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  Chapter one








Delta Omega Sigma


In movies, when someone walks into a palace for the first time, they make a big deal about the chandelier or the staircase or the goddamn echo. In real life, it’s the silence that makes you feel small. The Delta Omega Sigma house was the kind of mansion you’d expect to see in an Instagram tour: pillared arches, two stories of pale stucco and terra cotta, stone terraces overlooking the cliffside, and so many bougainvillea vines it looked like a pack of florists had gone feral. My Uber dropped me at the foot of the drive and peeled away, leaving only the sound of the Pacific and the squelch of my sneakers on the wet sidewalk. 
I clutched my duffel tighter and tried to take in the place without looking like a complete tourist. Above me, wrought-iron balconies curled outward like invitations—or warning signs. The air was thick with the scent of salt and something expensive: lavender, maybe, or whatever floral notes rich people used to mask the beach rot. I wiped my hands on my jeans, checked my phone for the third time, and stared up at the carved wooden doors.
The weight of my backpack was familiar and stupidly reassuring. I’d packed light—a few shirts, my laptop, two spiral notebooks, and a washbag filled with things I didn’t need. My mom called it a “soft landing.” She’d said, “You’re not joining a sorority, Noah, you’re being a guest in a beautiful home.” Like that would somehow erase the fact that I was the first scholarship guy to ever set foot on this campus, let alone this sorority.
My mouth was dry. I rehearsed my greeting again—Good afternoon, I’m Noah Mercer, here for the St. Celeste Fellowship program—then winced. Too stiff. I was about to start over when the door swung open with surgical precision.
Dr. Vivian Ross was exactly how I remembered her from the scholarship interview: sharp navy pantsuit, perfectly manicured hair, and a posture that suggested she’d never lost an argument, even with gravity. She held a slim tablet against her chest like a shield and looked me up and down, pausing just long enough for it to sting.
“Mr. Mercer,” she said. “Punctual. Good.” Her voice was low and careful, each syllable scrubbed free of uncertainty. “You can leave your luggage there. I’ll have it brought up.”
I hesitated. “Thank you. I—uh, it’s just the one bag—”
“Still. Please.” She motioned me inside and closed the door behind us with a click that might have been louder than the ocean.
The foyer was a cathedral of light and tile: peach-gold from the setting sun, every surface sparkling like it had been recently threatened with extinction. Mosaic floors, wrought-iron staircase, a single orchid blooming from a marble pedestal. The air was perfectly still, like a museum after hours.
“Follow me,” Dr. Ross said, and I did, catching the squeak of my sneaker against the tile. My heart thumped against my ribs in four-four time. She moved fast, already halfway down the hall, heels making zero noise, tablet clutched like a verdict. I trailed, trying to take in the sensory overload without losing her.
She led me past a sitting room the size of my parents’ house—leather sofas, a glass bar cart with bottles lit from underneath, and wall-to-wall windows framing the Pacific like a movie backdrop. It was so pristine it didn’t look real. At the far end, a pair of sliding doors led onto a terrace, where the sun was dropping into the ocean in a way that made me wonder how anyone at St. Celeste ever got homework done.
Dr. Ross stopped and pivoted, catching me mid-stare. “You’ll be given a full tour by our house manager tomorrow,” she said. “For now, I want to walk you through the relevant rules and expectations. Is that clear?”
I adjusted my backpack strap and nodded, then realized she wanted an answer. “Yes, ma’am.”
She arched an eyebrow, the closest she’d ever come to a smile in my presence. “Vivian is fine. Unless you’re quoting me in a research paper.” She stepped closer, her perfume sharp and cold—something floral, something mineral. “The St. Celeste Fellowship is a privilege. You’ll be living here as a guest of the sorority, with certain responsibilities. In exchange, you’ll have access to the Innovation Lab and mentoring with our department’s senior researchers.” Her eyes flicked to the backpack. “You are a Biomedical Engineering candidate, yes?”
She wasn’t asking. She knew damn well I was in Biomedical Engineering. After all, she had handpicked me for the fellowship. I swallowed. “Yes. Focused on neuroprosthetics, but—”
“Impressive,” she cut in, eyes already back on the tablet. “You were top of your class at Ashbourne, correct?”
“Only for my section,” I said, voice smaller than I liked. “But, yes.”
“Modesty is admirable, but not always necessary,” she said. “We don’t do false humility here.” She tapped something into her tablet, then scanned me again. “You’ll find our environment supportive, provided you respect boundaries. The girls are used to high expectations. They also value privacy.” She met my gaze. “Is that something you can handle?”
My palms were sweating again. I fought the urge to wipe them and forced myself to hold her stare. “Absolutely.”
“Good.” She spun on her heel and continued down the hall, and I had no choice but to follow. We passed a kitchen filled with sunlight, stainless steel counters gleaming like dental tools. Three girls stood at the island, slicing fruit and debating something in low voices. One looked up, eyes flicking over me with surgical curiosity. I looked away, cheeks hot.
“Meals are served here,” Dr. Ross said without turning. “Housekeeping comes daily, but you’ll be responsible for your own room. Curfew is midnight unless otherwise posted. No guests—male or female—after hours. Noise discipline is enforced, especially during exam weeks. If you have questions or require support, you’ll come to me.” She stopped in front of a set of double doors and waited for me to catch up.
She faced me, tablet lowered. “Any questions so far?”
I opened my mouth, then closed it. “It’s… a lot to take in.”
“Life is,” she said, voice almost soft. Then she hit me with the full force of her gaze. “Why did you want to transfer here, Mr. Mercer? Beyond the scholarship.”
St. Celeste and Ashbourne Tech faced each other across the bay like estranged twins—one all women, one all men. Back at Ashbourne, guys would crowd the waterfront with binoculars during St. Celeste's beach parties, spinning elaborate fantasies about what happened inside those sorority houses. Delta Omega Sigma topped every list, its reputation built on equal parts academic dominance and the kind of beauty that launched fundraising campaigns. Had that mythology factored into my decision? Sure. But standing here now, feeling Dr. Ross's assessment like a scalpel against my skin, I knew I'd come for something beyond the freshman daydreams.
Noah, remember the script, I thought. I had one rehearsed—a safe answer about academic opportunity and the cutting-edge research at St. Celeste. But the truth was less noble. I’d wanted out of Ashbourne, out of the suffocating sameness, and maybe a little bit to prove to my ex that I could land somewhere better than she did.
“St. Celeste is the best in the field,” I said. “And I thought I’d be challenged here. I want to work under the best.” My throat tightened. “And I like a challenge.”
She considered this. “You’ll find one. The Innovation Lab expects results. So do I.” She keyed something into the tablet, then nodded at the doors. “Your room is at the end of this hall. I’ll show you. Unpack. Get settled. Dinner’s at seven. Dress is casual but not athletic.”
I hesitated. “Will I be… eating with the sorority?”
Dr. Ross smiled, the gesture so quick I almost doubted it happened. “It is their house, Mr. Mercer.” She checked her watch and nodded, more to herself than me. “Now. Let’s show you to your room.”
The doors in front of me were solid oak, polished and cold to the touch. Dr. Ross pushed one open with practiced efficiency and led me into a hallway lined with framed photographs: generations of girls in graduation gowns, at galas, posing on cliffs with the ocean behind them. All beaming, perfect, immortalized in a way that made my own high school class photo look like a mugshot lineup.
"This way," she said, her heels clicking against the hardwood as she moved ahead of me. She stopped at the end of the hall where a door stood ajar. "Your accommodations."
Inside: a bed bigger than my parents', a desk with an actual leather chair, and a window overlooking the cliff. I stood frozen in the doorway, duffel in hand, trying to picture what it would be like to wake up to that view every morning while Dr. Ross waited with the patience of someone accustomed to stunned reactions.

      ***Dr. Ross cleared her throat behind me. I turned to find her studying her tablet, her posture so perfect it made my shoulders straighten reflexively.
"Let me explain the accommodations," she said, voice clipped. "I prefer to acclimate new fellows personally. Reduces confusion." She gestured around the room with a manicured hand—at the high, arched ceiling painted the color of sun-bleached bone; the king-sized bed with crisp, navy linens; the glass-topped desk set under a window with a view so perfect it looked CGI. Her eyes swept the corners for dust, found none, and returned to me with clinical precision.
“This will be your suite for the semester. The decor is non-negotiable, but you’re free to request a different comforter or desk chair, should you find these lacking.”
“It’s…more than I expected,” I said, catching my reflection in the glass balcony door. I looked underdressed for the room, let alone the house.
Dr. Ross opened the sliding door and ushered me outside. The balcony was lined with terra cotta tiles and framed in bougainvillea, overlooking the ocean. From here, the drop to the rocks below was a sheer forty feet; the wind hit hard, carrying salt and the faint scent of grilled citrus from a distant patio. The surf was louder up here, a constant percussion.
She handed me a printout, the pages heavy and expensive in my hand. “This is your orientation packet. Meal schedules, quiet hours, WiFi codes. We do not tolerate unregistered guests, so please notify staff if you intend to invite a study partner. Security is discreet but robust. If you leave the house after dark, text the number on page two.”
I nodded. She waited, so I said, “Got it.”
She moved to the balcony edge, arms crossed. “Most male students in the Fellowship commute from Ashbourne. You’re the first to reside in the house. Some members may have—” she paused, “—reservations. I expect you to maintain professionalism at all times.”
I should have said something reassuring, but my mind got stuck on the idea of “reservations.” It made me want to check if I was leaving muddy footprints on the tile.
“Do you surf?” she asked, catching me by surprise.
“Not really. I grew up inland,” I said. “I swim, but—”
The door to my new suite exploded open with the violence of a firecracker. There was no knock, no warning, just the gleaming brass handle slamming back and the sudden invasion of pure, kinetic sunlight. She was the kind of girl you could see even in your peripheral vision; even if you tried to stare at your feet, you’d still feel her burn on your skin. She whipped into the room with a whirl of damp hair and careless laughter, dripping ocean onto the marble in flagrant defiance of every expectation set by Dr. Vivian Ross.
She wore denim shorts so brief they were essentially a technicality, paired with a coral bikini top that did absolutely nothing to disguise her tan lines or, for that matter, her effect on my cardiac rhythm. The sun had painted her skin the color of toasted caramel, and even though her hair was a mess of tangled, salt-stiff curls, it looked like something you’d pay a small fortune to achieve at an LA salon. A beach towel was slung across one shoulder, and she tracked a V-shaped fossil record of sand from the hallway into the center of the suite.
She didn’t walk. She radiated. And she was, hands down, the most beautiful girl I had ever laid eyes on.
I’d seen beautiful girls before. I’d even dated one, until she decided she cared more about my GPA than my actual existence. But this girl—whoever she was—walked into a room with the confidence of someone who had never been told “no,” who had never tripped over her own feet or second-guessed the way she looked in a mirror. She was magnetic and impossible, and it was all I could do to stare dumbly while my brain tried to catch up with my body’s uncooperative response.
Dr. Ross regarded the intrusion with an expression that was equal parts resignation and pride, as though every rule she’d just rattled off was about to be tested and she wasn’t even mad about it. The girl, for her part, seemed only vaguely aware of the conversation she’d interrupted, and in fact, she barely noticed me at all until her gaze swept past Dr. Ross and landed directly on me.
Blue eyes. Not the overused cliché, but a literal flash of glacier and summer sky, fringed with sun-bleached lashes. She stopped, chest rising and falling with the leftover energy from her sprint through the halls, and just… stared. I felt her attention like a rip current, strong and immediate and entirely beyond my training as an awkward nineteen-year-old who had never set foot in a sorority house before.
For a second, I thought maybe she was about to apologize for barging in. Instead, her face lit up with a smile that reached all the way to her eyes—bright and genuine—and she looked at me with such open curiosity and warmth that I felt my chest tighten. There was something in that look, something beyond simple interest, that made the room suddenly feel ten degrees warmer.
“Mom, do you have my phone charger—" she asked, her eyes never leaving mine. They were blue and bright as the surf, fixed on me with an intensity that made my skin prickle. Her lips curved into a slow, deliberate smile, eyes narrowing with curiosity. "So this is Noah. In the flesh."
I said yes, or at least my mouth moved in that direction.
Dr. Ross’s jaw tensed a fraction. “Chloe, this is Mr. Mercer. He’s our new research fellow.”
Chloe ignored the formality. “The one who cracked the neural interface thing? Mia said you were, like, a prodigy. She also said you were a guy, but I didn’t expect—” She flicked her eyes over me with less judgment than open assessment. “—that.”
I could feel the heat starting in my ears. “It was a group project, honestly,” I managed. “And, uh, I’m not really a prodigy. More like a statistical outlier.”
Chloe laughed, spinning the towel like a lasso. “A humble outlier. Cool.” She glanced at her mom. “You don’t have to scare him off on day one, you know.”
Dr. Ross ignored that. “Shouldn’t you be preparing for dinner, Chloe?”
She shrugged. “It’s not until seven. I was going to shower, but now I kind of want to hear about neural interfaces.” Chloe tilted her head at me, smile lopsided. “Is it true you built a bionic cockroach?”
I almost dropped the orientation packet.
“I mean, kind of?” I said, blinking. “It was a cyborg beetle, technically. For the engineering open house.”
“Did it work?”
“Only if you define ‘work’ as ‘scaring the dean out of his chair.’” The words slipped out before I could catch them, and to my surprise, Chloe laughed.
Dr. Ross’s mouth quirked with what might have been pride. “Mr. Mercer will be joining us for dinner. Please wear shoes at the table, Chloe.”
“Fine,” Chloe said, and grinned at me. “You’ll see me with shoes on, but don’t be disappointed. It’s a lie.” She leaned in, as if to whisper a secret, then simply flipped her hair back. “See you at seven, Outlier.”
She darted out, trailing a faint mist of saltwater and attitude. The room felt empty in her wake, even though Dr. Ross hadn’t moved.
“I apologize for my daughter’s… exuberance,” she said, but her tone suggested she didn’t regret it.
“No need,” I said, clutching the packet as if it might keep me from floating away.
Dr. Ross tapped her tablet, glanced at me with a scientist’s precision, and said, “Do you have questions about tomorrow’s schedule, or are you comfortable reading it on your own?”
“I can read,” I said, wishing I’d come up with something more impressive.
“Good,” she said. “Then I’ll see you at dinner.”
When she left, it was as if she’d taken half the oxygen with her.
I sank onto the edge of the massive bed and studied the printout. Most of it was what you’d expect: calendar, campus map, list of expectations with footnotes about etiquette and hygiene. But my brain kept flicking back to Chloe—her blue eyes, her unfiltered way of turning a question into a dare, the way she’d taken up all the available space without even trying.
For a moment, I stood in the quiet. Then I wandered over to the balcony, let the wind hit my face, and watched the last sliver of sun melt into the ocean. The glass doors reflected the room behind me: big, clean, and full of things I’d never dreamed of owning.
I closed my eyes and wondered if this was how imposters felt, or if I was just the first to admit it.
Behind my lids, I could still see Chloe, barefoot and grinning, like she’d walked off the set of a summer movie. I let myself imagine what it would be like to belong here, just for a second.
Then I opened my eyes, closed the balcony door, and went to shower the nervous sweat off my skin.

      ***I tried to distract myself with the comforter. It was crisp, deep navy, the kind of fabric you saw in luxury bedding ads. I set my duffel on the bed and unpacked in slow motion: three changes of clothes, laptop and chargers, a battered copy of On the Origin of Species, my research binder. I lined them up on the desk, making straight rows like it would keep my thoughts from spilling all over the room. The drawers slid open and closed without a sound. The closet could have hidden a second-year grad student. Even the hangers matched.
I sat on the edge of the bed, bounced once. The mattress fought back with silent, engineered resistance, so much denser than the trampoline sag of Ashbourne dorms. The window still called to me, so I crossed and opened it. The air was colder now, the sun low and stretching shadows across the garden. You could hear the ocean here, not as a faint background hiss but as a living presence—crashing, relentless, indifferent.
The balcony was narrow but perfect: two chairs and a table, painted white and spotless. I leaned on the railing, watching the horizon line blur at the edges. A few girls drifted through the courtyard below, laughing quietly, their voices bouncing up on thermals. I recognized none of them; they could have been models, or CEOs’ daughters, or both. Their hair and laughter glowed in the dusk.
It occurred to me that I might never get used to this.
I went back inside, tried to arrange my things in a way that made the room feel less like a catalog. When I bent to set my textbooks on the desk, something caught my eye in the reflection of the glass. A shadow moved in the upper windows across the courtyard—a figure, standing framed by the light, staring out at the sea.
My pulse stuttered, then redlined.
It was her.
She wore a white blouse, sleeves rolled, collar open. Her hair had changed—darker now, with a lazy wave—but the line of her jaw, the posture, the way she stood with her arms folded across her chest. It was Rory. My ex. The real reason I’d left Ashbourne. The reason I’d thrown myself into every project, every scholarship, every challenge that could erase the taste of her.
She hadn’t seen me yet. Or maybe she had and was pretending not to. Classic Rory: never show the first crack in the armor.
I let go of the desk and watched her for a full minute, my heart thudding so hard I wondered if it was audible. A surge of memory broke the surface—the way she used to look at me from across the cafeteria, eyes soft but calculating, always two steps ahead. The final night, her text: I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. Please don’t make it worse.
I’d made it worse. By trying to win her back, by not letting go, by believing I could outsmart heartbreak.
The light in her window flicked off. She was gone.
I exhaled, aware only now of how shallow my breaths had been. My hands gripped the desk tight enough to make the edges bite my palms. I thought about closing the curtains, but I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction.
Instead I turned and lay back on the bed, stared at the ceiling’s perfect arch, and tried to find the part of me that still wanted to prove something. I told myself that I’d come here for the research, for the future, for the version of myself that could survive anything. That it was all about opportunity.
But as I listened to the distant laughter in the hallways and the ocean’s pulse below, I knew it wasn’t true.
I was here because I wanted a clean start.
I was here because I wanted to forget her.
And I was here because I didn’t know how.
I let my eyes drift shut, but the silhouette in the window stayed with me. So did the feeling in my chest, equal parts dread and curiosity.
Later, I’d have to face her. Or not. Maybe we could pretend we were strangers, and that the past was as far away as the shoreline.
I doubted it, but I liked the idea.
I wondered if I’d be strong enough to fake it. I wondered if she would.
Above me, the ceiling stayed perfectly still, no cracks, no history. Just blank and new and waiting for whatever came next.






  
  Chapter two








Familiar Faces


My mom used to say the best way to survive the first day of anything was to focus on food. Nobody could fire you or kick your ass if you were chewing. I repeated this to myself like a mantra as I left my suite and tried to remember if “casual but not athletic” meant jeans, or if that was a subtle power move to see who was dumb enough to wear Levis to a semi-formal dinner. 
The halls of the DOS mansion were quiet, just the sound of my sneakers on polished marble and the faintest echo of laughter behind a distant door. A line of track lighting led down the main staircase, illuminating all the things I could never afford: a grand piano, a clutch of velvet chairs arranged around a fireplace, and a huge oil painting of women in togas raising glasses on a clifftop. Someone had left a vase of real sunflowers by the banister. I touched one, just to check if it was fake. It wasn’t.
The dining room was straight out of a travel magazine—Mediterranean villa, but if you stripped out the old men and replaced them with girls who all looked like they’d been curated for an Ivy League prospectus. Terracotta floors, whitewashed arches, wrought-iron lamps hanging like jewelry from the ceiling. At one end, a line of buffet chafers was arranged with surgical precision. At the other, a table of actual silverware that looked hand-polished. And then there were the women.
I’ve heard of the Medusa effect—how a crowd can freeze you just by looking—but I never knew it could happen with a smile. Heads turned, conversation dropped a decibel, and a wall of attention hit me so hard I nearly tripped over my own foot. Every eye in the room found me, like a new organism introduced to a controlled environment. I felt my pulse in my wrist, in my ears, in every inch of skin. Even the house manager, who was easily twice my age, looked at me with something between amusement and morbid curiosity.
I hesitated at the threshold, unsure if I was supposed to seat myself or wait for an escort. The sun had just dropped below the ocean outside, and the room’s huge windows burned gold with afterglow. I caught my own reflection, square-shouldered and slightly pale, in the glass. For a second, I looked like I belonged. For a second.
Then, from the far end of the room, Chloe Ross waved at me with both arms—like a signal flare, all kinetic energy and blinding sincerity. She was dressed in a sleeveless blue sundress, her hair still damp and curling at the ends. She looked nothing like the other girls in their muted, catalog-ready blouses and pearl studs. She looked alive.
I started toward her, and the entire left side of the room seemed to shift its axis to track my path. My hands went clammy. I was halfway across the terracotta when a second hand, warm and deliberate, closed around my forearm.
“Relax, genius,” Chloe whispered, having materialized out of nowhere. “The hunger games aren’t for another week.” Her smile was conspiratorial, as if we were old friends and not a scholarship case study about to crash her social circle.
“Do I look nervous?” I asked, trying for irony.
She squeezed my arm, guiding me past a pair of girls who were whispering into matching wine glasses. “You look like a NASA probe about to land on Venus. C’mon, I saved you a seat.” She led me toward a round table near the window, where three other girls sat with the loose posture of people who’d never been asked to stand in a line or wait for seconds.
“Everyone, this is Noah Mercer—Ashbourne escapee, neural-hacker, and tonight’s special guest.” She gestured with such flourish I wondered if she was auditioning for a role. “He’ll be living here for the year, so be nice. Or at least, be creative.”
The first girl—tall, fox-faced, with the kind of eyebrows you only see in Vogue—was already sketching on a napkin with a fountain pen. She looked up, took me in, and offered a dry smile.
“Ren Reed,” she said. “Chloe’s artist-in-residence and emotional handler.”
Next was a woman who radiated calm. She wore a white cardigan over a pale yellow cami, and her brown hair was pinned in a twist at the nape of her neck. She had a presence I recognized from years of watching my mom run parent-teacher meetings: gentle, but with a gravity that made you want to sit up straighter.
“Amelia Ross. Most people call me Mia,” she said, her handshake soft but precise. “Welcome to the house.”
Finally, there was the third girl. I didn't need an introduction to recognize her as another Ross sister—something in the confident tilt of her chin matched Chloe's. Her hair was a red so vivid it looked like it might glow in the dark, and she wore a t-shirt with the sleeves torn off, paired with a black skirt and combat boots. She sized me up with a look that made me feel like I was being cataloged and filed away for future reference.
“Brooke Ross,” she said, not waiting for me to offer a hand. “Chloe’s sister. The fun one.”
Chloe beamed at her, then dragged a chair out for me, ignoring the noise it made on the tile. “He’s from Ashbourne, so try not to mention the word ‘frat’ unless it’s in a cautionary tale.” She dropped into her own seat with the grace of a cat and started pouring water into a pair of glasses. “Did you eat lunch? Please tell me you’re not one of those intermittent fasters.”
I sat and tried to look casual, but the chair was set at an angle that put me directly in the spotlight of the nearest overhead lamp. “I ate. Eventually.”
Brooke leaned in, her lipstick a shade of cherry that would have stained anything less deliberate. “So what’s your deal, Noah? Did you get kicked out, or did you escape before the testosterone turned you into a cartoon?”
Ren, still doodling, didn’t look up. “Be nice, Brooke. Some people like the gym-and-crypto aesthetic. It’s validating.”
I managed a laugh, my chest loosening just a notch. “Honestly? I just wanted better food.”
Mia smiled at that, and even Brooke gave me a reluctant, “Respect.” Chloe propped her chin on her fist, blue eyes full of interest.
The conversation spun up like a turbine. Ren asked about my research, and when I told her about the neural interface, she started quizzing me on how I’d model a Picasso’s cognition. “You think creativity is a byproduct of error?” she asked, her mouth tugging at the corner like she’d already formed a thesis.
Brooke wanted to know if Ashbourne’s notorious pool parties were as depraved as TikTok made them seem. “Don’t hold back,” she said. “I’ve seen the videos.” I confessed I’d never been to one. “So you’re a virgin in every sense,” she fired back, not even a hint of blush. “We’ll fix that.”
Mia kept the conversation anchored. She asked about my family, whether I missed home, if I’d ever lived with this many women before. Her questions were disarming, not invasive, and when I said, “No, unless you count my mom and little brother,” she nodded like it made perfect sense.
Chloe let the others do most of the interrogating, but every so often she’d check in—passing a plate, nudging my foot under the table, or interjecting with a story about how she once fell asleep in her own sorority’s library and woke up with highlighter all over her face. “True story,” she said, meeting my eye. “Photo evidence available upon request.”
A few tables away, I caught Dr. Ross watching us. She was eating alone, back straight, scanning her tablet between careful bites of salad. She never smiled, but there was an ease in her posture that made me think she approved.
The food arrived—roasted chicken, ratatouille, and a salad so aggressively green I suspected it might still be photosynthesizing. I followed the others’ lead and served myself a polite portion, but Chloe laughed when she saw me eyeing the chicken legs.
“You can take two, you know. The calories don’t count if you’re on scholarship,” she said.
Brooke piped up. “Or if you plan on getting lucky tonight.”
Mia arched an eyebrow at her sister, but said nothing.
Ren finally showed me her napkin sketch. It was a perfect rendering of me, mid-chew, looking terrified. She’d drawn a series of arrows pointing to various features: “imposter syndrome,” “anxiety spiral,” “paralysis (social),” and, over my left eye, “possible genius, TBD.”
I pretended to be embarrassed, but the truth was I’d never had this much attention in my life. It was like being inducted into a club I never knew existed.
“So, Noah,” Chloe asked between bites, “what’s your actual plan for the semester? Besides beating the Ross sisters at trivia night?”
I chewed, swallowed, and went for honesty. “Finish my project. Make it to Christmas without humiliating myself or getting expelled. Maybe figure out what it’s like to not be the weirdest person in the room for once.”
Brooke whistled. “Good luck with that last one.”
“Ambitious,” Mia said, smiling into her glass.
Chloe grinned and said, “I’ll help.” She said it lightly, but there was a sincerity in her voice that made me believe her.
The table settled into a rhythm, the noise of the room fading into white noise as I let myself relax for the first time all day. Outside, the sky had gone from orange to deep purple, and the ocean reflected the last of the daylight in slow, silver waves.
I laughed at a joke Ren made about performance anxiety and realized, in that second, that I didn’t feel like an outsider anymore. Maybe it was the food, or maybe it was the way Chloe kept looking at me like she’d already decided we were on the same team.
Either way, I found myself wanting to stay.
I was still smiling when I noticed the room had grown quieter. The door at the far end opened, and a new presence entered—a force field that instantly reset the air pressure in the hall.
Rory Bennett walked in—the ex-girlfriend who'd traded me for Chase Weston's varsity jacket a week before we left for college.

