

Summer's hand was warm on the small of my back. I could feel her breathing, steady and certain, and when I glanced at her she was looking at me with those blue eyes full of a pride so fierce it made my chest tight.

"He said it right," she said, her voice carrying. Warm. Clear. Not defending. Stating.

Pandora stepped forward. Just half a step, enough that the cameras caught her, sleek black hair and dark eyes and the stillness that made every word she said sound like it had been measured twice before leaving her mouth.

"A rare moment of public accuracy," she said. "Enjoy it. They don't come often."

Val moved to my other side. The gold glitter on her wrist caught the light when she tucked her hair behind her ear, and her voice was clean and calm and carried the weight of someone who had stopped asking permission.

"The list belongs to us," she said. "It always has. If you want on it, ask us. Not him. Not a wristband. Us."

Blossom bounded into the space between us and the Sigma Phi guy with the energy of a grenade that had decided today was a good day to explode. She pointed at his wristband, red hair flying, grin wide and dangerous.

"Imagine thinking a plastic bracelet makes you interesting. Imagine waking up and deciding the peak of your social ambition is a laminated piece of paper that says I stood near a hot girl once and she didn't call security. It's sad. It's actually sad. I'm embarrassed for you, and I once French-kissed a stranger at a bus stop because he had good eyeliner, so my standards for embarrassment are not high."

The room laughed.

Not mean. Relieved. The tension broke into something warmer, something that felt like the crowd choosing a side without being told to.

Maisie's hand found mine. She squeezed, hard, and then she stepped forward, honey-brown eyes bright, smile fearless, and looked at the Sigma Phi guy like she was about to give him a gift he had not earned.

"You don't get close because you ask Matt," she said. Her voice was clear and certain and carried to every phone in the room. "You get close because we want you there. Because we choose you. Because somewhere in the mess of whatever this is, we see something in you worth letting in."

She glanced at me, her smile softening into something private and warm, then looked back at the crowd.

"He didn't hand out access to me. I took it. I asked for it. I showed up and I stayed because I wanted to. He said okay because that's how this works when the people involved are actual adults and not characters in whatever fantasy you've built where women are currency and men are ATMs."

Pen pushed off the wall. Her eyes were amused, her mouth doing that crooked thing that meant she was about to say something that would hurt and heal at the same time.

"That was almost a strategy," she said to the Sigma Phi guy. "Embarrassing, but almost. Next time try having a conversation with a woman that doesn't start with can your boyfriend get me on the list and see how that works for you. Radical concept, I know."

Greta did not say anything at first.

She just moved. One step, two, until she was standing close enough to the Sigma Phi guy that he could feel the heat coming off her, close enough that her ice-blue eyes were all he could see.

"Back up," she said. Quiet. Flat. "Before this gets educational."

He backed up. Two steps, then three, his wristband suddenly looking very small on his wrist, and the crowd parted around him like he was carrying something contagious.

The room shifted. I felt it in real time. Phones still recording, but the narrative flipping, the feed turning, people looking at the Social Six not as prizes behind a gate but as seven women who had built something together and chosen, publicly, to stand where they were standing.

The fake wristband joke died somewhere between Blossom's explosion and Greta's flat threat, and what replaced it was warmer, sharper, and entirely on their terms.

We reclaimed a table near the dartboards. Summer slid in beside me, thigh against mine, hand finding my knee under the table like it belonged there. Pandora took the seat across from us, already scrolling through her phone with the satisfied focus of someone watching the internet correct itself in real time. Val sat next to her, calm, composed, glitter catching the bar light when she reached for her drink. Blossom was already holding court with a group of freshmen by the photo wall, narrating what had just happened with enough embellishment to turn it into folklore by closing time.

Pen and Greta claimed the high-top near the bar, leaning into each other's space, trading looks that carried something charged and unhurried.

And Maisie.

Maisie did not take the empty seat beside me. She turned, flushed and bright and proud, and slid into my lap like she had been planning to all night. Her thighs settled on either side of mine, warm through denim, arms around my neck, and the room noticed but she did not care.

She held my face between her hands, thumbs brushing my jaw, and looked at me with those warm honey-brown eyes full of something that had been building since the first time she climbed into my lap on a kitchen counter and decided she belonged there.

"Hi," she said, soft enough that only I could hear it.

"Hi."

"You were good out there."

"You were better."

She smiled, and it reached her eyes, and then she kissed me.

Not performative. Not for the cameras. Sweet and certain and full of a history that belonged to nobody except us, her mouth warm against mine, her body settled against me like she had found the spot she had been looking for all along.

When she pulled back, her cheeks were pink, her curls had come loose from their pile, and she looked at me like I was something she had chosen a long time ago and was still surprised, every day, to find she had chosen right.

I held her waist. Felt the warm curve of her hips through the cropped sweater, the solid reality of her in my lap, and something in my chest tightened that had nothing to do with the crowd or the cameras or the challenge dying behind us.

She had been loving me out loud since the beginning. In kitchens, on counters, in the way her hand found mine without looking, in the bright, fearless pride she carried every time someone looked at us and wondered. She had been saying it with her body, her presence, her stubborn, generous certainty, long before either of us had found the words.

The next private answer came in action.

It was a when.

The Social Six version of the story won because it was true. The women were not prizes. I was not their gatekeeper. We were something messier and warmer and entirely ours, built one choice at a time by people who had decided belonging was worth the trouble.

Blossom laughed somewhere near the photo wall. Summer's hand squeezed my knee. Val's glitter caught the light. Pandora's mouth curved in private satisfaction. Pen and Greta traded a look that promised something for later.

And Maisie stayed in my lap, forehead against mine, breath warm on my mouth, choosing me out loud the way she chose everything.

With both hands.

Without hesitation.


The Left Side of the Dresser


We piled out of Pen's Jeep into the cold dark of the driveway, winter air sharp enough to burn your lungs, and Maisie's hand never left mine. Not once. Through the parking lot scramble, the ride home with Greta half in my lap laughing, the argument over who stole whose gloves, her fingers stayed locked through mine like she'd made a decision and was not planning to reconsider it no matter how loud Blossom got about the heater settings.

The house welcomed us back like it had missed the noise. Warm yellow light through the front windows, the smell of vanilla and lake air and whatever Summer had left baking that morning hitting us in the face the second Pen pushed the door open. Coats came off, boots got kicked into the pile by the door, scarves unwound and tossed over the banister, and the seven of us filled the hallway with the kind of triumphant chaos that happened when you walked out of someone else's game with the scoreboard permanently in your favor.

"We fucking crushed them," Blossom announced, bouncing off the wall in fishnets and the neon bralette she'd been wearing under her coat all night. Her red hair was wild, cheeks flushed pink from the cold or the victory or both, and she pointed at me with the focused intensity of someone who believed I deserved a medal and she was the one to give it. "You. You stood there and said the thing, and they had nothing. They had fucking nothing, and their faces, Jesus Christ, their faces looked like they'd just watched their dog get elected president."

"To be fair," Pandora said, pulling off her gloves with precise, elegant movements, "their dog would have been more articulate."

"They didn't even have a dog," Val said, and the way she said it, dry and amused and completely unbothered, with that gold glitter still catching the hall light on her wrist, made something in my chest tighten that had nothing to do with the cold.

Summer was already in the kitchen, blonde hair loose around her shoulders, pulling mugs from the cabinet with the easy warmth of someone who understood that victory called for hot chocolate even if nobody had asked for it. Greta leaned against the counter beside her, ice-blonde ponytail tight, arms crossed, watching the room with that quiet, satisfied calculation that meant she'd enjoyed watching those Sigma Phi guys back up more than she wanted to admit.

And Maisie.

Maisie stayed pressed against my side like gravity had personally assigned her there and she was taking the job seriously. Her dark curls had come completely loose from whatever pile she'd started with, falling around her face in soft, touchable waves, and her honey-brown eyes were so bright they looked like they'd been plugged into something. She hadn't stopped touching me. Hand in mine, then her palm flat against my chest while Blossom ranted, then her fingers brushing my jaw like she was checking I was real, then back to my hand, her hip bumping mine with every step as we moved through the hallway into the kitchen.

I felt it. The way her body hummed against mine, warm and electric and barely contained. Not the usual Maisie bounce, the bright, energetic affection she carried everywhere. This was deeper. Something had cracked open at Rook's, sitting in my lap with the cameras on and the room watching, and she hadn't put it back together yet. Her fingers trembled slightly where they held mine. Her breath came a little faster than the walk from the car justified. Every time she looked at me, her eyes did this thing where they got wide and soft and a little overwhelmed, like she was seeing something she'd been hoping for and was still surprised to find.

The other women saw it.

Summer caught it first. She handed me a mug of hot chocolate, our fingers brushed, and her blue eyes moved from my face to Maisie's hand on my chest to Maisie's face, and something warm and knowing settled into her expression. Not jealousy. Something older and steadier, the look of someone who had built a home and was happy to watch someone else find their room in it.

Blossom saw it next. She was mid-rant about wristband hierarchies when her eyes landed on Maisie's fingers tracing my collarbone through my shirt, and her rant died on a grin so wide and genuine it made her look younger. She didn't tease. She just reached over, squeezed Maisie's shoulder once, hard, and turned to Val with a loud, deliberate question about shower rotation that had absolutely nothing to do with showers.

Pandora caught it without looking. She was scrolling her phone at the kitchen table, glasses low on her nose, and she didn't glance up when she said, "The upstairs bathroom's free if anyone wants it," in a tone so dry and intentional that three people in the room nearly choked on their cocoa.

Val's smile was the quietest. She leaned against the counter beside Greta, chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, that gold glitter line on her wrist catching the kitchen light every time she moved, and she watched Maisie with an expression that said she understood exactly what was happening and was entirely, completely for it.

Pen, because Pen could never let anything go un-commented, raised her mug in a small toast toward Maisie. "Look at you. One public declaration and you've got permanent hand-lock. I've seen velcro with less commitment."

"Shut up," Maisie said, but she was smiling, her cheek pressed against my arm, and the way she said it had no heat, just a warm, flustered affection that made Pen's mouth curve.

Greta didn't say anything. She just looked at Maisie's hand in mine, then at my face, and nodded once, slow and approving, like she'd been waiting for this and was pleased to see it arrive on schedule.

The house moved around us. Mugs filled, cocoa steam rose, Blossom's voice carried from the living room where she'd migrated to continue her victory monologue to anyone who would listen. Summer started cutting fruit at the island. Pandora's laptop clicked open. Val reached for a towel to wipe a spill. Normal Sunday night rhythms, warm and chaotic and alive.

And through all of it, Maisie stayed attached to my side, her body warm against mine, her hand finding new places to rest every thirty seconds like she couldn't bear to stop touching me long enough to drink her cocoa.

She tried to help. Of course, she tried to help. She reached for a dishcloth, bumped her hip against mine heading for the sink, laughed at something Pen said about the Sigma Phi guy's face, and the whole time her eyes kept doing that thing. Bright. Overwhelmed. Like she was holding something too big for her body and the edges were starting to show.

"I'm fine," she said when Summer asked if she wanted the last of the whipped cream. Just that. Bright, quick, a smile that didn't quite reach the places it needed to. "I'm totally fine. This is just, you know. Post-victory adrenaline. I always get weird after we win things."

Nobody bought it. I watched Summer's eyes soften. Watched Blossom pause mid-gesture. Watched Pandora's mouth do that almost-smile thing that meant she'd seen straight through the performance and found it endearing anyway.

Maisie's hand was trembling on my chest. Not much. Just enough that I could feel it through the fabric of my shirt, a small, insistent vibration against my skin that had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with whatever had broken open at Rook's when she kissed me in front of everyone and decided, publicly, that she meant it.

I set my mug down on the counter. The sound was quiet, but something in the room shifted. Summer's knife paused on the cutting board. Blossom's voice trailed off mid-sentence. Pandora's fingers stilled on her keyboard.

I turned to Maisie. Took her face between my hands, thumbs brushing her cheeks, and felt her breath catch against my palms.

"Come upstairs with me," I said.

Not casual. Not the half-teasing invitation that usually preceded bedroom time in this house. Something steadier. Something that matched the weight in her eyes and the tremor in her hands and the way she'd been touching me all night like she was afraid I might disappear if she stopped.

She nodded. Once. Her lower lip caught between her teeth, and I saw the emotion hit her, bright and sudden, threatening to spill over before she caught it.

"I should help with?"

"You should come upstairs," I said. "The dishes will survive. Summer's fruit has survived worse than us abandoning it."

Summer laughed, warm and genuine, and reached for Maisie's abandoned mug. "Go. Seriously. Before Blossom starts another monologue and we all lose the will to live."

Blossom, sprawled on the living room couch, threw a pillow in our general direction without looking up from her phone. "I heard that! And I support this evacuation! Maisie, for the love of god, take him upstairs before he starts looking responsible again. It's unsettling."

Pen raised her mug. "Godspeed. Try not to break the headboard. Val's still recovering from structural damage."

Val flipped her off without looking up from her towel.

Greta just smiled, that small, private curve of her mouth that meant she was pleased and not planning to admit it.

The handoff was clean. No ceremony. No performance. Just seven women who had built something together making quiet, deliberate space for one of their own to have the thing she needed, and doing it with the kind of grace that made my throat tight if I thought about it too long.

I took Maisie's hand. Her fingers curled into mine, warm and certain, and we left the kitchen with the sound of the house alive behind us, Blossom's voice picking up somewhere about dartboard strategies, Summer's knife hitting the cutting board in steady rhythm, Pandora's laptop keys clicking, the warm normal noise of a home that knew how to hold its people.

The stairs creaked under our feet. Winter dark through the hallway windows, the smell of vanilla and lake air following us up, and Maisie's hand in mine felt like something I'd been holding for longer than I could remember.

The private answer belonged to her. Had belonged to her since the first time she climbed into my lap on a kitchen counter and decided, without asking permission, that she was going to stay.

Tonight was just the part where I caught up.

***

My room smelled like both of us before we even opened the door. Vanilla and citrus from whatever lotion Maisie used, mixed with the clean-laundry smell of my sheets and the faint wood-and-lake air that lived in the walls of this house no matter how many times we opened the windows. I'd noticed it creeping in over the past few weeks, her scent layering into mine until I couldn't tell where one ended and the other began, and standing in the hallway with her hand warm in mine, I realized I'd stopped trying to separate them a long time ago.

The lamp was still on from this morning, throwing warm yellow light across the mess we'd left behind. My room had never been tidy, but it had been mine. One desk, one dresser, one bed with gray sheets that matched nothing, a stack of lake biographies I'd been meaning to read since sophomore year gathering dust on the nightstand.

Now.

Now there was a hair tie on my dresser handle. A pink one, the kind with the little plastic ball, sitting next to my watch like it had every right to be there. A bottle of that vanilla lotion on the desk, cap slightly askew because Maisie never fully closed anything. A cropped blue sweater thrown over the desk chair that I was pretty sure she'd been looking for yesterday. Three paperbacks with cracked spines and dog-eared pages stacked beside my lake books, their covers bright against the muted spines of mine. A hairbrush on the nightstand. A tube of lip gloss. A small ceramic cat figurine she'd won at a fair last fall, wedged between my alarm clock and a half-empty water glass, its painted smile facing the bed like it was keeping watch.

Her shoes were under the bed. I could see the toe of one sneaker poking out from beneath the rumpled comforter, and the sight of it, just a shoe, just fabric and rubber, nothing important, made something in my chest tighten in a way that had nothing to do with desire and everything to do with the fact that she had been living here, really living here, and neither of us had bothered to make it official.

Maisie saw me looking. Her eyes moved from the hair tie to the lotion to the sweater on the chair, and her mouth did that thing where she tried to smile and it came out a little crooked, a little nervous, like she'd been caught doing something she wasn't sure she was allowed to do.

"Sorry," she said. "I know it's a lot. I've been kind of colonizing the place." She reached for the hair tie, quick, like she was going to pocket it and pretend it had never been there. "I can move some of this stuff out. Seriously. It's your room. I've been treating it like a storage unit and that's not—I should have asked, or at least warned you, or—"

I caught her wrist. Gentle. Her skin warm under my fingers, the pink hair tie clutched in her palm, and I took it from her and set it back on the dresser exactly where it had been.

"Stop," I said.

She looked at me. Honey-brown eyes wide, curls falling across her forehead, and I could see the worry working behind them, the part of her that was always afraid of taking up too much space, of being the extra sparkle instead of the essential thing.

"This isn't my room anymore," I said.

The words landed between us, quiet and certain, and I watched her breath catch.

"What?"

"This room. It doesn't belong to me. It hasn't for a while." I looked around at the evidence. Her lotion. Her books. Her ceramic cat smiling at the bed. "It belongs to us. To you and me. Your stuff isn't in my space, Maisie. Your stuff is in our space, and I want it here. I want all of it here."

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. Nothing came out.

"I want you to move in with me," I said. "For real. Not some of the time. Not when it's convenient. Every night. In this bed." I took her hands, both of them, warm between my palms. "Every night I want you here. I want to fall asleep with you and wake up with you and come home to you already living in my space because you decided you belonged here before I had the guts to ask you to stay."

Her eyes filled. Fast. One second dry, the next glassy, and a tear spilled over and tracked down her cheek before she could catch it.

"Matt?"

"This isn't pity," I said. "This isn't convenience. This isn't me being nice because you've been putting your lotion on my dresser and I feel bad asking you to stop." I squeezed her hands. "I want you here. I want your things here. I want your hair ties and your crooked paperbacks and your goddamn ceramic cat, and I want you in this bed every night because the room is colder when you're not in it and I'm tired of pretending I haven't noticed."

She made a sound. Half laugh, half sob, caught in her throat, and her hands trembled in mine.

"I don't?" She stopped. Swallowed. Tried again. "I can't?"

She was crying now. Not quietly. Not the pretty, cinematic tears that movies use when women get happy news. Messy, honest crying, her face crumpling, shoulders shaking, laughter breaking through the sobs in uneven bursts that sounded like relief and disbelief fighting for space in the same small body.

"I want this," she said, and it came out wet and wrecked and completely true. "I want this so much I think I forgot how words work. I've been living in your room for weeks and I didn't say anything because I was scared if I asked, you'd realize how much space I was taking up and tell me to scale it back, and I couldn't—I can't scale it back, Matt. I can't want you in smaller pieces. I've tried. It doesn't work."

Another sob broke through, and she pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes like she was trying to push the tears back in, and the sight of her standing there in my room surrounded by her own scattered evidence, crying because I'd finally said the thing she'd been too afraid to ask for, nearly undid me.

I pulled her into my chest. Wrapped my arms around her, one hand cradling the back of her head where her curls were soft and warm against my palm, and felt her collapse against me. Her face pressed into my shirt, her shoulders shaking, her hands fisting in the fabric at my sides like she was afraid I might let go.

"I've got you," I murmured against her hair. "I've got you, Maisie. You don't have to scale anything back. You don't have to make yourself smaller. The room is yours. I'm yours. However much space you need, you take it. However loud you need to love me, you be loud. However many hair ties you want to leave on my dresser, you leave them. I want all of it. I want every inch."

She cried harder. The kind of crying that comes from somewhere deep and locked away, the kind that sounds like something breaking that needed to break. I held her through it. Rocked her gently, my palm flat between her shoulder blades, feeling each sob vibrate through her body into mine, and didn't rush her. Didn't kiss her. Didn't turn her tears into foreplay because the moment was too honest for that, too raw and too real to hurry past.

Her hands found my face. Warm, wet from her tears, and she pulled back just enough to look at me, her eyes red-rimmed and beautiful and completely certain.

"You mean it?" she whispered. "You really mean it? This isn't just—tonight isn't just because of what happened at Rook's, or because I cried, or because—"

"I mean it," I said. "I've meant it for longer than I knew how to say it. The room was yours the first time you fell asleep in it and I watched you and thought, yeah, that's where she belongs. Right here, curled up beside me."

She laughed through a sob, the sound catching in her throat, and pressed her forehead against mine. Her breath was warm on my mouth, shaking slightly, and I could taste the salt of her tears where they'd tracked down to her lips.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. I'm moving in. Officially. With my cat and my lotion and all my hair ties and my complete inability to close anything properly. You've been warned."

"I've been counting on it," I said.

She kissed me then. Not hungry, not desperate, though God knows I wanted her. Something softer. Slower. Her mouth warm and a little wet against mine, her hands holding my face like I was something precious she'd been afraid to drop, and when she pulled back her eyes were clear and dark and full of a hunger that had nothing to do with tears and everything to do with the fact that we were alone in a room that belonged to both of us, and the door was closed, and the house was loud downstairs, and nobody was coming up here for a very long time.

The emotional lock clicked. I felt it settle between us, warm and certain, the thing we'd been building without quite naming it finally finding its shape.

Her hand found the hem of my shirt. Her fingers brushed skin, warm and deliberate, and her eyes held mine with a question that didn't need words.

I answered by reaching for the button of her jeans.

***

I unbuttoned her jeans slow, each tooth giving way under my fingers while her breath caught above me, and when the denim loosened around her hips I hooked my thumbs into the waistband and dragged them down her thighs with the kind of patience I usually didn't have the discipline for. Maisie stepped out of them one foot at a time, her balance catching on my shoulder, and stood in front of me in those tiny black cotton underwear and the cropped blue sweater she'd been wearing all night, and Christ, the sight of her, curves and warm skin and those honey-brown eyes watching me like she couldn't believe this was happening, made my cock jump so hard against my zipper I had to grit my teeth.

"Your turn," she said, her voice a little unsteady, and reached for the hem of my shirt.

I let her pull it over my head. Her hands landed on my chest the second the fabric cleared my face, not careful, not tentative, just Maisie claiming the view she had already decided was hers. Her palms swept over me with open delight, and when her thumbs brushed my nipples I sucked in a breath that made her grin like she had discovered a button she planned to abuse.

"Responsive," she murmured. "I like that about you. How your body talks even when you're being quiet."

"I'm not planning to be quiet tonight," I said, and reached for the hem of her sweater.

It came off over her head, taking her hair with it in a messy dark cloud that settled around her shoulders, and then she was standing in just her bra and underwear, and God, Maisie's body was a problem I would never get tired of solving. Soft, full breasts spilling slightly at the top of a simple black bra. A waist that curved in just enough that my hands spanned it completely when I wrapped them around her. Hips that flared into thighs strong enough to break a man's concentration, and an ass that those tiny cotton underwear did absolutely nothing to hide. Her skin was warm in the lamplight, flushed pink at her chest and throat, and when she reached behind her back to unhook her bra I stopped her.

"Let me," I said.

She dropped her hands. Stood still, letting me reach behind her, my fingers finding the clasp, and when the hooks gave way the bra fell loose and her breasts spilled free. Full, soft, perfect, nipples dark and already hard, and the sound she made when I cupped them both, thumbs circling the peaks, went straight through me to my cock.

"Matt?"

"Bed," I said, and my voice came out rougher than I meant it.

We moved to the bed without breaking contact, stumbling a little, laughing against each other's mouths, and when the backs of her knees hit the mattress she sat down and I followed her, kneeling between her thighs, my hands on her waist, and the heat of her through that thin cotton had me throbbing.

I started at her mouth. Kissed her deep, one hand cradling the back of her neck, feeling her tongue sweep against mine with a hunger that matched mine stroke for stroke. Then down her throat, sucking a mark into the soft skin below her ear, and she gasped, her head tipping back, her hands fisting in my hair.

"Right there, baby, please?"

I lavished her throat. Her collarbone. The swell of her breasts where they pushed together, and when I took one nipple in my mouth and sucked hard, her back arched off the bed with a cry that she didn't try to swallow.

"Fuck, your mouth?"

I worshipped her. That's the only word for it. I took my time with every inch of her because every inch of her turned me on in ways I couldn't explain. Her breasts, full and soft in my hands, nipples hard against my tongue. Her waist, narrow and warm under my palms as I kissed down her stomach. The dip of her navel, the soft curve of her hips where my thumbs traced circles into warm skin. Her thighs, strong and trembling where they parted around my hips, and when I hooked my fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulled them down her legs, she lifted her hips to help me, and then she was naked, completely naked, her pussy exposed and glistening in the lamplight, and the smell of her hit me like a drug.

I looked up at her face. Dark curls spread across my pillow, honey-brown eyes glassy with want, lips parted around quick breaths, and the trust in her expression made my chest tight in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the woman watching me from the wreckage of my sheets.

"Can I taste you?" I asked.

Maisie nodded so fast her curls bounced, tears still on her cheeks, want and joy tangled together until she looked like she might combust if I teased her another second.

I pushed her thighs apart and put my mouth on her pussy, and the taste of her was sweet and salt and wet, her clit hard under my tongue, and Maisie's whole body went rigid beneath me. Her hands grabbed at the sheets, then my hair, and the sound she made was somewhere between a sob and a prayer.

"Right there, oh god, right there."

I worshipped her with my mouth like I had all night and all year to prove what she did to me. I kissed her thighs first because she kept squirming, then put my tongue where she needed it and listened to her fall apart in bright, helpless little bursts. When my fingers pushed inside her, she grabbed my hair and started talking, filthy and breathless, telling me exactly how much she wanted me, how much she loved being spread open in our bed.

"Matt, I'm close, I'm so close, don't stop—"

I didn't stop. I kept my mouth on her until she forgot how to be quiet, until her heels dug into the mattress and her hands twisted in my hair and every bright, needy sound she made filled the room we had just claimed as ours. When she came, she came open and messy, shaking against my mouth, hips lifting helplessly while I held her there and let her feel every second of it.

I kissed my way up her body. Her stomach. Between her breasts. The hollow of her throat. Her jaw. Her mouth, and when I reached her lips she kissed me hungrily, her tongue sweeping against mine, tasting herself on my lips, and her hands were everywhere, my chest, my shoulders, down my stomach to the button of my jeans.

"Your turn," she whispered against my mouth. "Let me. Please, let me."

I stood long enough to kick off my jeans and boxers, and my cock sprang free, hard and slick at the tip, and Maisie's eyes locked on it with a hunger that made my stomach tighten.

"Come here, baby," she whispered, and there was nothing shy left in her voice.

I moved over her, between her thighs, and she reached for me with both hands. Her touch was reverent. She wrapped her fingers around my shaft and stroked slowly, from base to tip, her thumb catching the bead of pre-cum and spreading it, and the look on her face was pure, unfiltered worship.

"You're so fucking perfect," she murmured. "Every inch of you. I look at you and I just—god, I can't believe you're real sometimes. I can't believe you're mine."

She kissed down my chest. My stomach. The trail of hair below my navel, and then her mouth was on my cock and the heat of her wrapped around me nearly made my knees buckle.

Maisie sucked dick like she did everything else, with her whole heart, no reservations, and the kind of enthusiastic skill that came from genuinely loving the job. Her mouth was warm and wet around me, tongue flat against the underside, lips tight, and she took me deep, her hand working what her mouth couldn't reach, and the sounds she made around me, small, hungry moans that vibrated through my cock, drove me fucking insane.

"Your cock is so perfect," she said when she pulled off, her voice wrecked, a strand of spit connecting her lower lip to the head of my dick. "I love how hard you get for me. I love how you taste. I love that you're mine to suck, and nobody else gets this, just me, just us?"

She took me back into her mouth, deeper this time, her throat working around the head, and my hand fisted in her hair without meaning to. She moaned around me, the vibration shooting straight to my balls, and her eyes looked up at me, honey-brown and glassy and completely, utterly devoted.

"That's it, baby," she murmured when she pulled off again, her lips swollen, her chin wet. "Let me hear you. Let me feel how much you like my mouth. I want all of it. I want you to lose control with me. I live for that, Matt. I live for watching you come apart because of what I do to you."

She was killing me. Deliberately, enthusiastically killing me, her mouth hot and wet and relentless, her hand twisting on the upstroke, her tongue circling the head every time she pulled back, and the dirty talk pouring out of her between breaths was the kind of filth that only Maisie could make sound like worship.

"You fill my mouth so good. God, you're so big, I can't believe all of this fits inside me. I think about your cock when I'm in class. I think about how it feels stretching me open, how full I feel when you're buried deep inside me, and I get so wet I have to cross my legs and nobody knows why and it's your fault, it's always your fault?"

I was close. So close I could feel it building at the base of my spine, my balls tight, my cock throbbing in her mouth, and I gripped her hair gently and pulled her off me.

"Wait," I gasped. "Baby, I'm too close. I want to be inside you for this. I want to feel you around me when I come."

She smiled up at me, her lips glistening, her eyes dark with want. "Then get inside me. I'm so wet for you, baby. I've been wet since you said the room was ours. I've been dripping for you all night."

She reached between her legs, fingers spreading her pussy, showing me how wet she was, glistening pink and swollen, and the sight of her touching herself while looking at my cock nearly pushed me over the edge right there.

I searched her face. "You sure?"

Maisie nodded fast, breathless, already pulling me closer. "I've never been more sure of anything."

"Tell me what you want."

Her eyes went glassy and fierce. "You. All of you. No holding back, no being careful with me like I might break. I want everything."

I positioned myself between her thighs, the head of my cock nudging against her entrance, wet and hot, and Maisie's breath caught.

"Look at me," I said.

She did. Her eyes held mine, honey-brown and bright and completely trusting, and in that moment there was no joke, no performance, no bright energy covering something deeper. Just Maisie, wanting me, choosing me, her body open and ready and hers.

I pressed forward, slow, feeling her pussy stretch around the head of my cock, and the sound she made went straight through me to my soul.

***

I pressed into her slow, feeling every inch of her pussy stretch around my cock, wet and tight and so fucking hot I had to grit my teeth not to slam home all at once. Maisie gasped beneath me, her back arching, her thighs trembling where they gripped my hips, and when I was buried to the hilt, joined completely, her eyes rolled back and a sound tore from her throat that I felt in my chest.

"Fuck," she breathed. "You're so deep, baby. God, you fill me up so good."

I started to move. Slow strokes, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in, feeling every tight, wet clench of her around me. Maisie's hips lifted to meet each thrust, her pussy gripping me like a fist, and the wet sound of our bodies joining filled the quiet room over our ragged breathing.

"You make me lose my mind," I groaned against her neck. "Every time, Maisie. You know exactly what you do to me."

"Always," she whispered. "I'm always wet for you. I wake up wet thinking about you. I go to class wet. I sit in your lap at parties and grind against you and nobody knows how soaked I am under my clothes because of you, because your hands on my hips make me fucking drip."

Her dirty talk was going to kill me. It always did. The way she said filth with that bright, eager warmth, like she was sharing a secret she was proud of, turned my cock into a live wire. I drove into her harder, chasing the angle that made her breath catch, and when I hit it her whole body jerked.

"Right there! Oh god, right there, don't stop—"

I fucked her there, slow and deep, each stroke aimed at that perfect spot, and Maisie's hands found my face, pulled me down to her, and kissed me with a hunger that matched the rhythm of my hips. Her tongue swept against mine, tasting of salt and want, and when she broke the kiss her eyes were dark and certain and full of something that looked a lot like love wearing its dirtiest clothes.

"I love how you fuck me," she breathed. "I love your cock stretching me open. I love how big you are, how deep you go, how I can feel every inch of you inside me and it's never enough, I always want more."

I was getting close. Too close, too fast, the combination of her body and her words and the emotional weight of the night bearing down on me all at once. My hips stuttered. My rhythm faltered. I tried to slow down, to breathe, to think about anything except how good she felt around me and how much I wanted to come inside her, and Maisie felt it. She always felt it.

"You're close," she murmured, her hand sliding between us to where we were joined, her fingers brushing my cock as it pushed into her. "I can feel you getting harder. I can feel your cock throbbing inside me. Are you gonna come, baby? Are you gonna fill me up?"

"Trying not to," I gritted out, my forehead against hers, my hips driving into her with strokes that were losing their discipline by the second.

"Don't try." Her voice was wrecked and greedy, her hips grinding up to meet me. "I want you to come. I want to feel it. I want you to lose control with me because that's what I do to you, Matt. That's what my pussy does to your cock, and I fucking love it. I live for it. Come inside me. Please. I need to feel you—"

That did it. That fucking did it. Her words, her body, the way she knew exactly how to turn love into something obscene and sweet at the same time. I came too soon and could not stop it, spilling into her hard while she wrapped herself around me and laughed through a moan, delighted that she had broken me that fast. She made it feel like victory instead of failure, like my body had told her the truth before my mouth could catch up.

"Fuck, yes, that's it, give it to me!" Maisie cried out, her back arching, her pussy clamping down on my cock in rhythmic pulses that pulled every last drop from me. "I can feel it, oh god, I can feel you pulsing, you're coming so hard."

It went on. Longer than it should have, waves of pleasure rolling through me, my cock jerking inside her, cum spilling hot and wet between us. When it finally eased, I collapsed forward onto my elbows, breathing hard, my forehead against hers, my cock still buried inside her where I'd emptied myself, and the mess between us was warm and slick and undeniable.

Maisie was smiling. Actually smiling, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed dark, her lower lip caught between her teeth like she'd just won something.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." My voice was wrecked.

"That was fast."

"I know. I'm sorry?"

She kissed me. Hard. Her hand on the back of my neck, pulling me down to her, and when she broke the kiss she was grinning.