      ***The quiet after a gunshot has nothing on the quiet after Rory Bennett makes an entrance.
She stood just inside the dining hall’s archway, arms crossed and one hip cocked, like she was prepping for a cross-examination instead of a family dinner. Heads turned, some subtle, some openly gaping. Even the house manager paused in the act of pouring sparkling water.
Chloe’s fingers flexed on the table. Ren stopped mid-sketch. Brooke, who moments ago looked like she might nap on her bread plate, suddenly radiated enough energy to run a small city.
It was as if everybody in the sorority already had the whole story about Rory and me etched behind their eyes, the gossip so tired and worn that it had faded to white noise. Maybe that was why, in the thick of the conversation, nobody had bothered to bring her up, not even in passing. It didn’t make sense at first, because we both came from this place—the same patch of dirt, the same stubborn high school walls. Those little connections usually had a way of cropping up, as natural as the weather or the roads turning muddy after rain. But this time, nothing. Not a word. And that, somehow, said more than if they'd filled every pause with her name.
Rory’s eyes found mine, and in that instant, I was sixteen again: tongue-tied in her parents’ kitchen, trying to parse her texts for coded signals, so sure that if I just said the right thing, I could keep her. I saw every version of her—debate champion, homecoming queen, the girl who once cried laughing at my impression of her dad. All layered under the new version, the one that cut straight to the point.
She took three deliberate steps toward our table. Her boots didn’t click, but they might as well have set off car alarms. She parked herself next to Brooke, who didn’t even bother to move her salad plate.
“So, Noah,” Rory said. “How’s life on the ‘other side’?”
I heard the quotes around “other side.” Half the room had gone quiet, waiting for the show.
“Great, actually,” I said. “The food’s better, and nobody’s threatened to dunk me in the pool yet.”
A few girls at the next table snickered. Rory didn’t blink.
“You know, for a guy who ‘just wanted out,’ you spend a lot of time looking over here,” she said, eyes cool as liquid nitrogen.
Chloe’s foot nudged mine under the table—solidarity or warning, I couldn’t tell.
“Maybe he likes the view,” Brooke said, voice syrupy and mean. She was grinning wide, not even pretending to be nice. “Or maybe he’s just obsessed with you, Rory. That’s still your brand, right?”
The tension snapped, replaced by nervous laughter from the next table. Even Ren cracked a smile, fingers never pausing in their napkin doodle.
Rory looked at her, then back at me. “I’m flattered, but—let’s be honest, Noah. You transferred here to prove something. To me, to yourself, I don’t really care. You couldn’t hack it at Ashbourne, so you came here to rewrite the narrative. Classic.”
I’d had months to script a reply. But when the words came, they surprised me.
“Actually,” I said, “I’m here on the St. Celeste Fellowship. Dr. Ross handpicked me for a biomedical research project. It’s called the Innovation Lab—maybe you’ve heard of it?”
I kept my voice flat, even, and if I was a little smug, nobody seemed to mind. Brooke nearly cackled. Mia, seated across from me, just nodded like she’d already known.
Rory opened her mouth, but for once, nothing came out.
Chloe leaned over and set her chin on her palm, blue eyes locked on me. “It’s a big deal,” she said, and her pride was so transparent it felt like a drug. “Nobody gets in unless they’re top two percent. Not even with a legacy.”
Rory didn’t look at her, didn’t look at anyone. She stared at me for a beat longer, then smiled—a sharp, tight thing—and said, “Well. Good luck, then.” She pivoted on her heel and walked away, ponytail swinging like a threat.
Brooke let out a low, “Damn,” and Mia raised her glass in my direction.
Ren, still not looking up, murmured, “Well played, Mercer. You just went viral.”
The table around me shifted. It wasn’t just relief—it was respect, with a layer of interest I hadn’t earned at Ashbourne, or maybe anywhere else. For the first time since that last night with Rory, I didn’t feel like a problem to be solved or a joke to be dissected.
I belonged here. Maybe not forever. But for tonight, it was enough.
Chloe’s hand brushed mine, light as a feather, and I remembered how to breathe.
“So,” she said, her voice so low only I could hear. “You gonna survive another hour of this?”
I met her gaze and grinned. “I think I could get used to it.”
The ocean outside was pitch dark now, the glass reflecting our table like a still life. I caught my own smile—tentative, real—and didn’t hate the person behind it.
Sometimes, the best way to survive isn’t to look away, but to look right through.

      ***The first time I saw Rory’s older sister, Serena Bennett, I was eight and she was twelve, and she’d knocked a grown man unconscious with a soccer ball at my brother’s birthday party. The guy was my dad, and Serena apologized by signing his ice pack. Some people are born intimidating; others just accumulate it, year by year, until a single glance carries the threat of polite annihilation.
So when she glided into the dining room, nobody was surprised that all conversation evaporated. Serena was a legend at St. Celeste—two-term sorority president, pre-med goddess, rumor had it she’d already locked in a Johns Hopkins residency before she could legally drink. She wore a pale green dress that matched her eyes, and carried herself with the kind of posture that made everyone around her stand up straighter, even if they were sitting down.
She made a beeline for our table, acknowledging the girls with a nod, then zeroed in on me. Her smile was warm, but her eyes scanned like an MRI.
“Noah Mercer,” she said, as if reading the name off a VIP guest list. “You finally made it.”
She didn’t give me a chance to stand; she just bent down and hugged me. Hard. Her arms were soft and smelled of something expensive and citrusy. For a second, all the stories I’d ever heard about her—how she once talked her way out of a speeding ticket in fluent Latin, how she could shotgun a beer faster than most frat guys—fused into this single, blinding moment of sensory overload.
When she pulled back, she left her hands on my shoulders. “I’m so glad you took the Fellowship. Evan said you might chicken out.”
Evan Ross—Chloe’s older brother and my one-time Ashbourne roommate. The connection clicked and my IQ dropped twenty points. “I, uh… thanks. I mean, hi. I mean, it’s good to see you.”
Her laugh was low and unhurried. “You’re still terrible at hellos, aren’t you?”
From the other side of the table, Chloe stage-whispered, “He gets better after food.”
Serena grinned, then turned to Chloe and the rest. “Be nice to him, girls. He’s a celebrity in the Innovation Lab. Dr. Ross has been quoting his project proposal for weeks.”
I wanted to vanish. Instead, I tried to recover. “That’s… news to me,” I said. “I just hope I can keep up. St. Celeste doesn’t mess around.”
Ren lifted her glass. “We mess around plenty. You’ll catch on.”
Mia chimed in, “But we don’t mess with Serena’s events.” There was a reverence in the way she said it, and the entire table seemed to recalibrate around the new arrival.
Serena turned back to me. “Are you settling in? Chloe said you got the Orchid Suite. I’m jealous.”
“It’s incredible,” I said, meaning it. “View’s amazing. I’m still figuring out which fork to use, though.”
Brooke snorted. “Just use your fingers. That’s what I do.”
“Please don’t,” Mia said, but her smile said she wasn’t really worried.
Chloe cut in. “If you want a tour, I can show you all the best spots. Some of them aren’t on the official map.”
I caught the tilt of her voice, the promise that this was more than a casual offer.
Serena raised an eyebrow, but didn’t comment. I nodded at Chloe. “I’d like that. I could use an insider’s guide.”
Rory’s voice, sudden and sharp, cut in from somewhere behind us. “Just be careful. Chloe’s idea of a tour usually ends with tequila or trespassing.”
The temperature in the room dropped a few degrees. Chloe didn’t flinch, but her smile flattened.
“Thanks for the tip, Rory,” she said, syrup-sweet. “But I’ll keep him safe. Wouldn’t want to get him expelled his first week.”
Rory made a face, then drifted to the bar, where she was immediately surrounded by a clutch of girls with identical blowouts.
Serena waited until Rory was out of earshot, then leaned in to Chloe. “You know, she used to be fun.”
“She still is,” Chloe said, softer now. “Just only when nobody’s looking.”
Serena looked at me, a new level of appraisal in her eyes. “So, Noah, what are you actually working on in the Lab? Or is it all classified?”
I explained the project—bioprinted scaffolds for neural regeneration, and how the materials could adapt to patient-specific needs. She listened, nodding in the way of people who are smarter than you, but don’t want you to feel bad about it.
“That’s revolutionary,” she said. “You realize if you pull it off, you’ll basically get to name your own salary?”
I shrugged, a little embarrassed. “I just want to not screw up.”
Serena grinned, then turned to Chloe. “I’ll leave him in your capable hands. Try not to corrupt him too fast.”
“No promises,” Chloe said.
Serena gave my shoulder a squeeze, then floated away, leaving a vacuum of space and attention behind her. The table exhaled.
Brooke was first to break the spell. “Damn. She even makes me nervous.”
Ren said, “That’s because she’s better at everything than you.”
Brooke laughed, then turned to me. “Welcome to the big leagues, Mercer. If you survive a week here, you can survive anything.”
Chloe leaned over and whispered, “Don’t listen to them. I’ll show you where to get the best ice cream on campus. You’ll forget all about the drama.”
I smiled, genuinely. “When?”
“Tomorrow after class,” she said. “Unless you’re scared.”
I met her gaze, feeling the challenge and the invitation. “I’m not scared.”
Chloe’s eyes sparkled. “That’s the spirit.”
The rest of dinner blurred together: stories, laughter, a round of some card game I didn’t understand but lost at with style. By the time the table cleared, I felt less like a visitor and more like a part of something real. Even the room itself seemed to have softened, as if the walls had accepted me.
As we left, I glanced back. Rory was standing by the bar, watching us with an unreadable expression. She didn’t wave. Neither did I.
Outside, the air was cool and damp, the night sky washed clean by a new moon. Chloe walked next to me, close enough that our shoulders brushed.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Actually, I am.”
She grinned, then punched my arm—just hard enough to sting. “Good. Don’t let the sharks get you.”
I promised I wouldn’t, but I knew the truth: in a place like this, sometimes you had to learn how to swim with them.
Or maybe, if you were lucky, you learned to be one.






  
  Chapter three








Late Night Study Session


The first week at St. Celeste wasn’t a blur so much as a series of sharp, sunlit snapshots—the kind you remember with absolute clarity even as the days themselves slip out from under you. Every morning, the dining hall filled up with the same crew: Chloe, Brooke, Ren, and Mia, each with their own microclimate of noise and color. The round table by the big windows had become our unofficial base camp, and I learned quickly that anyone who lingered near the kitchen too long got conscripted for toast detail. 
The breakfasts started out like a spectator sport, with Chloe as the commentator and Brooke as her relentless color analyst. I’d never been in a room where the number of voices talking over each other increased the sense of belonging. The air always smelled like French roast and citrus peel, and the sunlight through the arched windows made everyone’s hair look like it had been lit from within.
On my third morning, I reached for the bacon platter only to find my hand colliding with Chloe’s. She grinned, fingers curling around the last two strips as if daring me to try her.
I said, “You don’t even like bacon.”
She stuck out her tongue. “I like winning. And you telegraph your moves, Mercer.”
Brooke reached over, plucked both strips from Chloe’s hand, and shoved them into her own mouth in one motion. “You both suck at offense,” she said, chewing.
Mia, looking up from her phone, said, “Language, Brooke.”
Ren drew a quick, perfect sketch of Chloe’s thieving fingers in her notebook and held it up. She’d labeled the drawing “Predator vs. Prey.” Even Chloe had to laugh at that.
Most days, I forgot I was supposed to be the outsider.
By the time classes actually started, the routines had set like cement. I had three early lectures with Mia, two labs with Ren, and an unspoken appointment to walk Chloe to her Communications seminar every Tuesday and Thursday. Sometimes, she’d pop up outside my biochem class without warning, bouncing on her toes, always barefoot and always with a story. She had an unlimited supply of those—funny, self-deprecating, and a little bit performative, but never at anyone else’s expense.
In the library, I’d claim a carrel with the intention of studying alone, only to find Chloe sliding into the seat next to me with a stack of flashcards and an iced coffee.
“You can’t memorize all this in a vacuum,” she’d say, tossing a highlighter at my chest. “Watch and learn, genius.”
Her technique involved color-coding every concept and then testing me with rapid-fire questions until I either got it right or agreed to do a dare. The dares started out tame—answer the next question using only interpretive dance, read your notes in a pirate accent—but quickly escalated.
Once, she challenged me to recite the cranial nerves while holding a plank position for a full minute.
“Extra credit if you don’t pass out,” she said, eyes gleaming with anticipation.
I held the pose until my arms trembled, and she counted down the seconds while perched cross-legged on top of the table, grinning like a lunatic.
“You did it,” she said, clapping. “You’re officially smarter than the average jock.”
I collapsed onto the floor, and she rolled her eyes before offering her hand to pull me up. Our fingers tangled for a second longer than necessary, and I caught a glimmer of something in her eyes—surprise, maybe, or the acknowledgment that we were both getting good at these little games.
When the library closed, she’d drag me out onto the quad, insisting that movement was the best way to reset the brain. We’d walk slow laps around the old fountain, dodging sprinkler arcs and talking about nothing. The nights were getting cooler, but she never wore a jacket. If she got cold, she’d steal my hoodie without warning, pulling it on over whatever sundress or cutoff tee she was wearing that day.
“It smells like you,” she said once, nose buried in the collar.
I tried to play it off as a joke, but my throat closed up and I spent the next two laps trying to remember how to be interesting.
The best part of the week, though, was the Promenade.
Celeste Promenade was a strip of manicured cliff walk that ran from the south edge of campus down to a deserted stretch of beach. The first time Chloe invited me to go, I figured she was being polite, but she seemed to really like it—a place away from the noise, the perfect view of sunset, a quiet so thick you could actually hear the ocean scraping away at the base of the cliffs.
We walked the whole length one Friday, not talking much, just watching the sky change colors and breathing the scent of jasmine and cut grass. At the far end, there was a bench under a lemon tree. Chloe hopped up and sat on the back, swinging her legs.
“So,” she said, “truth or dare, but just truth.”
I was tired and off-balance, so I said, “Sure.”
She looked at me, serious for once. “Why did you really leave Ashbourne?”
I thought about the answer I’d practiced, the one about research opportunities and academic challenge, but it didn’t fit here.
“Because I didn’t like who I was becoming,” I said. “Because I wanted a reset, and this was the only place that felt different enough to actually be new.”
Chloe nodded. “Reset. I get that.” She kicked at the air, bare toes pointed. “Sometimes I wish I could hit pause and just…be a person, not a job description.”
I said, “You’re not a job description,” and she rolled her eyes.
“Please. Around here, I’m ‘the fun Ross,’ or ‘the party starter,’ or ‘the little sister.’ But sometimes I’m just tired of being on.”
I watched her face. The light had gone soft and golden, and for the first time since I’d met her, she seemed older. More real.
“I think you’re more than that,” I said, because it was the truth.
She gave me a look, half gratitude and half disbelief, then hopped down. “Come on, the bats come out after dark. I don’t want to get peed on.”
We walked back slow, elbows bumping. When we got to the front steps of the house, she stopped.
“Hey,” she said. “You’re okay, you know. Like, for a science guy.”
I tried to think of something clever, but all I managed was, “So are you. For a sunshine addict.”
She laughed and jogged up the stairs, leaving me alone with the smell of salt and the warmth of her words.
Every night that week, I went to sleep thinking about that moment. About her hand in mine, the electric hum in the air, the feeling that I’d finally found a place where I didn’t have to hide behind smart answers or keep my head down.
I was still figuring out the rules, but for the first time in years, I wanted to play.

      ***The house at night was a different animal. Gone were the bursts of laughter ricocheting down the hallways, the shuffle of sandals and the music leaking out from under doors. Instead, there was only the soft hum of the fridge, the hush of the ocean smacking the cliffs, and the occasional creak of an old window settling deeper into its frame.
I should have been asleep—my last class let out hours ago—but the numbers on the problem set in front of me wouldn’t leave my head. I sat hunched over my desk, pencil tapping the margin, half-listening to a playlist that had started with synthpop and devolved into rain sounds. Every now and then, I’d glance at my phone to see if anyone had texted. Nobody had. I told myself this was good. It meant I could work, meant I could finally outpace the noise of my own brain. 
I was three equations deep into a tangent that probably didn’t even matter when a knock came at the door. Not the tap-tap of a roommate checking if you were awake, but the kind of knock that meant “I know you’re in there, and you’d better not pretend otherwise.”
I pulled on a hoodie, tried to hide the fact that I was still in gym shorts, and opened the door.
Chloe stood in the hall, barefoot, her legs shiny with the kind of tan that only came from hours in the sun. Her hair was wet and messy, and she wore a faded UCSB shirt that hung off one shoulder and barely hit her shorts. She was clutching a calculus textbook to her chest like a shield.
“Hey,” she said, voice hushed even though we were alone at this end of the house. “You got a sec?”
I nodded, stepping back to let her in. She padded across the rug, toes curling into the fabric, then hopped up to sit cross-legged on my bed.
“Sorry, I know it’s late,” she said, already flipping the book open, “but I was about to throw this out the window. You’re the only person I know who likes this stuff.”
She didn’t mean math, I realized. She meant logic. The way numbers lined up and you could always, eventually, get to the right answer.
I slid the textbook closer. “What’s the problem?”
She showed me the page. “Derivatives. I swear these are written in another language.” She pointed to a graph with a squiggle so aggressive it looked like a polygraph of a dying man.
I grabbed a pencil and started explaining, drawing out the function on the hotel-grade notepad. She scooted in closer, shoulder bumping mine, and watched my hand as I wrote.
“See, it’s just the slope at any given point,” I said, tracing the line. “You take the rate of change, and—”
She interrupted, “You’re making it sound easy. It’s not.”
I smiled. “Only the people who write the books pretend it is.”
She watched the pencil again. “You have nice hands,” she said, quiet, as if she’d just noticed.
It caught me off guard. “Thanks?”
Chloe laughed, then stretched out flat on the bed and rested her chin on her hands. Her hair was still damp, and the ends left little half-moons of water on the page.
I tried to explain the derivative in a way that didn’t sound condescending, which took more brainpower than the actual math. After a few minutes, she took the pencil from me, her fingers grazing mine, and gave the next problem a shot.
She got it on the first try.
“I’m a genius,” she said, lifting her arms in triumph.
I said, “You always were,” before I could stop myself.
She looked at me sideways, not mocking for once. “Yeah, well. No one ever believes it.”
I wanted to ask why, but she kept talking.
“People think it’s an act. The fun, the parties, the social stuff.” She rolled the pencil between her fingers, not looking at me. “But it’s just easier. Than…you know. Trying for real and sucking at it.”
The air felt suddenly thinner.
“Is that what you think you’re doing now? Sucking at it?” I asked.
She considered this, then shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe I just suck at picking people. Or letting them pick me.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. I just sat with her in the small glow of the desk lamp, the only noise the rain from my speakers and the distant ocean.
After a while, she asked, “Was it weird, seeing her again?”
She didn’t say the name, but she didn’t have to.
I answered honestly. “Yeah. It was.”
She twisted the pencil, using it as a nervous prop. “Are you over it? Over her?”
I took a breath, ready to recite the lines I’d practiced for myself, for my parents, for anyone who asked. But the truth came out instead.
“I want to be. I really, really want to be.” I traced a circle on the paper. “But she was my first everything. My first love, my first heartbreak. She’s like a part of my wiring, whether I like it or not.”
Chloe made a face. “That sucks.”
“Yeah,” I agreed. “But I’d rather have scar tissue than pretend it never happened.”
She laughed, and the tension broke. “God, you’re so melodramatic. It’s cute.”
I rolled my eyes. “I try.”
We finished the homework, and by then her hair was mostly dry and she looked sleepier, softer at the edges. The desk lamp made her skin glow, and her eyes were the color of a sky just before sunrise.
“Can I confess something?” she asked, suddenly serious.
“Sure.”
She leaned in, elbows on the bed, and whispered, “I kind of like it here. With you. Like, not just the math part.”
The honesty in her voice made my stomach drop. “Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”
She didn’t say anything for a second, then reached across the bed and touched my hand—light, almost testing, as if seeing how I’d react. Her thumb ran across my knuckles, and I felt the jolt all the way up my arm.
I moved my hand so our fingers linked. Not tight, not possessive—just there, together.
When I looked up, Chloe was closer than I realized, her mouth parted slightly, her eyes locked on mine.
“Can I try something?” she whispered.
I nodded.
She kissed me.
It started slow, hesitant, like neither of us was sure it was really allowed. Her lips were soft and tasted faintly of coconut and salt, and she held my face between her palms like I was something fragile. My brain short-circuited, but my body remembered what to do—I pulled her in, steady but careful, not wanting to break the spell.
She broke first, smiling against my mouth. “See? Way better than derivatives.”
Something seismic shifted in her as she pulled back just enough to look at me, her lips parted, her pupils wide as moons in the low light. The world outside my room—deadlines and old heartbreak and the old, cold version of myself—seemed to drop away. There was only Chloe and the way her breath hitched as I leaned in again, the faintest hesitation before our mouths collided with a hunger that surprised us both.
She kissed differently than anyone I’d ever known: open, searching, a little wild, not afraid to go after what she wanted. She pressed her chest against mine, the curve of her body aligning with me in a way so natural it felt predestined. Her hands moved from my face to the nape of my neck, fingertips pressing in, then tracing slow, barely-there patterns that sent chills straight to my core. I felt the scrape of her nails, the heat of her palms, the delicious contradiction of softness and need.
I slid my arms around her waist and pulled her closer, and she laughed—a sound low and throaty and dangerous—before climbing into my lap in one fluid, gymnastic motion. Her knees bracketed my hips, thighs warm against me, weight settling as if she’d always belonged there. She kissed me harder, tongue slipping past my lips with growing confidence, her movements suddenly bolder, almost greedy. 
I tasted her: coconut and salt and something so sweet it sent a thrill up my spine. The smell of her hair—clean, rain-showered, mixed with the tang of ocean air—made my head spin. I ran my hands up the sides of her shirt, just skimming her skin, and felt the telltale shiver that meant she liked it, wanted more, even if we were both too caught up to say so.
She broke away for a second, breathing fast, her eyes flicking down to my mouth, then up again. “You’re a really good kisser,” she said, like it was a fact to be logged and filed.
I grinned, pulling her in so our foreheads touched. “You’re not so bad yourself.”
She rolled her eyes, but her hands found the hem of my hoodie, tugged at it, urging it up. I raised my arms, the hoodie coming off and tangling in my hair, and she laughed as she helped me wrestle it the rest of the way. She was close enough that our breaths mingled, quick and shallow, and the heat radiating from her skin was enough to make me dizzy. 
Chloe pushed me back so I was half-lying on the bed, climbing after me until she was sprawled on top. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders and into my face, strands tickling my cheek as she kissed me again, deeper this time, her tongue teasing, retreating, then returning. She ground herself against me in slow, unconscious circles, and I could feel exactly how much she enjoyed the effect it was having on me.
I slid my hands under her shirt, palms warm on her back, and felt her arch into my touch. The skin there was impossibly soft, goosebumps rising under my fingertips. I traced slow lines up and down her spine, feeling her entire body react—shoulders tensing, hips pressing, lips parting just a little more.
She broke away again, breathing even faster, and looked at me with something almost like panic. “Is this okay?” she asked, voice trembling a little, as if she was scared that wanting too much would ruin everything.
I nodded, my voice barely above a whisper. “Yeah. More than okay.”
She relaxed, smiling in relief, and leaned back in—this time slower, savoring it, letting each kiss last a little longer than the one before. Her hands roamed, exploring my arms and chest, mapping out new territory. She traced my collarbone with her lips, nipping at my jaw, then returning to my mouth as if she couldn’t get enough. 
I let my hands wander, too, venturing up under the back of her shirt, fingertips grazing the edge of her bra. She shivered and pressed closer, her hips grinding a little harder into mine. The desk lamp cast her face in gold, turning her hair into a wildfire, her eyes molten and impossibly bright.
She giggled at my obvious reaction, then ducked her head and whispered, “Sorry, I’ve never—” She caught herself, cheeks flushing. “I mean, not never. Just…not like this.”
I touched her face, thumb stroking her cheek. “Me neither. Not like this.”
We fell into each other then, a little clumsy but eager, making out like it was a new sport and we’d just discovered we were both prodigies. My hands lingered at the small of her back, memorizing the shape of her, and she responded with tiny gasps and soft moans that made my head spin.
She pulled away one last time, breathless, and said, “I can’t believe I’m doing this. With you. On a Thursday.” She laughed, voice low and giddy.
I grinned, fingers laced in her hair. “It’s technically Friday now.”
She shoved me, playful, then kissed me so hard it knocked the wind out of me.
We made out like that for I don’t know how long, lost in each other and the heat and the reckless permission that came with knowing the whole house was asleep. I could feel the blood pounding in my ears, my cock raging, and I wanted her, wanted more, but didn’t want to move too fast and risk killing the moment.
She seemed to sense this, because she slowed, brushing her nose against mine, resting her forehead to my temple.
“I’ve never…” she started, repeating what she’s said earlier then shook her head.
Rory had been my first, but there had been no one since. “It’s okay,” I said, and meant it.
She relaxed against me, breathing deep. “Can we just… stay like this for a while?”
I nodded. “Yeah. As long as you want.”
I held her, and she held me back, and together we stayed in that little pool of lamp light until the rest of the world faded out.
After a while, she fell asleep on my chest, and I listened to her breath, steady and warm, and thought maybe this was how it felt to finally move on.
Or maybe, I realized, it was the beginning of something else entirely.