"Don't you dare apologize. Don't you fucking dare." Her thumb brushed my jaw. "I made you come in under five minutes. That's not a failure, Matt. That's a championship title. That's proof. That's my pussy reducing you to a puddle, and I am so fucking proud of that I could hang a banner."

I laughed, the sound rough with post-orgasm relief, and she laughed with me, her body shaking beneath mine, our foreheads pressed together in the warm, sticky aftermath.

"I love when you can't hold back with me," she murmured. "I love watching you lose control. It makes me feel powerful. It makes me feel like what I do to you is real, and it is. That was real. That was you coming inside me because you wanted me so badly you couldn't hold it in, and I am keeping that memory forever."

She shifted beneath me, her hips grinding gently where we were still joined, and I felt her pussy squeeze my softening cock, milking the last drops of cum from me, and the sensation made me hiss through my teeth.

"Sensitive?" she asked, and the wicked gleam in her eye told me exactly what she was planning.

"Very."

"Good."

She pushed against my chest gently, and I pulled out of her slow, feeling cum leak from her pussy onto the sheets, and the sight of it, thick, white, evidence of what I'd done to her, made something primal in my gut tighten even as my cock softened.

Maisie didn't give it a second to settle. She slid down the bed, kissed my stomach, my hip, and then her mouth was on my cock, warm and wet, sucking me clean with a devotion that had my thighs trembling. Her tongue swirled around the head, tasting me, tasting herself mixed with my cum, and the sounds she made, small, hungry moans that vibrated through my sensitive flesh, were obscene.

"God, you taste good," she murmured against my shaft. "I love how you taste when you come. I love how hard you get for me even after. Look at you. Already getting hard again. That's my boy. That's my perfect, responsive boy."

She was right. Despite the sensitivity, despite having just emptied myself inside her, my cock was responding to her mouth, filling again under the relentless attention of her tongue and lips. She worked me slowly, lovingly, one hand stroking what her mouth couldn't reach, her eyes looking up at me with that worshipful heat that made my chest tight.

"I'm gonna get you hard again," she said between strokes. "I'm gonna suck you until you're fucking aching for me, and then I'm gonna ride you until you come inside me again, even harder than the first time, because that's what you do for me. You come for me, Matt. You come hard, and you come deep, and you keep coming, and I keep taking it, and that's how this works."

By the time she pulled off, my cock was hard again, throbbing, pre-cum slick at the tip, and the look on her face was pure, triumphant hunger.

"Round two," she said, and crawled up my body to kiss me, her mouth tasting of sex and salt and Maisie, and I rolled her onto her back and reached for her hips because I was nowhere near done with her.

***

I drove into her hard from the first stroke, and Maisie cried out, loud and broken, her back arching off the bed, her pussy clenching around my cock like it was trying to keep me there. She was so wet I could hear it, the slick sound of my thrusts filling the room, cum and arousal mixing between us, and the heat of her around me was so intense I had to grip the sheets to keep from coming again right then.

"Fuck, yes, like that," she gasped, her hands finding my shoulders, fingers digging into muscle. "Harder. Please, Matt, harder. I need it. I need all of you."

I gave it to her. Hips driving into her with a rhythm that had the bed frame hitting the wall, each stroke deep and deliberate, aiming for the spot that made her entire body jerk. Maisie met every thrust, her hips grinding up to take me deeper, her pussy gripping me tighter with each push, and the sounds she made, gasping, pleading, crying out my name on the deeper strokes, were the kind of filthy that should have been illegal within fifty feet of a residential area.

"Your cock," she breathed, her eyes rolling back. "God, your cock is so fucking perfect. It fills me up so good. I can feel every inch of you, I can feel you stretching me, I can feel how wet I am for you—look, baby, look how wet."

She reached between us, fingers spreading her pussy where we were joined, and the sight of my cock sliding in and out of her, glistening with cum and her arousal, white and pink and messy as hell, nearly made me come on the spot.

"Christ, Mais?"

"I want you to see," she said, her voice wrecked. "I want you to see what you do to me. How fucking soaked I get for you. How your cock makes me drip. Nobody else, Matt. Just you. Just your cock in my pussy, filling me up, making me come?"

I was already close again. The combination of her words, her body, the wet heat of her around me, the visual of my cock fucking into her while she touched herself, it was too much. I needed to change something or this round was going to end even faster than the first.

"Turn over," I growled against her ear.

She did. Fast, eager, rolling onto her stomach and pushing up onto her knees, presenting her ass to me with an enthusiasm that made my cock throb. I gripped her hips, positioned myself behind her, and when I pushed into her from this angle she screamed into the pillow, the sound muffled but no less devastating.

"Fuck! Oh god, that's it—right there, that's the spot."

I fucked her. Hard. Deep. Each stroke driving into her from behind, my hips slapping against her ass, the wet sound of our bodies joining filling the room over our ragged breathing. Sweat gleamed on her back, between her shoulder blades, dripping down the curve of her spine, and I followed it with my mouth, sucking marks into her skin, tasting salt and vanilla and sex.

Maisie pushed back against me, meeting every thrust, her ass bouncing against my hips, and the view from behind was fucking obscene. My cock sliding in and out of her wet, swollen pussy, cum leaking around where we were joined, her thighs trembling, her back arched, her dark curls stuck to her neck with sweat, she looked used and beautiful and completely, utterly mine.

"Harder," she begged, her voice breaking on the word. "Please, Matt, harder. I can take it. I want it. I want you to fuck me until I can't walk tomorrow. I want everyone in this house to know exactly what you did to me tonight."

I gave her everything. Hips driving into her with a force that had the headboard hitting the wall in steady rhythm, each stroke bottoming out inside her, feeling her pussy clamp down around me like a vise. My hands gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks, and the sound of skin on skin, wet and frantic, filled the room alongside our breathing, our moans, the creak of the bed keeping time like a metronome set to desire.

"I'm close," she gasped, her hand sliding beneath her to where our bodies joined, fingers finding her clit. "I'm so close, baby. Don't stop. Please don't stop. Make me come on your cock. I want to come with you inside me?"

Her fingers worked fast circles on her clit, and I felt her pussy start to clench around me in rhythmic pulses, getting tighter, wetter, her thighs trembling where they gripped the sheets.

"That's it," I growled, driving into her with everything I had. "Come for me, Maisie. Let me feel you. Squeeze my cock. Milk me. Show me how good it feels?"

She came with a scream that she buried in the pillow, her body shaking, her pussy clamping down on my cock in violent, pulsing waves that dragged a groan from my chest so deep it hurt. Her hand kept working her clit through it, extending the orgasm, her hips grinding back against me, taking me deeper with each convulsion, and the feeling of her coming around me while I fucked her through it pushed me right to the edge.

"Inside," she sobbed, her voice wrecked. "Come inside me again, please, I need it, I need to feel you."

I lost it. Completely. The second release hit deeper because she had dragged me back from empty and made me desperate all over again. I shoved in as far as her body would take me and came harder than the first time, shaking above her while Maisie clung to my back and praised me through it, greedy for every pulse, every hot spill, every messy sign that she had wrung me out and still wanted more.

"Fuck, yes, that's it, give it to me!" Maisie cried out, her pussy milking every drop, her body still trembling with aftershocks. "I can feel you—god, I can feel you pulsing, you're coming so hard."

It went on. Longer than seemed physically possible, wave after wave rolling through me, my cock jerking inside her, cum spilling hot and wet between us until the sheets beneath her were soaked and my thighs were shaking and I had to collapse forward onto her back, my chest heaving against her sweat-slick skin, to keep from falling over.

We stayed like that, folded over each other in the wreckage of it, both of us breathing hard while the room held the heat we had made. My cock was still inside her, softening now, cum leaking around us, and the mess between her thighs was undeniable, white, thick, evidence of what I'd done to her twice now, and the sight of it, even from this angle, made something possessive and satisfied curl in my gut.

Maisie laughed. A small, breathless sound against the pillow, her body still trembling beneath mine with the aftershocks of what had just happened.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." My voice was barely there.

"You came even harder that time."

"I did."

"Good." She shifted beneath me, her ass grinding gently against my hips where we were still joined, and the sensation made us both hiss. "Very, very good."

I pulled out slowly, feeling cum leak from her pussy onto the already ruined sheets, and rolled onto my back beside her. The room smelled like sex. Sweat and cum and the specific warm scent of Maisie that had layered into the sheets weeks ago and now lived there permanently. The lamp threw yellow light across our wrecked bodies, her flushed pink from chest to thighs, sweat gleaming on her skin, cum drying on her inner thighs; me no better, chest heaving, cock softening against my stomach, marked up from her nails and her teeth.

Maisie turned onto her side, facing me, and reached for my hand. Her fingers curled into mine, warm and certain, and the look in her eyes was something I hadn't seen before. Not just satisfied. Not just happy. Something deeper. Raw. Like the sex had stripped away a layer neither of us knew was there, and what was left underneath was quieter and more honest than anything that had come before.

"That was the best sex of my life," she said quietly.

I squeezed her hand. "Mine too."

She smiled, and it reached everywhere, warm and real and a little amazed. "We're disgusting. The sheets are ruined. I think there's cum in my hair."

"There's definitely cum in your hair."

"Good. I earned it." She tucked herself against my side, her head on my chest, her leg hooking over mine, and her body was warm and heavy and completely relaxed in a way that told me exactly how hard she'd come. "Don't move. I need approximately seven years to recover, and then I'm going to want round three, so just... stay put. Be a pillow. It's what you're good at."

I laughed, the sound rough with exhaustion, and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, holding her against me where her skin was sticky with sweat and sex and the warmth that was just Maisie, and the room held us in its yellow light like something that had been waiting for us to arrive.

***

We lay there for a while. Long enough that our breathing settled, that the sweat cooled on our skin, that the room's warmth wrapped around us like something alive. Maisie's head was on my chest, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my stomach, her leg hooked over mine in that proprietary way she had of claiming space, and I looked at the ceiling and felt something so big and so certain that it scared me a little, not because it was new, but because it had been there so long I'd stopped noticing how thoroughly it had taken root.

I turned onto my side, facing her, and took her face between my hands. Her skin was warm under my palms, flushed pink from exertion, a few strands of dark curl stuck to her damp forehead. Her honey-brown eyes found mine, bright and a little dazed, and the trust in them made my throat tight.

"Hey," I said.

"Hey yourself." She smiled, that easy, open smile that had been knocking me off balance since the first time she aimed it at me across a kitchen counter. "That was a pretty good recovery time. Seven years became, what, seven minutes? I'm impressed."

"I need to tell you something."

Something in my voice made her smile fade. Not into worry. Into attention. Her eyes focused on mine, clear and present, and she reached up to cover one of my hands with hers where it held her cheek.

"Okay," she said softly. "I'm listening."

I searched for the words. They were there, had been there for weeks, maybe months, living in the space between us like furniture we'd been walking around without acknowledging.

"I love the way you choose me," I said. The words came out quiet, steady, and I felt her breath catch against my palm. "In public. In front of everyone. The way you sat in my lap at Rook's and kissed me like you wanted the whole room to know exactly who you belonged to, and you didn't care who was watching or what they thought. That takes courage, Maisie. Real courage. The kind most people spend their whole lives pretending they have."

Her eyes filled. Fast. One tear spilled over and tracked down her cheek, and I brushed it away with my thumb.

"I love the way you make every room warmer. This house was loud before you got here, but it wasn't warm, not the way it is now. You walk into a room and the temperature changes. People relax. They laugh easier. You have this... brightness. This generous, stubborn brightness that you give away without thinking it costs you anything, and it makes everyone around you better. It makes me better."

Another tear. She was crying quietly now, her lower lip caught between her teeth, her hand tight on mine where it held her face.

"I love that you stayed before I knew how to ask you to." My thumb brushed her cheekbone, warm and damp. "Your lotion on my dresser. Your books on my nightstand. Your ceramic cat smiling at the bed like it had every right to be there. You moved in, Maisie. You moved into my life and my room and my heart, and you did it without permission because you knew, somehow, that you belonged here, and you were right. You were so fucking right."

She made a sound. Half laugh, half sob, caught in her throat, and her free hand found my chest, palm flat against my skin like she was steadying herself.

"I love you," I said. Just that. Simple. Clear. The words that had been living in the furniture finally said out loud, and the weight of them between us was so real I could feel it pressing against my ribs. "I love you. I have for a long time. I'm sorry it took me so long to say it."

Maisie broke.

Not into quiet tears. Into something messier, more honest, laughter and sobs tangled together, her face crumpling, shoulders shaking, her hand fisting against my chest like she was afraid the emotion might physically knock her over if she didn't hold on. She cried the way she did everything, with her whole body, no reservations, bright and loud and completely, utterly true.

"I love you," she said through the tears, through the laughter that kept breaking through. "I love you, I love you, I love you. God, Matt, I've loved you since—I don't even know when it started. It feels like forever. It feels like you've been mine forever, and I've been yours, and I just—" Another sob caught her, and she pressed her forehead against my chest, her whole body shaking with the force of what she was feeling. "I love you so much it hurts sometimes. I love you so much I sit in class and think about your hands on my hips and I have to cross my legs and nobody knows why. I love you so much that watching you stand up for us at Rook's made me want to climb you like a tree in front of everyone, and I almost did, and I would have been proud of it."

I laughed, the sound rough with emotion, and pulled her against me, her face buried in my neck, her tears warm against my skin. I held her through it, one hand in her hair, the other flat between her shoulder blades, feeling each sob vibrate through her body into mine, and didn't rush her. Didn't kiss her. Just held her while she fell apart in the best possible way, because sometimes love looked like laughter through tears and words that came too fast to catch and a woman who loved with her whole body because she didn't know any other way to do it.

When the worst of it passed, she lifted her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her cheeks flushed, her lower lip swollen from where she'd been biting it, and she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

"I love you," she said again, quieter now, certain. "Just so we're clear. I love you. Present tense. Ongoing. No takebacks. The room is ours, you're mine, I'm yours, and I'm not going anywhere, because you asked me to stay and that's all I've wanted since the first time I fell asleep in this bed and woke up with your arm around me and thought, yeah, this is it. This is the thing. He's the one."

Something shifted between us. The confession hung in the air, warm and certain, and then Maisie's eyes darkened, and her hand slid down my chest, over my stomach, and wrapped around my cock where it was already hardening again, responding to her touch, her words, the weight of what we'd just said to each other.

"Round three," she whispered, voice ragged and needy. "I need round three. I need to ride you while you're inside me and I need to tell you how much I love you while you're coming inside my pussy, because I think if I don't, I might actually explode, and Summer would be very upset about the cleaning bill."

I laughed, and she laughed with me, and then she was moving, climbing onto me, straddling my hips, her thighs on either side of mine, and the heat of her pussy against my cock, wet and warm and ready, made my breath catch.

She reached between us, wrapped her hand around my shaft, and guided me to her entrance. I watched her face as she sank down onto me, slow, taking me inch by inch, her lips parting around a gasp that sounded like relief.

"Fuck," she breathed when I was buried to the hilt inside her, her pussy stretched around my cock, hot and tight. "You feel so good. You always feel so fucking good. I don't think I'll ever get used to how full you make me feel."

She started to move. Slow rolls of her hips, rising and falling, taking me deep with each downward stroke, and the sight of her above me, dark curls wild around her flushed face, breasts bouncing, sweat gleaming on her skin, nearly undid me before we'd really begun.

"I love you," she said, her voice breaking on the words as she rode me. "I love your cock inside me. I love how hard you get for me. I love that you come for me, that you lose control with me, that you fill me up and make a mess of me and then look at me like I'm the best thing you've ever seen?"

Her pace picked up. Hips grinding in tight circles, taking me deep, her pussy clenching around me on every stroke, and the wet sound of our bodies joining filled the room alongside her voice, her breath, the creak of the bed beneath us.

"I love your hands on my hips. I love your mouth on my neck. I love that you notice when I leave my lotion on your dresser and instead of moving it, you make room for it. I love that you see me, Matt. Really see me. Not the bright, bouncy version I show everyone else. Me. The messy, needy, too-much version that loves you so hard it scares me sometimes?"

She was crying again. Or laughing. Or both, tears tracking down her cheeks while she rode me, her body working above me with a hunger that matched the raw honesty of her words. I reached up, cupped her breasts, thumbs circling her nipples, and she gasped, her rhythm stuttering, her pussy squeezing me hard enough to make me groan.

"Right there, baby, don't stop—"

"I love you," I said, my voice breaking around the need in it, my hips driving up to meet her downward strokes. "I love every version of you. The bright one. The messy one. The one who makes me come in under five minutes and acts like it's a championship title. I love all of it, Maisie. All of you."

She came with a cry that sounded like my name and a sob tangled together, her back arching, her pussy clamping down on my cock in violent pulses that dragged a groan from my chest so deep it hurt. I fucked up into her through it, driving deep, feeling every clench and pulse around me, and when the aftershocks were still rolling through her, I felt my own orgasm building, fast and certain, the base of my spine tightening, my balls drawing up.

"Inside," she gasped, her hands braced on my chest, her hips grinding against me. "Come inside me again. Please. I need it. I need to feel you."

I came. Harder than the first time, harder than the second, a third orgasm that felt like it tore through me from somewhere below conscious thought, my cock jerking inside her, pulses so thick and hot I could feel each one spilling into her, filling her, cum leaking around where we were joined onto my stomach, onto the already ruined sheets. Maisie moaned, loud and broken, her pussy milking every drop, her body trembling above me, and when the last pulse faded we collapsed together, her chest heaving against mine, her forehead pressed to my collarbone, both of us shaking, both of us completely, utterly spent.

The room was quiet except for our ragged breathing. The lamp threw yellow light across our wrecked bodies, sweat-slick and cum-streaked and beautiful in the way that only happens when two people have loved each other to the point of exhaustion. Maisie's hair was stuck to her forehead. My chest was marked with her nails. The sheets beneath us were a disaster neither of us had the energy to care about.

"I love you," she whispered against my skin, her voice wrecked, and I felt the words more than heard them, vibration against my collarbone where her lips moved.

"I love you too," I said, and wrapped my arms around her, holding her against me where our hearts hammered in tandem, slowing by degrees into something steadier, something that felt like coming home.

***

We lay there for a long time. Long enough that the sweat dried on our skin, that the cum cooled between us, that the heavy post-sex warmth settled into our muscles like something earned. The room was a disaster. Sheets rumpled and stained, pillows everywhere, the lamp's yellow light catching on the mess we'd made of each other and the bed and probably the headboard's future, if Blossom's complaints about Val's room were any indication.

Maisie shifted against me, her leg hooked over mine, her head on my chest, and made a small, satisfied sound that vibrated through my ribs.

"So," she said. "Sticky note rules."

I laughed. The sound was rough with exhaustion, but warm. "We're establishing rules now? After three rounds and what I'm pretty sure is a permanent impression of your body on these sheets?"

"Best time to establish rules. You're too tired to argue." She propped herself up on one elbow, her dark curls a wild mess around her face, cum dried on her inner thigh, a small bruise forming on her collarbone where my mouth had been, and the sight of her, wrecked, happy, completely at home in the ruin of our bed, did something to my chest that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the fact that she was staying.

"Rule one," she said, pointing a finger at my face with mock seriousness. "The left side of the dresser is mine. Not negotiable. I need space for my lotion, my hair stuff, and whatever else I decide to colonize next week."

"Noted."

"Rule two. The ceramic cat stays where it is. It likes watching the bed. It's invested."

"The ceramic cat has no emotional capacity."

"The ceramic cat has more emotional capacity than you after round three, and I say it stays."

I reached for the cat on the nightstand, picked it up, and set it deliberately on her stomach. She grinned, that bright, open grin that had been knocking me off balance since day one, and tucked it against her side like a talisman.

"Rule three." Her voice softened. "You tell me when it's too much. When the mess gets overwhelming, or when you need space, or when my inability to close anything properly crosses the line from charming to actually psychotic. You tell me. Because I will not notice. I will be too busy loving you to notice that I've turned your entire dresser into a museum of half-empty bottles, and by the time I realize it, it will be too late, and you will hate me, and the cat will be sad."

"I won't hate you," I said. "And the cat is inanimate."

"The cat has feelings, and you're being cruel." She set the cat on the nightstand, patting its head with exaggerated care, and then collapsed back against my chest. Her hand found mine, fingers threading through my grip, and she was quiet for a moment, her breath warm on my skin.

"I've already moved most of my stuff in," she said softly. "That's the thing. My shampoo's in your shower. My toothpaste is next to yours. There's a hoodie in your closet that I've been pretending is yours for two weeks because I was too scared to admit I'd put it there. I've been living here, Matt. Really living here. I just didn't have the paperwork."

"I noticed," I said. "The hoodie smells like vanilla. Nothing I own smells like vanilla."

She laughed, the sound bright and relieved. "You noticed."

"I noticed everything. Your books. Your hair ties. The way you leave every cabinet in the kitchen slightly open because you have some kind of genetic aversion to pushing doors all the way shut. I noticed, and I didn't say anything because I liked it. I liked coming home to evidence that you'd been here. That you were staying."

She was crying again. Quietly this time, no sobs, just tears tracking down to the pillow, and I brushed them away with my thumb and pulled her closer.

"Rule four," I said. "You stop apologizing for taking up space. This room is yours. This bed is yours. However many hair ties you want to leave on every available surface, you leave them. However many half-empty lotion bottles you want to colonize my dresser with, you colonize. The mess is part of the deal, and I want the whole deal. Not the tidy version. The real one."

She nodded against my chest, her fingers tightening in mine, and then she pushed herself up and looked at the wreckage of the bed with sudden, practical energy.

"We should change the sheets," she said. "These are... yeah. These are done. I think there's cum in three separate counties at this point."

I laughed, and she laughed with me, and we untangled ourselves from the ruined bedding with the clumsy coordination of two people who had thoroughly fucked each other into exhaustion. Maisie pulled the sheets off with more efficiency than I expected from someone who couldn't close a cabinet, balled them up, and tossed them toward the hamper in the corner with a throw that missed by approximately two feet.

"Close enough," she said.

We found clean sheets in the closet, my gray ones, because Maisie's were somewhere in the laundry vortex downstairs and neither of us had the energy to go looking, and made the bed together. Or tried to. Maisie's version of making a bed involved approximately forty percent more laughter and sixty percent less actual sheet-tucking than the process strictly required, and by the time we had the fitted sheet somewhat attached to the mattress, we were both leaning on each other for balance, giggling like idiots, and the room felt like ours in a way that had nothing to do with ownership and everything to do with the sound of her laugh bouncing off walls that had gotten used to holding it.

She reached for the ceramic cat and set it back on the nightstand, adjusting its position with the focused precision of someone arranging a centerpiece. Then she picked up her hairbrush, set it beside the cat, and stepped back to survey her work with her head tilted.

"There," she said. "Home."

I reached for her hand. Pulled her back to the bed, back under the clean sheets, and she came willingly, curling into my side with the heaviness of someone who had stopped fighting gravity. Her leg hooked over mine. Her arm across my chest. Her head found the spot on my shoulder that seemed made for her, and she sighed, warm and satisfied, and the weight of her against me was so familiar it felt like something I'd been carrying for years.

"I'm staying," she whispered. A fact.

"You're staying," I said. "The room is yours. I'm yours. The cat is yours, despite its emotional limitations. The entire left side of the dresser is yours, and probably most of the right side within a month, let's be realistic."

She laughed against my skin, and I felt it more than heard it, vibration through my ribs, and her hand found mine under the sheets and held on.

The house was quiet downstairs. Someone had turned off the kitchen light. The winter dark pressed against the windows, blue and cold, and the room held us in its warmth like something that had been waiting.

Somewhere in the quiet, a text buzzed on my phone on the nightstand. Maisie made a small, annoyed sound and reached for it without opening her eyes, handing it to me like she was passing contraband.

I glanced at the screen.

Pen. A single message: Summer water-ski wager still stands. Lake warms up in May. Start practicing, Reynolds. Are you up for the challenge?

I set the phone face-down on the nightstand and tucked my arm back around Maisie, who had already settled against me like she'd been there forever and had no plans to reconsider.

"Pen," I said. "Water-ski reminder. Summer is coming."

"Summer is always coming," Maisie mumbled against my chest, already half-asleep. "Tell her I said hi. And that she can have you on Tuesdays. Maybe. If I'm feeling generous. Which I'm not. Because you're mine. And this room is mine. And the cat is mine. And the left side of the dresser is definitely mine."

"Noted," I said, and kissed the top of her head where her curls were soft and warm under my lips.

She sighed, content, and her body relaxed against mine by degrees, muscles loosening, breathing slowing into the rhythm of someone who had finally, completely stopped worrying about whether she belonged.

She did. The evidence was everywhere. In the lotion bottle on the dresser. In the hairbrush beside the cat. In the weight of her against my side and the sound of her breathing in the dark and the settled warmth of a room that no longer belonged to one person but to two, built one choice at a time by people who had decided that belonging was worth the trouble.

I held her while she slept, and the house held us both, and somewhere downstairs a door closed softly, and the sound was distant and unimportant, and for the first time since I'd walked into this room months ago, it felt like exactly where I was supposed to be.


Screens Dark


The morning after Maisie's night, The Party House had a different sound. Coffee, laughter, winter light, and belonging. I woke to Maisie's lotion on my nightstand, her hairbrush beside my watch, and the ceramic cat smiling at me like it had watched everything and approved.

I couldn't feel my lower back. My thighs had the pleasant ache of a man who had been thoroughly ridden into submission, and my neck carried three separate love bites that Maisie had positioned with the strategic precision of someone marking territory. I lay there for a solid minute, breathing in the vanilla-and-sex smell of the room, listening to the house wake up around me: water running through pipes, someone laughing downstairs, the distant creak of the front door letting in cold air. The winter light cut through my half-open blinds in pale stripes across the rumpled gray sheets, and everything felt warm and settled in a way that had nothing to do with the heater and everything to do with the fact that Maisie Quinn had colonized my life so completely that the word "my" no longer applied to most surfaces in the room.

She was already gone. Her side of the bed was warm, the pillow dented, and I could hear her voice floating up from the kitchen, bright and carrying, telling someone about the Invite List Challenge aftermath with enough embellishment to turn last night's victory into folklore by lunch.

I pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt that smelled like lake air and last night's bar, and headed downstairs.

The kitchen was chaos in the best possible way. Coffee steamed in three different mugs on the island. A bowl of fruit sat half-cut on the counter, Summer's knife paused mid-slice as she laughed at something Blossom had said. Val leaned against the fridge in leggings and a borrowed sweater, her chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, one stubborn fleck of Blossom's gold glitter still clinging near her wrist like it had signed a lease. Pen had commandeered the toaster and was engaged in what appeared to be a standoff with it over whether bagels belonged at a darkness setting. Greta stood by the back door in blue sweatpants and a white tank, arms crossed, watching the room with the quiet satisfaction of someone who had enjoyed watching Sigma Phi guys back up more than she wanted to admit.

And Maisie.

Maisie moved through the kitchen like she owned every inch of it, which, given the state of my room, she basically did. She wore one of my shirts as a dress, the hem hitting mid-thigh, her dark curls piled on top of her head in a messy knot that had at least three pencils sticking out of it. Her cheeks were flushed pink, her honey-brown eyes bright, and she was talking with her hands, narrating last night's wristband takedown to anyone who would listen, which was everyone, because Maisie telling a story was its own form of entertainment.

"She stood up," Maisie was saying, gesturing with a coffee mug that sloshed dangerously close to the rim, "and she just looked at this guy, this Sigma Phi idiot with his sad little laminated wristband, and she said—" Maisie dropped her voice to a pitch-perfect Pandora impression, dry and lethal, "'A rare moment of public accuracy. Enjoy it. They don't come often.' And his face—his face just—"

"Died," Blossom supplied, sprawled on the kitchen stool in fishnets and an oversized hoodie, red hair wild, grinning like she'd personally arranged the entire scene. "It died. It crumpled. It folded itself into a little sad origami of defeat, and I was there to witness it, and it was beautiful."

"Your version has more creative liberties than my actual statement," Pandora said from the kitchen table.

I hadn't seen her at first. She sat at the far end of the table, sleek black hair pulled back, a mug of something dark beside her elbow, her laptop closed but within reach. She wore a fitted black sweater and dark jeans, her posture perfect, and she was watching Maisie with an expression that wasn't envy or annoyance. It was something quieter. Observant. The way someone watches a phenomenon they're trying to understand.

"You look like hell," Summer said, handing me a mug of coffee. Her blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, her blue eyes warm and knowing as she rose onto her toes and kissed me, soft and easy, like it was the most natural thing in the world. Then her gaze dropped to the state of my neck. "Good hell. The kind of hell that comes with a three-round warranty and a ceramic cat witness."

"I feel like hell," I said, accepting the coffee. "The good kind."

"The very good kind," Maisie agreed, bouncing over to plant a quick kiss on my jaw. Her lips were warm, her hand finding my chest through my t-shirt with the easy familiarity of someone who had every right to touch me. "He came three times. Three. That's a personal record. I'm thinking of getting a plaque made."

"Jesus Christ," Pen said, her bagel popping with a definitive snap. "Can I drink my coffee before we start the Matt Reynolds sexual performance review? Some of us have delicate morning constitutions."

"Your constitution is about as delicate as a freight train," Blossom said. "And I want details. Was there headboard damage? Val's room is still recovering from structural trauma. We need to know if we're looking at another insurance claim."

"There was enthusiastic headboard participation," I said. "No structural failures. The bed survived. Barely."

"Barely," Maisie echoed, grinning against my shoulder.

Val took a sip of her coffee, her gray-green eyes amused behind the rim. "The house approves. Unofficially. With paperwork pending."

"I drafted the paperwork," Blossom said. "Section one, dick-taking proficiency. Section two, noise management. Section three, proper aftercare protocol involving whipped cream and significantly less talking than Maisie is currently doing."

"I'm celebrating," Maisie said. "I'm allowed to celebrate. I moved in. He said I could move in. The room is ours. The cat is ours. The left side of the dresser is mine, and he has no say in the matter."

Summer's smile softened as she looked from Maisie to me. "For the record, we all knew she was basically living here already. We were just trying to be noble and mature and not say the obvious thing until you got there on your own."

Maisie went pink, then beamed at me like Summer had handed her a crown.

"And he did," Blossom said, pointing her coffee mug at me. "Which means the room is theirs, the cat is theirs, the left side of the dresser is hers, and Matt has no say in the matter."

"He has no say in anything," Summer said, her smile fond as she resumed cutting fruit. "Welcome to the club."

The room laughed. The sound was warm, easy, the kind of laughter that happened when seven people who had built something together were comfortable enough to tease each other about the messier parts of it. I leaned against the counter, coffee warming my hands, and let the morning settle around me. This was what the house felt like when it worked: loud, affectionate, a little chaotic, and entirely ours.

I caught Pandora watching.

She hadn't moved from the table. Her mug sat beside her closed laptop, steam rising in a thin curl, and her dark eyes moved across the room with their usual precision. But something was different. She was quieter. Not cold. Not withdrawn. Just... watching. Taking in the scene with an attention that felt heavier than her usual social surveillance.

She was looking at Maisie. At the way Maisie moved through the kitchen, touching my arm, laughing without checking who was recording it, wearing my shirt like it belonged to her because it did. She was looking at the way the room had absorbed this change without drama, without a vote, without anyone treating Maisie's full belonging like a scandal or a negotiation. Maisie had walked into the center of the family and stayed, and the family had opened around her like it had been waiting.

Pandora's expression didn't change. Her mouth stayed in its usual composed line, her posture perfect, one finger tracing the edge of her closed laptop. But I knew her well enough by now to read the difference. This wasn't envy. This was study. She was watching what open belonging looked like when nobody needed to manage the optics, when the performance could drop because the audience had already chosen you.

Our eyes met across the kitchen.

Hers held mine for three full seconds. Not a glance. A look. Measured, deliberate, carrying a weight I felt in my chest. Her dark eyes were clear and certain, and in them I saw something I recognized: decision. Not the flickering uncertainty of want, not the calculated risk of a social move. The settled weight of a woman who had made up her mind and was waiting for the right moment to say it.

She looked away first. Picked up her mug, took a sip, set it down with precise control. For anyone else, looking away would mean nothing. For Pandora Vale, it was the tell. She never broke eye contact first unless something had shifted beneath the surface.

The kitchen kept moving around us. Maisie's voice carried. Blossom laughed. Summer's knife hit the cutting board in steady rhythm. Val reached for a towel. Pen argued with the toaster. Greta leaned against the doorframe, ice-blonde ponytail tight, watching the room with that quiet, satisfied calculation.

And Pandora sat at the edge of it all, her laptop closed, her phone face-down beside her mug, and the distance between her and the warmth of the kitchen felt deliberate. Not a retreat. A threshold.

I finished my coffee and wondered how long she would wait before she crossed it.

***

Pandora found me by the sink twenty minutes later, hands in dishwater, Maisie's voice still carrying from the living room where she had migrated to continue her victory tour. The kitchen had thinned: Summer and Val had taken coffee to the porch, Pen was somewhere upstairs, Greta had vanished toward the sunroom with her phone. Blossom lingered by the fridge, scrolling something on her screen with the focused intensity of someone plotting chaos, but her attention was elsewhere.

Pandora didn't hover. She never hovered. She stepped into my periphery with the quiet efficiency of someone who believed wasting movement was its own form of rudeness, and she waited until I turned off the water and reached for a towel.