      ***The second Chloe’s eyelids fluttered open, I could tell she was replaying the night before on an invisible screen only she could see. She sat up on my bed, running her fingers through her sleep-mussed hair, and blinked twice in the warm morning light. 
“I drooled on you,” she said, her voice gravelly from sleep and something like embarrassment.
“It’s fine,” I said. “I have a high drool tolerance.”
She snorted, then glanced down at the textbook, still open to the page we’d abandoned hours ago.
“So,” she said, drawing out the word like a dare, “was last night weird?”
I shook my head. “No. Unless you want it to be.”
She held my gaze for a beat longer than normal. I expected her to deflect with a joke or toss a pillow at me, but she just took a breath and said, “I’m not good at this.”
She meant relationships, or maybe just this new thing between us. I sat up, knees brushing hers, and said, “You don’t have to be.”
She relaxed a little, but I could see the wheels spinning.
Later that afternoon, after she’d ducked out for class and I’d managed two cups of industrial-strength coffee and a halfhearted shower, we crossed paths in the library. This time, she didn’t bring a textbook. She just leaned on the edge of my carrel, eyes darting left and right like we were about to rob the place.
“Want to get some air?” she whispered.
We slipped out through the side exit and made our way up the back staircase. The sorority house’s rooftop terrace was off-limits after dark, but Chloe knew the code to the side door and punched it in without hesitation.
The terrace was empty, except for a couple of battered deck chairs and a cluster of succulents in terra cotta pots. The view was insane: miles of Pacific, the sun turning the ocean to hammered gold, and the campus below sprawling like a miniature city.
We sat side by side, the silence interrupted only by the hum of a distant lawnmower and the occasional squawk of a gull. Chloe’s hair fluttered in the breeze, and she wrapped her arms around her knees, looking smaller than I was used to seeing her.
After a minute, she spoke. “My mom used to bring us up here when we were little. Said it was the one place she could hear herself think.”
“Does it work?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Sometimes. Mostly I just end up thinking about how easy it would be to jump, you know?”
I blinked. “That’s…dark.”
She laughed, a dry sound. “Not in the tragic way. Just in the, ‘it would be so easy to do something irreversible’ kind of way.”
I let that hang in the air, then said, “I think about that, too. Not jumping. But, like, what if I just left? Started over. What would I be if nobody here knew my story?”
She looked at me, eyes soft. “You’d still be you. Maybe even more.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded, and we watched the sky shift from blue to pink.
After a while, Chloe reached over and laced her fingers with mine. “Is it weird if I say I like this? Just…being here. With you.”
“Not weird,” I said. “I like it too.”
She leaned her head on my shoulder. For a few minutes, we just breathed in the scent of jasmine and salt and distant, freshly-cut grass.
Then, like she couldn’t help herself, Chloe asked, “What was she like? Rory?”
I expected a pang, but it didn’t hurt like it used to.
“She was smart. Way smarter than me,” I said. “She could convince anyone of anything. Always had to win, but never rubbed it in.”
Chloe’s thumb traced a circle on my hand. “So why did it end?”
I thought about it, about the thousand small fractures that led up to the collapse.
“She wanted more. More than me. Or maybe just different.”
Chloe was quiet for a moment, then whispered, “Did you love her?”
“Yeah,” I said. “First love. First everything.”
She absorbed that, then turned to face me, legs pulled up on the chair.
“Can I ask you something even weirder?” she said, voice so soft it barely made it across the space between us.
“Sure.”
She bit her lip. “Is it okay if I’ve never…done any of this before?”
I realized she meant more than kissing. She meant touch, wanting, all of it. I shook my head. “It’s more than okay.”
She grinned, looking almost relieved, then leaned in and kissed me—this time with a kind of nervous urgency, like she was checking to see if it felt as good as she remembered. It did.
We lost ourselves in that for a minute, the heat building, her hands sliding up my neck, my fingers on her waist, both of us hungry for the kind of certainty that numbers and textbooks could never give.
I wanted her, wanted to keep going, but I could feel the tremor in her hands, the slight pullback when things got too intense. So I slowed, cradled her face in my hands, and said, “We don’t have to rush. I’m not going anywhere.”
Chloe exhaled, resting her forehead against mine. “Good. Because I’m pretty sure I’d suck at being a one-night stand.”
I laughed, and the laughter made the tension melt. We settled back, her head on my shoulder again, the breeze cool and clean on our skin.
A few minutes later, the door creaked open. Chloe sat bolt upright, eyes wide. “Shit,” she hissed. “Hide.”
She pulled me behind the wall of potted succulents just as footsteps echoed onto the terrace.
It was Rory.
She paced to the edge of the terrace, phone pressed to her ear, the blue light of the screen making her face look sharper, older.
“No, I’m not jealous,” she was saying. “I just…he was never supposed to be here. That’s all.” Her voice was clipped, but there was something underneath, a note of desperation that didn’t match the words.
Chloe held her breath. I did too.
Rory paced, then stopped. “Listen, I have to go. If he finds out—no. No, it doesn’t matter.” She ended the call, staring out at the ocean for a long minute.
She looked lonely, even from here.
After a while, Rory wiped her eyes, squared her shoulders, and went back inside.
Chloe waited a full thirty seconds before speaking. “That was…intense.”
I nodded, not sure what to say.
Chloe looked at me, searching for something in my face. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I said, and it was mostly true.
We left the terrace together, hands still joined. I didn’t know what was going to happen next, but I wanted to find out.

      ***We took the stairs two at a time, Chloe’s hand warm in mine and both of us straining not to laugh at the ridiculousness of hiding behind a planter to avoid a girl who, until last week, had been just another rumor in my rearview. 
The hallway was dim and hushed, the old wood under our feet creaking with every step. At the landing, we slowed down, like neither of us really wanted to be the first to let go. Chloe’s eyes darted up and down the corridor, making sure the coast was clear, then she dropped my hand and wrapped her arms around herself.
“My room’s that way,” she whispered, tipping her head toward the far end. 
I nodded. “I’ll walk you.”
We padded quietly down the runner, passing a couple of closed doors. At the very end, Chloe stopped in front of a white door with a brass number 12. She put her hand on the knob but didn’t open it.
She turned to me, close enough that I could see the tiny gold flecks in her eyes.
“So,” she said, drawing the word out like she had a hundred times before, but this time it was less a punchline and more a question.
“So,” I echoed.
She hesitated, just for a second, then stood on tiptoe and kissed me. It was softer than last night, slower, but it wasn’t tentative. It was the kiss of someone who’d decided to stop wondering and just feel.
When she pulled back, she kept her forehead against mine. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, almost a promise.
I squeezed her hand, then let it go. “Night, Chloe.”
She slipped inside her room, leaving me alone in the hallway.
I walked back to my suite in a haze, every inch of my skin buzzing with the memory of her touch. I lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the ocean through the cracked window and trying to replay every second of the last hour.
But Rory’s voice kept threading through it. He was never supposed to be here.
The memory left a sour taste in my mouth. I wondered what she was hiding, who she was talking to, and why I still cared enough to want the answers.
I closed my eyes and tried to shut out the noise, but it didn’t work.
Instead, I remembered the feeling of Chloe’s lips on mine, the way she looked at me like I was more than just the sum of my scars. I traced my finger over my mouth, thinking of her, and this time, when I drifted off, I dreamed not of the past, but of the girl in the hallway, waiting for me to catch up.






  
  Chapter four








Confrontations and Confessions


If you ever want to see two people fall in love with their own delusion, park them in a corner booth at La Playa Café and watch them try to solve each other. The coffee shop served both St. Celeste and Ashbourne making it the perfect place to congregate. 
Chloe and I were halfway through a shared iced coffee—her straw, my straw, no clear rules—when I realized we hadn’t opened our laptops in at least twenty minutes. The sun slanted through the west-facing windows, painting geometric tattoos on the battered wood table and making the world outside look like a scene from an ad for SPF 90.
Inside, the air was thick with espresso and the salty snap of wind off the bay. Baristas barked orders in Spanglish. Students debated paper topics or traded gossip over glazed pastries that looked engineered for Instagram. And in the middle of all that, Chloe curled up in the seat like she owned it: legs tucked under her, bare feet resting on my calf, hair twisted up in a knot that only made her jawline sharper.
She’d already plundered the pastry case—two chocolate croissants and a lemon bar between us, the wrappers forming a sort of snack detritus perimeter around our books. Her highlighter stained the tip of her thumb yellow, and every so often she’d absently brush her foot along my shin as if she was using it to keep time with the background music.
“You realize,” she said, tearing a croissant in half and handing me the bigger piece, “we’re, like, dangerously close to a real date right now.”
I took the croissant, ignoring the lump in my throat. “And?”
She grinned. “Just checking. You still haven’t tried to run away, so that’s progress.”
“If I ever do,” I said, “it’ll be for the caffeine. You do not mess around.”
She sipped her coffee—my straw, this time. “I don’t do anything halfway.”
That much was already obvious. Every move she made had a kind of kinetic grace, a confidence that made everyone else in the room look like they were half-distracted by their own reflection. I caught myself staring and tried to refocus on my engineering notes, but the words kept dissolving into the spaces between her lips.
The café was packed with the usual midday crowd: athletes in hoodies, debate club types tapping on tablets, a rotating cast of faculty in their “off duty” linen. I recognized a few faces from the house: Mia, deep in a paperback; Ren, sketching customers in the margin of her planner. But mostly, I watched Chloe, who was currently highlighting something in my notebook just to make a point.
“I’m serious, Noah. If you phrase your presentation like that, you’ll lose everyone after the first slide. You have to start with the story, not the math.” She stabbed the line with her pen, leaving a dot of blue ink.
I leaned in, trying to sound unconvinced. “It’s not a TED Talk, it’s a project brief.”
She rolled her eyes. “You think anyone in that room cares about polymer lattice density? They want to know why it matters. Show them the why, then the how.”
She was right, of course. She almost always was.
I watched her as she explained, her hands carving shapes in the air, each sentence more persuasive than the last. I didn’t care about the project anymore, or the looming deadline, or whether my old classmates would roast me for leaving Ashbourne. I cared about the way her lips curled when she was on a roll, and the way she bit her pen when she was thinking.
If anyone asked, I would have said I was here for the academic rigor. The truth: I was hooked on her.
A shout from behind the counter broke the spell. “Macchiato for—Chase?”
The name hit me in the gut before my brain processed the rest. Across the room, the espresso machine hissed like a snake, drowning out the music for a split second. Then I saw them.
Rory, arm in arm with Chase Walker. The ex-girlfriend and the quarterback, both dressed like they’d walked off a catalog shoot for ‘Effortless Luxury.’ She wore white jeans and a sleeveless chambray top, hair pulled back so tight it looked painful. He wore an Ashbourne Tech hoodie with the sleeves pushed up, showing off forearms the size of my wrists. They moved in perfect unison, two people who’d practiced being seen together for so long they didn’t know how to exist apart.
Chloe saw the change in my face before I could mask it.
She followed my gaze. “Yikes. Want to bail?”
I shook my head, but my spine went rigid. Chase spotted us first, eyes narrowing in that way people do when they see a piece of gum stuck to their shoe. He nudged Rory, who pretended not to see me but instead studied the drink menu with mechanical focus.
Chloe’s toes pressed against my leg, grounding me. “You’re fine,” she whispered.
“Yeah.”
“Want to make out, just to piss them off?”
I snorted, louder than I meant to, and a couple of heads turned. “Not yet,” I said.
“Just say the word,” she grinned, then ducked back into my notes as if nothing could touch her.
Chase and Rory ordered, then lingered at the pick-up station. He leaned in, whispering something in her ear, eyes flicking over to our table every few seconds. She laughed, but it was hollow, her gaze fixed on the floor tiles. For a moment, I almost felt sorry for her.
Chase peeled off first, two drinks in hand, and drifted closer. He didn’t need to come our way, but he did, stopping at the edge of our booth. He loomed, six-foot-whatever, body cut from some ancient sculpture of “the ideal male.” I felt Chloe tense under the table. I made myself look up.
“Mercer,” he said, lips curled in a smirk. “Didn’t realize they let you out of the lab during daylight hours.”
“Surprise,” I said, keeping my voice level.
He ignored Chloe completely, like she was a prop in some theater piece. “Hope you’re enjoying the scholarship. Would be a shame if you couldn’t hack it at St. Celeste either.”
I bit my tongue. Chloe didn’t.
“Is there a reason you’re standing over us like a discount mall cop, or do you just not get enough oxygen at practice?” She flashed her brightest smile, not even giving him time to reply.
If the café had been tense before, it was a vacuum now. Even the espresso machine shut up, as if the whole universe wanted to see whether Chase Walker could goad me into a meltdown.
He didn’t walk away. Instead, he plunked his cup down on the edge, and leaned in so close I could see the flecks of foam caught in his five o’clock shadow. The muscles in his jaw flexed as he made a show of stretching his arm, bicep practically vibrating against the rolled cuff of his hoodie.
Chloe didn’t budge. She stayed perched against my side, chin up, a challenge in every line of her face. I sipped my coffee, hoping my hands weren’t shaking as badly as they felt.
Chase looked from her to me, as if deciding which of us was more worth the trouble. He grinned—predator, not house cat. “So, you banging your way through the house already, or is this just pity from the Rosses?”
The words were a test. I could feel them burn down the length of my spine, stoking something old and ugly. But instead of exploding, I let them settle. I’d learned long ago that the best way to throw someone off was to refuse to play their game.
Chloe did not have my patience. “Wow,” she said, standing up and setting her palms flat on the table. “Is there something you actually want, or did you just come over to remind everyone what an insecure jerk you are?”
That got his attention. For a second, Chase looked like he was about to say something—anything—then seemed to remember we weren’t alone. The entire room had pivoted toward our corner. Even the barista hovered, pretending to clean the counter while she watched with the hungry anticipation of someone who lived for confrontation.
From behind him, Rory emerged. She moved with the tight, reluctant grace of someone sneaking past a sleeping lion. Her hand caught Chase’s wrist, but he shook her off, ignoring her the same way he’d ignored Chloe.
“Careful, Mercer,” he said, jabbing a finger at me, “Some people actually earned their way here.”
My knuckles turned white around the coffee cup, but I didn’t flinch. “If you’re so worried about admissions, maybe you should talk to your dad.”
His nostrils flared. “What did you say?”
I set the cup down, meeting his eyes for the first time. “I said maybe you should take it up with your dad. Unless you want to keep embarrassing yourself in public.”
For a heartbeat, I thought he’d go for it. His hand clenched so tight around his cup the lid creaked. Across the table, Chloe tensed, ready to jump in, and for the first time ever I saw real uncertainty on Chase’s face.
That’s when Rory stepped in front of him, both hands on his arm. “Chase, let’s just go,” she said, her voice perfectly calm, but her eyes darted to mine in a flash of real panic.
Chase ignored her, but she didn’t let go. “It’s not worth it,” she murmured. “Just let it go.”
He jerked his arm free, spilling coffee on the table. “I’m not afraid of this guy, Rory,” he spat, loud enough for the entire café to hear. “He’s nothing. He’s nobody.”
There was a cold, hollow ring to the words—a desperation so raw even the people at the next table flinched. I felt a pang of something like pity, but it didn’t last.
Chloe had had enough. She put herself between me and Chase, her head barely reaching his chest but her posture radiating defiance. “Leave,” she said. “Now. Or I’ll call campus security, and we’ll see who’s got more to lose.”
Chase’s face flushed a bright, ugly red. For a second, he looked at Chloe—really looked at her—and something shifted behind his eyes. Not fear, exactly, but the sick realization that he was outnumbered, outclassed, out of moves.
He stared me down one last time. "Watch your back, Mercer," he said, then grabbed Rory's elbow and yanked her toward the counter. She twisted against his grip, feet planted, but he dragged her forward anyway. The air between us crackled with unfinished business.

      ***Some people change the chemistry of a room just by existing. Serena Bennett did it by walking through the door with a stack of textbooks, a smile as precise as a laser, and a grace that made you want to buy new clothes just to be worth her gaze.
She entered La Playa Café in a sweep of linen and sunbeam, sunglasses perched on her head, shoulders squared with a confidence so absolute it almost felt like a dare. She took in the scene at a glance: Chloe and I huddled in our bunker, the overturned coffee cup, the collective tension in the air. Chase, looming like a predator denied its prey, was already at the counter. Rory lingered in his orbit, arms crossed, radiating a field of static nervousness.
Serena paused just inside the threshold, weighting her next move. Then she smiled—disarming, genuine, and aimed straight at me.
“Well, if it isn’t the legend himself,” she called, striding over to our booth.
I stood out of reflex, bumping my knee on the table. “Hey, Serena.”
She stacked her books, then reached for my hand with a touch that felt more like a command than a greeting. “I was hoping to run into you. Dr. Ross can’t stop bragging about your latest project.”
Chloe slid over to make room, eyes darting between us. She knew Serena by reputation, but seeing her in action was something else. Serena sat, legs crossed at the ankle, posture perfect. She didn’t even acknowledge the coffee carnage, just laser-focused on the people who mattered.
“I heard there was a bit of excitement,” she said, her voice low and soothing. “Everything okay?”
I nodded, but Chloe jumped in. “Chase Walker was being an ass. Noah handled it.”
Serena’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Of course he did.” She patted my arm, then leaned in, her perfume a subtle mix of vanilla and something sharper, almost metallic. “That’s our secret, Chloe—he always handles it.”
She turned, letting her attention sweep the room. When she spotted Chase and Rory by the counter, she held up a finger. “Excuse me a sec?”
She moved with economy—no wasted motion, no unnecessary glances. In two strides, she’d intercepted Chase, placing herself at the perfect angle to block his line of sight to us. She greeted him with a hug, light and brief, then stepped back, touching his elbow in a way that said, “You’re safe with me, but I’m in charge.”
“Chase! I was hoping to see you. I’m working on the fundraiser for the children’s hospital and could really use someone with your leadership. Do you have a minute?”
He blinked, caught off-guard by the pivot. “Uh, yeah. I mean, sure.”
“Perfect. Let’s sit.” She guided him to a two-top along the wall, her hand lingering just long enough to make him forget the battle he’d come for. Serena sat opposite him, crossing her arms on the table, eyes bright and unflinching. She started talking about the event—how his sports connections could be key, how the kids looked up to him, how it would be a great legacy for his last semester. Within moments, she’d flipped the script: Chase was no longer the antagonist, but the star quarterback summoned to save the day.
Rory hovered at the edge, unsure whether to join or bolt. Serena made space for her without missing a beat, sliding her chair just enough to break the invisible wall between them. “Rory, you’ll help too, right? We need your charm for the silent auction.”
Rory blinked. “Of course,” she said, but her voice was uncertain.
Serena rewarded her with a quick squeeze of the hand, then focused back on Chase, layering him with compliments that, if you listened carefully, also boxed him in. “You’re the face of the team, Chase. Nobody else could pull this off. I told the hospital board you’d do it, and they were thrilled.”
He preened, all the hostility draining from his frame, replaced with the giddy discomfort of someone being fitted for a crown he’d always wanted but never believed he could wear.
The rest of the café returned to normal. The barista resumed steaming milk, the students went back to their laptops, and Chloe relaxed against my side, her pulse no longer a jackhammer.
“You see that?” she whispered. “She’s, like, a Jedi.”
I watched Serena work—her modulated tone, her light touches, the way she controlled the space with tiny shifts in posture and eye contact. I’d never seen someone play social chess on this level, and it made me appreciate both her and the world she’d mastered.
After a few minutes, Serena stood. “You’ll think about it?” she asked Chase.
He nodded, eager to please. “Yeah. Absolutely.”
“Wonderful. I’ll email the details.” She turned to Rory, brushing her arm as she left. “Don’t forget, drinks tomorrow.”
Rory smiled weakly. “I’ll be there.”
Serena glided back to our booth, scooping up her books. “Crisis averted,” she whispered, voice musical. “You two should think about leaving before he remembers you’re here.”
Chloe grinned. “You’re amazing.”
Serena touched her shoulder. “So are you, Chloe. Don’t let him rattle you.” Then she looked at me, the weight of her gaze settling over me like a blanket. “Take care, Noah. And let me know if you ever want to help with the fundraiser.”
She left as quickly as she’d arrived, leaving behind a trail of fresh air and stunned silence.
Chloe exhaled. “I need to learn how to do that.”
“You already do,” I said, and meant it.
We packed up our things, moving slow, not wanting to break the fragile peace. Outside, the sun was lower in the sky, throwing long shadows over the quad. Chloe laced her fingers in mine, and we started toward campus, letting the quiet fill up the spaces the argument had carved out.
Halfway down the block, I heard footsteps behind us. I turned. Rory.
She jogged up, face flushed, hair escaping her ponytail. She hesitated, then spoke. “Noah, can we talk sometime?”
Chloe stiffened, but I squeezed her hand.
“Yeah,” I said, voice steady. “Anytime.”
Rory smiled, sad and grateful all at once. “Okay. I’ll text you.” She hesitated again, then turned and walked away.
Chloe watched her go, then looked up at me. “You okay?”
I nodded. “You?”
She smiled, pulling me close. “Better than ever.”
I wrapped my arm around her and kept walking, letting the sun and the wind and the taste of her laughter wash the last of the bitterness away.
But behind my eyes, I replayed every move on Serena’s invisible chessboard, wondering who’d really won—and what the next game would look like.

      ***If you ever want to know what freedom smells like, try walking through the St. Celeste campus at sunset with the right girl on your arm. The air was salted by the Pacific, shot through with the distant promise of tacos from a food truck, and I wasn’t replaying the café confrontation on a loop. Chloe and I strolled through the blue hour, her hand tucked into the crook of my elbow, both of us pretending not to care if anyone saw.
“Is it weird,” she said, “that I’m still low-key vibrating from that drama?”
“You handled it,” I said, meaning it.
She shrugged. “Honestly? It felt good. Like, I’m usually the comic relief in these scenes. Not the bodyguard.”
I squeezed her hand. “You were the main character today. Chase never stood a chance.”
She laughed, loud and unfiltered. “Don’t let him hear that. He’d probably try to bench press a Prius to prove you wrong.”
We turned onto the cliffside walk that led back to the sorority house. Below, the ocean hammered the rocks, and gulls shrieked at the fading sun. Chloe pulled me closer, her stride matching mine, every step an echo of the new balance we’d found.
For a while, we didn’t talk. It was enough to listen to the world, to the scatter of gravel under our feet and the far-off thrum of a bassline from someone’s rooftop party. It could have lasted forever.
But nothing ever does.
Chloe stopped just outside my suite, her face half-lit by the glow from inside. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked up at me, eyes dark and serious.
“You didn’t have to defend me like that,” I said.
She smiled, but it was softer than usual. “Yes, I did.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just stood there, memorizing the tilt of her head and the way her lips parted like she was about to say something she’d regret in the morning.
She beat me to it. “This is the part where you kiss me,” she whispered, and her confidence was so absolute I had no choice but to oblige.
I leaned in, hands finding the line of her jaw, thumbs grazing the soft spots under her ears. Her skin was warm, and she smelled like coconut shampoo and sea spray and something sweeter underneath. The kiss started careful, almost shy, but within seconds she pressed herself against me, arms looping around my waist, her mouth urgent and open and demanding more.
I melted into her, letting the world go blurry around the edges. I could taste the lemon from the pastry we’d shared, and I could feel her heartbeat jackhammering against my chest. My hands trembled as I slid them up her back, splaying my fingers across her shoulder blades, needing to anchor myself to something real.
She broke away first, breathless, a tiny laugh trembling between us. “You’re shaking,” she said.
“So are you,” I replied, and she smiled like she’d just remembered why being alive was worth it.
For a moment, we just stood there, tangled up in each other, the silence full of everything we didn’t say.
She pulled back, letting her arms slide down to my wrists. “Goodnight, Noah.”
“Goodnight, Chloe.”
She slipped away, bare feet padding soft against the carpet, and disappeared into her room.
I leaned against the door, heart thudding. I was about to go inside when I caught a shadow at the end of the hallway.
Rory.
She stood half in, half out of the dark, her silhouette framed by the window. Her arms were wrapped tight around her body, and her face was turned away, but I could feel her eyes on me. She watched for a long moment, then slipped down the corridor without a sound.
I let her go.
The door to my suite closed with a gentle click, shutting out the rest of the world. I sat on my bed, running my fingers through my hair, the ghost of Chloe’s kiss still tingling on my lips.
I lay back and stared at the ceiling, feeling the tectonic plates of my life shift just a little closer to where they were supposed to be.
Out there, somewhere, Chase nursed his pride, and Rory tried to figure out who she was now that her story had changed. And in here, I finally let myself hope for something better.
Tomorrow would bring its own drama. But for tonight, I let myself savor the simple weight of her goodbye.
And the promise that, for once, I’d get to decide what happened next.






  
  Chapter five








Midnight Swim


Insomnia feels different when the walls are made of money. The ceiling of the Delta Omega Sigma guest suite was so high, it made my childhood bedroom seem like a crawlspace in retrospect. I lay flat, hands behind my head, watching the lights from the pool below paint shifting patterns across the plaster. Every half hour, the automatic sprinklers fired off outside, making the leaves shudder. Every sixty seconds, my brain replayed Rory’s face in the hallway, or the way Chloe had clung to my wrists like she might float away if I let go. 
At 12:30 a.m., the digital clock blinked in the dark like a silent dare. I tried to count sheep. I made it to seventy-four before one of them shapeshifted into Chase Walker and dropkicked me into a memory. I tried mental math, which usually did the trick, but tonight it just led me in circles—x never equaled anything but more anxiety. In the end, I gave up and sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on my knees, toes curling into the cold tile.
The mansion was silent except for the distant burble of pool water and the hum of the fridge. I slipped on a sweatshirt and padded out into the hall, bare feet muffled by the runner. Nobody was awake; the only other life was a goldfish in a bowl on the console table at the stair landing, looking as wide-eyed as I felt.
I eased down the main staircase, slow and soft, past the sleeping grandeur of the ground floor—shrouded in dark, the fireplace a black void, the only illumination the faintest seam of moonlight around the doorframe. I unlatched the deadbolt, held my breath, and let myself into the patio air.
It was colder than I expected. The world had changed since sunset, like someone had swapped the tropical resort for a minimalist photo shoot. No music, no voices, not even the sound of passing cars. Just the waves, and the soft, private wind off the Pacific. I shivered, but not from the cold. There’s something about trespassing, even on a property you technically have permission to roam.
I crossed the stone terrace, stepped down past the infinity pool—glassy, undisturbed—and found the little gravel path that wound between rosebushes and bougainvillea toward the edge of the cliff. Each step felt sharper, as if the whole world had gone brittle in the dark. At the far end of the garden, I found the locked gate Dr. Ross had mentioned. The keypad glowed faint green, waiting for input.
I guessed the code on the second try: the last four digits of the house phone, which I’d overheard earlier when Chloe called for pizza. The gate popped open with a click, and I slipped out onto the winding private trail that led down to the sand.
From here, the ocean was a black sheet of nothing, broken only by the knife-edge of moonlight. The air smelled of eucalyptus and salt, sharper than anything in daylight. I followed the trail by feel, hands in my pockets, until my feet hit the loose, cold sand of the private beach.
And then I saw her.
She sat alone near the waterline, back to me, hugging her knees to her chest. At first I thought it was a mirage—a trick of the moon—but as I got closer, I recognized the impossible tumble of gold hair, loose and wild. Even in profile, the line of her jaw was unmistakable.
Chloe.
She looked up at the sky, not moving, as if waiting for a sign or maybe trying to outstare the universe. I considered backing away, but the crunch of my step on a shell gave me away.
She twisted around, surprised, then squinted. “Stalker,” she called, the word stretched out like a joke. “You scared me.”
I tried to look apologetic. “Technically, you’re the trespasser. This is a restricted beach.”
She stuck her tongue out, but the smile was quick and real. “I couldn’t sleep. Too many dumb thoughts.” She scooted over and patted the sand beside her, invitation clear. “Come keep me company, Outlier.”
I did, dropping next to her, cross-legged. The sand was freezing and a little damp, but I barely felt it. The ocean spread in front of us, endless, the line between water and sky erased by shadow.
Chloe glanced at my bare ankles. “Did you just roll out of bed?”
“I tried to sleep. Failed,” I said. “The sheets here are too soft. They swallow you whole.”
She laughed, but it faded quick. “I know, right? My mom used to say if you can’t sleep, you’re not tired enough. So I figured I’d wear myself out thinking about all the ways I could ruin my own life.”
“That’s my preferred method too,” I said. “Overthink until your brain just gives up.”
She nodded, serious. For a minute, neither of us said anything. The waves rolled in and out, the only rhythm that mattered.
“Can I tell you a secret?” she said, still looking at the water.
I nodded.
“I hate parties,” she confessed. “I mean, I’m good at them. I know how to work a room, how to make people laugh, how to play the game. But when everyone goes home and I’m alone, it’s like….” She hugged her knees tighter. “I feel empty. Like I was just renting someone else’s life for the night.”
Her honesty knocked the breath out of me. “Why do you do it, then?” I asked, voice gentle.
She shrugged. “Because that’s what Ross girls do. You ever see Brooke or Mia let anyone see them less than perfect?” She snorted, a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “I used to think if I made everyone happy, then maybe I’d be happy too.”
“You don’t have to be perfect,” I said, meaning it. “You’re enough just being you.”
She looked at me, blue eyes luminous and—just for a second—unguarded. “That’s the corniest thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said, but her voice shook a little, and I could see the tears she wouldn’t let fall.
“You should hear my speech on cranial nerve differentiation,” I said. “It’s way worse.”
She giggled, then reached over and put her head on my shoulder. “You’re warm,” she said.
I felt my heart trip over itself, but I kept my arm still, letting her rest against me.
“I have a secret too,” I said.
She made a sound that might have been “mmm” or might have just been exhaustion.
“I saw Rory,” I said, barely above a whisper. “Tonight. She was watching us. I think she’s avoiding me, but she’s still…in my head.”
Chloe was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “Do you still love her?”
I considered it, honest for once. “I think I love the idea of her. Of who we were. But I don’t even know if that was real.”
She picked up a handful of sand, let it drain through her fingers. “She’s beautiful. Like, the kind of beautiful you write songs about. But I always got the sense she needed to be the main character, you know?”
I nodded. “She did.”
Chloe nudged me. “You could be a main character, too. If you wanted.”
I shook my head. “I’m happier in the supporting cast.”
She snorted. “Liar. You just haven’t found the right script.”
Her hair tickled my cheek. It smelled faintly of coconut and vanilla. The moon had crept higher, making her skin look pale and almost luminous. She tilted her head up and looked at me, a question behind her lashes.
“Want to do something dumb?” she asked.
“Always,” I said, and meant it.
She grinned. “Let’s go swimming.”
I blinked. “It’s, like, fifty degrees. We’ll die.”
She stood, dusting sand off her thighs. “Die dramatically, then. I’ll race you.”
She took off down the sand, bare feet flashing, hair a comet trail in the dark. I hesitated only a second before running after her, heart hammering like I was still sixteen and this was the biggest risk I’d ever taken.
At the edge of the surf, she stopped, turned, and pulled her shirt over her head. She wore nothing underneath—her breasts flashed in the moonlight, round and perfect, and the sight shorted out every neuron in my skull.
“Skinny dip,” she declared. “House rules.”
She dropped her shorts, kicked them aside, and stood there, glorious and shameless, daring me to follow.
I did.
My feet sank into the frigid sand as heat surged through my veins. I tore my clothes off and chased after her golden silhouette, each heartbeat thundering in my ears like a war drum, every cell in my body electric with a kind of aliveness I'd never known before.

      ***The first thing I noticed was the sound—the way our laughter skipped over the water and came back softer, filtered through salt and starlight. Chloe ran ahead of me, sand flaring from her heels, a blur of moon-pale skin and gold hair. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t slow, just hit the water full speed and dove under, leaving only a splash and the echo of her voice. 
When she surfaced, the surf broke over her shoulders, white and cold and perfect, and she let out a wild whoop. It wasn’t a human sound. It was something more feral: animal, or elemental, or maybe just the noise you make when you finally stop giving a shit about anything but this.
I waded in after her, the Pacific biting at my ankles and then my calves, then shocking the rest of my body as a breaker caught me square in the ribs. The water was so cold it made every part of me contract and then explode at the same time. My skin went tight and hot, all my nerves exposed, and for a second I thought I might just black out from the intensity.
But then Chloe’s hands found my wrist, and she pulled me into the deeper water, laughing so hard she could barely keep her head above the waves. I let her drag me, let the riptide of her momentum carry me until we were waist-deep, chest-deep, floating together on the slow, rolling pulse of the sea.
She clung to me, arms around my neck, her bare breasts mashed against my chest, legs winding around my hips like a vise. The skin-to-skin contact sent an electric jolt down my entire body, and I felt myself harden instantly—so fast I almost gasped.
My cock pressed snug against her flat stomach, each throb radiating a deep, persistent ache that flared through my thoughts, leaving me unsteady and gasping for focus. The sensation rooted me in the moment, almost dizzy with want, the ache so sharp it bordered on overwhelming.
Chloe felt it, too. She grinned, pressed in closer, and whispered, “Your body’s a traitor, Outlier.”
She twisted, slipping away for a second, then ducked under the water again, this time circling me. She popped up behind me, her hair slicked flat and shining in the moonlight, eyes wide with mischief.
“Bet you didn’t think you’d end up naked in the Pacific with the campus party girl,” she said, then spun away and dove back under.
I watched her go, the curve of her ass gleaming for a heartbeat before the ocean swallowed her whole.
She broke the surface, and there she was again, no more than a few feet from me, water beads trailing down her bare skin in shimmering rivulets. Her nipples stood out, cold and dark, sharp as if the water had carved them from stone. She shivered, and the sight of it sent heat spiking through me—not fear, not discomfort, but something electric, vital. Her teeth didn’t chatter; she was too alive for that. She locked eyes with me, and she wore the shiver like a dare.
“You’re staring,” she said.
I didn’t look away. “Can you blame me?”
She laughed—a little less manic this time, a little more intimate. She waded in close, so close I could see the goosebumps on her arms and the way the moonlight traced the line of her collarbone.
I let my hands drift to her waist, fingers finding the sweet spot where her curves narrowed. She fit perfectly, like she’d been engineered just for me. I pulled her closer, until our bodies were pressed together from chest to thigh.
“You’re beautiful,” I said, and it wasn’t a line, it was just the truest thing I’d ever said.
Chloe looked at me like she was trying to decide if I was messing with her. Then she let out a shaky breath and leaned in, mouth hovering a millimeter from mine.
“Shut up and kiss me,” she said.
I did.
Her lips were cold and tasted of salt, but the heat underneath was undeniable. She kissed with her whole body, like she wanted to merge, like the only way to get warm was to get as close as possible. Our mouths crashed together, tongues colliding, her hands raking through my hair and down my back, nails leaving faint tracks.
I ran my hands up and down her body, memorizing every dip and swell—the arch of her spine, the curve of her hips, the perfect slope of her round ass. Her skin was soft, but underneath was muscle and energy, every inch of her alive and begging to be touched.
She moaned into my mouth, the sound vibrating through me. I slid my hands around to her front, cupping her breasts. They filled my palms, heavy and warm, the nipples impossibly hard. I squeezed gently, thumbs rolling across the peaks, and she shivered in my arms.
“God, that feels good,” she whispered, breaking the kiss. She arched her back, pressing into my hands, eyes fluttering shut.
I lowered my head and kissed her neck, then trailed down to her collarbone, then her chest. I found a nipple with my mouth, circled it with my tongue, then sucked it in, gentle at first, then harder. Chloe gasped, fingers digging into my scalp, and rocked her hips against me.
The contact was too much. I was already so hard I hurt, my cock bobbing between us, leaking against her stomach every time she moved. She felt it, too, and started grinding against me with a rhythm that was half dance, half desperation.
The waves pushed us together, then apart, but I didn’t let her drift away. I pulled her leg up around my hip, opening her to me, and felt her slick warmth against my thigh. The heat of her was shocking, a contrast to the cold everywhere else. I wanted to be inside her—wanted it so badly my whole body throbbed with the need.
But she wasn’t ready for that yet. I could tell. She was wild, but she was also nervous, her breaths coming fast and her muscles twitching with adrenaline.
I eased up, brought my mouth back to hers, and let her set the pace. She kissed me, slow and deep, hands roaming my body with increasing confidence. She found my cock, wrapped her fingers around it, and stroked. The touch was clumsy at first, but then she got the hang of it, and it nearly made my knees buckle.
“Does this feel good?” she asked, her voice gone low and dangerous.
I could barely speak. “Fuck yes.”
She giggled, then squeezed harder, her hand gliding up and down my shaft, thumb swirling around the head. I thrust into her grip, helpless to stop myself.
She watched my face, fascinated, like she was memorizing every reaction.
I wanted to give her something, wanted to make her feel as good as she made me. I slid my hand between her legs, found her clit, and rubbed it slow and gentle. She gasped, eyes wide, and bucked her hips against my palm.
“Oh my god,” she said, “how do you know exactly—” She lost the words, head thrown back, hair floating on the water like seaweed.
I pressed my fingers inside her, just barely, and she tensed around me. She was so wet, so tight, so fucking perfect. I fingered her in time with her strokes on my cock, building a rhythm, listening to her body and matching every moan, every twitch, every desperate movement.
She came first, a sudden, shuddering release that left her boneless against my chest. She bit my shoulder to stifle the cry, her whole body shaking. The feeling of her clenching around my fingers almost set me off, but I held back, wanting to make the moment last.
When she came down, she kissed me, softer now, her lips lingering on mine. “That was…holy shit.”
I laughed, but it came out shaky. “You’re incredible.”
She let go of my cock, but not for long. She slid her hand up and down my shaft, marveling at the size and heat of it. “I want to try something,” she said, mischief returning.
I followed her as she pulled me back toward shore, both of us stumbling and giggling as we hit the sand. She dropped to her knees, water streaming off her body, and looked up at me with a hunger that made my brain reboot.
She took me in her hand, then guided the tip into her mouth. The heat, the wetness, the sheer visual of Chloe Ross—naked, glowing, sucking my cock on a deserted beach—was almost more than I could handle.
She started slow, licking the head, swirling her tongue around it, then taking me deeper, inch by inch. She gagged once, but didn’t stop, just adjusted her angle and tried again. Her enthusiasm was contagious, and I tangled my hands in her hair, guiding her gently.
“God, Chloe, you feel so fucking good,” I groaned, unable to hold back.
She looked up at me, blue eyes locked on mine, and smiled around my shaft. The sight nearly ended me right there.
She bobbed up and down, her hand stroking the base in time with her mouth. The pressure built, slow at first, then rapidly accelerating as she found her rhythm. She moaned around me, the vibration sending sparks up my spine.
I tried to warn her—god, I tried. I stammered out the usual choked plea, voice breaking as I gasped her name, but Chloe didn’t so much as hesitate. I felt her lips tighten around the head, her hand gripping the base, her tongue swirling in this wild, hungry spiral that made my vision tunnel. The sand under my feet dissolved. The whole world reduced to the heat of her mouth and the cold rush of nighttime air and the stars smearing overhead. She wanted every bit of it, and I couldn’t hold back.
I came explosively, hips jerking forward despite myself, and Chloe took it—every spasm, every pulse, every hot, surging spurt. She didn’t flinch. She just swallowed, and then swallowed again, her throat working in a way that made me want to collapse and have her do it all over again just for the sight. My hands caught in her hair, but she didn’t seem to mind, letting me anchor myself to her while she milked out every last drop, her lips sealed around me so tight the sensation bordered on unreal.
Her eyes never left mine. She stared up at me, blue eyes watery from the effort, but full of this animal pride, like she was thrilled to have me at her mercy. The sight alone could’ve made me come again, if I wasn’t already emptied out to the point of delirium.
I must have made a noise—a strangled, desperate sound—because Chloe gave a little hum around me, totally smug. The vibration almost made me collapse backward onto the sand. My body felt boneless, my knees wobbly, my entire brain rewired. For a second, I was certain I’d never recover.
She let my cock slip out of her mouth, thick ropes of saliva and cum hanging between her lips and the head, and then she licked them clean, performing the act as if to imprint the moment forever in my brain. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then held her tongue out to show it was empty, just to prove the point, before closing her lips and swallowing again, like she wanted every molecule of me inside her.
She looked up, still on her knees, naked and radiant beneath the moon, water droplets clinging to her skin and reflecting a million fractured points of light. She grinned, looking more proud than any award-winning gymnast I’d ever watched on TV.
I was still standing there, dumbstruck, my dick twitching in the open air, as she straightened up and pressed her body against my legs, cheek resting on my thigh. There was no awkwardness in her—just pure, unfiltered joy, the rush of having done something wild and brave and new.
She reached up and traced a finger along my abs, her touch feather-light. “You okay up there?” she asked, voice barely more than a whisper.
I nodded, because speech was still a full ten seconds away.
“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” she said, feigning innocence but unable to hide the pride.
I shook my head, finally rediscovering my voice. “You killed me. In the best way.”
She giggled, eyes bright with mischief. “Good. That’s what I was going for.” She leaned in and kissed my stomach, soft and playful, then flopped backward into the sand, arms spread out like she was making a snow angel.
I joined her, collapsing at her side, still half in the surf, the cold water lapping at my calves. Chloe rolled over and snuggled up to me, her body warm despite the chill, her hair a wild, tangled mess.
We lay there for a moment, just breathing, letting the aftershocks pass. I stared up at the sky, trying to make sense of the fact that this was real—that Chloe Ross, the campus golden girl, the untouchable legend, had just given me the best head of my life on a deserted beach under the stars.
She pressed in closer, her body forming a perfect seal against mine and rested her head on my chest. I wrapped my arms around her, drawing her even closer.
We lay like that, catching our breath, the sound of the waves the only thing breaking the silence.
After a while, she spoke. “That was my first time, you know. Doing that.”
“I thought it might have been,” I said, stroking her hair. “You’re amazing, Chloe.”
She laughed, then grew serious. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”
I shook my head. “Never.”
She relaxed, snuggling closer and sighing with contentment. “Good.”
We stayed like that for a long time, letting the ocean erase everything that had come before.
For the first time in a long time, I felt weightless. The stars above spun slowly, uncaring. But I cared. I cared more than I could admit, even to myself.
I looked down at Chloe, already half-asleep in my arms, and made myself a promise.
This time, I wouldn’t fuck it up.

      ***We lay there, bare backs pressed into the cool sand, staring up at the sprawl of stars as if they'd rearrange themselves just for us. Chloe's head was on my shoulder, her hair a damp halo, her breath slow and even. If there was any justice in the world, it would have started to rain or a seal would have waddled up and barked at us or the cops would have shone a flashlight in our faces. But the night just stretched on, infinite and perfect, the kind of peace that only ever lasts a few minutes before reality knocks.
"Are you cold?" I asked, feeling her shiver.
"A little," she said, but didn’t move away. She traced lazy circles on my chest, fingers brushing the sand off my skin. "You make a good pillow, you know."
"I could market myself," I said. "All-purpose nerd boyfriend. Optional accessories: warmth, soft shoulder, advanced calculus."
She grinned, but there was a softness to it now. "You ever think about the future, Noah? Like, beyond the next test or the next semester?"
I considered it, looking up at the sky. "I used to think I had it all mapped out. College, research, maybe a startup if I got lucky. But lately… I don’t know. Everything feels more unstable. Like someone took the blueprint and started improvising."
She hummed, then grew quiet. "What if it could be whatever we wanted? Not what our parents planned. Not what everyone expects."
I thought of her mother, Dr. Ross, and her sisters. I thought of the weight that came with the Ross legacy, the way Chloe’s smile sometimes seemed like a shield.
"I want that for you," I said, surprising myself.
She shifted so she could look at me, her eyes reflecting starlight. "What about for you?"
"I want to stop being afraid," I said, voice thick. "Afraid of screwing up, or being left behind. Afraid of hurting the people I care about." My throat closed up a little, and I remembered Rory’s face at the edge of the party, her eyes flat and impossible to read.
Chloe reached up, traced her thumb along my jaw. "You’re not a screw-up. Not to me." She hesitated, then added, "I know about being scared. I get scared, too."
I kissed her then, slow and long, trying to tell her without words that this meant everything to me. She kissed back, her body relaxing, the warmth of her enough to make me forget the sand and the cold and all the baggage behind us.
We stayed like that, wrapped around each other, until the tide got too close and the chill became too much.
When we finally stood up, Chloe giggled as she plucked her clothes from the pile we'd left behind in our moment of excitement. A fine layer of sand had blown over everything, and she shook out her shorts with a little snap of her wrist before stepping into them.
"You know," she said, shimmying back into her clothes, "if the party girls could see us now…"
I grinned, tugging on my jeans. "They’d probably just be jealous."
She slapped my ass, then squealed and ran for the stairs, her laugh tumbling down the beach ahead of her.
I chased her up the path, feet bare, adrenaline still buzzing. We paused at the top to catch our breath, and that's when I saw it—a silhouette at the crest of the trail, motionless, watching.
For a second, the world narrowed to a tunnel. The figure shifted, moonlight catching the pale curve of a cheek and the slash of long, dark hair.
Rory.
She stood with her arms crossed, face unreadable, eyes locked on us.
Chloe didn’t see her at first. She was brushing sand off her legs, still laughing. When she looked up, her smile faltered, then froze. We all stood there, three points of a broken triangle, no one speaking.
I opened my mouth, but Rory shook her head, just once, and turned away. She vanished into the shadow, steps silent on the dirt.
Chloe let out a shaky breath. "Well, that’s…awkward."
"I’m sorry," I said, not even sure who I meant it for.
She squeezed my hand, eyes bright with something I couldn’t quite name. "Hey. We did nothing wrong."
I nodded, but the knot in my chest told a different story.
We walked back to the house in silence, the events of the night settling over us like a blanket. At the door to her suite, Chloe turned and kissed me, this time softer, more searching. It was a promise and a question at once.
"You’ll still be here tomorrow?" she whispered, forehead pressed to mine.
"Yeah," I said. "I’m not running anywhere."
She smiled, eyes shining, then slipped inside.
I stood in the hallway for a long time after, listening to the hush of the ocean and the faint hum of the world moving on.
Back in my room, I lay on the bed, still smelling of salt and coconut and skin. I stared at the ceiling, replaying every second—her touch, her laugh, the look on Rory’s face. 
I wanted to believe I could be happy. I wanted to believe that wanting Chloe didn’t have to mean losing everything else.
But if there’s one thing I knew for sure, it’s that nothing stays simple for long.
I closed my eyes, let the noise of the waves drown out the rest of it, and let myself hope—just for a little while—that the world could be different in the morning.
But I knew, deep down, that when the sun came up, the past would still be waiting.
And that maybe, for once, I was ready to face it.






  
  Chapter six








Innovation Lab


The first miracle of the morning was that Chloe and I were still a functioning unit after a night of zero sleep, a full-body salt exfoliation, and a heart-to-heart that left both our chests raw. She met me on the steps of the house wearing gym shorts and a DOS hoodie three sizes too big, hair up in a messy knot, and sunglasses so enormous they made her look like a bug. She handed me a travel mug—black, no sugar, how I liked it—and together we started the slow migration up campus. 
“You know,” she said, sipping from her own mug, “I used to hate mornings.”
I grinned, feeling the coffee scald my tongue. “What changed?”
She shot me a look over her shades. “You did. Don’t let it go to your head.”
We walked with that fake-casual, friends-but-more-than-friends energy, matching strides and every so often bumping elbows or hips. The sun was barely up, the light still soft and hazy, and the main quad bustled with the start-of-semester panic: people speed-walking, clutching books, or holding conversations on the run. We wove through the tide, insulated by our little bubble of leftover adrenaline and shared exhaustion.
Chloe stopped at the entrance to her building, a boxy mid-century slab that looked like it might slide into the ocean if you sneezed too hard. She set her mug down, then faced me, her hands finding my waist with practiced ease.
“So,” she said, voice low, “do we, like, do the goodbye-kiss thing? Or is that too much for week one?”
I tried to play it cool, but I was already folding into her. “It’s totally appropriate, provided you observe the ten-foot buffer zone the campus police enforce for all PDA.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a nerd.” Then she kissed me.
It started soft, just a brush, but she lingered, letting the heat build. The world faded into the taste of her—coffee, vanilla lip balm, and the memory of last night’s ocean. Our fingers tangled at my lower back, hers cool against my shirt. I almost forgot we were in public until someone whistled from the curb. Chloe broke away, cheeks pink.
“I have class,” she said, breathless.
I nodded, wishing I could just loop the moment and skip the next six hours. “I’ll see you tonight?”
She grinned, lips still parted. “You’d better.”
She let go, picked up her mug, and melted into the stream of students. I stood there a second longer, watching the curve of her walk and the way the morning sun picked gold from her hair. When I finally peeled myself away, I was still buzzing.
It was a ten-minute hike to the Innovation Lab, but I didn’t remember most of it. My body was on autopilot; my brain was a slideshow of Chloe: bare feet on the sand, her laugh echoing across the water, her head on my chest as the stars spun overhead.
Inside the Lab, the air was sharp with ozone and the faint, tangy undercurrent of 3D-printer resin. Glass walls on three sides meant every motion was visible to anyone passing by, but the effect was less “fishbowl” and more “NASA cleanroom.” Light bounced off every surface: the counters, the screens, the racks of glowing reagent vials. It was colder in here than outside, which always felt deliberate, like a test of how long you could work before the chill crept into your bones.
Dr. Ross was already in, her posture so straight I was convinced she had a titanium spine. She wore a navy pantsuit that matched the lab’s color scheme and a pair of glasses that looked engineered for intimidation. But when she saw me, her lips twitched, just barely—a micro-expression I’d started to read as “I’m glad you’re not dead.”
“Mr. Mercer,” she said, gesturing to the workstation at the far end of the room. “I assume you brought your data.”
I dropped my bag, booted up the terminal, and loaded the files from my flash drive. For a second, the only sound was the tick of the keys and the gentle hum of the printers in the back corner, building something layer by layer from nothing.
Dr. Ross watched in silence as I walked her through the latest test results. “Growth rate’s up,” I said, toggling between data sets. “The peptide lattice holds for seventy-two hours now, and cellular adhesion is at forty percent.”
She studied the chart, eyes sharp. “And degradation?”
“Still too fast,” I admitted. “It drops off a cliff after day four. The matrix can’t keep up with the pressure.”
She nodded, then spun the terminal to face herself. “You’re thinking too much about containment. You need to think about guidance.”
I paused. “Guidance?”
She tapped the screen. “The scaffold doesn’t need to be perfect. It needs to be temporary—just stable enough to give the tissue a template, then dissolve away. Like the framework in additive manufacturing.”
I frowned, processing. “So, a support structure that disappears as the tissue grows?”
“Exactly,” she said. “Nature’s version of scaffolding.”
The word sparked something. I remembered Chloe at breakfast yesterday, waving her fork for emphasis as she told me about her art project: “It’s all about building up, then burning away the filler so the core can stand on its own.” At the time, I’d just nodded, but now the idea slotted in perfectly.
I started pacing, thinking out loud. “If the scaffold’s engineered to degrade at a controlled rate, the cells could take over as they multiply. The structure would fade as the tissue matured.” My mind raced ahead, already sketching chemical formulas in the air.
Dr. Ross watched with a scientist’s patience, letting me talk myself into the answer. “You could use a hydrogel matrix doped with slow-release factors,” she said, voice even. “Biodegradable, non-toxic, programmable.”
I reached for the notepad, scribbling diagrams. “If we tuned the cross-link density, we could get the dissolution curve to match the growth rate.”
“Possibly,” she said, and now the micro-expression was full-on pride. “It’s worth modeling. I suggest you start with the parameters from your last run, but invert the stability bias.”
I was already on it, typing furiously. The hum of the printers seemed louder, the air sharper. I forgot I was tired, forgot the chill. I was alive in the way only a new idea can make you: electric, hungry, obsessed.
We worked in tandem for the next hour, trading suggestions, tweaking variables, iterating models until the simulation finally spat out a curve that didn’t crash at day four, or even day seven. I caught myself grinning, and when I looked up, Dr. Ross was smiling too.
“You might have something here, Mr. Mercer,” she said, and the warmth in her voice was all the approval I needed.
“Thank you, Dr. Ross,” I said, and meant it.
“Don’t thank me. Thank your muse,” she replied, not looking up from the screen.
I thought of Chloe, her hands shaping invisible art in the air. “Yeah,” I said softly. “I think I will.”
The rest of the morning blurred, a rush of testing, tweaking, and troubleshooting. When I finally looked up again, the lab was full of light, the sun higher and harsher. My hands were covered in ink and resin, my shirt flecked with blue powder, but I didn’t care.