"Tonight," she said. Her voice was low, controlled, the volume meant for me and no one else. "No audience."

Three words. That was it. No elaboration, no strategic framing, no reference to Ethan or reputation or the Invite List Challenge or any of the hundred tactical reasons Pandora Vale might have for wanting time alone with me. Just tonight, and no audience, and the weight of what those words cost her sitting in the air between us like something I could feel against my skin.

I dried my hands slowly, giving myself time to hear what she hadn't said. This wasn't a party task. This wasn't damage control. This wasn't Pandora using me as a prop in someone else's story. This was Pandora, choosing me, because she wanted to.

"I'll be there," I said.

She nodded once, precise, and turned to go. No lingering. No performance. Just the clean efficiency of a woman who had delivered her request and expected it to be honored.

Summer caught it from the porch door. She stood in the threshold, mug in hand, winter light catching her blonde hair, and her eyes moved from Pandora's retreating back to my face. Something warm settled into her expression. Not jealousy. Never that. Not the tight smile of a woman making space. The genuine, steady warmth of someone who understood exactly what was happening and was happy to see it.

She raised her mug in a small, private toast toward me. No words. Just the look that said: I see her. Go.

Blossom, because Blossom could never let a moment pass without commentary, glanced up from her phone with a grin that carried approximately zero subtlety.

"Finally," she said. "Jesus. I was starting to think we'd need to schedule an intervention. Pandora 'I'll Just Watch From Here With My Laptop' Vale asking for alone time? Mark the calendar. Break out the champagne. The apocalypse is nigh."

"Blossom," Summer said, her voice carrying gentle warning.

"What? I'm supportive. I'm vocally, enthusiastically supportive. I'm just also noting the historic nature of the occasion. Pandora doesn't ask for things. Pandora calculates whether the thing is worth asking for, runs a cost-benefit analysis, consults three separate forecasting models, and then maybe, if the stars align, permits herself to want it. This?" Blossom gestured toward the hallway where Pandora had disappeared. "This is progress. This is growth. This is me being proud and also extremely nosy about how it goes, so text updates, please, nothing explicit, just vibes, I want to know if the laptop stays closed the whole time or if old habits die screaming—"

"Blossom," Summer said again, firmer.

Blossom zipped her lips with two fingers, threw me a wink that was equal parts affection and menace, and returned to her phone with the focused intensity of someone who believed she had been exceptionally restrained.

***

By the time evening settled over the lake, the house had gone softer around the edges.

Dinner was over. The kitchen had been cleaned badly enough that Val complained twice and Summer laughed both times. Maisie had stolen one of my hoodies and disappeared into our room with the ceramic cat tucked under one arm like a hostage. Blossom had made exactly six comments about Pandora's "calendar invite for sex" and then, mercifully, found someone else to torment.

I headed upstairs.

The hallway was quiet. Winter light had given way to the blue-black hush of evening, and the house felt settled around me in a way that had nothing to do with silence and everything to do with the lived-in warmth of a home where seven people had stopped pretending they were visitors. I could hear Maisie's laugh from behind our door, bright and carrying; the soft thump of a door closing somewhere in Pen's room; the distant hum of the heater fighting a losing battle against the Michigan cold.

Pandora's door was at the end of the hall. Not closed. Not open. Ajar, the way a door sits when someone has passed through it without committing to either invitation or privacy. I pushed it gently and stepped inside.

She wasn't there.

I heard her on the stairs. Measured footsteps, not rushed, the precise cadence of someone who moved with the same control she applied to everything else. I turned and saw her coming up the last few steps, one hand on the banister, and something in the way her fingers gripped the wood caught my attention.

Her knuckles were white.

Not dramatically white. Not the clutching panic of someone hanging on. Just... tight. Controlled tension, the kind your body holds when your mind has decided something difficult and your muscles haven't quite received the memo that it's safe to relax. She reached the landing, and her hand left the banister, and I watched her flex her fingers once, briefly, before she smoothed them against her thigh.

She didn't check her phone.

This, more than anything, was the tell. Pandora Vale reached for her phone the way most people reached for oxygen: automatically, constantly, a reflex so ingrained it had stopped being a choice. The device lived in her hand or within immediate reach, a tether to the world she monitored with such fierce attention that watching her set it down was like watching someone voluntarily loosen their grip on a lifeline.

She hadn't checked it once on the stairs. She didn't reach for it now. Her hands stayed at her sides, and the absence of that familiar gesture felt louder than any confession.

We walked the hallway together. Not side by side. She led, I followed, close enough that I could smell the clean, controlled scent of her shampoo, something expensive and subtle that cut through the vanilla-and-lake smell of the house. Her shoulders were straight, her pace even, and she didn't speak. Didn't fill the silence with analysis or strategy or any of the hundred ways Pandora Vale normally occupied the space between sentences. She just walked, and the quiet between us gathered weight with each step.

I noticed the way her hair fell against her neck. Sleek, black, usually perfect, but a strand had come loose near her ear, and she hadn't tucked it back. I noticed the faint tension in her jaw, the careful set of her mouth, the controlled rise and fall of her breath. I noticed that she was choosing this. Every step. Every silence. Every white-knuckled grip on the banister that she would never admit to.

We reached her door. She pushed it open, stepped inside, and turned to face me with the same measured composure she had carried up the stairs. But her eyes had changed. The dark, observant stillness had warmed into something rawer, something that looked less like calculation and more like want wearing its least disguised face.

"Come in," she said. Simple. Clear. Invitation and decision at once.

I stepped into her room and closed the door behind us.

***

Pandora's room looked exactly like Pandora's room always looked, which was the point. Everything in its place. No clutter that hadn't been permitted. The walls were a deep charcoal, almost black in the evening light, and the bedding was sleek and dark, a fitted comforter that looked like it had been arranged with a ruler. No throw pillows. No string lights. No ceramic cats smiling at the bed like benevolent witnesses.

Her desk sat under the window, a slim black laptop open but dimmed, the screen showing a grid of event photos I recognized from last weekend's bar night. Charging cables lay in neat coils beside a camera bag, the zipper partially open, a lens cap visible inside. A drawer beside the bed was slightly ajar, and I caught a glimpse of laminated passes stacked in color-coded order: blue for Social Six events, silver for Greek Row, a thin strip of gold that might have been something private. The room smelled like clean linen and the faint, expensive scent of whatever she used on her skin, something subtle that cut through the winter air seeping through the window frames.

It was a beautiful room. Controlled, expensive, and entirely hers in a way that made Maisie's cheerful colonization of my space feel like a different species of belonging. This wasn't messy warmth. This was deliberate territory.

Pandora crossed to the desk. She didn't look at me. Her fingers found the laptop lid and closed it with a soft, definitive click. The screen went dark. She picked up her phone from beside the keyboard, pressed the side button until it silenced, and set it face-down on the desk with the screen against the wood. Then she reached for the camera bag, zipped it closed, and pushed it gently to the far corner of the desk, where the charging cables followed, tucked into a neat row that hadn't been there before.

The room got quieter. Not because the laptop hum had stopped. I hadn't even noticed the hum until it was gone, but because something had shifted in the air. Pandora Vale had just disarmed herself. Voluntarily. The tools she used to track the world, to monitor the frame, to maintain the distance between herself and whatever was happening, were now shut down, silenced, faced away. No feeds. No proof. No performance shield.

She turned to face me. Her dark eyes were steady, her posture perfect, one hand resting on the edge of the desk like she needed the contact to ground herself.

"There is no tactical reason for you to be here," she said.

Her voice was dry. Precise. The kind of statement that arrived measured and left no room for negotiation because it wasn't negotiating; it was naming a fact.

"I know," I said.

She held my gaze. The silence between us gathered weight, and I let it. Pandora didn't rush silence. She used it the way she used everything else: with intention.

"Ethan was safe," she said finally, a statement of fact delivered with the same clinical precision she might apply to a weather report. "Not because he was kind. Although he was kind, in his way. Ethan was safe because he could never hurt me. Not deeply. Not in a way that would matter." Her mouth curved, almost imperceptibly. "You can't be devastated by someone who was never real to begin with. Our relationship was performance. Both of us knew it. Both of us used it. He needed the Social Six access. I needed the narrative stability. We were convenient fictions for each other, and convenience is its own form of safety."

I nodded. We had been over this before, but tonight it sounded less like analysis and more like confession. Not new information. New exposure. Ethan had been the safe shape of a relationship, a name beside hers in photos, a guy who kept other men from asking questions without ever getting close enough to break anything that mattered.

Hearing her say it now, in this room, with her phone face-down and the door closed, made the old facts feel different.

"Performance is safe," Pandora continued. Her fingers traced the edge of the desk absently, a small, restless movement that betrayed more than her voice ever would. "Performance gives you rules. A frame. Something to operate within. When everything is curated, when every interaction has a purpose and every purpose has a metric, you never have to ask yourself what you actually want. You just execute the plan."

She looked at me then, really looked, and the composure in her eyes had thinned to something rawer.

"Then you," she said. Simple. Almost quiet. "You told me the truth when lying would have been easier. When taking the cheap way in would have been simpler. When letting me believe whatever I needed to believe would have gotten you what you wanted faster, with less risk, and with significantly better optics." Her mouth curved again, that dry, almost amused tilt that I had come to recognize as Pandora's version of warmth. "That was inconvenient."

"I wanted you too much to take the cheap way in," I said.

The words landed between us, simple and clear, and I watched something shift in her expression. Not a crack. A recalibration. The slight adjustment of someone who had calculated the variables and found the result both reassuring and terrifying.

"That should make me smarter than this," she said. "Logically. If the safe choice is performance, and the dangerous choice is honesty, and I have spent my entire adult life optimizing for safety, then standing in a room with the lights off and my phone face-down and telling you that I want you should register as a catastrophic failure of risk assessment."

"It's not a failure if it's a choice," I said.

She was quiet for a long moment. The winter light caught the sharp line of her jaw, the elegant curve of her throat where her pulse beat visibly beneath the skin. I could hear the house around us: distant laughter, a door closing, the muffled bass of someone's music through a wall. Normal sounds. The sounds of a home that had no idea what was happening in this room, behind this closed door, and wouldn't have treated it like a scandal if it had.

"You don't have to be smart with me every second," I said.

Something broke. Not dramatically. Not the way it broke with Maisie, loud and messy and generous with its wreckage. This was quieter. A small exhale, barely audible, and the set of Pandora's shoulders eased by a fraction so minute I wouldn't have noticed if I hadn't been watching for it.

She stepped away from the desk. One step, then two, closing the distance between us with the same measured control she applied to everything, and then she was in front of me, close enough that I could feel the heat coming off her skin, close enough that the clean scent of her filled my lungs.

Her hand found my chest. Not tentative. Deliberate. Her palm flat against the fabric of my t-shirt, fingers spread, and I felt the slight tremor in them before she controlled it.

"Okay," she said. Just that. Quiet. Certain.

Then she kissed me.

Her mouth was warm and precise, the way everything about Pandora was precise, but the precision lasted approximately three seconds before something underneath it gave way. Her lips softened. Her hand fisted in my shirt, grip tightening, and the sound she made against my mouth was small and broken and nothing like the controlled woman who had just delivered a risk assessment of her own desire.

I kissed her back slowly. Let her set the pace. Let her control erode on its own terms, feeling it happen in real time: the careful composition of her kiss giving way to hunger, her body leaning into mine, her breath catching where our mouths met. She kissed like someone who had studied the theory of want without ever permitting herself the practice, and now that practice had her in its grip, and she was both terrified and relieved to discover that theory had undersold the reality by several orders of magnitude.

Her other hand found my face, thumb stilling at the corner of my mouth like she wanted to feel the answer before I gave it. This was Pandora, choosing. Not performing. Choosing. With the lights off and the screens dark and no audience to witness whether she did it perfectly.

She broke the kiss first. Her forehead pressed against mine, her breath warm on my mouth, and I could feel her heart hammering where her chest pressed against mine through our clothes.

"Matt," she said. My name. Just my name. In her voice, quiet and wrecked and completely, devastatingly honest.

I waited. She would tell me what she needed, or she would show me, and either way, I would follow.

She showed me.

***

She kissed me again, and this time the control lasted even less. Her mouth was warm, urgent, her tongue sweeping against mine with a hunger that her carefully composed body was struggling to contain. I could feel it happening in real time: the measured precision of Pandora Vale giving way to something rawer, something that lived beneath the surface and had been waiting a long time for permission to breathe.

Her hand fisted in my shirt. Not the deliberate palm-flat touch from before. A grip, tight enough that the fabric strained, and the sound she made against my mouth was small and broken and nothing like the woman who had just delivered a risk assessment of her own desire. Her breath caught. Caught again. She was trying to pace herself, trying to maintain the composed rhythm that had carried her through every social interaction of her adult life, and her body was having absolutely none of it.

I kissed her slowly. Let her set the pace. Let the control erode on its own terms, feeling each small surrender like a victory she was permitting herself. My hands found her waist, narrow and warm through the fitted black sweater, and I felt her muscles tense under my palms, then relax, then tense again, the battle between discipline and want playing out beneath her skin in real time.

She broke the kiss. Her forehead pressed against mine, her breath coming quick and warm against my mouth, and I could see the pulse jumping in her throat.

"I'm not—" She stopped. Swallowed. Started again, her voice lower, rougher. "I don't typically lose composure this quickly."

"I know," I said.

"Then why are you smiling?"

"Because watching you lose composure is the hottest thing I've seen all week, and I live in a house full of women who make a competitive sport out of being hot."

She laughed. A short, surprised sound that broke the tension and replaced it with something warmer. Her hand relaxed in my shirt, fingers spreading against my chest, and she looked at me with those dark eyes gone soft at the edges in a way I had only seen a handful of times.

"You're impossible," she said.

"I'm consistent. That's different."

She reached up, and her fingers found the arms of her glasses where they sat low on her nose. She removed them with the same deliberate care she applied to everything, folded them precisely, and set them on the desk beside her silenced phone. The gesture felt ceremonial. The removal of a barrier, or a tool, or both.

Then she kissed me again, and whatever had been holding her back gave way completely.

Her hands found my face, holding me to her, and the kiss deepened from precision into hunger. Her tongue swept against mine, urgent now, her body pressing into me with a need that her composed posture could no longer disguise. I felt it everywhere: the heat of her through her clothes, the rapid rise and fall of her chest against mine, the way her hips shifted forward like they were seeking contact without her permission.

I reached for the hem of her fitted black sweater. Slow. Giving her time. My fingers brushed the warm skin of her waist, and she inhaled sharply against my mouth.

"Okay?" I asked.

She nodded, once, decisive, and lifted her arms.

The sweater came off over her head, taking her sleek black hair with it in a dark cloud that settled around her shoulders, and then she was standing in a simple black bra and her dark jeans, and Christ, Pandora's body was a problem I would never get tired of solving. Narrow waist, the elegant line of her ribs visible beneath smooth skin, shoulders that carried themselves with the poised confidence of someone who had never needed to perform strength because she simply possessed it. Her breasts were full and firm in that black bra, the kind of body that made you understand why people used words like "statuesque" without irony, and the sight of her, flushed pink at her chest and throat, her composure visibly cracking by the second, made my cock jump so hard against my zipper I had to grit my teeth.

"Your turn," she said, her voice rough, and her hands found the hem of my t-shirt.

I lifted my arms. She pulled the shirt over my head, and the cool air hit my skin a second before her hands did. Her palms flattened against my chest, fingers tracing the lines of muscle with a curiosity that felt both deliberate and hungry, and when her thumbs brushed my nipples I sucked in a breath that made her mouth curve.

"Responsive," she murmured. "I like that."

"So I've been told."

"By multiple sources, I assume."

"Extensive field testing."

She laughed again, that short, surprised sound, and then her mouth was on my chest, warm and deliberate, kissing down the centerline to my stomach. Her hands followed, tracing the contours of muscle with a focus that felt like study and worship tangled together, and when her teeth grazed my hip above the waistband of my sweatpants, I had to put a hand on the desk to steady myself.

"Shoes," I said, my voice rougher than I meant it.

She stepped back. Kicked off her boots with efficient movements, one then the other, and stood barefoot on the hardwood, and the vulnerability of that small gesture, Pandora Vale, barefoot in her own room, letting herself be seen without the armor of performance, hit me harder than any kiss.

I reached behind her, found the clasp of her bra, and unhooked it with careful fingers. The straps loosened, and she let it fall, and her breasts spilled free. Full, firm, perfect, nipples dark and already hard, and the sound she made when I cupped them both, thumbs circling the peaks, went straight through me to my cock.

"Matt—"

"Bed," I said. Not a command. A question shaped like certainty.

She nodded. Once. Decisive.