      ***If caffeine and momentum could be bottled, I’d have fueled the entire Innovation Lab by noon. I spent the first hour re-running the new scaffold simulation, then printing a micro-sample in the bioreactor. The air filled with a low drone and the crisp, almost minty tang of heated polymer. I didn’t notice anyone else enter until the system chimed completion.
“You look like you haven’t blinked in an hour,” said a voice behind me, smooth and unhurried.
I turned, and there was Mia Ross: hair down in gentle waves, arms full of books, a legal pad balanced on her hip like it was part of her anatomy. She wore an oversized cable-knit sweater over black leggings, and even though it was probably twenty degrees too warm for wool, she looked both elegant and huggable. Her eyes—blue, flecked with something I’d never learned the name of—locked onto the simulation on my screen.
“Wow,” she said, setting her things down with a precision that made the table seem suddenly neater. “Is that the new model?”
“Yeah,” I said, unable to hide my pride. “I think I cracked the transient stability problem.”
She leaned in, hair spilling over one shoulder, reading the graphs with silent absorption. “Is this the curve Dr. Ross wanted?” she asked, tracing the dissolution rate with a perfectly-manicured finger.
I nodded, and she grinned. “Damn. You’re a machine.”
I felt my face heat. “Mostly I just overcorrected,” I said, but she shook her head.
“You give yourself zero credit,” Mia said, and there was no hint of joke in it. “That’s why I like working with you.”
I was so startled by the compliment I almost dropped my stylus. Instead, I handed it to her. “Can you look at the math? I always miss something.”
She took it, and as our fingers touched, I felt the faintest jolt—not static, but something more chemical. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she pulled up a chair and settled in close, her knee bumping mine under the table.
We pored over the model, line by line. Every so often our hands collided on the touchscreen, the heat of her skin lingering longer each time. We barely spoke—just the occasional murmur of “wait, scroll back,” or “I think that’s right.” It was comfortable, like solving a puzzle with someone who already knew all your moves.
I lost track of time until Dr. Ross cleared her throat from the front of the lab. She watched us over the rim of her glasses, face unreadable.
“Good morning, Mia,” she said, voice as smooth as poured resin.
“Morning, Mom,” Mia replied, eyes never leaving the screen. “Noah’s got something to show you.”
Dr. Ross came over, and the air changed—got colder, or maybe just sharper. She took the stylus, scrolled through the results, then looked at me. “You iterated the dissolution constant?”
“Twice,” I said, “then added a buffer at the lattice boundary.”
Mia pointed to the highlighted section. “It tracks perfectly with the projected tissue growth. If anything, the scaffold disappears a little too fast.”
Dr. Ross made a soft sound, approval or surprise or both. “I’m impressed,” she said, and this time the smile was obvious. “That’s real progress, Mr. Mercer.”
She looked at Mia, and for a microsecond, there was something extra in the glance: pride, maybe, but also the tension of a shared secret. Then Dr. Ross shifted to full mentor mode, asking questions so rapid-fire I had to scramble to keep up.
Mia fielded half of them, her answers crisp and intuitive. The three of us traded ideas, building on each other, sometimes arguing but always circling back to a better solution. It was dizzying, the intellectual version of a dance-off—every line of code, every diagram, every “what if” passed around and made sharper in the process.
At one point, Dr. Ross pulled a sample of the new matrix from the bioprinter’s tray. She held it up to the light, examining the ghostly blue mesh with the care of a jeweler. “It’s almost beautiful,” she said, and when I looked at her, I realized she meant it.
Mia reached over and took the sample from her mother, pinching it delicately between thumb and forefinger. “It’s lighter than I thought,” she said, passing it to me.
Our hands overlapped. The matrix weighed nothing, but the moment carried its own gravity.
“Feels like cotton candy,” I said, rolling it between my palms.
“Don’t eat it,” Dr. Ross said, and for the first time, I caught the edge of humor in her tone.
We laughed, and the sound lingered in the glass walls. I watched Dr. Ross as she studied me, her eyes brighter than I remembered. Then she turned away, busied herself with a file on her tablet, but I caught the way her fingers tapped the edge of the desk. Nervous energy, or something more.
Mia finished typing in the updates, then swiveled to face me. “What’s next?” she asked, and I realized she wasn’t talking about the project.
I tried to answer, but my mouth dried up. “Uh, I guess we run the next set of tests?”
She bit her lip, not quite smiling. “We. I like that.”
I did too.
Dr. Ross joined us again, this time leaning over both our shoulders to scan the updated print run. She was close enough that I could smell her perfume—clean, with a citrus undertone, nothing like Chloe’s coconut but just as distracting. When she spoke, her voice was low, almost intimate.
“I want you both to present this at the next departmental review,” she said. “Together.”
Mia’s hand found my wrist under the table. “We’ll kill it,” she promised.
Dr. Ross nodded, but there was a question in her eyes, directed only at me: Are you ready for this?
I met her gaze and tried to answer without words. I hope so.
We spent the rest of the afternoon refining the model, running samples, and prepping slides for the review. Sometimes Mia would rest her head on my shoulder as we watched the print cycle. Sometimes Dr. Ross would linger too long, her hand on my back as she adjusted the microscope focus. I was acutely aware of every touch, every glance, every shift in temperature.
The intellectual intimacy was almost more intense than anything I’d felt last night.
The late afternoon sun pressed against the glass of the Innovation Lab, turning the inside into a greenhouse of light and focus. We were three bodies in orbit: me hunched at the main bench, Mia perched beside me with her legal pad and her soft, sure voice, and Dr. Ross at the whiteboard, diagramming every wild possibility we threw her way.
Between us, the new scaffold prototype sat in a petri dish, backlit so the meshwork glowed like a frozen web. I fiddled with the bioprinter settings, Mia transcribed every parameter change, and Dr. Ross kept up a steady drumbeat of “What if?” and “How about—?” that never once felt dismissive.
The rhythm of our work was perfect. Mia would catch a mistake I made in the code and fix it quietly, sometimes nudging my elbow to get my attention. Dr. Ross would circle back, marker in hand, and expand on what we’d found, asking just the right question to spark a new tangent. When the print run finished, all three of us bent over the output, heads almost touching.
“Now that,” said Dr. Ross, pointing at the latest curve on the monitor, “is a model worth pursuing.”
She looked at me—not just at the work, but at me—and for a moment I felt seen in a way that went deeper than science. Mia must have felt it too, because her hand slipped over mine on the desk, just for a second.
The spell broke with a soft ping: the bioprinter signaling completion. Mia got up first, peeled the sample free, and held it up for us to see. “It’s almost alive,” she said, and I couldn’t tell if she was talking about the scaffold or the electricity in the air.
We cleaned up in silence, the only sound the hum of the recirculators and the distant click of Dr. Ross’s heels as she tidied up her work. At the door, she turned, her posture softer than before.
“Good work, both of you,” she said. “Let’s meet tomorrow, ten a.m. sharp.” Her gaze flicked to me, then to Mia, and lingered just a beat too long.
When she left, the lab felt huge and empty, even with all the machines still blinking. Mia lingered, packing her things with deliberate slowness.
“I liked today,” she said, not looking up. “It’s rare to feel so…in sync with a team.”
I nodded, grabbing my backpack. “I don’t think I’ve ever had that before.”
Mia’s smile was small, but real. She moved closer, our shoulders bumping as we walked to the exit. “Do you want help prepping for the presentation?” she asked, voice casual but with an edge of hope. “I have some ideas for how to sell the new scaffold to the panel.”
I said yes, probably too fast. “I’d love that. Actually, I was thinking maybe we could start a core group around this—your skills, Dr. Ross’s leadership, and whatever it is I bring to the table.”
She laughed, a soft sound. “You bring the drive,” she said. “And the heart.”
That last word hit somewhere unexpected. I almost tripped, but recovered with a nervous smile.
“I really value your input,” I said, meaning every syllable.
She stopped at the door, turned to face me. “Good,” she said, tucking a stray lock behind her ear. “Because I have a lot more to share.”
There was a beat of silence, like the last echo of a perfect chord, before I opened the door for her. We walked out together, sunlight warm on our faces, and for a few seconds it didn’t matter that the world was complicated.
At the steps, she touched my arm, let her hand slide down to my wrist, then let go. “See you tonight?” she asked, and it was clear the question wasn’t just about work.
“Yeah,” I said. “See you tonight.”
She left, hair swinging behind her, and I watched her until she vanished around the curve of the quad.
Walking home, I tried to make sense of the day. I was wired from the breakthrough, from the possibility of the new project, from Mia’s quiet confidence and the way Dr. Ross kept sneaking looks at me when she thought I wasn’t watching. I was happy, I realized. And maybe a little scared.
Chloe would be waiting for me, and I knew what that meant. But my mind kept drifting back to the lab: the easy dance with Mia, the pressure and pride in Dr. Ross’s voice, the sense that I was finally where I was supposed to be.
I took the long way home, letting the wind clear my head.
By the time I reached the house, the sky was streaked with orange and violet, and my heart was beating with the promise of whatever came next.






  
  Chapter seven








Rory's Revenge


There’s a certain kind of midnight that only happens in university towns. Even when the windows are black, the world outside is never really asleep. It’s the hour of fluorescent pool cues and late-night burritos, of restless geniuses hunched over their last caffeine, of lovers sneaking past curfews. It’s when the house finally stops humming and you remember you’re alone. 
I was deep in it. The only light in my suite was the spill from my laptop, a blue glow that made the ring binder clips look radioactive and the scattered printouts on my desk look like the wreckage from a failed experiment. I had three models of the BioPrint matrix in various states of annotation, a coffee mug half-full of something that was now cold and bitter, and a spreadsheet so dense it could have crashed the campus WiFi. 
I lost track of time. When I finally looked up, my eyes stung from hours of focusing on pixelated text. I cracked my neck, stretched my legs under the desk, and let out a sigh that came out louder than I meant.
A gentle knock sounded at the door, so soft I almost didn’t hear it over the fan in my laptop.
“It’s open,” I called, voice rough from disuse.
The knob turned, and there was Chloe, haloed by the dim hallway light, wearing what had to be the world’s fluffiest robe and clutching a cellophane bag of gummy bears. Her hair was in a messy topknot, and she had that loopy, post-midnight smile that made her look about four years younger and infinitely more dangerous.
“Thought I’d find you in here,” she said, slipping inside and closing the door with her foot. “Have you moved in the last five hours?”
I glanced at the clock. “More like six.”
She made a face. “God, you’re hopeless.” But she set the gummies on the desk, leaned down, and kissed me with a casual tenderness that still felt new, like something fragile we hadn’t quite dared to unwrap yet. Her lips were soft, a little cold from the walk down the hall, and tasted faintly of strawberry lip balm. I reached up, pulled her closer by the waist, and let my hand rest on the small of her back.
When she broke away, she lingered—forehead pressed to mine, fingers tracing slow patterns on my shoulder. “Don’t let me distract you. I have a study group in ten, but I wanted to check in on my favorite lab rat.”
“Pretty sure you just wanted an excuse to eat candy,” I said, grinning.
She grinned back, popping a bear into her mouth. “Don’t tell anyone, but I only like the green ones.” She tossed me a red. “Consider it a reward. For, you know, not blowing up the lab today.”
I took it, savoring the way her presence made the room warmer, more bearable, like she’d smuggled in a piece of the sun with her. 
She looked over my desk, squinting at the diagrams. “Is this the new scaffold model?”
“Version four,” I said. “It’s getting closer. Dr. Ross thinks we can push it to animal trials next semester.”
Chloe’s eyes lit up, and she gave a little cheer. “I knew you’d figure it out. You always do.” She reached out and brushed a stray curl from my forehead, her hand lingering for a second too long. “Hey, Noah?”
“Yeah?”
She hesitated, searching my face. “Never mind. It’s dumb.”
I caught her wrist, held it gently. “You can ask me anything. You know that, right?”
She exhaled, and the uncertainty melted into her usual bravado. “Would you rather fight one horse-sized duck or a hundred duck-sized horses?”
I blinked, then laughed. “Easy. Duck-sized horses. Less beak.”
She laughed, bright and clear, then pulled me in for one more kiss, quick and soft. “I’ll see you in the morning, Outlier. Don’t let the code monkeys bite.”
She slipped out, robe trailing behind her like a cape, and I watched until the door clicked softly shut. The room felt colder immediately, and I missed her before the air had even stilled.
I turned back to my screen, but the momentum was gone. Chloe had left a void, and in its place, a thousand doubts rushed in.
I stared at the screen, fingers poised over the keyboard, but nothing happened. The words refused to come. The numbers blurred. I ran a hand through my hair and leaned back, feeling the weight of fatigue settle in.
That’s when my phone buzzed.
At first, I ignored it. Nothing good happened after midnight, especially not on a weeknight. But the screen kept vibrating, persistent, insistent. I flipped it over, expecting a meme from Brooke or a “u up?” from some unknown number. Instead, it was just one line, all urgency and no context:
“Meet me. Now. We need to talk.”
The sender: Rory.
My heart stopped for a full two seconds, then crashed back to life, triple speed. It wasn’t the first text I’d gotten from her since I transferred, but it was the first one that didn’t come layered with sarcasm or casual cruelty. I read it again, and this time my fingers shook.
I stared at the phone. For a long, stupid moment, I considered not replying. Pretend I was asleep, that I’d changed my number, that I was better off not knowing what she wanted.
But then I remembered the look in her eyes at the café. Not anger—something closer to panic, or maybe desperation.
I typed out a reply:
“Where?”
Her answer came instantly: “Your door. 2 minutes.”
I dropped the phone, my head reeling. I stood, paced the room twice, and caught sight of myself in the mirror: pale, sleep-deprived, hair in wild disarray. I ran my hands over my face, tried to press away the anxiety.
The phone buzzed again. “One minute.”
I snapped the lid of my laptop shut, swept my papers into a rough pile, and checked the hallway through the peephole. Nothing. I waited, heart in my throat.
A single, soft knock. Not Chloe’s.
I opened the door.
Rory stood there, perfectly still, backlit by the hallway light. Her hair was down, loose and longer than I remembered. She wore a sweatshirt that probably belonged to Chase and a pair of black leggings, her arms wrapped tight around her chest.
For a split second, neither of us spoke. I searched her face for a clue—what she wanted, why she was here, why she looked like she hadn’t slept in a week.

      ***Rory stood in my doorway, brushing invisible lint from her sleeves, and said to me, “Let’s walk.” The words weren’t a request, or even a suggestion—they were a vector. The kind of command that reminded me, instantly, of why I’d spent years trying and failing to keep up with her.
I hesitated, then followed Rory, the door clicking softly behind me. The hall was dark, moonlight seeping through the leaded glass windows and turning the stairs into a shifting lattice of silver and shadow. At this hour, the world belonged to the people who didn’t fit anywhere else.
She led me past the main staircase, down a back hallway lined with old sorority composites and the faint scent of lemon cleaner. Her feet were silent, even on the tile. I did my best to keep up without sounding like a wounded elk.
At the end of the hall, she paused by a fire door painted the same color as the wall. She checked over her shoulder—no one in sight—then pushed the bar and slipped through, barely waiting for me to catch up.
We emerged in a utility corridor that ran the length of the house, the air suddenly cooler and thick with the ghost of detergent. There were pipes on the ceiling, bare bulbs every ten yards, and the thrum of an industrial boiler somewhere below us.
She moved faster now, the space narrowing until our shoulders almost touched. At one point, the passage got so tight I had to turn sideways; her elbow grazed my stomach, and the jolt of static between us felt less like friction and more like a dare. Neither of us spoke.
Halfway down the corridor, we hit a stretch where the concrete sloped. Rory slowed, then ducked through a low archway, holding the door for me with one palm. Her fingers brushed mine, and for a heartbeat, the urge to grab her hand—to anchor myself to something familiar—almost won.
Instead, I kept my hands in my pockets and watched as she led us through a series of lefts and rights, every turn more disorienting than the last. The world above us faded, replaced by the hum of unseen machinery and the steady rhythm of our steps.
At the far end, she stopped at a blank wall, and for a second I thought she’d lost her mind. Then she reached up and peeled back a faded tapestry—some gaudy, ancient thing with Greek letters stitched into it—and pressed her palm to a square of exposed plaster. The wall gave, and a hidden latch popped free. She grinned, then pulled the door open and beckoned me inside.
It was a room I’d never seen before—a secret grotto, maybe ten by twelve, with a domed stone ceiling and walls slick with green moss. There were lanterns scattered everywhere, each one casting a warm, trembling glow that made the damp glisten. On the far wall, a trickle of water ran down into a shallow basin, the sound sharp and lonely.
Rory entered first, barefoot now, her shoes left at the threshold like an offering. She set herself down on one of the old velvet benches, then looked up at me, waiting.
I stepped inside, ducking under the low arch, and tried to orient myself. The air was heavy, dense with the smell of wet stone and some underlying sweetness—orange blossom, maybe, or just the residue of a hundred secret meetings. I sat across from her, the space between us both infinite and impossibly small.
She didn’t say anything for a while. Just let the silence build, layer by layer, until it had its own gravity. Only when the last echoes of the outside world faded did she finally speak.
“Do you remember the first time you saw me cry?” she asked, not looking at me.
I blinked. Of all the possible openings, I hadn’t expected this one. “Yeah,” I said. “You broke your wrist at state finals. I thought you were going to break the nurse’s face too.”
She smiled, just a little. “You brought me a Diet Coke from the vending machine. Said it was a medical necessity.”
I nodded, remembering the way she’d laughed through her tears, the way she’d always refused to show pain until it was safe to do so.
She drew her knees up to her chest, arms wrapped around them like a shield. “I don’t have a Coke for you,” she said, “but I have something I need to get rid of. And you’re the only person who’d understand.”
Her voice was steady, but there was a tremor underneath—like she was holding herself together by force of will.
I waited.
She finally looked at me, eyes sharp in the lantern glow. “Why did you come here, Noah? To St. Celeste. Really.”
The question hit harder than I expected. I started to answer—the scholarship, the research, the need for a fresh start—but she cut me off with a wave of her hand.
“The real reason,” she said. “No scripts.”
I stared at the floor, tracing the cracks in the stone with my eyes. “Because I couldn’t stand being invisible anymore,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “Because I needed to believe I could be more than just someone’s regret.”
She absorbed that, her expression unreadable. “You never were,” she said softly. “A regret. Not to me.”
I looked up, and in that moment, everything else fell away—the arguments, the awkward hallway encounters. There was only the girl who’d haunted my best and worst memories, and the confession we’d both spent years avoiding.
“I’m sorry,” she said, and this time her voice cracked. “For all of it. For leaving, for making you feel like you weren’t enough, for pretending I didn’t care. I did. I do.”
The words landed between us, solid and heavy.
I wanted to reach for her, but I didn’t. I just let the silence fill in the gaps, let her decide what came next.
She wiped her face, then laughed—an ugly, raw sound. “I didn’t mean to turn this into a therapy session.”
I shrugged. “It’s cheaper than an actual therapist.”
She smiled, and for the first time, the tension eased.
She stood, paced the small space, then turned to face me. “I need to show you something.”
She crossed to the far wall, reached behind one of the lanterns, and pulled out a battered shoebox. She opened it, and inside was a pile of old letters—some addressed to me, some never sent. She held them out, hands trembling.
“These are for you,” she said. “I wrote them during and…after us. After everything.”
I took the box, the paper inside soft with age, edges curled from being handled too much.
I didn’t open them. Not yet.
She sat beside me, so close our knees touched. “You can read them. Or burn them. I just needed you to know. I wasn’t as brave as I wanted to be.”
We sat there, side by side, the world outside the grotto forgotten.
The only sound was the steady drip of water, marking time in a space where nothing else mattered.
Rory leaned her head on my shoulder, just for a moment, and I let her.
For the first time, I wondered if maybe this was what forgiveness felt like—not an event, but a slow erosion of pain, worn away drip by drip until all that remained was the truth.
And the truth was, I still cared.
I always had.

      ***For a while, neither of us spoke. The sound of water against stone was metronomic, relentless, like it was measuring the space between words. I turned the box of letters over in my hands, feeling the weight of them—light, but dense with every apology and hope she’d never dared to send. I wanted to ask her what was in them, but the look on her face dared me not to.
She sat with her chin on her knees, staring at the moss-stained floor. When she finally spoke, her voice was sandpaper—abrasive, a little brittle.
“So you and Chloe, huh?”
I flinched. The words were nothing, but the way she said them was everything. It wasn’t an accusation. It was a challenge.
“Is that why you dragged me down here?” I shot back. “So you could pretend you don’t care, but get the update for your files?”
She didn’t blink. “Don’t flatter yourself. I just wanted to hear you admit it.”
I set the letters on the bench. “Fine. Yeah. We’re…something. I like her. She makes me happy.”
Rory snorted. “You always did have a thing for the sunshine girls.”
“Maybe I just got tired of being in the dark,” I said, sharper than I intended.
Her mouth twisted, but she didn’t fire back. Instead, she stood, pacing the edge of the grotto, tracing her fingers along the slick stone wall. “It’s just funny,” she said. “How fast you moved on.”
I followed her with my eyes, refusing to let her see how much she’d gotten to me. “It’s been over a year, Rory. I’d hardly call that fast.”
She whirled, hair flying, eyes bright with something that wasn’t just anger. “Where was this version of Noah a year ago? You left me, Noah. Long before we ever broke up, you weren’t there for me. Your head was always in a book or your computer. And then you show up here, all ‘new and improved’ and everyone falls for it.” She laughed, but the sound was hollow. “I guess I just expected more.”
“Expected what?” I asked, voice flat. “That I’d pine for you? Wait until you were done with Chase and then what—come running when you got bored?”
That hit home. Her face went white, then red. “You don’t know anything about Chase,” she said quietly.
“Try me.”
She glared, but then something shifted. The fight drained out of her, and she slumped against the wall, hugging herself. “He’s an asshole,” she said. “But you already knew that.”
I shrugged. “Didn’t stop you.”
Her hands clenched, nails biting into her arms. “It was easy, okay? He was easy. I could control what I felt for him. You—” She broke off, staring at the lantern light trembling on the water. “You were always the hard part.”
I watched her, trying to read the truth in her face. For a moment, I saw the Rory from before—the one who’d stayed up late with me, reading the same book, sharing the same blanket, our knees always touching.
I softened. “Why now?” I asked. “Why bring me here tonight?”
She didn’t answer at first. She just kept tracing the wall, her fingers coming away stained green. “Because I saw you with her,” she said. “And it made me realize that maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe I’d let the wrong person go.”
It would have been easy to say something cruel, to remind her of the way she’d ended it—over text, with a string of excuses and a curt “it’s better this way.” But she looked so small, so lost, that all I felt was exhaustion.
I leaned back, closed my eyes, and listened to the echo of her breathing. For a while, it was all I heard.
She moved closer, bare feet silent on the flagstones. When I opened my eyes, she was standing over me, close enough to touch. I could see the tears in her eyes—sharp, unshed, daring me to notice.
“I miss you,” she said. The words came out in a rush, as if she was afraid they’d disappear if she didn’t say them fast enough. “I miss you every fucking day, and I hate myself for it. Happy now?”
I looked up at her, feeling something in me crack open. “I’m just trying to move forward, Ror.”
She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, leaving a streak of green on her cheek. “Chloe’s not better than me,” she said, voice low. “She’s just newer.”
I shook my head. “It’s not a competition.”
She gave a short, ugly laugh. “That’s where you’re wrong, Noah. With girls like us? It’s always a competition.”
I stood, the need to be on her level stronger than my desire to keep my distance. We were close now—close enough to feel the heat off her skin, to see the way her pulse jumped at the base of her neck.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “You have Chase. You have your world.”
She shook her head, biting her lip until it turned white. “I don’t want Chase. I don’t want any of it. I just…” She looked away, shoulders shaking. “I just want what I had with you. Even if it’s only for a second.”
I swallowed, the ache in my chest making it hard to breathe.
She took a step closer, eyes locked on mine, daring me to flinch. “Tell me you don’t think about it. About us. About that summer.”
I hesitated. Then, quietly, “I think about it.”
Her lips parted, and for a second she looked triumphant. Then her expression crumpled, and the tears spilled over.
She reached out, her hand trembling, and cupped my jaw. Her palm was warm, her touch hesitant, as if she expected me to break.
I didn’t.
Instead, I leaned into her hand, closing my eyes and letting the memory of us—of who we’d been—wash over me.
She kissed me, and it was nothing like I remembered.
It was better.
It was worse.
It was everything I’d been trying to forget, and everything I’d wanted to feel again.
When we broke apart, her forehead rested against mine, our breaths mingling in the cold, damp air. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“So am I,” I said.
She let go, stepping back, wiping her face. “You should go,” she said, voice small. “Before I ruin you again.”
But I didn’t move. I just watched her, the pain and longing written in every line of her body, and I knew that whatever happened next, nothing would ever be the same.
The grotto felt smaller now, the air thick with regret and something that wasn’t quite love.
We stood there, inches apart, daring the other to make the next move.
In the end, it was her.
It was always her.

      ***She moved first.
One second, Rory was glaring at me—face wet, mouth set in a line that dared me to flinch—and the next she balled her fists and slammed them into my chest. Not a tap. Not a plea. A full-body shove, all the frustration and fear and want behind it.
I staggered, hit the cold stone wall, and for half a heartbeat, I wanted to push back. Instead, I grabbed her wrists, catching them just before she tried again. Her pulse hammered under my fingers, wild and animal. She fought the grip, but not like she wanted to escape. She wanted to win.
“Let go,” she snarled, but she was already pulling me in.
We crashed together, her lips finding mine with the kind of violence I remembered from the last fight we’d ever had—the one where she’d screamed at me to leave, then nearly broken my jaw with a goodbye kiss that left both of us bleeding. This was that, but more: wetter, rougher, teeth on teeth. No choreography, just desperation.
I pressed her against the wall, the moss slick and cold against her back, and she let out a sound somewhere between a gasp and a growl. I freed her hands, and immediately they were in my hair, yanking, scraping, nails digging into my scalp until my eyes watered.
“God, I hate you,” she muttered, not breaking the kiss. “I fucking hate you.”
“Same,” I gasped, and bit her lower lip until she squeaked, half pain, half laugh.
She clawed at my shirt, dragging it up and over my head, then yanked her own off—no seduction, just removal. Her bra was blue lace, already askew, and she peeled it down to expose the curve of her breasts, nipples peaked and tight from the cold. I sucked one into my mouth, hard, and she hissed, legs wrapping around my waist to anchor herself.
I fumbled with her leggings, shoving one side over her bare foot, leaving the other side wrapped around her knee. She didn’t bother with her underwear—just pushed them aside, opening herself, baring herself in a way that was more a threat than an invitation. Her thighs were strong, cut from years of soccer and stubbornness, and when she locked them behind me, I knew I wasn’t getting away.
I shoved my jeans down just enough, my cock springing free, already leaking and throbbing so hard it hurt. I didn’t even think to hesitate—just lined myself up, pushed forward, and felt her open around me with a shudder that started in her hips and rolled up her spine.
She was wet, so fucking wet, the heat of her making the air between us turn steamy. The first thrust was a punch—no preamble, no warning. She yelped, then smirked, grabbing my face with both hands.
“Harder,” she whispered, eyes locked on mine. “Do it.”
I did. I fucked her like I was trying to break something—myself, her, the memory of every night I’d spent hating her and missing her at the same time. I gripped her thighs, lifting her higher, using the wall for leverage. She met me stroke for stroke, hips rocking in perfect rhythm, every muscle in her body tensed and fighting for dominance.
The sound of us filled every cubic inch of that little stone crypt; the slap and squelch of skin, her ragged breathing, my desperate grunts. Even the world outside seemed to hush for us, as if the bay and the moon and all the empty miles between the cliffs were holding their breath.
She took each stroke like a challenge—a dare to stop, a threat if I did. Her fingers dug trenches through my hair, sometimes raking down my back, sometimes curling around my throat just tight enough to remind me who I was with. Rory, when she let herself go, was a force; the kind of wild that floods a city, not the kind that stays in a jar.
Water dripped somewhere in the dark, the slow, patient rhythm of stone eroding, but ours was faster, urgent, a sprint toward a cliff edge I could already see but didn’t care to avoid. Every thrust was a vendetta. Every time she squeezed with her thighs or flexed around me, it was like she was trying to wring the apology out of my body instead of my mouth.
She came like she was trying to spite me, clamping down so hard my vision went white. She bit my shoulder—no warning, full predatory sink of teeth until I felt blood bloom under her lips—and I would’ve yelled, but she covered my mouth with hers and sucked the noise out of me. I lost it then, gave up every ounce of control I’d stockpiled for the last year. I felt myself pour into her, a flood that seemed to go on forever, groaning into her neck while she rode out the aftershocks with little shudders against my stomach.
We didn’t let go, not right away. I was still inside her, hard enough that it almost hurt, her hips moving in tiny, involuntary circles that made both of us gasp, like neither of us could bear the idea of stopping. Her breathing staggered, came back as a laugh. “You always did know how to make a mess,” she whispered, and licked the blood from my shoulder with a proprietary little flick of her tongue.
The world didn’t come back at once. For a second, there was only the sweat and the heat, the mingled smell of us thick in the grotto. My hands were on her waist, holding her up, but she wouldn’t have fallen if I’d let go; she was stronger than I remembered, curling against me like she was never going to fucking leave. The stone was rough against my ass, my pants tangled at my knees, and I could feel her heartbeat through the thin skin at her inner thigh.
She drew lazy circles on my chest with her fingernail, smirking, cheeks flushed and eyes glassy. “God, I missed that,” she said, and just for a moment, the venom was gone from her voice.
I kissed her because I had to—because it was the only thing that made sense, because if I tried to talk, I’d ruin it. Her lips were swollen, her mouth tasted like blood and old memories. She kissed me back like she wanted to keep some part of me inside her forever.
We stayed like that, locked together, her legs still crushing my waist, her arms around my neck like she might drag me down if she let go. My cock throbbed, still twitching inside her, and she flexed around me, grinning through the aftershocks.
“Fuck,” she said, breathless.
“Yeah,” I agreed, unable to find anything smarter to say.
She loosened her grip, slumping against me, and I let her slide down until her feet touched the floor. We both wobbled, then steadied ourselves, our bodies buzzing with the afterglow and the shock of what we’d just done.

      ***We dressed in silence.
I couldn’t look at her, and she didn’t ask me to. The only sound was the soft slap of wet fabric against skin, the tug of zippers, the hurried adjustments. Her hair was wild, bits of moss and stone dust clinging to it like sequins. My own hands shook as I buckled my belt, the tremor equal parts adrenaline and aftershock.
For a second, we just stood there, not touching, both of us staring at the old stone wall like it might provide some explanation for what we’d done.
“What now?” I finally managed, the words coming out dry and brittle.
She shrugged, arms crossed. “That’s up to you.”
There was no blame in her voice. Just a challenge, like she was daring me to decide whether I hated her or loved her, or if I was capable of either.
She pressed her palm to the wall, leaving a smear of sweat and maybe blood. Then she turned, pulling the latch, and slipped out without looking back.
I waited until I heard her steps fade, then gathered the box of letters and followed. The hallway was darker than before, the path twisting in ways I couldn’t remember. Every sound was amplified: the creak of the floorboards, the wind rattling the old windows, the distant, ghostly echo of laughter from the far side of the house.
I hugged the shadows, feeling the damp of the grotto on my skin, the rawness of her fingernails on my back. I tried to wipe it away, but the feeling lingered, impossible to shake.
When I finally reached my suite, the door closed with a click that seemed to reverberate for hours. I dropped the box of letters on the desk, stared at it, and then sat on the edge of my bed, letting my head fall into my hands.
I tried to think of Chloe—her softness, her patience, the way she always believed I was better than my worst mistakes—but all I could see was Rory, hair wild, eyes bright and broken, lips swollen from where I’d bitten them.
I didn’t sleep. I just lay there, the ceiling a blank sheet for my regrets, the room so quiet I could hear my own heart in my ears.
I must have drifted for a few minutes, because when I looked at the clock, hours had passed. The sky outside was blue-black, the first hint of dawn smudging the horizon.
I sat up, ran my fingers through my hair, and looked at the box of letters.
I didn’t open them.
I didn’t need to.

      ***Down in the grotto, the lanterns had burned low, their light flickering against the stone. Rory sat alone, her arms wrapped around her knees, her face unreadable in the dim glow.
She traced a finger over the marks on her skin—my fingerprints, still red and tender—and smiled, just a little.
She looked at the wall where we’d pressed together, the moss bruised and glistening, and leaned back, letting her head rest against the cold stone.
She closed her eyes, and for a long time, she didn’t move.
When she finally stood, she left the lantern burning, the flame casting shadows up the wall, making the cave look deeper than it was.
She didn’t know if she was supposed to feel shame or victory or some new thing she’d never named before.
She only knew that, for the first time in a year, she felt real.

      ***The sun rose slow, leaking through the curtains, turning everything gold and fragile. I watched the light crawl across the ceiling, my body still humming with the memory of her, the bruises on my chest already beginning to bloom.
I thought of Chloe, of how I’d have to see her in a few hours, and wondered if she would know—if I would flinch, if she would smell the lie on me, or if I’d be able to hold her gaze and pretend I was still the person she believed I could be.
I thought of Rory, and of the secret room under the house, and of all the things we’d done in the dark.
I didn’t know what came next.
But I knew this:
The past never stayed buried.
It always found a way to crawl out, raw and hungry, pulling you back down with it.
I lay there, arms folded behind my head, and waited for the world to start again.






  
  Chapter eight








Unspoken Truths


The kitchen in the Delta Omega Sigma mansion never really slept, but at six a.m. it felt more like the afterparty of a ghost town than a social hub. The sun hadn't made it over the cliffs yet, and the only illumination came from the under-cabinet LEDs, turning the marble counters and chrome fixtures into an abstract study in silver and blue. I stood at the threshold in sweats and a borrowed t-shirt, feeling like a cartoon burglar who’d broken in for emotional support and a cup of coffee. 
Chloe was already there, sitting cross-legged on the island like it was her throne. She wore an oversized DOS sweatshirt—probably the same one from last night—and her hair was a tangle of gold so bright it looked artificial in the LED glare. She scrolled her phone with one hand and spun a coffee mug with the other, the cup tracing lazy circles that echoed in my head like the slow rotation of a dying planet.
“Morning, Outlier,” she said, not looking up. “You want coffee or the ceremonial breakfast vodka?”
I grunted, slumping into the nearest barstool. “Just coffee. Got to keep my edge.”
She poured me a mug, black and full, then slid it across the granite. I reached for it and immediately fumbled, nearly sloshing the liquid everywhere. Chloe snorted and caught it one-handed, saving me from the fate of eternal ridicule.
“You okay?” she asked, finally glancing up. Her eyes did a quick scan—hair, face, hands, the way my shoulders hunched—and I knew she saw more than I ever let on.
“Yeah,” I lied, taking a sip. The bitterness woke me up and shut my brain down at the same time. “Didn’t sleep great.”
She watched me over the rim of her mug. “You look like a tornado made of anxiety.”
I tried to laugh it off, but my voice didn’t cooperate. “That’s just my natural state.”
She slid off the counter, bare feet silent on the tile, and came around to the toaster. “Want something to eat?” she asked, popping in a couple slices of rye without waiting for an answer.
I shook my head, but she made it anyway, leaning on the counter so our elbows nearly touched. The air between us was thick with everything I hadn’t said last night, everything I didn’t know how to say now.
She let the silence grow, filling the space with the click and whir of the toaster, the gurgle of the Keurig, the mechanical hum of the fridge. Then, softly: “You ever get that feeling like you’re underwater, but everyone expects you to breathe normal?”
I nodded, staring at my hands. “Yeah. All the time.”
She slid the toast onto a plate, spread it with butter and honey, and set it in front of me. “Eat,” she ordered, but her voice was gentle. “You look like you’re about to collapse.”
I picked up a slice and bit in. The bread was warm, the honey too sweet, but the combination settled me. I focused on chewing, letting the rhythm of it distract me from the way my heart pounded in my chest.
Chloe poured herself another mug, then hopped up on the counter again, legs swinging. “Want to sit outside? The garden’s empty at this hour. No witnesses if you want to cry or scream or whatever.”
I shrugged. “Sure.”
She led the way through the sunroom, out the French doors, into the backyard. The garden was nothing like the wild, overgrown tangle behind my parents’ house. Here, every rosebush was pruned to geometric perfection, the herb beds spiraled with military precision, the grass cut so close it felt synthetic. Even the benches were arranged for maximum symmetry, like the whole thing had been designed to soothe the restless mind through sheer force of order.
We sat on the cold stone, shoulders close but not quite touching. Chloe set her mug on the ground and tucked her legs underneath herself, looking out at the still-sleeping roses.
“So what’s up?” she asked. “You look like you’re about to get audited by the IRS.”
I stared at my hands, at the network of scars and calluses that mapped the first twenty years of my life. “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s like I should be happy, you know? Things are…good. I’m in the program I wanted, I’ve got friends, I’m not failing anything. But I still wake up feeling like there’s something waiting to go wrong. Like if I blink, I’ll lose everything.”
She nodded, not interrupting. Her patience made it easier.
“My dad used to say the Mercers have two settings: panic or apocalypse,” I went on. “I thought if I worked hard enough, I could just reprogram myself. But every time something good happens, I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop.”
Chloe scooted closer, close enough now that her thigh pressed against mine. She took my left hand in hers, flipping it palm-up, then ran her thumb along the burn scar that ran from my thumb to my wrist.
“What’s this from?” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.
“Science fair in eighth grade,” I said, managing a real smile. “I built a fuel cell from scratch. It exploded. Spent a week in the burn unit.”
She traced the line, gentle as a feather, then looked up at me. “You don’t talk about yourself much,” she said. “Like, the real stuff.”
I shrugged, self-conscious. “Never seemed important.”
She snorted. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. You’re the most interesting person in this entire house, and you think nobody cares?”
I looked away, fighting the urge to laugh or cry or both.
She tugged on my hand, bringing it up so she could examine the scar in the pale morning light. “You know what I love about you?” she said. “You think you’re so ordinary, but you’ve got all these secret layers. Like one of those Russian dolls, only every layer is more complicated and perfect than the last.”
I snorted. “You clearly haven’t met my family.”
She grinned, not letting go of my hand. “You clearly haven’t met mine.”
The breeze picked up, carrying the scent of her coconut shampoo and the faint, sharp tang of rose petals. She turned my palm over, then back, then just held it, her fingers laced through mine.
“Can I tell you something?” she asked, her voice even softer now.
“Anything.”
She stared out at the garden, her eyes far away. “I’m scared all the time, too. People think I’m this sunshine Barbie who floats through life, but mostly I’m terrified of letting everyone down. My mom, my sisters, the sorority, even you.” She smiled, but it was brittle around the edges. “I never feel like I’m enough.”
I squeezed her hand, feeling a jolt of recognition. “You’re more than enough. You’re, like, the one person here who makes sense to me.”
She laughed, a real one this time. “That’s because you’re as broken as I am.”
We sat there for a while, saying nothing, just letting the silence do what words couldn’t. She leaned her head on my shoulder, and I felt the tension leave her body in a slow, deliberate melt.
“I like you, Noah,” she said, almost to herself. “Not the curated version, or the science fair hero. I like the real one. The one who stays up all night thinking about the future, and can’t decide if he deserves to be happy.”
I swallowed hard, my eyes burning.
“I like you too, Chloe. Even when you’re bossy and impossible and eat all the green gummy bears.”
She smacked me on the thigh, but her hand stayed there, warm and sure. “You’re safe with me, okay? Whatever you’re afraid of—I promise it’s not as bad as you think.”
I nodded, feeling something heavy inside me shift, just a little.
“Thanks,” I said, and meant it.
We watched the sun rise over the garden, the world slowly coloring itself in, and for the first time in a long while, I felt the knot in my chest loosen. Maybe it wasn’t gone, but it was lighter, easier to carry.
Chloe’s head still rested on my shoulder, her hair tickling my neck. Her hand was warm in mine, her thumb absently stroking the line of my scar.
I wondered if she felt it too—the sense that we were both a little less alone in the world.
I hoped so.
We stayed there until the rest of the house woke up, the sound of laughter and life creeping through the walls, and only then did we go back inside, side by side, ready to face whatever came next.

      ***If the Delta Omega Sigma kitchen was a ghost town at dawn, the rest of the mansion was an evolving ecosystem. Within three days, Chloe and I had become a recognizable organism—two bodies that moved in tandem, always orbiting a shared center of gravity. At breakfast, we commandeered the table in the glass-walled sunroom, eating eggs and toast with the ritual precision of an old couple who’d long since stopped pretending they were anything but fused at the soul. I’d make her coffee; she’d steal my phone and fill it with blurry selfies of us that I pretended to hate. We’d talk about the day ahead, about our classes, about the latest drama in the house. Sometimes we just sat in comfortable silence, watching the Pacific creep up on the shore as the light changed from gold to white.
The more time we spent together, the more I learned her tells: the way she curled her toes when she was happy, or how she tucked her hair behind her left ear when she was nervous. She preferred her eggs sunny-side up, her tea with honey, her arguments with a side of sarcasm. She liked to be barefoot, even in winter, and she hated it when people lied to her—about anything, big or small.
We’d study together in the library nook, a hidden alcove off the main hall that nobody else seemed to know about. Chloe would stretch out on the window seat, legs over my lap, quizzing me on polymer chemistry while painting her toenails sky blue. I’d pretend not to be distracted by the smell of acetone and coconut, but she knew, and she’d grin at me over the rim of her textbook, daring me to say anything.
At night, we’d claim the corner of the common room, a fortress built from pillows and blankets, and binge old seasons of 30 Rock or Parks and Rec. She’d quote every other line, do all the voices, and make me laugh so hard I once snorted hot chocolate through my nose. If anyone else walked by, she’d hush me, then pull my arm tighter around her waist. Sometimes, if the room was empty and the mood right, she’d slide onto my lap and kiss me until we forgot what show we were even watching.
It was easy. Too easy.
Which was why, every so often, I’d look up and see Rory.
She was everywhere and nowhere, always just at the periphery—watching from the doorway, or pausing at the base of the stairs, or lingering in the kitchen as if she’d forgotten what she’d come for. She’d never say anything; just hover, chewing on the end of a pen or a stick of mint gum, her eyes narrowed like she was trying to solve an equation with no right answer.
Sometimes, she’d walk through the room, “accidentally” bumping a mug so it sloshed onto Chloe’s textbooks, or “forgetting” to silence her phone during study hours. Once, I found a pile of crumpled flashcards in the library trash, the handwriting unmistakably hers. Each card was shredded, as if the act of destroying them was more important than anything they’d ever contained.
The first time it happened, I ignored it.
The second time, I told myself it was just bad luck.
By the third, I knew what was going on. But I pretended not to, because acknowledging it would make it real. And if it was real, then everything I had with Chloe was in danger.

      ***It was a Wednesday, and the kitchen buzzed with the usual pre-class scramble. Chloe was making a smoothie, her hair still wet from the shower, wearing leggings and a crop top that left her stomach bare. She looked like an ad for beach fitness, except she was currently arguing with the blender, which refused to cooperate.
“I swear this thing has a vendetta,” she muttered, stabbing the Start button with enough force to jam it. “It only works for Brooke.”
I grinned, leaning on the counter. “Maybe it responds to alpha energy.”
She gave me a look, then poured the stubborn mixture into two glasses. “If I start flexing, call for help.”
She handed me a glass, then hopped up on the counter beside me, swinging her legs and humming under her breath. She took a sip, then set the glass down and poked me in the ribs. “You’re brooding,” she said. “Stop it.”
“Not brooding,” I said. “Just contemplating the universe.”
She rolled her eyes, but before she could reply, Rory walked in.
She wore jeans and a tight white t-shirt, her hair straightened and parted dead center. She moved with the wary caution of a predator forced to share territory with another, her eyes sliding from me to Chloe, then back again.
“Morning,” she said, grabbing a yogurt from the fridge and a spoon from the drawer. She leaned against the island, watching us with clinical detachment.
Chloe’s toes tapped the cabinet, but she didn’t say anything.
“So, Noah,” Rory said, tone casual, “how’s the project going? Are you still working on that new hydrogel?”
I nodded, taken aback by her sudden friendliness. “Yeah, actually. We just got the cross-link density stable. I think we’re ready for the next round of tests.”
She smiled, a little too bright. “That’s awesome. What’s the end goal, again?”
I hesitated, glancing at Chloe, who was now inspecting her split ends. “The scaffold’s supposed to dissolve at a controlled rate, so tissue can regenerate without leaving any foreign material behind.”
Rory nodded, all interest. “And is that, like, good for burn victims or something?”
“Or wounds that won’t heal,” I said, surprised by her memory.
“Cool,” she said, taking a bite of yogurt. “Let me know if you need test subjects. I’ve got a papercut that refuses to close.”
Chloe snorted, then caught herself. “Sorry. It’s just—Noah’s basically a mad scientist. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff he’s worked on.”
Rory’s eyes sparkled, but the smile didn’t reach them. “Oh, I believe it,” she said. “He’s always been a fixer.”
A silence settled. The blender hummed in the background, a steady, uncomfortable drone.
Finally, Chloe slid off the counter. “I have to print something for class,” she said, brushing past me. “See you in the library?”
I nodded. She squeezed my hand as she left, her fingers lingering just long enough to make my heart ache.
Rory watched her go, then turned to me. “She seems nice,” she said, but her voice was laced with something sharp.
“She is,” I said, unsure what else to offer.
Rory looked at me for a long time. “You know, it’s weird seeing you like this. Relaxed. Happy, I guess.”
I shrugged. “People change.”
“Not really,” she said, finishing her yogurt. “They just get better at hiding.”
She tossed the cup into the trash and left without another word.
I stared at the spot she’d stood, wondering how much of her I still carried, and how much I’d ever let go.

      ***Later, in the quiet of the library nook, Chloe curled up next to me with her laptop, feet tucked under my thigh. She didn’t mention Rory, or the kitchen, or the way I’d gone silent as soon as Chloe left. Instead, she showed me memes, laughed at my terrible typing, and leaned into me whenever she had a point to make.
But after an hour, she closed her laptop and set it aside.
“You don’t have to tell me,” she said, tracing slow circles on my forearm. “But if you ever want to talk about it…I’m here. For all of it.”
I turned to look at her. Her face was open, her eyes blue and steady, and I could feel the weight of her trust like a warm blanket.
“I know,” I said, and pulled her close.
We stayed there, her head on my shoulder, until the sun dipped low and the rest of the world faded.
Some things were too complicated to fix overnight. But sitting there, with Chloe’s heartbeat steady against mine, I started to believe that maybe they didn’t need fixing.
Maybe some things just needed time—and someone willing to stay while you figured it out.

      ***By Thursday night, the common room had been reconfigured into an academic warzone. Every available surface was colonized by open laptops, highlighters, spiral-bound notebooks, half-empty LaCroix cans, and the occasional emergency chocolate bar. The chandelier that usually made the place look like a Hallmark movie was dimmed to a tactical glow, while the air pulsed with the faint hum of pop music leaking from someone’s earbuds and the more immediate crackle of caffeine-fueled urgency.
The centerpiece was the long oak table, ringed by a half dozen women in various states of focus and stress. Chloe claimed the seat at my right, a nest of colored pens and sticky notes orbiting her laptop. She wore her hair in a messy side braid and had on a T-shirt from some obscure tech conference—three sizes too big, probably Mia’s—and shorts that left her bare legs curled up underneath her, one foot propped on the rung of my chair. Every few minutes, she’d lean into my shoulder to show me something on her screen or just to steal warmth.
Across from us sat Rory, her face partially obscured by a curtain of chestnut hair as she bent over her readings. She never looked up, but I could feel her glare like a low-grade sunburn every time I whispered something to Chloe or laughed a decibel too loud. On Rory’s left was Ren, sketchbook open but untouched, her dark eyes bouncing between the drama at our end of the table and the page in front of her. On the right, Mia alternated between grading essays and knitting a scarf, the needles clacking out a gentle rhythm that seemed to be the only thing keeping her from melting down completely.
The rest of the table was filled with sisters whose names I barely knew: a philosophy major who never blinked, an econ minor who turned every conversation into a debate, and someone who I was pretty sure had once been on the same robotics team as me but now pretended not to recognize me. The overall effect was less “study group” and more “crisis management roundtable with snacks.”
I tried to focus on my own problem set—differential equations, the comfort food of math—but it was hard not to get swept up in the current.
Chloe tapped her pencil against her notebook, then poked me in the bicep. “Hey, can you help me with this statics thing? I’m convinced it’s a trick question.”
I leaned in, letting our shoulders touch. “Let me see.” She slid the paper over, her handwriting neat but full of little hearts over every “i.” I read through the problem, then pointed to the diagram. “You forgot to include the horizontal force from the wall. That’s what’s throwing off your free body diagram.”
She groaned, then face-planted onto the table, forehead pressed to the page. “I hate physics. Why can’t the world just be soft and unresisting, like a pillow?”
I laughed. “If it was, you’d fall right through the floor.”
“Fine. Let’s see if the planet wants to stop me.” She nudged me in the ribs. “Go on. Say something clever.”
“I think you’re the irresistible force in this scenario,” I said, and Chloe grinned, blue eyes bright in the lamplight.
Across the table, Rory’s pen stabbed through the corner of her page.
Ren made a soft “hmm,” like she was cataloging the moment for later.
Mia, eyes on her knitting, said quietly, “Maybe take a break, Chloe. Sometimes the answer shows up when you’re not looking for it.”
Chloe stretched, arms over her head, and gave Mia a thumbs up. “You’re probably right. Hey, Noah—want to get snacks?”
I started to stand, but before I could, the double doors at the far end crashed open.
Brooke Ross entered like a missile, a blur of ripped jeans, red hair, and energy that practically radiated off her in waves. She carried a textbook in one hand and a party-sized bag of chips in the other, and as she crossed the room, she made zero effort to avoid being noticed.
“Ladies and lone gentlemen!” she announced, dropping her books on the table with a boom that sent my pencil rolling. “It’s a full house, and I didn’t even bring tequila. I must be growing as a person.”
The philosophy major flinched at the noise. Rory’s jaw tensed.
Brooke surveyed the lineup, then dropped into the empty chair at my left, sprawling wide so her knees nearly collided with mine under the table. She offered the chips around, then locked eyes with me and stage-whispered, “How’s it feel to be the only dude in a sea of estrogen, Mercer? Be honest—does it make you smarter, or just more afraid?”
I raised an eyebrow. “Is this a test?”
“Everything’s a test,” she said, grinning. “But you passed. I like you.” She snagged a chip, then poked me in the side. “What are we working on? Is it illegal?”
“Just homework,” I said, holding up the statics page.
She made a face. “Nerd.” Then, louder: “Hey, Rory! What’s your take? Should we trust the math, or go with our gut?”
Rory’s pen paused. She looked up, eyes cool and clear. “Depends whose gut,” she said.
Brooke cackled, then shot a look at Chloe. “You two are cute, by the way. It’s like watching puppies on YouTube.”
Chloe stuck out her tongue. “You’re just jealous.”
“Of you?” Brooke snorted. “Baby, you couldn’t handle me.”
Mia intervened with a tray of cheese and crackers, setting it in the center like a peace offering. “Eat something, everyone,” she said. “Blood sugar is key to emotional stability.”
It worked, for about five minutes.
As the group settled into a lull, I noticed Rory was back to writing, but every few seconds she’d glance at me, then at Chloe, then quickly away. Her jaw was set, her lips pressed together so hard they’d gone white. She started chewing gum, the motion precise and angry.
Chloe leaned over, explaining a problem to me in a low voice. She drew a diagram on the edge of my notebook, then placed her hand on my arm, tracing a line with her finger to show how the forces balanced. Her touch was featherlight, but it sent a pulse up my skin, and I forgot to breathe for a second.
That’s when the room detonated.
Rory slammed her chair back, the wooden legs skittering on the tile. She stood, hands clenched, her face a mask of control on the verge of shattering.
“Some of us are actually trying to study,” she said, voice like dry ice. “Maybe you could take the flirting somewhere else.”
Silence.
Brooke whistled, low and impressed. “She’s not wrong.”
Mia murmured, “Rory—” but Rory was already gathering her things, shoving her laptop and notebooks into her bag with a violence that threatened to break the zipper. She stalked out of the room, the doors banging shut behind her.
Nobody moved for a long minute.
Then Brooke broke the tension: “Well, that wasn’t obvious at all.” She popped another chip, then added, “Anyone want to bet how far she gets before she starts texting passive-aggressive memes?”
Chloe looked down, the tips of her ears pink. I could see her start to fold in on herself, but I reached under the table and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, hard.
Mia set her knitting aside and leaned in, voice gentle. “It’s okay, Chloe. She’s…going through stuff.”
Chloe nodded, but her jaw was set.
I looked over at Ren, who met my eyes with a level gaze. “Sometimes it’s easier to look at people than to talk to them,” she said, as if she were reading the script to a play only she could see.
I tried to focus on my work, but the charge in the room lingered, static and unresolved.
After a while, the group study limped on, quieter, more focused, but haunted by the space Rory had left behind.
When it ended, the sisters packed up, drifting out in small clusters. Brooke ruffled my hair as she left. “Chin up, Mercer. The drama means you’re part of the family now.”
Mia smiled at us both, her eyes tired but kind. “See you in the lab tomorrow, Noah. Don’t let tonight get to you.”
Ren sketched something on a notecard, then slid it across the table to Chloe. “In case you need a laugh,” she said. Then she vanished, too.
When we were finally alone, Chloe leaned her head on my shoulder and sighed.
“She hates me,” she said, voice muffled.
“No,” I said, “she just misses what she used to have.”
Chloe didn’t answer, but her hand found mine again, fingers interlaced so tightly it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began.
We sat like that, surrounded by the ruins of our little study group, and I tried to memorize the way it felt—her head on my shoulder, her hand in mine, the silence dense but not empty.
I knew the peace wouldn’t last. But for the moment, it was enough.