We moved to the bed without breaking contact, stumbling a little, her hand in mine, and when the backs of her knees hit the mattress she sat down and looked up at me with those dark eyes gone wide and glassy with want. I knelt between her thighs, my hands on her waist, and reached for the button of her jeans.

She watched me undo it. Watched me drag the zipper down slow, the sound loud in the quiet room, and when I hooked my thumbs into the waistband and pulled, she lifted her hips to help me. The jeans came off her long legs in one smooth motion, and she was left in black underwear, sleek and simple, and the sight of her, half-naked on her dark bedding, flushed from chest to thighs, her breathing uneven, her composure in ruins around her like something she had decided to stop rebuilding, nearly undid me.

I stood long enough to kick off my sweatpants and boxers, and my cock sprang free, hard and slick at the tip, and Pandora's eyes locked on it with a focus that made my stomach tighten.

"Come here," she said.

I moved over her, between her thighs, and her hands found me. Both of them, wrapping around my shaft, stroking slowly from base to tip, and the sight of Pandora's elegant fingers on my cock, deliberate and hungry, her dark eyes watching what her hands were doing with the focused attention of someone committing a sensation to memory, was so fucking hot I had to close my eyes for a second.

"Look at me," she said. Quiet. Certain.

I looked. Her eyes held mine, dark and clear and completely present, and her hand kept moving on my cock, slow, deliberate strokes that had pre-cum beading at the tip and my thighs trembling.

"I want to see your face when I touch you," she said. "I want to know what it looks like. I've spent my life watching from behind a screen. I'm done watching."

She reached for her underwear then, hooked her thumbs into the waistband, and pulled them down her thighs with the same efficient motion she applied to everything. Then she was naked, completely naked, her pussy exposed and glistening in the low light, and the smell of her hit me like a drug: clean, warm, unmistakably Pandora, and so fucking wet I could see it.

I kissed down her body. Her throat, where her pulse hammered beneath smooth skin. Her collarbone, where I sucked a mark that made her gasp. The swell of her breasts, taking one nipple in my mouth and sucking hard while my hand found the other, and the sound she made was loud and broken and nothing like the composed woman who had shut down her laptop twenty minutes ago.

"Right there, god, right there—"

With Maisie, worship had been the only word for it. With Pandora, it felt different. Slower. Sharper. Like every inch of her was something she had finally decided to let me see.

I took my time because she deserved that. Because Pandora Vale undone was rare as hell, and I wanted to feel every second of it. Her breasts, full and firm in my hands, nipples hard against my tongue. Her narrow waist, warm under my palms as I kissed down her stomach. The elegant curve of her hips, the long line of her thighs, strong and trembling where they parted around my shoulders, and when I put my mouth on her pussy she cried out, a sound so raw and surprised that it vibrated through her entire body.

She was soaking. Hot and wet against my tongue, her clit hard beneath my lips, and the taste of her was clean and salt and want, unmistakably hers. I ate her slowly, thoroughly, my tongue flat against her clit, then circling, then sucking, and her hands found my hair and gripped hard enough to hurt.

"Matt, fuck, right there, don't stop—"

I didn't stop. I fucked her with my tongue, deep, then shallow, then curled it against her clit while my fingers found her entrance and pushed inside. Two fingers, curling up to find the spot that made her entire body jerk, and she came with a cry that she tried to swallow and failed, her back arching off the bed, her pussy pulsing around my fingers in rhythmic waves that went on and on until she collapsed back against the pillows, gasping.

I kissed my way up her body. Her stomach. Between her breasts. The hollow of her throat. Her jaw. Her mouth, and when I reached her lips she kissed me hungrily, her tongue sweeping against mine, tasting herself on my lips, and her hands were everywhere: my chest, my shoulders, down to my cock where she wrapped her fingers around me and stroked with a hunger that matched the wrecked look in her eyes.

"I want you inside me," she said against my mouth. Her voice was rough, wrecked, completely honest. "Now. Please. I've wanted it since you walked into this room. Since before that. Since you told me the truth and then waited for me to choose. I choose this. I choose you. I want all of it."

I positioned myself between her thighs, the head of my cock nudging against her entrance, wet and hot, and looked into her eyes.

"Look at me," I said.

She did. Her dark eyes held mine, clear and certain and completely, devastatingly present, and in them, I saw something I had been waiting to see since the first time she looked at me across a crowded room and decided, against every calculation, that she wanted what she saw.

No audience. No performance. Just Pandora, choosing.

***

I pressed into her slow, feeling every inch of her pussy stretch around my cock, wet and tight and so fucking hot I had to grit my teeth not to drive home all at once. Pandora gasped beneath me, her back arching, her thighs trembling where they gripped my hips, and when I was buried to the hilt, joined completely, her eyes rolled back and a sound tore from her throat that I felt in my chest.

"Fuck," she breathed. "You're so deep. God, you're so deep."

I held still. Let her adjust. Let the feeling of being full settle into her body, and watched her face as it happened: the controlled composure fracturing by visible degrees, her lips parted around quick breaths, her dark eyes wide and glassy, something raw and unfiltered moving behind them that looked like wonder wearing its least disguised face.

"Look at me," I said.

She did. Forced her focus back to my eyes with an effort I could see cost her, her hand finding my face, fingers against my jaw, and the trust in that gesture, Pandora Vale, choosing to be present when every instinct she had built a life around told her to observe from a safer distance, made my chest tight in a way that had nothing to do with sex.

I started to move with the same patience she had used to dismantle everyone else all semester. Controlled at first. Exact. Then less exact when her hips lifted to meet me and her breath broke against my mouth. Pandora's body gave away every secret her face tried to keep, and the quiet room filled with the wet, intimate sound of us becoming real without an audience.

"You can't hide from me like this," I groaned against her neck. "Your body tells me everything."

"Always," she whispered, and the word came out broken, half a gasp. "I'm always wet for you. I have been since—god, since before I admitted it to myself. I sit in rooms and watch you and my body does this, and I can't stop it, and I don't want to stop it—"

Her dirty talk was nothing like Maisie's bright, enthusiastic filth or Blossom's chaotic provocation. Pandora's version was precise, clinical almost, delivered with the focused intensity of someone reading data aloud and finding the results both inconvenient and undeniable. She narrated her own desire like she was cataloging evidence, and the combination of that dry precision with the wrecked, hungry way her body moved beneath mine was so fucking hot I had to slow down to keep from coming.

"Your cock," she said, her voice rough, her hips grinding up to take me deeper. "The way it fills me. The angle. The friction. I've thought about it. I've calculated it. I've mapped the sensation against every other sexual experience I've had, which isn't many, and the differential is—fuck—the differential is significant."

I laughed against her neck, ragged and hungry, and drove into her harder, chasing the angle that made her breath catch. When I hit it, her whole body jerked, her back arching off the bed, and a cry tore from her throat that she didn't try to swallow.

"Right there. Right there, don't stop—"

I fucked her there. Slow, deep strokes aimed at that perfect spot, each one driving a gasp or a moan or a broken half-word from her lips that sounded nothing like the composed woman who had closed her laptop twenty minutes ago. Her breasts bounced with each thrust, full and firm, nipples hard, a flush spreading from her chest to her throat to her cheeks, dark and warm in the low light. Her sleek black hair had come completely loose, spread across her dark pillow in a wild cloud, and every time I drove into her deep enough to hit that spot, her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

The mattress creaked beneath us. The headboard tapped gently against the wall in rhythm with our strokes, and the wet sound of her pussy taking my cock filled the room alongside her breathing, my breathing, the small, desperate sounds she made when the pleasure built past whatever threshold she had set for acceptable noise.

"I can't—" She broke off, gasping, her head tipping back. "I can't maintain composure when you do that. The angle. The depth. It's—statistically, it's—"

"Stop counting," I said against her mouth. "Stop measuring. Just feel it."

She kissed me instead of answering, hard, desperate, her tongue sweeping against mine, and when she broke the kiss she was gasping, her forehead against mine, her hips grinding up to meet each thrust with a hunger that her body had stopped asking her brain to approve.

"I want to see you," I said. "All of you. Turn over."

She understood. Rolled onto her stomach, pushed up onto her knees, and presented her ass to me with the same efficient grace she applied to everything, and the view from behind was fucking obscene. Her back arched, long and elegant, sweat gleaming between her shoulder blades. Her ass, round and firm, and between her thighs, her pussy glistening, wet and swollen, and the sight of her like this, posed and wanting, completely surrendered to sensation, made my cock throb where it rested against her thigh.

I positioned myself behind her, one hand on her hip, and pushed into her from this angle, and the sound she made was loud and broken and entirely undone.

"Fuck! Oh god, that's—that's deeper, you're so deep—"

I fucked her. Hard. Deep. Each stroke driving into her from behind, my hips slapping against her ass, the wet sound obscene in the quiet room. From this angle I could see everything: the way her back flexed with each thrust, the shake in her thighs, the flush spreading down her spine, her breasts hanging beneath her, bouncing with the rhythm, and the sight of Pandora Vale, composed, controlled, observant Pandora, reduced to a trembling, sweating, vocal mess by my cock, was so fucking hot I had to close my eyes for a second to keep my rhythm.

"Look at yourself," I said, my voice rough. "In the mirror. Look at what you look like right now."

There was a mirror on her closet door, angled to catch the bed, and Pandora forced her eyes open, forced her focus to the reflection, and what she saw nearly broke her. Herself, on her knees, ass in the air, my cock driving into her from behind, her face flushed dark, her hair wild, her mouth open around cries she had stopped trying to control. She watched herself take me, watched her body move, watched the performance dissolve completely into something raw and honest and terrifying in its lack of curation, and the sound she made was half sob, half moan, entirely wrecked.

"I can't—" She gasped, her eyes locked on the mirror. "I can't watch. I can't not watch. God, Matt, the way you fuck me, the way I look when you're inside me, it's too much, it's—"

"Turn around," I said. "Look at me."

We moved. She rolled onto her back, I moved between her thighs, and when I pushed into her again, deep, rejoining us completely, her eyes found mine and held. No mirror between us now. No frame. Just Pandora, beneath me, around me, her pussy gripping my cock with each thrust, her body shaking, her composure in ruins, and her dark eyes clear and certain and completely, devastatingly present.

"I see you," I said. Simple. Clear. "I see all of it. The performance and what's underneath. The woman who calculates and the woman who wants. I see both, and I want both, and you don't have to choose which version I get because I already have all of you."

Her face changed all at once. Not a crack. A collapse. It crumpled, just for a second, a flash of raw vulnerability so honest it hurt to look at, and then she reached for me, pulled me down to her, and kissed me with a hunger that felt like drowning and coming up for air at the same time.

"Don't stop," she whispered against my mouth. "Please. Don't stop. I'm close. I'm so close, and I need—I need you to keep looking at me when it happens. I need you to see it. I need to be seen."

I fucked her slower. Deeper. Each stroke aimed at that perfect spot, my hips driving into her with a rhythm that had her gasping, trembling, her pussy clenching around me tighter with each thrust, and I kept my eyes on hers. Held her gaze through every gasp, every broken sound, every visible wave of pleasure that rolled through her body and showed on her face in real time, unfiltered, uncurated, hers.

Her hand slid up my chest and stopped over my heart, palm flat, as if she wanted proof that I was as wrecked as she was.

"Matt," she said. My name. Just my name. In her voice, wrecked and certain and completely, utterly honest. "I'm going to come. I'm going to come on your cock, and you're going to watch it happen, and I'm not going to hide from you. I'm not going to look away. I choose this. I choose you watching. I choose being seen."

The words landed between us, heavy and true, and I felt something shift in the air, in her body, in the way her pussy gripped me like it was trying to keep me there forever.

"Let go," I said. "I've got you. Let go."

She did.

***

She came with a sound that didn't sound like Pandora at all. It sounded like something breaking open after being held shut for too long: loud, raw, halfway between a sob and a cry, and her body went rigid beneath me, her back arching off the bed, her pussy clamping down on my cock in violent, rhythmic pulses that dragged a groan from my chest so deep it hurt.

I held her gaze. Through every pulse, every tremble, every visible wave of pleasure that rolled through her body and showed on her face in unfiltered, devastating detail, I kept my eyes on hers. She didn't look away. She didn't close her eyes. She let me see it all: the flush darkening her cheeks, the tears tracking from the corners of her eyes, the way her mouth fell open around gasps she had stopped trying to control, the complete, total surrender of a woman who had built her life around never surrendering anything.

"Matt—god—I can't—it's too much—"

"It's not too much," I said against her mouth. "It's exactly enough. Let it happen. I've got you."

Her pussy squeezed me harder, milking my cock with each pulse, and the feeling of her coming around me while I fucked her through it, slow, deep strokes aimed at that perfect spot, pushed me right to the edge. I was close. So close I could feel it building at the base of my spine, my balls tight, my cock throbbing inside her clutching, wet heat, and the sight of Pandora coming completely undone beneath me, messy and vocal and entirely present, was the thing that finally broke me.

"I'm going to come," I gritted out, my forehead against hers, my hips driving into her with strokes that were losing their discipline by the second. "Inside you. I'm going to come inside you, and I want you to feel it. I want you to know exactly what you do to me."

"Yes," she gasped, her hands finding my face, holding me to her. "Please. I want to feel it. I want all of it. Give it to me, Matt, please—"

I lost it. Completely. My hips jerked, driving deep, and I came inside her with a force that felt like it started in my toes and ripped upward through every nerve ending I possessed. Thick, hot pulses, filling her, my cock throbbing against her walls, cum spilling out around where we were joined in warm, messy rivulets that I could feel against my thighs. She cried out, loud and broken, her pussy milking every drop, her body shaking beneath mine, and the feeling of emptying myself into her while she came apart around me was so intense it bordered on transcendent.

We collapsed together, still connected, the room quiet except for our breathing and the soft, obscene aftermath of us. My cock was still inside her, softening now, cum leaking around us, and the mess between her thighs was undeniable, white and thick against her flushed skin. Pandora's chest heaved against mine, sweat gleaming between her breasts, her hair a wild dark cloud across the pillow, and the sight of her, flushed, marked, completely used in the best possible way, made something possessive and satisfied curl in my gut.

I didn't pull out. She didn't ask me to. We stayed joined, her thighs around my hips, my weight settled against her gently, and for a long time neither of us spoke. The room was quiet except for our ragged breathing slowing by degrees into something steadier. The winter dark pressed against the windows, and the only light came from the pale stripe of streetlamp through the half-open blinds, casting everything in soft blue shadow.

Pandora's hand found my face. Fingers against my jaw, thumb brushing my cheekbone, and the touch was so deliberate, so present, that I felt it like a current through my skin.

"That was..."

"Yeah."

She laughed. A small, breathless sound that caught in her throat, and her fingers tightened against my jaw. "I have no data for that. No comparative framework. Nothing in my entire catalog of human experience prepares me for the differential between watching something happen and being the thing that happens."

"I'm flattered to be off the charts."

"You should be. It's statistically significant."

I laughed against her neck, and she laughed with me, the sound warm and surprised, and then she was quiet again, her hand still on my face, her eyes finding mine in the low light.

"You told me the truth," she said, simple and clear. "When lying would have been easier. When letting me believe whatever I needed to believe would have gotten you what you wanted faster. You told me the truth about Ethan, about Maren, about everything, and then you waited. You didn't push. You didn't perform. You just... waited. For me to choose."

"I wanted the real choice," I said. "Yours. Not Ethan's shortcut. Not mine."

She was quiet for a long moment. Her thumb traced my jawline, slow, deliberate, and I watched something settle in her expression: a decision, made and unmade and made again, finding its final shape.

"I love you," she said.

The words came out dry. Almost clinical. The way Pandora said everything: measured, precise, delivered with the careful control of someone who had weighed each syllable and found them adequate to the task. But underneath the precision, beneath the composed delivery, I heard it: the raw, honest weight of a woman who had never permitted herself to want something this deeply and was now standing in the wreckage of that permission, offering the one thing she had kept most carefully guarded.

"Which is inconvenient," she added, and this time her voice broke on the words. Just slightly. A small crack in the composed delivery, enough to let the truth shine through. "Logistically, emotionally, strategically inconvenient. I have spent my entire adult life optimizing for safety, for control, for the clean efficiency of wanting nothing that could not be acquired without risk, and then you walked into a room and told me the truth and waited for me to choose, and I chose you, and now I love you, and the algorithm for that outcome is fundamentally flawed because it assumes I would have been smart enough to avoid it."

I cupped her face between my hands. Her skin was warm, damp with sweat, a few strands of dark hair stuck to her forehead, and the trust in her eyes made my throat tight in a way that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with the woman looking back at me.

"I love you too," I said. Simple. Clear. The words that had been living in the space between us for weeks, finally said out loud, and the weight of them between us was so real I could feel it pressing against my ribs. "I have for a while. I think since the first time you looked at me across a crowded room and decided, against every calculation, that you wanted what you saw."