      ***I left Chloe in the common room, her head heavy on my shoulder, and made my way up to my room on the third floor. The stairs creaked in all the same places, the banister still faintly sticky from the night Brooke decided to make “guerilla margaritas” for the entire house. I could hear low voices from the kitchen, music from someone’s Bluetooth speaker on the floor below, and the distant, familiar crash of waves against the cliffs.
But my room was quiet. Too quiet.
I dropped my bag by the door, peeled off my hoodie, and fell backward onto the bed without bothering to untie my shoes. The ceiling was plaster and paint, white and nondescript, but I stared at it anyway, as if the right pattern would explain why my chest felt like a cracked mug, full of jagged pieces and nothing to hold them together.
The drama of the study group replayed in my head—Chloe’s hand on my arm, the look on Rory’s face when she lost control, the way Mia tried to patch it all up afterward with snacks and softness. I compared the warmth of Chloe’s laugh with the sharpness of Rory’s silence, and wondered what it said about me that I still cared about both.
For a long time, I just lay there, letting the air settle, the tension drain, until the day caught up with me and left me somewhere between sleep and waking.
My phone buzzed on the nightstand, the noise so sharp in the quiet that I almost dropped it when I reached over. The screen glowed with a single message.
Rory: Meet me at the grotto on Friday night. Just us.
I read it once, then again. The words burned a hole in the back of my skull.
Friday was in two days. “Just us” meant no Chloe, no witnesses, no Mia to play referee. I imagined the secret room under the house, the stone walls and the lanterns, the memory of what had happened last time we’d been there. I remembered how it had felt—dangerous and raw and real in a way that nothing else was. I also remembered how it ended.
I stared at the message, thumb hovering over the keyboard, unable to type a single word in reply. I wanted to answer, to say no, to say yes, to say something, but every sentence felt like a betrayal of someone, maybe even myself.
From the window, I heard a burst of laughter. Chloe, out on the lawn, her voice high and clear, brighter than the moonlight pooling over the grass. She was probably with Brooke or Mia, maybe teaching Ren how to do a cartwheel or planning another late-night study binge. The sound made me smile, but it also made me ache.
I closed my eyes, the phone still heavy in my hand, and tried to imagine what came next. I thought about Chloe’s blue eyes and her steady, unflinching love. I thought about Rory’s scars, the way she’d looked at me in the grotto, the feeling that we were both still unfinished business.
The guilt was suffocating, heavy as a wet towel over my face, and I couldn’t stomach another day of pretending. Chloe deserved the truth. Deserved someone better, honestly—a fact that burned even more, knowing what I’d done. Rory and I had slept together. No, scrap that. We’d fucked, messy and desperate, and it haunted me, stuck in my head with no way to scrub it clean.
Chloe always said things were never as bad as they seemed—but sometimes, yeah, they were. Once you dragged the truth out into daylight, you saw the mess you’d made for what it was. There was no running from it. Not this time. This time, I’d own it. I’d pick up my mess, even if it cost me everything.
The world outside moved on—music, laughter, the low hum of the ocean—and I let myself drift, suspended in the space between answers, wishing I could be the kind of person who chose once and never looked back.
But I wasn’t.
Not yet.
When I finally opened my eyes, the message was still there.
I didn’t answer.
I just set the phone aside, closed my eyes again, and listened to the echo of Chloe’s laughter, wishing it was enough to drown out the rest.






  
  Chapter nine








The Truth Hurts... Sometimes


Ipaced the length of the guest suite for the seventeenth time, maybe the twentieth—I'd lost count somewhere between the window and the pale blue glare of my laptop screen. Every three circuits, I’d pass the desk where the box of Rory’s letters sat in the open, daring me to do something about it. I’d told myself I’d put them away before Chloe arrived, but there they remained, a taunt in cheap cardboard and aged notebook paper. 
I caught my reflection in the closet door mirror. My hair looked like it had been styled by wind tunnel, my jaw was shadowed with stress stubble, and the circles under my eyes had upgraded from light academia to the full night shift at the ER. I wiped a hand down my face, then checked the clock. Three minutes until Chloe’s ETA. Maybe five, if she’d gotten sucked into a TikTok vortex on the way down the hall.
I tried to rehearse what I’d say, but my thoughts had the consistency of cold oatmeal. There’s no protocol for “Hey, the girl I used to love showed up with a box of breakup letters and then we may have, possibly, ruined an architectural landmark in the process.” There’s no chapter in the boyfriend manual for “Confess, but make it hot?” I tapped my thigh in Morse code, then checked the window for the millionth time.
There she was, climbing the stairs to the porch in a battered DOS sweatshirt, cutoff shorts, and slippers shaped like cartoon frogs. She had a stack of index cards in one hand and a bottle of Vitamin Water in the other, as if she were prepping for a midterm instead of a romantic disaster. When she saw me through the window, she beamed—one of those full-wattage Chloe smiles that could probably light half the grid if you pointed it at a solar panel.
She knocked, then let herself in. “Knock knock, open up the science shop,” she sang, sliding inside and shutting the door with her heel.
I tried to smile, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. “Hey,” I said, the word rough and unconvincing.
She crossed to me, set the index cards on the desk (right next to the box, oh god), and plopped onto the edge of the bed. “Are you okay? You look like you just watched the first ten minutes of Up on repeat for six hours.”
I sat across from her in the rolling chair, fingers laced so tight my knuckles went white. “Chloe—”
She cut me off. “Is this the talk?” She said it with mock gravity, but then she saw my face and the playfulness ebbed out, replaced by something sharper. She folded her legs under herself, drew the sleeves over her hands. “It’s okay. Whatever it is. You can tell me.”
I inhaled through my nose, tried to steady the shaking in my chest. “There’s something I need to be honest about. I should have told you already, but I didn’t know how.”
She waited, eyes wide and unblinking. When she’s nervous, she doesn’t fidget—she goes statue-still, a trick I’d only ever seen in prey animals and Chloe Ross.
I stared at the box on the desk. “Rory found me the other night,” I said. “She showed up at my door, and then she took me to this secret room under the house. We…talked. And fought. And then she gave me that.” I nodded at the box. “They’re letters. I haven’t read them. I don’t even know why I kept them.”
She followed my gaze, but she didn’t say anything. The silence stretched.
I pressed on, because if I stopped now I’d never finish. “It wasn’t just talking. We kissed. It was—” My voice cracked. “It was messy and stupid and I didn’t plan for it, I swear. It just…happened.”
She looked at me for a long moment. Then she spoke, so quietly I barely heard it. "Did you sleep with her?"
I swallowed hard. The lie hovered on my tongue for half a second before I forced it down. "Yes," I said, the word like glass in my throat. "It wasn't planned. It just... happened."
She exhaled, her fingers tightening slightly on her knees, but her face remained carefully composed. "Okay," she said, nodding once as if confirming something she'd already known deep down.
“I should have told you sooner,” I said. “You deserve better than—” I gestured at myself, at the box, at the memory of that night in the grotto with Rory. “This.”
She stood, came over, and knelt in front of me. Her hands were warm on my knees, thumbs tracing slow circles through the cotton. “Why are you telling me?”
“Because I care about you,” I said, voice raw. “Because I don’t want to lie, and I don’t want to be the guy who hides things.”
She nodded, then straightened, sitting back on her heels. “Do you still love her?”
The question, when it came, felt less like a punch and more like an incision: precise, deliberate, designed to test the depth of the wound.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I think I love what we used to be, but not what we are now. All I could think about was you. Even with her right there, I wanted to be with you.”
Her eyes widened, a flicker of something wild and hopeful in them. “You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”
“No,” I said. “If you want to end this, I get it. But I need you to know I want you. Not her.”
She bit her lip, looking at the floor. Then she stood, crossed to the bed, and sat down. For a long minute, she just watched the wall, like she was reading an invisible memo from the universe.
Finally, she patted the mattress. “Come here,” she said.
I moved, slow and clumsy, and sat beside her. Our thighs touched, and I could feel the electricity under her skin. She took my hand, rolled it between hers.
“Tell me what happened,” she said, voice barely a whisper.
I hesitated. “You want details?”
She nodded. “I want to know everything. Otherwise, I’ll make up stuff in my head, and it’ll be worse.”
I looked at her, searching for a sign I should stop, but her face was open, intent.
I started at the beginning, telling her about the corridor, the secret room, the box, the first time Rory cried in front of me, the shoving match, the way she’d pressed me against the wall, the things we said, the way we’d clawed at each other. Chloe listened, her breathing speeding up, her cheeks going pink. When I got to the part about pressing Rory against the grotto wall, her legs wrapped around my waist as I thrust into her, Chloe's fingers dug into my palm. Her breathing quickened, cheeks flushing as I described how Rory had moaned against my ear, how the cool stone had scraped my knuckles raw as I braced against it.
"Did you like it?" she asked, voice barely audible, eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that made my throat go dry.
I thought about lying. But if I'd gotten this far, what was the point? "Yes. When I was inside her, pushing deeper with each thrust, watching her breasts bounce with each impact, hearing that wet sound of skin against skin..." I paused, noticing how Chloe's pupils dilated, her breath catching. "When I finally came, filling her completely, my legs nearly gave out. But even in that moment—" I squeezed her hand, watching her cheeks flush pink, "—it was your face I saw. Your name caught in my throat."
She was quiet a long time, processing.
Then she pulled me onto her lap—not really onto, but sideways, so my head rested on her thigh. She stroked my hair with infinite gentleness.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For being honest. Most guys would have lied.”
The confession hung in the air between us, those explicit details I'd just laid bare, yet here she was—fingers still gentle in my hair, no hint of rage in her touch. My eyes traced the hairline cracks in the ceiling as something tight inside my ribcage finally loosened its grip. "I'm sorry," I whispered, the words inadequate against the weight of what I'd done.
She shook her head, hair brushing my cheek. “Don’t be. I get it.”
We sat like that for a while, neither of us moving, just breathing together.
Then she said, “What does she want now?”
I considered. “She wants to meet again. Friday night. She said ‘just us.’”
Chloe’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “Are you going to go?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I was going to ask you.”
She ran her finger down my jaw, slow and deliberate. “I want you to go,” she said, surprising me.
I lifted my head. “Why?”
Chloe met my eyes, and the blue in them was so bright it almost hurt to look at. “Because if you don’t, you’ll always wonder. And I’ll always wonder if you regret not getting closure. I’d rather have the truth.”
I blinked. “That’s not how this usually works, you know.”
She grinned, then sobered. “Do you want me to be mad? I can be mad, if that makes you feel better.”
I laughed, surprised and grateful.
She leaned in, her lips a breath from mine. “Tell me something, Noah.”
“Anything.”
She searched my face, as if memorizing the moment. “Did you think about me, even once, while you were inside her?”
“The entire time,” I said, and it was true.
She closed the gap, kissing me softly. “Good,” she murmured against my lips.

      ***It started small: Chloe’s bare foot sliding over my ankle, then higher, her heel dragging slow arcs up my shin. The rest of her was draped across my chest, weightless in the way only a girl can be when she’s made up her mind about something and the rest of the world just has to catch up.
“I want you to be my first,” she whispered, the words fluttering on my skin like moth wings.
The phrase landed somewhere deep, a tectonic jolt. I turned, meeting her eyes in the blue hour light. There was no performance in her then—no sunshine, no cheer, just the raw, steady certainty of a girl who’d spent her whole life choosing her moments and finally picked this one.
“Are you sure?” I asked, meaning it with every molecule.
She nodded, the gold of her hair falling in tangles around her face. “Yes. But…only if you want to.”
Want was too small a word. But I didn’t trust myself to speak, so I kissed her, slow and soft, letting my hands rest on her hips, letting her lead every move.
She rolled on top of me, knees straddling my waist. Her thighs squeezed, anchoring me. She wore nothing but the loose sweatshirt and cutoff denim shorts that had ridden up to expose the pale crescents beneath. Her fingers found the button, popped it with deliberate slowness. The zipper's descent revealed a flash of black fabric underneath. She shimmied the denim down her hips with a little wiggle, kicked them away, and there they were—those little black panties I'd caught a glimpse of earlier. The sweatshirt slipped off her shoulder, revealing the smooth slope of skin, the perfect contrast of navy and gold.
She grinned, shy but wild, and pulled the sweatshirt over her head, tossing it aside. Her breasts were perfect—full and round with a natural buoyancy that made them shift with her every breath. As she leaned forward, they swayed slightly, settling into a new shape before my eyes. When I cupped them, they filled my palms completely, their weight substantial yet somehow delicate, the pale pink nipples hardening against my skin as if responding to a silent conversation between our bodies.
I released her breasts and ran my palms along her sides, thumbs grazing just under her ribs. She shivered, goosebumps running from her navel up. I let my hands linger, committing every inch to memory.
She grabbed the hem of my shirt and tugged. I sat up to help her, and she peeled it over my head in a single fluid move. She bit her lip as she ran her hands over my chest, tracing the old burn scar, then flattening her palm over my heartbeat.
“You’re nervous,” she said.
“Terrified,” I said, and it was true. She made me feel like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, and the only way down was through her.
She leaned in, her mouth finding mine, and for a while there were only lips and tongues and the slow, mutual exploration of skin. Her hands slipped to the waistband of my jeans, fingers teasing the button open. She hesitated, looking up.
I nodded, giving her permission, and she slid the zipper down, then shimmied the denim over my hips. My boxers followed, and I felt a rush of cold air, then the heat of her gaze as she looked down at me, wide-eyed.
Her eyes widened, then her lips curved into a knowing smile. "Even bigger than I remember," she said, her voice low as her gaze traveled back up to meet mine. 
I felt my face heat. "Is it different than—?"
She nodded, fingers tracing a light pattern on my thigh. "The beach was dark. This is... better." She leaned closer, confidence replacing her earlier nervousness. "I can actually see what I'm working with now."
She stroked me, light and curious, her touch feather-soft. The sensation was exquisite: just the right balance of pleasure and anticipation. My cock twitched in her grip, and she grinned, delighted.
I reached up, cupped her breasts, brushing thumbs over her nipples until she gasped. I kissed down her neck, tasting salt and sunlight, then lower, licking and sucking at the hollow above her collarbone, then further, down to her chest. I took one nipple in my mouth, flicking it with my tongue, and she moaned, hips rocking involuntarily.
She slid lower, until our bodies lined up. Her panties were already damp, the black fabric gone almost sheer at the center. I reached between us, hooked my fingers under the waistband, and looked up for permission.
She nodded, breathless, and I peeled them down her legs. She was utterly bare now, the hair above her pussy trimmed to a neat little golden landing strip, the skin underneath flushed and glistening.
I ran my hand along her thigh, marveling at the heat of her. I let my fingers trace the outline of her, then, very slowly, parted her folds. She gasped, thighs tensing, as I rubbed gentle circles around her clit.
Her whole body hummed under my touch. I slipped a finger inside, feeling the velvet squeeze, then a second, moving slow and steady. She rocked against my hand, moaning, eyes fluttering, every sound she made building the pressure in my own chest.
I kept at it, licking and sucking her breasts, fingering her until she began to tremble, until her breath came in quick, shallow bursts.
“Ohmygod,” she gasped, voice gone ragged. “I think—Noah, baby, I think I’m gonna—”
She clamped down around my fingers, a wild, shuddering pulse, and then she came, her thighs locked around my hand, her body jerking in little aftershocks. I kept going, easing her through it, whispering that she was perfect, so perfect, and she buried her face in my neck, moaning my name over and over.
When she came down, she lay against my chest, breathing hard, hair wild and damp with sweat.
I held her, kissing her forehead. “You okay?”
She smiled, dreamy. “Better than okay. I’ve never…I mean, not like that. Ever.”
I kissed her lips, still tasting the edge of her orgasm. “Good.”
She rolled off, stretching like a cat, then looked down at my cock, still hard and desperate. “Your turn,” she said, eyes gleaming.
I shook my head. “Tonight’s about you.”
She frowned, then pushed me back on the bed, crawling down my body until her face hovered over my cock. “Maybe I want both,” she said, and then, before I could protest, she licked the tip, swirling her tongue around the head.
It took every ounce of control not to explode immediately. She watched my face, clearly delighted by every twitch and gasp. She sucked me into her mouth, taking as much as she could, then bobbing her head up and down, her hand working the base.
She gagged a little, then laughed, wiping her mouth. “Sorry. Still figuring out the angles.”
I grinned, stroking her hair. “You’re perfect,” I said again, and meant it.
She redoubled her efforts, shifting her grip to the base of my cock and angling me toward her mouth with a single-minded focus. Chloe pressed a gentle, lingering kiss to the tip, then licked a broad stripe up the underside, her tongue flattened and the motion unhurried, as though she was trying to memorize my shape and taste. She repeated it, this time swirling her tongue around the crown, then pulling back with a mischievous flick and a look that told me she knew exactly what kind of torture she was inflicting.
The earnestness in her eyes, the way she seemed to want so badly to do this perfectly for me, was almost more than I could handle. Even when her teeth grazed the ridge by accident or she gagged a little too easily, she didn’t flinch or falter. Instead, she’d grin, wipe her mouth, mutter “Sorry,” and dive right back in, as if determined to conquer both me and her own inexperience. Her hair fell forward, a golden curtain tickling my thighs, and once or twice she looked up through it to lock eyes with me—each time sending a fresh jolt of heat through my gut.
She started experimenting, alternately stroking me with both hands and sucking just the head into her mouth in short, focused bursts. She’d try a rhythm, abandon it, try another, getting bolder with every new trick. When I groaned her name, she’d squeeze tighter or quicken her pace, visibly delighted by every involuntary twitch or gasp she could wring out of me. Her left hand traced the veins along my shaft while her right gently cupped and rolled my balls, tentative at first, then more confident as she realized she could make me arch with even the lightest touch.
At one point she took a breather, panting, and rested her cheek against the inside of my thigh, looking up with a lopsided, sheepish smile. “I have no idea what I’m doing,” she confessed, voice husky but happy.
“You’re doing everything right,” I said, and meant it so hard my teeth ached.
She grinned, then returned to her self-appointed task, this time trying to take me deeper. She managed half, maybe a little more, before pulling off with a wet gasp and coughing into her hand. The sight was so real, so gloriously unfiltered, it made my whole body buzz. She gave me a look like don’t laugh, then, when I didn’t, she winked and pressed her lips to the base, kissing the skin right above my balls with a reverence that made my chest cave in.
The tempo built, her hands and mouth working together in a clumsy, beautiful duet. Each stroke, each little experiment, pushed me closer to the edge. I could feel my self-control crumbling, could sense the whole world narrowing to the impossible tightness of her lips, the way her cheeks hollowed as she sucked, the slippery heat of her tongue in constant motion.
If she kept going, I was going to lose it—spectacularly, embarrassingly, all over her pretty, determined face. Which was, judging by her expression and the way her pace picked up whenever I got close, exactly what she wanted.
But I wanted more. I wanted her first time to be about us, not just about me.
I pulled her up, not wanting to come yet. “Baby, you can do that another time,” I said, voice shaking. “I want to be inside you.”
She nodded, face serious, and climbed onto my lap, lining herself up. She hesitated, looking me dead in the eye.
“I trust you,” she whispered and brushed her lips against mine.
I guided my cock to her entrance, rubbing the tip against her folds, letting her get used to the sensation. She rocked her hips, taking me slowly, the head slipping just inside.
She gasped, biting her lip. “It’s…a lot.”
I kissed her, slow and gentle. “We don’t have to. We can stop anytime.”
She shook her head, eyes shining. “I want this. I want you.”
She slid down, taking a little more, then a little more, working herself open with slow, determined rolls of her hips.
I watched her face for any sign of pain, but she just gritted her teeth and kept going, until finally I was all the way in, her pussy stretched tight around me.
My vision blurred at the edges as she took me completely. Every heartbeat sent lightning from where we joined straight up my spine. She tightened around me, her body learning mine, and I had to focus on the ceiling, on my breathing—anything to hold back the release threatening to overtake me too soon.
We stayed like that for a moment, not moving, just breathing together, hearts racing in perfect synchrony.
“It feels so weird,” she said, half laughing, half amazed.
“Good weird?”
She nodded, a shy smile playing across her lips. "Amazing weird." Her fingertips traced the contours of my chest, and she leaned forward to press a line of soft kisses along my jaw. "I can feel you everywhere inside me," she whispered, her breath warm against my ear.
My heart hammered against my ribs as I gripped her hips, guiding her into a rhythm while I moved inside her with deliberate, measured strokes.
Chloe looked at me, lips parted, pale hair a wild, golden halo about her face, and she bore down, slow at first, letting me fill her in careful increments. There was the hint of pain—she winced, just for a heartbeat, and I almost reached to stop her—but then her eyes fluttered, and she let out this soft, incredulous laugh, more amazed than afraid. She braced her hands on my chest, nails digging in for leverage, and began to move, rocking her hips in a hesitant, awkward rhythm, like she was learning how to walk for the first time except more intimate, more immediate.
I matched her, my hands roaming up her waist, tracing the curve of her ribs, settling on her breasts. I felt the rapid, frantic drum of her heart beneath my thumbs. Each time she slid down, I was positive I would overwhelm her, split her apart, but she only gasped and then pushed harder, determined not to cede control. Her tits bounced with every thrust, nipples flushed, and when she leaned forward to kiss me—hard, messy, teeth bumping—I tasted the salt of her sweat and the faint copper of her blood where she must have bitten her lip.
The heat between us built quick, feverish. I couldn’t get enough of her, couldn’t believe this was happening at all, and the need to make it perfect for her threatened to short-circuit me entirely. When she finally started to get comfortable, her movements grew bolder. She began to experiment, grinding down in tight, deliberate circles, then bouncing up and dropping to take me even deeper. She grinned, drunk on the sensation, and I was helpless to do anything but grit my teeth and hang on.
She was so tight, and so unbelievably wet. Every time I thrust up into her, I could feel her body clamp down in these rippling little waves, like her pussy was trying to memorize my shape. Her hair stuck to her temples, sweat trickling down her neck, but she never stopped moving, never stopped chasing the next crest of sensation.
I couldn’t stop watching her face. Chloe wore every emotion openly—surprise, discomfort, pleasure, then all of it at once in a beautiful, kaleidoscopic mess. When she started to lose herself, little gasps became whimpers, and the whimpers became these high, keening cries that sounded way too loud in the quiet room.
She grabbed both my wrists, pinning my hands over my head, and rode me with a reckless intensity I hadn’t known she possessed. Her orgasm caught her off guard—she went rigid, back arching, head thrown back, and a single, strangled moan tore out of her throat as she clenched down around me, spasming so hard I thought she’d snap me in half. I kept thrusting, letting her ride it out, and she collapsed forward, nails raking my shoulders, her whole body trembling.
“Holy shit,” she panted, face buried in my neck. The words vibrated through me.
“I’m not gonna last,” I warned, the edge already looming, but she only tightened her thighs and milked me with her body, demanding more.
“Come inside me, baby,” she said, and the way she looked at me—utterly unselfconscious, desperate, hungry—broke whatever last dam I had. I surged up, grabbed her hips, and fucked her from underneath, hard, losing my rhythm entirely as the pleasure built to an impossible pitch.
Chloe started to come again, a second, smaller explosion that had her whimpering and biting my ear, and that did it. I let go, surrendering to a pleasure so intense it bordered on agony. My vision went white at the edges as my entire body tensed, then released in waves that seemed to pull from somewhere deeper than muscle and bone. I pulsed inside her, each heartbeat marking another moment of perfect oblivion. She collapsed on top of me, sweaty and shaking, and we lay there, tangled together, our skin cooling in the night air.
I stroked her hair, feeling the thrum of her heart against my chest.
“I love you,” she whispered, voice small but sure.
I held her tighter, letting the words sink into every empty place inside me.
“I love you too,” I whispered back, over and over, until she fell asleep in my arms.
And for the first time in forever, I didn’t dream of losing.
Only of holding on.

      ***Over the next hour, we made love three more times before Chloe dropped, sleeping like someone who’d finally solved an equation that had been haunting her for years. She sprawled across my chest, one arm hooked behind my neck, her fingers idly tracing the burn scar she’d declared “very punk rock” about ten minutes earlier. Outside, the moonlight cut geometric patterns across the carpet, silver lines that made the mess of clothes on the floor look like modern art.
I lay there, too wired to sleep, letting the heat from her skin bleed into me. Her breathing had dropped to a slow, almost metronomic rhythm; every third or fourth inhale, she’d snuggle deeper into my side, thigh pressed hard against my hip, her hair pillowed over my collarbone. I could have stayed that way forever.
But Chloe wasn’t built for silence.
She surfaced, blinking up at me, then gave a slow, happy smile. “I’m still here,” she said, voice thick with sleep.
“Wouldn’t dream of kicking you out,” I said, running a hand up and down her back.
She shivered, then propped herself up on her elbows. For a long moment, she just watched my face, like she was looking for proof I was real.
“I did a lot of thinking before tonight,” she said, her voice low. “Like…weeks of it.”
I kissed her temple. “Yeah?”
“Yeah. About us. About you.” She searched my eyes, serious now. “Can I say something kind of weird?”
“With you, always.”
She hesitated, her teeth catching her bottom lip. "There's something I should tell you." Her eyes darted away, then back to mine with sudden boldness. "When I really care about someone—like, the way I care about you,—I don't want to lock them away. I want to... see them with other people. My friends. Girls I trust. It makes me feel something I can't explain, even though this was literally my first time ever."
I tried to understand what she meant. "You've never wanted to share a boyfriend with your friends before?"
Chloe's eyes met mine, wide and earnest in the half-light. "I've never had a boyfriend I cared enough about to share," she whispered, fingers tracing patterns on my chest. "You're my first... everything."
I blinked, processing. “So…sharing—like, with…?”
She grinned, almost shy, which on Chloe looked like an endangered species. “Other girls. Like my friends, or even people I like. It’s dumb, I know, but it makes me weirdly happy to imagine. You being with them, I mean. Not like I want to lose you—just that I want you to have…everything. Does that make sense?”
It made a sort of cosmic, Chloe-shaped sense. I tried to picture it, but my brain short-circuited halfway through.
“You mean—like, a threesome?”
She giggled, hiding her face against my chest. “That, and more. I want you to experience…all of it. I want to watch. I want to join. God, you have no idea how much I want to join. Maybe just be there. I want you to be the center of the universe, at least once.”
I stared at the ceiling, her words sinking in as my pulse quickened. The thought of being with Rory again, or discovering what lay beneath Mia's quiet confidence or Brooke's wild energy—all with Chloe's blessing—sent heat spiraling through me that had nothing to do with the warm body pressed against mine.
She peered up, blue eyes sparking. “You don’t think I’m insane?”
“Insanely sexy, maybe,” I said, but I was still struggling to match the fantasy to reality. “Who did you have in mind?”
She bit her lip, then said, “Well. There’s Ren, obviously. She’s my favorite, and I know she likes you. She’d totally be up for it. And Serena…oh my god, Noah, you have no idea how hot she is when she lets her hair down.” Chloe’s voice dropped, conspiratorial. “Rory, too. I mean, you and her have history. It’d be kind of poetic, right? Full circle? Maybe even the three of us if she’s down for it.”
I just stared at her, caught somewhere between arousal and existential freefall.
She snuggled closer, her hand drifting down to my stomach, fingers idly tracing the trail below my navel. “Don’t get me wrong—I don’t want to be with other guys, and I’m definitely not into that. You’re the only man for me. Just you - forever if I’m lucky. And whoever else is in the room. But only if I’m there, or if you tell me everything after. That’s the rule.”
I could barely keep up. “You want to hear about it, too?”
She moaned, soft and throaty. “Especially that. Details. Every little bit. That’s why I wanted you to tell me the details about Rory. It’s so hot.”
I felt my cock stir again, somehow not exhausted despite having already gone four rounds.
She noticed, of course. “That turns you on?” she whispered, rolling her hips against me. “Me telling you who I want you to fuck?”
“More than I’d admit in a court of law,” I said, and she giggled, her hand slipping lower, stroking me back to hardness. “Just to be clear, you belong to me. Got it?”
I leaned in and kissed her. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
She twisted her body, throwing one leg over me, her pussy pressed hot against my thigh. “Can I make a request, then?” she said, her voice gone husky.
“Anything.”
She grinned, biting my neck. “Tomorrow, when you meet Rory in the grotto…I want you to do whatever comes naturally. Whatever you want to do. Whatever she wants, too. I want you to tell me about it after. And when you do, I want you to make me come so hard I forget my own name.”
I groaned, already half-crazy with the thought.
“You’re really okay with this?” I asked, not just for my own peace of mind but because I wanted to see the answer in her face.
She went serious, pressing her forehead to mine. “Noah, you’re the first person I’ve ever trusted to stay even if things get weird. I want you to have the world, and I want to be there when you do.”
She kissed me, slow and deep. Her tongue played with mine, then pulled away, leaving me hungry for more.
“You know what else?” she said, eyes bright in the moonlight.
“What?”
She pulled the covers over us, nestling into my arms like she was built to fit there. “I love you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. “And I don’t care who knows it.”
It hit me then—the weight and wonder of her. The way she’d broken herself open, let me see every secret, and then loved me not in spite of it but because of it. I kissed her, hard, trying to say everything I didn’t have words for.
“I love you, too,” I whispered, feeling the truth of it settle in my bones.
She smiled, content, and drifted off to sleep, perfectly naked and perfectly herself.
I lay awake for a while, letting the shock and the heat of her words race through me. I thought about Friday—about Rory, about the history we’d left unfinished, about the rules Chloe had just given me and what it meant for the future.
Mostly, though, I thought about the girl curled up beside me. The girl who’d chosen me, every day, without ever needing to be asked.
Eventually, I slept, too. And when I dreamed, it wasn’t of losing or letting go.
It was of possibility, infinite and bright as the morning to come.