She made a sound. Half laugh, half something warmer, caught in her throat, and she pressed her forehead against mine. Her breath was warm on my mouth, shaking slightly, and I felt a tear track from the corner of her eye to where our skin met.

"Don't let me rebuild the wall," she whispered. "Not tonight. Not yet. I need... I need to sit in this. In the mess of it. In the not-knowing what happens next. I need to be held without data, without proof, without the performance of having figured it out."

"I've got you," I said. "However long you need."

I pulled out of her slowly, feeling cum leak from her pussy onto the sheets, and rolled onto my side, pulling her against me. She came willingly, her body warm and heavy against mine, one leg hooking over my hip, her face buried against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her, one hand cradling the back of her head where her hair was soft and wild against my palm, and held her.

The room was dark. Her laptop was closed. Her phone was face-down on the desk, silent. No feeds. No proof. No performance shield between Pandora and the vulnerability of being loved without conditions or curation.

She sighed against my chest, a long, slow exhale that carried the weight of something settling, and her fingers found mine under the sheets and held on.

"I love you," she said again. Quieter now. Certain. "No qualifiers. No contingency plan. The room is dark, the screens are off, and I am still here because I want to be. You gave me the truth, then left the choice in my hands. This is me choosing."

I kissed the top of her head, her hair soft against my lips, and held her tighter. "I'm not going anywhere."

"I know," she said. "That's the inconvenient part."

We lay there in the dark. Her breathing slowed against my chest, evening out, her body heavy and warm against mine. Downstairs, the house kept living: laughter through the floorboards, a door closing somewhere, music muffled behind a wall.

Normal sounds.

For once, Pandora didn't reach for her phone. Didn't check the room. Didn't measure what came next.

She just stayed.

Pandora's hand tightened in mine, fingers threading through my grip, and she didn't let go.

No audience. No performance. Phones still off. Screens dark. No evidence, no data, just the lived-in truth of her body against mine. Just us, in the dark, holding on.

***

I woke to an empty bed and the smell of Pandora's shampoo on my pillow. The room was still dark, winter light barely touching the windows, and the space beside me held the warm impression of where she had been. I lay there for a minute, listening to the house settle around me in that kind of quiet that happened when seven people had stopped pretending they were visitors and started treating the place like something that belonged to them.

She had left a note. Of course she had left a note. Pandora Vale did not simply vanish from beds; she documented departures with the same precision she applied to everything. A single line, written in her clean, slanting handwriting on a scrap of paper torn from something more important: Back soon. Don't rebuild the wall without me.

I smiled at the ceiling, pulled on sweatpants and a T-shirt, and headed downstairs.

The house was quiet in the way that felt lived-in rather than empty. Coffee steamed in a mug on the counter that had not been there when I went up. Someone had left a plate of half-eaten toast beside the sink. Through the living room windows, winter light cut pale and cold across the hardwood, and the sound of low, pulsing music reached me from somewhere near the back of the house.

I followed it.

The sunroom sat at the rear of The Party House, all windows and winter light, usually cluttered with planters and abandoned hoodies and whatever project Blossom had decided to abandon that week. Someone had cleared it. The furniture was pushed against the walls, the floor space open, and the windows threw pale blue light across the hardwood in long rectangles.

Greta was dancing.

Not posing. Not the performative movement of someone who wanted easy attention. Dancing. The real thing. She wore CSU practice gear in blue and silver, bare feet on the hardwood, ice-blonde ponytail whipping with each turn. The music was low but insistent, a beat that lived somewhere between hip-hop and something darker, and Greta moved through it with the kind of skill that came from years of practice rather than natural talent alone.

She cut through the room with sharp, controlled movements: a pivot that carried her across the floor in three clean steps, a hip roll that shifted her weight with fluid precision, a turn that ended with her back to the windows, shoulders squared, posture perfect. Sweat gleamed on her arms, between her shoulder blades, along the tight line of her stomach where muscle flexed visibly beneath skin. She was breathing hard, controlled, every motion athletic and deliberate, and the focus on her face was absolute.

I leaned against the doorframe and watched.

She hit a sequence that involved a sharp drop to the floor, a roll through her hips, then a snap back to her feet so clean it made my knees hurt in sympathy. The movement was not cheerleading exactly. Not party dancing either. It was both and neither: performance discipline, crowd command, and something hotter underneath because Greta knew exactly what a room did when she owned it.

She saw me. Of course she did.

I caught it in the mirror over the far wall, the quick flick of her eyes to my reflection and the slow curve at the corner of her mouth. She didn't stop. If anything, she doubled down, driving through the rest of the sequence with sharper hips, harder turns, and a showoff final beat that left her low, breathless, and completely aware of what she had done to my pulse.

Then she straightened, grabbed a water bottle from the windowsill, and drank like I was not standing there trying to remember how speech worked.

"Wake Rally," she said, voice rough from exertion.

"New one on me."

"Pen brings the lake." She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "I bring the bad decisions."

"That sounds dangerous."

"It's supposed to be dangerous. That's the point." She capped the water bottle and tossed it back to the sill with casual accuracy. "Pen's handling boats, docks, and the whole Calder family water-ski spectacular. I'm handling the rally side. Dance-offs, team dares, spirit games, whistles, scoreboard chaos, and significantly more public humiliation than any responsible adult should permit on a dock in broad daylight."

I looked at the cleared floor, the mirror, the sweat shining at her throat, the way her body still seemed to hold the beat even standing still. "That routine is for it?"

"Opening number. Rough draft."

"Looked finished to me."

Her smile sharpened. "That's because you're easy."

"Apparently."

She stepped closer, enough that I could smell clean sweat, warm skin, and the faint coconut in her hair. The air between us changed fast, the same way it had changed at the bonfire before she climbed into my lap and kissed me like she had been starving for it.

"When summer hits, Reynolds," she said, low enough that the music almost swallowed it, "Wake Rally is going to need a show. And I'm going to need a partner."

My pulse kicked.

Her eyes dragged over me in the mirror, slow and wicked.

"You're going to learn the difference between watching me and keeping up."

She gave me one look, the kind that could melt paint off the walls, then turned back to the mirror and started the track again.

Behind her, through the kitchen arch, Pen appeared with a mug in hand, watching with her arms crossed and a mouth curved in private amusement. She looked from Greta to me, then raised her coffee in a salute that felt a lot like a warning.

I raised mine back.

Greta hit the first beat of the routine again, harder this time, her body snapping into motion like the room had been waiting for permission.

I stood there for another moment, thinking about Pandora's note on her pillow, Maisie's things in my room, Pen's water-ski challenge waiting for warmer weather, and Greta turning the sunroom into a promise.

The house was warm. The year was still moving. And somewhere out there, a lake was waiting.


The Water Was Waking


The morning after Pandora's night, The Party House sounded like it had finally stopped bracing for impact.

Not quiet. Never quiet. Just settled.

Coffee steamed on the kitchen island in three different mugs nobody had bothered to claim. Winter light cut pale stripes across the counters. A bowl of clementines sat half-peeled beside Summer's elbow, the citrus smell sharp and bright against the warm coffee air. Someone had left a hoodie over the back of a barstool, and nobody moved it, because this was a house where things had stopped needing to be perfect to belong.

Maisie's hairbrush sat beside my watch on the island, right where she'd left it. Her vanilla lotion bottle stood near the fruit bowl, uncapped and leaking that clean, sweet smell into the coffee steam. Down the hall, I could hear her voice carrying from the bathroom, bright and laughing, explaining to someone through a half-closed door that if her hair ties had migrated into three different drawers, then legally the room had accepted her as a permanent resident.

Blossom sat on the counter in an oversized sleep shirt that said CHAOS DEPARTMENT, red hair loose and wild, phone in both hands, reading from the screen with the focused intensity of a woman who had discovered a sacred text.

"Who are the women in The Party House and why do they look like they ate the Greek system for breakfast and asked for seconds?" she read. "That's a Reddit thread, by the way. Posted at two a.m. by someone called DeltaTauBroken. Forty-seven upvotes. Top comment says, 'I don't know but I'm moving into that zip code.'"

Val stood at the island with her coffee, chestnut hair loose, wearing black leggings and a soft ivory sweater that slipped off one shoulder like she'd stopped fighting gravity on principle. She laughed. Not the careful, polite laugh she used to deploy like a velvet rope. A real laugh, warm and unguarded enough to change the whole room.

"Show me the photo thread," she said.

Blossom angled her phone. Val leaned over and scrolled. Whatever she saw made her laugh again, and she shook her head before reaching for her mug like she needed something steady in her hands.

"Forty-seven upvotes," Val said. "We've gone viral on Reddit. I feel like we should mark the occasion."

"I'm already marking it," Blossom said. "I've been marking it since six a.m. I have a whole folder. There's a TikTok response from a Sigma Phi guy trying to explain the wristband thing and failing. He says, and I need you to understand that I am not embellishing, he says the optics were miscalculated. A Sigma Phi man used the word optics. About losing a wristband argument to Pandora Vale. I have watched it eleven times. I may have it printed on a pillow."

"Please do not have it printed on a pillow," Summer said.

She was at the stove making eggs, blonde hair loose around her shoulders, wearing soft green sweats and one of my old CSU flannels with the sleeves rolled to her elbows. She moved through the kitchen with the easy authority of someone who had always been its center, and when I came around the island, she turned and smiled at me, warm and steady and good.

Then she rose onto her toes and kissed me.

No checking who saw. No pause. Just Summer, coffee-warm and soft against my mouth, her hand finding my chest through my shirt like it belonged there.

"Morning," she said against my lips.

"Morning."

She looked me over, smile going wicked at the edges. "Pandora survive you?"

"Barely," I said.

Summer's smile softened. "Good. She deserved the kind of barely that leaves a mark."

"That's what happens," Blossom said, "when you spend a night with a woman who treats orgasms like data points. Pandora 'I'll Just Calculate The Optimal Angle' Vale. I assume the headboard survived?"

"Structurally sound," I said. "Emotionally compromised."

Blossom grinned. "Excellent. Because Val's room is still recovering from structural trauma, and the insurance premiums on this place are already criminal."

"The insurance claim would read excessive enthusiasm," Val said, and the fact that Val Sinclair had just made a sex joke casually, without catching herself or looking around to see who heard, was almost as remarkable as the night itself.

Her eyes met mine, amused and warm, and she didn't look away. She just smiled, reached for her coffee, and took a sip like the woman who used to treat public desire like a spreadsheet error had decided to take the morning off.

Maisie bounced into the kitchen still talking, wearing tiny sleep shorts and one of my hoodies with the sleeves shoved up to her elbows. Her dark curls were loose and wild around her face, damp at the ends from a too-fast shower, and she smelled like vanilla lotion and my shampoo. She didn't pause. Didn't check the room. Just walked straight to me, climbed into my lap where I sat at the counter, and settled against my chest like the space had been reserved for her with a deposit.

"Our room is disgusting," she announced to the kitchen at large. "I'm not sorry. Also, I need more lotion because someone used the last of the vanilla."

"Our room," Summer repeated, her smile fond as she handed Maisie a slice of apple. "She's been saying our room for weeks. It just took you this long to catch up."

"Matt's a slow processor," Blossom said. "But once he commits, the structural integrity is impressive."

My phone buzzed on the counter. Summer reached for it before I could, her thumb scrolling through whatever had just come in, and her smile widened.

My phone buzzed on the counter. Summer reached for it before I could, thumb scrolling, and her smile turned slow.

"Well," she said. "They've stopped asking if this is real."

Val leaned in over her shoulder. "What are they asking now?"

Summer turned the screen so we could see. It wasn't one clip this time. It was a collage someone had made from half the semester: Summer's hand on my chest at Rook's, Blossom grinning beside me under neon, Maisie in my lap at the bonfire, Pandora looking lethal with her fingers wrapped around mine, Val kissing me like she'd forgotten Ryan and the entire room existed.

The caption read: Matt Reynolds didn't infiltrate The Party House. He got claimed by it.

For once, nobody rushed to make a joke.

Val's hand found my shoulder, casual and warm, and stayed there. "That's annoyingly accurate."

Blossom recovered first. "I hate when the internet grows a brain. It ruins my brand."

Maisie, still in my lap, beamed at the screen. "I think it's sweet."

"It is sweet," Summer said, and her eyes flicked to mine. "A little smug, maybe."

"Extremely smug," Pandora said from the table.

I looked around the kitchen, at all of them watching me with different versions of the same impossible truth.

"Yeah," I said. "But not wrong."

Pen appeared in the kitchen doorway, mug in hand, taking in the scene with the dry, amused look she reserved for moments when the house exceeded her expectations.

"Lake warms up in May," she said. "Just so we're clear. That water-ski challenge is not a joke. It's a promise, and your form needs work."

"His form is excellent," Blossom said. "In multiple disciplines."

"I meant on the water, you menace."

Greta materialized beside Pen, ice-blonde ponytail tight, arms crossed, watching the room with the satisfied calculation of someone who had already mapped the summer and found it promising.

"Wake Rally's going to need a partner," she said, eyes finding mine with that look that could melt paint. "And partner means practice. A lot of practice. On dry land, in front of mirrors, until you can keep up without looking like I'm dragging you through it."

"Should I be worried?" I asked.

"You should be stretching," she said, and the corner of her mouth lifted in a way that made my pulse kick.

The kitchen door pushed open, and Pandora walked in.

She looked like Pandora always looked, which was the point. Sleek black hair pulled back, dark jeans, a fitted sweater in deep charcoal that made her skin look warmer than it had any right to. But something was different. The controlled precision was still there in her posture, in the way she moved through the room, but it had softened at the edges, like something held too tightly had finally been allowed to relax.

She didn't check her phone. Didn't scan the room for optics. Just walked to the coffee pot, poured herself a mug, and crossed to where I stood with Maisie in my lap and Summer at my side.

Her fingers found my wrist.

Just that. Warm, deliberate, her thumb brushing over my knuckles once before her hand stayed there, resting against my skin like it had every right to be. No performance. No strategic calculation. Just touch, because she wanted to touch me, and the kitchen could watch or not, and she didn't seem to care which.

"Coffee," she said, voice low and dry, meant for me. "Ethan, Maren, us. Closure without a spreadsheet."

Blossom opened her mouth.

"Blossom," Pandora said, without looking at her.

Blossom closed her mouth. Then opened it again. "I was just going to say good luck."

"You were going to say something significantly less appropriate than that."

"I was going to say good luck and then something significantly less appropriate. You have my blessing. Both of you. The meeting and whatever you were doing last night that I am completely respecting your privacy about."

"Thank you," Pandora said, dry as winter air.

I looked at Pandora's hand on my wrist, at the way her thumb traced a small, absent circle over my knuckle, and something warm settled in my chest.

"Today?" I asked.

She nodded once. Precise. "He's been texting. Maren's been texting. It's time."

"Are you okay with it?"

Her dark eyes met mine, clear and certain. "I'm better than okay. I'm done with the performance. This is just coffee with people who matter, and then we come home."

Home.

The word landed between us, simple and true, and her fingers tightened on my wrist for just a second before she let go, picked up her coffee, and walked to the table where her laptop sat closed and her phone lay face-down.

The kitchen kept moving around her. Maisie's laugh bounced off the cabinets. Blossom argued with the toaster. Summer handed Val a slice of apple with a smile that carried years of friendship in it. Pen and Greta traded looks by the door that said summer was already planned, the water was waiting, and whatever happened between now and then was just the space between one good thing and the next.

I looked at the room. At the women moving through it like they belonged here, because they did. At the phones buzzing with proof that whatever reputation game we'd been playing, we'd won it on our terms. At the winter light cutting across counters that held evidence of a life built one choice at a time by people who had decided that belonging was worth the trouble.

Pandora caught my eye from the table and held it for three seconds that felt like a conversation.

Then she smiled, just barely, and went back to her coffee.

***

The coffee shop was the kind of place that happened to campus neighborhoods in late November and never left: exposed brick, espresso machines that sounded like small locomotives, windows gone opaque with frost on the outside and condensation on the inside, a chalkboard menu with a rotating holiday drink that this week appeared to involve cardamom and regret. Students occupied every soft chair and half the window ledges, laptops open, headphones on, performing the ritual of end-of-semester survival.

Ethan and Maren were already there when we arrived.

I spotted Ethan first. He sat at a corner table with his long frame folded into a chair that was slightly too small for him, sandy hair pushed back, hands wrapped around a mug of something that had clearly been necessary. He had the look of a man who had thought through this meeting many times, had written and discarded several versions of what he planned to say, and was now sitting with the knowledge that none of those versions would survive contact with Pandora Vale.

Maren sat beside him, one leg crossed over the other, a small cardamom drink steaming beside her elbow. She was sharp-featured and dark-eyed and had the contained, amused energy of someone who had watched Ethan prepare for this meeting and found the whole process both endearing and exhausting. She looked up when we came in, and her mouth curved in a way that said she had already assessed the situation, found it manageable, and was prepared to enjoy herself.

"Pandora," Ethan said, straightening. "Matt. Hey."

"Hey," I said.

Pandora sat down beside me. Not across the table, not at a managed neutral distance. Beside me. Her shoulder settled against my arm, and when I reached for the edge of the table, her hand found mine underneath it, fingers threading through mine with the quiet, deliberate ease of someone who was not doing it to be seen.

Ethan noticed. His eyes dropped to the table for a fraction of a second, and something moved across his face. Not jealousy. Not resentment. Something quieter. Recognition, maybe. The look of a person who understands they had something and did not know what to do with it.

"So," he said.

"So," Maren said, in a tone that suggested she had been waiting for him to open this conversation for approximately forty-eight hours and was deeply unsurprised by the result.

Ethan exhaled. Ran a hand through his hair. "For the record," he said, "this went better than I deserved."

The table was quiet for a beat.

"Yes," Pandora said.

Just that. Clean. Precise. One syllable that contained the full accounting: the months of performance-relationship, the convenient fiction they had both used and both understood, the way Ethan's avoidance had cleared a space that I had walked into with the inconvenient habit of telling the truth. Yes, it went better than you deserved. Yes, she knew it. Yes, everyone at this table was aware of the math.

Ethan winced, but it was the wince of a man accepting a fair judgment rather than one being treated cruelly. "I should have been more honest about what we were. Earlier."

"You were never dishonest about what you wanted," Pandora said. "You wanted access and narrative stability. I wanted the same things. We were both explicit about that, in our way. You were avoidant about the ending. That's a different category."

"It's a worse category," Maren said pleasantly. "Dishonesty about ending things is actively worse than dishonesty about starting them, because by the ending, somebody usually has more invested."

Ethan looked at Maren. "You're very helpful."

"I'm very accurate. There's a difference." She picked up her drink and sipped it. "I've been told it's a lot."

"It's a lot," Ethan confirmed, and the way he said it, warm and rueful and fond, told me everything I needed to know about where those two had ended up.

Pandora's thumb moved over my knuckles under the table. Slow, absent, the same small motion from the kitchen that morning, the kind of touch that happened because the person doing it had stopped monitoring whether it was the right moment and started just reaching for what she wanted.

"You two are terrifyingly functional," I said, "for people this awkward."

Ethan laughed, short and relieved, and the tension that had been sitting on his shoulders since we walked in dropped several inches. "We're working on it."

"He is working on it," Maren said. "I have a natural talent for functioning. I'm carrying the load."

"She's carrying the load," Ethan agreed.

Pandora looked at them both with the focused attention she brought to anything she found genuinely interesting, which was not many things, and which she therefore applied with a precision that made the recipient feel simultaneously studied and seen.

"You're good for each other," she said. Not warmly, exactly. Accurately. "He needs someone who won't let him avoid difficult conversations. You seem constitutionally incapable of allowing avoidance."

"It's a gift," Maren said.

"I meant it as a compliment."

"I know. I'm accepting it as one." Maren looked at me. "She's like this all the time?"

"She's like this all the time," I said.

"Wonderful. I like her enormously."

Pandora did not smile. She tilted her head by approximately three degrees, which was, I had learned, Pandora's version of being pleased. Her fingers tightened briefly over mine under the table.

The conversation moved easier after that. Ethan asked about the Invite List Challenge with the careful curiosity of someone who had watched the fallout from a safe distance and was now being permitted to ask about it directly. Pandora explained what had happened with the clean efficiency of someone who had studied every angle afterward: the rival crew, the wristbands, the way Matt had named the truth instead of turning the women into prizes. Maren asked the smart follow-up questions and got the smart answers, and the four of us sat in the frosted-window warmth of a campus coffee shop, talking like people who had come through something and found themselves, against reasonable odds, on the same side of it.

Ethan apologized one more time, near the end. Not elaborately. Not with the performance of a man trying to rehabilitate his image. Quietly, directly, looking at Pandora with the sincerity of someone who had finally stopped rehearsing and started just saying the thing.

"I handled the ending badly," he said. "I knew what we were, and I still handled it badly. I'm sorry."

Pandora was quiet for a moment. Her thumb moved over my knuckles again.

"I know," she said. And then, because she was still Pandora, "You were also the first person who told me that a performance-relationship was sustainable long-term, and you were wrong, and I should have known it, and I didn't, and that part is mine." She paused. "So. Accounting complete. We're even."

Ethan exhaled. The relief on his face was real and uncomplicated. "Okay."

"That was not forgiveness," Maren said, looking at Pandora with bright, delighted eyes. "That was a performance review with mercy."

"Yes," Pandora said.

"I will take mercy," Ethan said.

"You have it." Pandora picked up her coffee. "Don't waste it."

We left on clean terms, the four of us walking out into the cold campus air together, breath clouding, the frost-bright afternoon sharp and clear overhead. Ethan and Maren turned toward the east side of campus, Ethan's shoulder bumping Maren's as they walked, and she said something I couldn't hear that made him laugh the real laugh, not the relieved one, and reach for her hand.

Pandora watched them go for a moment. Then she looked at me.

"Good," she said. Simple. Final.

I held out my hand. She took it, fingers lacing through mine, her grip warm and deliberate, and we turned back toward The Party House.

She didn't check her phone once on the walk home.

***

By the time the fire was going, the whole house had migrated to the backyard.

Not by plan. Not by anyone's announcement. The way it always happened at The Party House when the evening settled right: someone lit the firepit, someone else appeared with drinks, and then, by some gravitational law that had nothing to do with physics and everything to do with the fact that these people wanted to be near each other, everyone arrived.

The yard sat behind the house in the blue-dark of late winter evening, the fire throwing orange light against the back fence and the leafless trees that marked the property line. Beyond the yard, the lake was a dark presence at the bottom of the hill, ice-black and still, the kind of surface that looked like it was waiting for something.

I settled into one of the Adirondack chairs near the fire with a drink in hand and approximately thirty seconds of unoccupied lap before Summer appeared.

She came around the back of my chair with a blanket over one arm, blonde hair loose, face warm in the firelight, wearing the flannel shirt from that morning over a thermal and her softest jeans. She looked at my lap with the considering expression of a woman making a real estate assessment, found the property suitable, and sat down sideways across my thighs with the easy confidence of someone who had every right to be exactly there.

Her weight settled against me, warm and familiar, legs over one arm of the chair, shoulder against my chest, and she pulled the blanket over both of us and tucked it around her knees with the domestic efficiency of a woman who had done this a thousand times and intended to do it a thousand more.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." I wrapped an arm around her waist.

She pressed her face briefly against my neck, warm lips against my pulse, then leaned back to look at the fire. Her hand found mine under the blanket. Her thumb traced small circles on my palm.

I had about ninety more seconds.

Maisie appeared from the back door with two drinks and the expression of someone who had clocked the lap situation from the kitchen window and had opinions.

She stopped at the edge of the firelight. Looked at Summer. Looked at me. Looked at the available lap real estate, which was technically occupied but not, she clearly determined, fully utilized.

"Move over," she said.

"I'm not on a couch," Summer said. "There is no over."

"There's always over." Maisie handed me one of the drinks, set the other on the arm of the chair, and with the cheerful engineering confidence of someone who had decided that physics was a suggestion, wedged herself in from the other side. She ended up half across Summer, half across me, her legs over the other arm of the chair, her back against my free arm, the blanket somehow extending to cover all three of us because Summer pulled it without being asked.

The chair creaked.

"This is stable," Maisie announced.

"This is a lawsuit," I said.

"He's sturdy," Summer said. "We can share."

"I live here now," Maisie said. "I get priority seating."

"You both get priority seating," I said. "Apparently simultaneously."

From across the fire, Blossom watched this unfold with the expression of a woman witnessing a natural phenomenon she had long predicted and was now observing with scientific satisfaction. She sat in a camp chair with her drink held loosely in both hands, red hair catching the firelight, and she let the scene develop for exactly as long as was required before she spoke.

"That lap situation," she said, "violates at least three fire codes and one moral code."

"The moral code is fine," Summer said.

"The moral code is questionable. The structural code is more questionable. Matt, are your legs still functional?"

"Mostly."

"Mostly is not the confidence-inspiring answer I was looking for." Blossom looked at Pandora, who sat in the chair to my left with her legs crossed, her coffee replaced by something warmer, her expression composed but with the edges softened by firelight and the relaxation that came from an afternoon where nothing had needed to be performed. "Pandora. Risk assessment."

Pandora considered the lap situation with the focused attention she brought to anything she found worth examining. "The combined weight distribution is uneven but not structurally dangerous. The chair is rated for standard use. The likelihood of failure is low. The probability that Matt is significantly more comfortable than he is letting on is high."

"I am significantly more comfortable than I am letting on," I confirmed.

Maisie beamed. She reached up and patted my face with one hand, the gesture somewhere between affectionate and proprietary, then tucked herself more firmly into my side and watched the fire with the settled satisfaction of a woman who had found the exact place she was supposed to be.

Val came out of the back door with Pen, the two of them talking low, and crossed the yard together. Val wore a heavy sweater and had her chestnut hair loose around her shoulders, and when she settled into the camp chair on my right, she pulled it close enough that her knee almost touched the arm of mine. She leaned forward, elbows on her thighs, watching the fire, and when she laughed at something Pen said, the sound was warm and unguarded and nothing like the careful, managed version of herself she had carried around for most of the fall.

She glanced at me, caught me watching, and smiled. Just that. Warm, easy, not performing it for anyone in the circle, just giving it to me because she felt like it.

Pen settled onto the cooler beside Val and stretched her legs toward the fire. She held her drink between both hands and looked at the lake beyond the yard with the focused attention of someone making plans.

"It's frozen past the dock," she said.

"It's been frozen since December," Blossom said.

"Not for long." Pen's eyes came back from the lake and found mine across the fire. "Lake Calder thaws faster than the inlet, usually mid-March. We could get practice water by spring break if the weather holds. Tournament season is later, but I like starting trouble early."

"We," I said.

"You and me, Reynolds." Her mouth curved. "Don't think I forgot the water-ski situation. The Calder dock challenge is a family tradition, and you have been formally added to the tradition whether you consented or not."

"I definitely did not consent."

"Consent is for situations where you had a reasonable opportunity to exit. That window closed." She tilted her drink at me. "Lake warms up. Don't make plans."

"Pen has been saying this for weeks," Val said, amused. "She has a training schedule. I've seen it."

"There's no training schedule," Pen said.

"There's a training schedule," Val said.

"There's a rough outline of logistical considerations. It's not a schedule."

"It has columns," Val said.

Greta appeared from the side gate, coming around the house in the same practice gear from that morning, ice-blonde ponytail still tight, which meant she had either been at cheer practice or had been in the sunroom working on the routine again. She crossed the yard with the unhurried efficiency of someone who moved through all spaces like she had already choreographed her path through them, and she took the last open camp chair beside Pen and looked at the fire.

Then she looked at me.

The firelight caught the sharp line of her jaw, the cool assessment in her eyes, and the small, certain curve at the corner of her mouth that I had come to understand meant she was either satisfied with something or planning something. In Greta's case those two states were often the same.

"So about that partner situation," she said.

I took a drink. "I had a feeling we weren't done with that."

"We weren't." She leaned back in her chair, long legs stretching toward the fire, and looked at the dark lake beyond the yard with the same focused attention Pen had given it, but pointed at something different. Not the water. The dock. The distance between the dock and the yard. The space where a crowd would stand. "Wake Rally goes up Memorial Day weekend. Full setup: sound system, scoreboard, team dares, the relay on the dock, and the opening number on the main stage."

"Sounds subtle."

"It's not supposed to be subtle." Her eyes came back from the lake and found mine. "The opening number is the statement. If you're doing it with me, you're not just standing there looking pretty."

"Devastating. That was my whole plan."

"You'll learn." Her mouth curved further. "You've danced once where I could see you, and you were trying. That's different from being trained."

Blossom raised her hand. "I would like to formally nominate myself as an observer of this training process. For documentation purposes."

"No documentation," Greta said.

"For moral support purposes."

"No audience."

"For completely non-voyeuristic purposes that I would never use to create social content without explicit consent from all parties."

"Blossom."

"I will be so quiet. You won't even know I'm there. I'll wear camouflage."

"You own nothing camouflage."

"I'll borrow Pen's."

"I don't own anything camouflage," Pen said.

"I'll acquire camouflage," Blossom said, undeterred. "The point is, I support this. I support the partner arrangement, the training process, and the general concept of Matt Reynolds being required to keep up with Greta Voss on a public stage in front of a crowd. I am invested in this outcome."

Greta looked at me across the fire with the steady, certain attention of someone who had already decided how this was going to go and was simply waiting for the rest of the world to catch up.

"You should be practicing," she said.

"You should be worried," I said.

She tilted her head. "Should I?"

"I'm a fast learner."

"Good." She looked back at the fire, satisfied. "You'll need to be."

The fire crackled. The cold pressed in from the edges of the yard, the lake dark and still beyond the trees, and the light from inside the house fell through the back windows in warm yellow rectangles across the frost-stiff grass. Someone had put music on somewhere inside, low enough to be felt rather than heard, a bass line moving through the house walls and into the yard like a pulse.

Maisie's weight was warm against my side. Summer's hand was in mine under the blanket. Pandora sat to my left with her drink and her composed, firelit stillness, quiet in a way I had learned to read as contentment. Val laughed at something Pen said, warm and unguarded, her knee almost touching my chair. Blossom had gone quiet, which was its own kind of loud, because Blossom quiet meant Blossom watching, taking in the circle, the fire, the cold, the warmth, the seven of us arranged around this backyard like we had always been arranged this way.

I looked at the house. The light in the windows, the steam rising from the kitchen exhaust vent, the back door with the broken bottom hinge that nobody had fixed and everyone had learned to compensate for. The house was real and imperfect and warm and entirely ours in a way that had nothing to do with leases or addresses and everything to do with the fact that seven people had decided, at different moments and for different reasons, to stop treating it as temporary.

I looked at the lake.

Dark and still and waiting, the ice beginning its slow surrender to the season turning, the dock a pale stripe at the bottom of the hill. In a few months it would be warm, and Pen would be on the water with a training schedule she was not admitting existed, and Greta would have a stage and a routine and a partner who was going to have to work for it, and the summer would come with all its heat and noise and the chaos of a house full of people who had chosen each other.

The reputation game was over. Not because we had won, although we had. Because the game had stopped mattering. The campus could call it envy or admiration or curiosity or whatever label it needed to put on the thing it was watching from the outside. Inside the house, inside this circle, inside the warmth of Summer's weight on my lap and Maisie's arm hooked through mine and Pandora's steady, present nearness and Val's warm laugh and Blossom's loud love and Pen's competitive grin and Greta's certain eyes, there was no audience and no performance and no score.

Just this.

Just home.

Summer pressed her face against my neck, her lips warm. "Cold," she murmured.

"You have a blanket."

"I have half a blanket. Maisie has the other half."

"I live here," Maisie said, from somewhere inside the blanket. "I get half."

"She lives here," I said. "She gets half."

Summer laughed against my neck, low and warm, and her hand tightened over mine under the blanket. Across the fire, Pandora watched the flames with the quiet attention she brought to everything worth studying. When she felt my eyes on her, she looked up and held my gaze for three full seconds, warm and steady and completely present, then looked back at the fire.

No audience. No performance. Just Pandora, choosing to be here.

The lake waited in the dark beyond the yard. The fire crackled. The house glowed behind us.

Summer was warm. The family was real. And somewhere on the other side of winter, the water was waking up.


Where to Next?


Ready for the lake?

Matt Reynolds survived the reputation game.

Pandora chose him with the screens dark. Val stopped pretending. Maisie moved all the way in. Summer and Blossom held the heart of the house steady while Pen and Greta made one thing very clear:

Winter was only the warm-up.

Now Lake Calder is waiting.

Boat parties. Bonfires. Hot tubs. Water-ski rivalries. Wake Rally. Greta's dance floor. Pen's lake legacy. And a Party House family that is about to find out what happens when the whole campus follows them into summer.

Book Three of The Party House series, Lake House Rules, comes out July 28.

***

Ready for More Campus Chaos?

If you loved the party-house heat, messy public pressure, impossible relationship dynamics, and women who make their own rules in Reputation Games, your next campus obsession is waiting at Golden Coast University.

Start the Campus King series with Orientation, where West Donovan arrives looking for a fresh start and gets pulled into sorority politics, beachside rivalry, scandalous parties, and a circle of women who refuse to let him stay on the sidelines.

It is sexy, competitive, chaotic, and full of the kind of bad decisions that turn one semester 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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