  
  Chapter ten








Sisterly Bonds


The kitchen clock stuttered to 9:07 a.m. as I slid inside, eyes still gummy from too little sleep and too much everything else. Delta Omega Sigma’s kitchen, when uninhabited by hungover party animals, was a shrine to bougie domesticity—stainless steel, butcher block, so much natural light you needed sunglasses to fry an egg. 
At the far end of the counter, Ren stood over a loaf of seedy bread, a dab of strawberry jam clinging to her chin. Her overalls were splattered with fresh acrylic, and her hair was up in a loose, lopsided bun that looked like she’d fallen asleep on a museum bench and never bothered to check a mirror. She gripped a paring knife with her left hand and held a coffee mug with the other, both sets of fingers smudged dark with charcoal.
She looked up and grinned, a slow slide of lips that always seemed to be in on the joke before anyone else.
“You look alive,” she said. “Congratulations.”
I grunted, heading straight for the French press. “How long have you been up?”
She cocked her head, weighing the question. “Forty-five minutes. Long enough to witness Chloe’s walk of shame.”
I almost dropped the mug. “There was no—”
Ren snorted. “You mean to tell me you and Chloe had a slumber party and kept it rated G?”
She scraped more jam onto her toast, eyes never leaving my face. “You’re not that good at hiding it, Noah. You’re more like… aggressively obvious. A hickey on your neck before breakfast? Sloppy work for a scientist.”
I reached up, hand grazing the side of my throat. There it was—sore, swollen, and definitely shaped like a mouth. I wanted to die. “She did that on purpose,” I said, hating how sheepish I sounded.
Ren nodded, as if confirming a hypothesis. “She likes to mark her territory. Can’t blame her. This house is, like, ninety percent sharks and only ten percent lifeguard.”
I poured coffee, then sat across from her, elbows on the wood. “Are you always this blunt in the morning?”
“Only when I like someone,” she said, and took a huge bite of toast, jam oozing out the side. She wiped it with her thumb, then licked it off, indifferent to the mess. “So,” she said, mouth full, “you and our golden girl. Official?”
I blinked, stalling for time. “Is there an application form I’m supposed to fill out?”
Ren laughed. “You’d be surprised. Mia keeps relationship dossiers in a locked box upstairs. I could forge your signature if you want.”
I shook my head, then sipped the coffee—so strong it felt like an act of violence. “We haven’t had the talk yet. It’s complicated.”
She shrugged, unconcerned. “Everything in this house is complicated. You just have to pick your poison.” She gestured at the loaf, then at me. “Hungry?”
My stomach rumbled, but my brain was too busy playing defense. “Maybe later,” I said. “Are you working on a new project?”
Ren’s eyes brightened. “Always. But lately I’ve been painting people instead of fruit bowls. More drama, less scurvy.” She leaned in, her gaze sharpening. “You’re fun to paint, you know. All the tension in your face, like you’re ready to snap and build a robot army at any second.”
I choked on my coffee. “Are you—did you paint me?”
She wiped her fingers on her overalls and shrugged. “Maybe. There’s a rough draft in my studio. You’re a blur of motion and regret. I like it.”
I tried to picture myself through her eyes. “Sounds…accurate.”
Ren set her toast down, lips pursed in mock thought. “So. Chloe’s your girlfriend but not your girlfriend, you’re on Dr. Ross’s honor roll, and Rory’s been lurking like a cryptid in the library all week. How are you still alive?”
I considered telling her the truth, but I couldn’t get past the fact that she’d noticed—everything.
“I have no idea,” I said. “Most days, I feel like a lab rat in a maze. With better hair.”
Ren cracked a smile, then stood to rinse her plate. “You’re going to need a bigger boat,” she said over her shoulder.
I watched her scrub the plate, paint flecks on her skin leaving tiny murals on the porcelain. When she turned back, she tossed me a clean napkin. “You have jam on your chin,” she said, smirking. “Can’t have you going to class like that. You’ll get a reputation.”
I wiped my face, then folded the napkin into a square, not sure what to do with my hands. “Do you, uh, want to hang out sometime? Outside the kitchen interrogation?”
She studied me, the way artists do—taking inventory of lines, shadow, the awkward tilt of my jaw. “Maybe,” she said. “If you survive the week, I’ll let you pose for something real.”
She walked past, her paint-stained fingers brushing my arm. She paused there, close enough that I could smell turpentine and something sharp, like grapefruit rind. “You should watch the harem forming in this place,” she whispered. “It’s more interesting than any painting I’ve ever done.”
And then she was gone, footsteps light and fading down the hall.
I stared at the empty doorway for a long minute, her words echoing in my skull. Then I looked down at my hand, at the faint pink smear of jam she’d left behind, and wondered—really wondered—if she knew about Chloe, or Rory, or both.
Maybe the whole house did.
I finished my coffee, tried to rub away the hickey on my neck, and found myself smiling, just a little.
It was 9:23 a.m. and the day had barely started.
God help me.

      ***By 2:23 p.m. I’d finished three problem sets, read and re-read my own BioPrint notes until the words blurred, and was halfway through a bag of Sun Chips I wasn’t entirely sure I’d purchased myself. The common room was empty but for the drone of an energy-efficient air conditioner and the sunbeam slicing the carpet into two perfect triangles. I’d found a rhythm—notes, snack, water, repeat—until the quiet was shattered by the unmistakable sound of bare feet sprinting down a hardwood hall.
Brooke Ross entered at full volume, wearing a canary yellow sports bra, compression shorts, and a hair tie that looked like it belonged on the business end of a bottle rocket. She carried a rolled yoga mat in one hand and a pink shaker cup in the other, beads of sweat already gleaming on her brow.
“Perfect timing!” she said, tossing the mat so it unrolled, trampoline-like, at my feet. “I need a spotter. And a witness, if I drop a dumbbell on my face.”
I blinked, set down my notes, and managed, “Hey, Brooke. Did you run here?”
She grinned, her teeth almost too white to be legal. “Felt like skipping the preamble today. Life’s short, you know?” She bent to adjust the mat, giving me a full-on view of what had to be the world’s most perfect ass, and then looked up at me over her shoulder, waiting for a reaction.
I was not going to give her the satisfaction.
Instead, I asked, “What’s the workout?”
“Little bit of everything,” she said, already reaching for her toes in a stretch that left her ribs visible and her cleavage a physics marvel. “But partner yoga is on the menu. You ever done it?”
I shook my head. “I don’t bend like that.”
She gave a low laugh. “We’ll see. You’re up first—boat pose.” She sat, legs extended, then lifted both at once, balancing perfectly. “Get behind me. Hold my ankles. Use your core, not your ego.”
I complied, sliding onto the mat behind her, wrapping my hands around her ankles. Her calves were solid, her skin hot and damp from the run. She leaned back, using me for leverage, then grinned. “Now lift me.”
I hesitated. “Lift?”
“Like I’m a fancy rowing machine, and you’re the only thing keeping me from a tragic mid-yoga faceplant.”
I flexed, pulled gently, and she let herself fall backward until her head nearly brushed my knee, hair tickling my thigh. “Not bad,” she said, “but you can go harder.”
I adjusted, bracing my core, and lifted her up and back. She let out a bark of laughter, flinging her arms overhead like a skydiver. “That’s it! There’s hope for you yet, Mercer.”
She transitioned seamlessly to a plank, then a pushup, then stood in a single, balletic move. “Okay, now wheelbarrow race.”
I stared. “You’re joking.”
She dropped to the floor, arms straight, and looked back at me. “Grab my feet and try not to let go. We’re going to the fireplace and back.”
I hesitated—Brooke’s body was lethal in every possible way—but she wasn’t kidding, so I gripped her ankles and lifted. She powered forward on her hands, the muscles in her shoulders rolling like corded rope under her skin, abs flexed, breathing even.
“Don’t stare at my ass the whole time,” she warned, “or you’ll trip.”
I nearly did.
We made it to the fireplace, then back, before she collapsed in a fit of giggles, rolling onto her back and pulling me down with her. We landed side by side, breathless, both laughing. For a second, she let her head loll onto my shoulder.
“You’re stronger than you look,” she said, poking my stomach. “I like that in a man.”
“Thanks?” I said, unsure if it was a compliment or a threat.
She propped herself up on one elbow, eyes gleaming. “Okay, last one. Trust fall, but with a twist.”
She positioned herself in front of me, back to my chest, and said, “I’m going to fall; you’re going to catch me with your legs. Not your hands. Legs only. Can you handle that?”
I braced, thighs locked. “I’ll try.”
She inhaled, then dropped straight back. I clamped my knees around her hips, catching her mid-fall. She let out a whoop, then turned, face inches from mine.
“Nice,” she said, lips close enough that I could taste the citrus in her sweat. “Very nice.”
She didn’t move, and neither did I. The only sound was our breath, tangled and hot. After a second, she slid out from my grip, then, with a quick twist, flipped and pinned me to the mat, both hands pressing my shoulders to the ground.
“You’re good at following orders,” she said, grinning down at me. “But I’m better at giving them.”
She held me there, her body straddling mine, her hair falling around my face like a curtain. Her abs flexed with each inhale, and I could feel the heat coming off her, see the tiny beads of sweat tracing paths down her neck and between her breasts.
For a moment, she just looked at me—like she was debating her next move, or maybe just savoring the power of having me pinned.
“Ever wrestle?” she asked, breathless.
“Not recently,” I said.
“Want to try?” she whispered.
I didn’t get the chance to answer. She let go, rolling off me with a flourish, then lay on her back, arms behind her head. “You passed,” she said, closing her eyes. “Didn’t even try to get out.”
“I was trying not to get a concussion,” I said, but she wasn’t listening.
After a minute, she sat up, wiped her forehead with the back of her arm, and looked at me with new calculation.
“You ever think about what you want?” she asked, out of nowhere.
I hesitated. “Sometimes.”
She grinned, eyes hooded. “Next time you want something, don’t be afraid to take it. The world doesn’t reward hesitation.”
She stood, stretched, and walked toward the kitchen. Just before she vanished from view, she called back, “If you’re ever bored, come find me. I’ll teach you the advanced stuff.”
The door swung shut behind her.
I lay there, pulse still racing, brain a complete loss.
For someone who’d just gotten flattened, I felt weirdly alive.
I picked myself up, rolled the mat, and tried to focus on the next thing on my list. It was impossible.
Brooke’s words looped in my head, bright and sharp as a neon sign:
Don’t be afraid to take what you want.
I wondered what would happen if I actually tried.
I doubted the house would survive it.

      ***By 7:45 p.m., the only place I wanted to be was somewhere no one else could find me. The east wing of Delta Omega Sigma had a reputation for being haunted, which in this house meant “decorated in the original 1932 color scheme and maybe slightly less Instagrammable.” The best part was the study nook wedged into a bay window overlooking the lawn—a velvet-cushioned ledge, bookshelves filled with titles nobody ever read, and a view of the moonlit rose garden that made the whole campus look like a postcard from another life.
I took my tablet, my paper notes, and the remains of a protein bar, and wedged myself in the corner, legs up, head against the cool glass. The day’s chaos still buzzed in my ears—Ren’s jam-stained inquisition, Brooke’s surprise wrestling clinic, the general churn of living in a house with this much concentrated female energy. I needed the quiet, the illusion of control.
I’d barely finished rereading the same paragraph three times when I caught the sound of soft footsteps, then the unmistakable scent of Serena’s perfume—something sharp and clean, expensive without being showy.
She appeared at the threshold, carrying a stack of philosophy texts and an old-school leather planner. She wore a silk blouse the color of beach glass, sleeves rolled to the elbows, hair pulled back with just enough strands loose to look accidental.
“Mind if I join you?” she asked, holding up the books as a peace offering.
“Not at all,” I said, shifting to make space.
She settled beside me, knees angled out, feet tucked under the ledge. For a moment, we just sat in the hush, the sound of our breathing and the distant chirr of crickets the only thing keeping time.
Serena arranged her books in a perfect grid, then glanced at my tablet. “Are you always working?” she teased, but there was warmth behind the words.
“Comes with the territory,” I said. “You?”
She shrugged. “Comes with the family.” She tapped the edge of her planner. “I’m prepping for a seminar. They want me to defend market ethics using only literary references. Which is ridiculous. But also kind of fun.”
I smiled. “I’d bet on you over the market, any day.”
She laughed—soft, real. “You’re getting good at this.”
“At what?”
She looked me dead in the eye. “At saying exactly what someone wants to hear. Don’t worry—it’s not a bad thing. Most people never learn.”
I felt the heat rise to my cheeks, but didn’t look away.
Serena opened her book, leafing through with quick, practiced hands. “Actually,” she said, “I wanted your take on something.”
“Shoot.”
She handed me a dog-eared sheet of paper, covered in neat handwriting and color-coded highlights. “Am I overcomplicating this? The premise is that social contracts only hold if both parties have an exit. But the readings keep circling back to the idea that every agreement is a hostage situation.”
I scanned the notes, then the passage she’d marked. “You’re not wrong. There’s a whole school of thought that says loyalty only matters when you have the option to leave.”
She nodded, the faintest frown creasing her brow. “So what happens if you never want to leave, but the other side doesn’t know it?”
“Then it’s not a contract anymore,” I said, surprising even myself. “It’s a leap of faith.”
Serena watched me, eyes bright. “And if the leap goes bad?”
“Crash landing,” I said, and she smiled, just a little.
We spent the next hour trading ideas, diagrams, stories of economic implosions and historical betrayals. She was smarter than I’d realized—funny, too, in a dry way that caught me off guard. Every time she got excited about a point, she’d tap her pen against the cover of her planner, three fast beats, like a drummer counting in a new song. When she got personal, really personal, she’d tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, eyes darting to the window as if the garden could absorb the confession.
“You know what I really want to do?” she said at one point, voice barely above a whisper.
“What?”
She hesitated, then laughed at herself. “Promise not to judge?”
“Promise.”
She looked at me, the moonlight silvering her face. “I want to run a nonprofit. A real one. Not a vanity project. I want to fix something that’s actually broken, instead of just…succeeding at the thing everyone expects me to be good at.”
I nodded. “That doesn’t sound crazy. Or even all that off-brand, honestly.”
She smiled, but it was the tight, pained smile of someone who’d rehearsed a thousand counterarguments and never once won. “My father would disagree.”
I hesitated. “Why tell me?”
She studied my face for a moment. “Because you’re the only person I know who might actually understand what it’s like to disappoint someone on purpose.”
That stung, but it also felt true.
She closed her notebook, aligning it perfectly with the edge of the ledge. “Enough therapy,” she said. “What about you? What’s your escape plan?”
I thought about it—the answer, the lie, the real answer, then said, “I’m still working on it. But it probably involves taking something that looks impossible and making it real.”
She nodded, satisfied.
We worked in silence after that, shoulders nearly touching, sometimes passing notes or trading articles. At one point, our fingers brushed as we reached for the same pen, and we both froze, the contact lingering. Neither of us apologized.
As the hour stretched on, the moon rose higher, and the quiet between us became its own kind of gravity. I realized I was waiting for her to say something else, something final, but instead, she just closed her book, then leaned in close enough that I could smell her shampoo, clean and almost citrusy.
“I’m glad you’re here,” she said, the words soft and deliberate.
“Me too,” I replied.
She smiled, then reached out and brushed a piece of imaginary lint from my shoulder. Her fingers lingered, just for a beat.
“We should continue this conversation,” she said. Then, after a pause, “privately.”
The word hung in the air like a challenge.
She gathered her things, stood, and glanced back at me over her shoulder. “Don’t let Brooke corrupt you too much,” she whispered. “Save some for the rest of us.”
She vanished down the hall, her perfume lingering in the stillness.
I sat there, heart pounding, mind racing, and for the first time that day, I realized I wasn’t tired anymore.
I was wide awake.

      ***At 11:12 p.m., I was still at my desk, half-heartedly updating a BioPrint protocol and nursing the dregs of a Gatorade that tasted like regret and artificial berries. My shoulders felt fused to my ears from a day of over-caffeinated hunching. The house was quiet, the kind of quiet that always felt like a warning in Delta Omega Sigma—someone somewhere was plotting, or crying, or plotting while crying.
There was a knock at my door, soft but insistent. Was Chloe home early? No… Chloe wouldn’t have knocked and waited. She would have simply waltzed in.
I closed my laptop, checked the clock, and said, “Come in.”
Mia stepped inside, barefoot, dressed in slate-blue silk pajamas and carrying a tiny bottle of essential oil and a legal pad. Her hair was down, falling in soft waves, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked…not tired, exactly, but open, like someone who’d let her guard down just enough to see how it felt.
“Sorry if it’s late,” she said. “I just had a thought about the project, and I wanted to run it by you before I lost my nerve.”
I gestured to the chair. “You know you’re always welcome. Even at midnight.”
She sat, curling her legs under her, and opened the legal pad. “I was reviewing your notes, and I think there’s a way to get the scaffold to dissolve even faster if we tweak the pH. I ran some numbers—” She slid the sheet over to me, fingers brushing mine. “But you’ll have to check my math.”
I scanned her work. It was meticulous, the logic clean and the handwriting so neat I had to remind myself she was a human being and not a machine sent to make me feel inferior. “This is good,” I said, honestly. “Really good. I didn’t think about adjusting the buffer interval.”
She smiled, then let out a long breath. “I was hoping you’d say that. I needed a win tonight.”
“Long day?” I asked, stacking her notes with mine.
She nodded, gaze dropping to the legal pad. “Family stuff. Always family stuff.”
There was a pause, comfortable but charged.
“You look tense,” she said. “Bad day, too?”
I shrugged. “Just a lot on my mind.”
Mia set the pad aside, then reached for the essential oil. She rolled the bottle between her palms. “Do you want a weird offer?” she asked, eyes searching mine.
“Always.”
She smiled, then unscrewed the cap. “This is lavender and mint,” she said. “I use it on my close friends when they’re stressed, but it works just as well on me. You look like you could use a dose.”
I laughed, but she was already out of the chair, moving behind me.
“Is it okay if I…?” she asked, hands hovering over my shoulders.
“Yeah,” I said, unsure what else to do.
She poured a drop onto her fingertips, then set her palms on my neck. The first touch was cool, almost ticklish, but as she started to knead the muscles just below my hairline, I felt the tension bleed away, replaced by a strange, diffuse warmth.
“You’re really good at this,” I mumbled, half-dazed.
“I should be,” she said. “I’m basically a massage therapist for emotionally constipated undergrads. We have a club.”
She worked in silence for a while, tracing slow circles along my traps, then down to my shoulders, thumbs pressing just hard enough to make my breath catch.
“You can take your shirt off if you want,” she said, her voice softer now. “Might help.”
I hesitated, then pulled it over my head. I felt exposed, but she was already back to work, hands skimming over my bare skin, fingers strong and confident. The smell of mint and lavender filled the air, sharpening every sense.
Mia’s touch was clinical at first, but as she found the knots and worked them, her hands grew more deliberate, more…personal. She massaged the base of my neck, then slid her palms down my back, fingertips tracing the line of my spine. At one point, I realized she was breathing in sync with me—every inhale matched by hers, every exhale drawing us closer to some kind of shared rhythm.
She kept going, never hurrying, her hands sometimes trembling just a little. I wondered if she felt the tension, too.
“You’re the only person I’ve ever met who relaxes and tenses at the same time,” she whispered, leaning close enough that her hair brushed my cheek. “How do you do that?”
I shivered. “Habit, I guess.”
“Bad habit,” she said, and kept going.
She moved to my shoulders, then to my arms, kneading the biceps and forearms, sometimes digging her nails in just hard enough to make me flinch. Every touch was intentional, a test of boundaries, a message in the pressure.
She worked her way back up to my neck, then let her hands rest there, thumbs just under my jaw.
“Better?” she asked.
I swallowed, found my throat too dry. “Yeah. A lot.”
She hesitated, then bent down, her lips at my ear. “Sometimes, I wish someone would do this for me,” she said, so quietly I almost missed it.
I turned, catching her eyes in the half-light. They were wide, shining, the blue flecked with gold and something like hope.
“I could,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “If you wanted.”
She considered, then smiled, sad and sweet. “Maybe another time,” she said. “Tonight, I just needed to fix something.”
She let her hands fall, but then, as if she couldn’t help herself, she slid them down my chest, fingers tracing the line of my collarbone. The contact lingered, and I felt her breath on my skin.
“You’re easy to care for,” she said, the words heavier than they should have been.
“So are you,” I replied.
We sat like that, the moment stretching, until she pulled back and reached for her notes.
“I should go,” she said, but she didn’t move.
Instead, she squeezed my shoulder—hard, almost possessive—and leaned in so close I could feel her lips at my ear.
“We all wear masks in this house,” she whispered. “Even you.”
She stood, padded to the door, and left without looking back.
I sat there for a long time, letting the feeling return to my limbs, my mind racing in a dozen directions. I pulled on my shirt, tried to refocus on the notes in front of me, but every nerve ending was on fire.
My phone buzzed on the desk.
Chloe: Hey. Still up? How was your day? ❤️
I stared at the screen, thumb hovering.
I thought about Ren and her paint-stained hands, the way she saw through everything and everyone.
I thought about Brooke, and the way her body had pinned me to the mat, the challenge in her voice when she told me to take what I wanted.
I thought about Serena, her careful words and the touch of her fingers on my shoulder, her promise of more.
And I thought about Mia, and the way her hands had held me together when I felt like I might come apart.
I texted back:
Long day. Did you know your friends are all secretly amazing?
Chloe: Duh. But I’m the only one you’re sleeping with. For now. 😏
I felt my face heat, then texted:
Is that an invitation?
Chloe: It’s a challenge, Outlier. Don’t be afraid to win.
I set the phone down, stared at the ceiling, and realized I was smiling.
Maybe I didn’t have to fix everything. Maybe I just had to see what happened next.
I closed my eyes, let the quiet settle, and let myself drift.
Tomorrow would be another long day.
But for the first time in a while, I was looking forward to it.






  
  Chapter eleven








On Top of the World


The grotto was colder than I remembered, the air heavy with limestone and the distant echo of the Pacific pounding the cliffs beyond the foundation. I showed up five minutes early, box of letters left behind in my room, hoping she’d be late. She wasn’t. 
Rory sat on the curved bench with one leg folded underneath her, the rest of her outlined in the glow of a single, battery-powered lantern. She wore black jeans and a cropped white tee, arms bare despite the cold, hair spilling out in purposeful chaos. She looked like she’d been here a while, like she’d run through every possible scenario before I even crossed the threshold.
I paused, not sure what to do with my hands. “You wanted to talk?”
She didn’t answer. Instead, she reached into her bag, pulled out a flask, and took a long swallow before tossing it to me. “Have some,” she said. “You look like you need it.”
I took the flask, unscrewed the cap, and took a hit. Tequila, warm and brutal, chased every word in my throat down to my stomach.
She watched me with her chin on her fist, lips pressed in a line. “You look better than last time,” she said. “Chloe’s doing her job, I guess.”
I leaned against the far wall, letting the rock scrape my shoulders. “I’m here because you asked. If you just want to compare scars, we can—”
She cut me off with a look. “You think I’m jealous?”
I didn’t answer, because I wasn’t sure. I was here because she haunted every room in this house, every conversation, every page of every notebook I tried to hide her in. I was here because some part of me still wanted to know if the damage could be undone, or if all that was left was to see how deep the wound went.
She stood, pacing the grotto in a tight orbit, then stopped two feet in front of me. Her eyes glittered in the lantern light, shards of gold and green. She leveled her gaze at me, eyes steady and calculating, as if performing some silent assessment in the charged quiet. Seconds stretched; I could feel the tension stacking up, stone on stone. Then she finally spoke, her tone unflinching, carving through the air like a blade skimmed along rock. “I don’t want to fuck in a cave again.”
I blinked, thrown. “Then why—”
She stepped into me, close enough that I could feel her heartbeat through the fabric of her shirt. “There’s something better. Come on.”
Before I could react, she grabbed my hand and pulled me down the far side of the grotto, past the moss-lined basin and through a crack in the stone I hadn’t noticed before. The air changed immediately—warmer, tinged with the metallic bite of old iron. We followed the passage, single file, her hand never leaving mine, until the corridor angled up, a tight spiral that left both of us breathless by the time we reached the end.
She stopped at a hatch in the ceiling, pressed her palm to a hidden latch, and pushed upward. Night air flooded in, thick with salt and the hum of distant traffic. We climbed out onto the rooftop terrace, the tiles cool and slick underfoot, and for a second, neither of us spoke.
The Pacific stretched out below, ink-black and restless, the moon hanging fat and yellow over the edge of the world. The only light came from the city to the north and the house below, its windows dark except for a single rectangle in the west wing.
Rory walked to the edge, barefoot now, toes curled over the lip of the roof. She looked back at me, her hair whipping sideways in the wind. “Better view,” she said.
I joined her, both of us standing there, silent, the cold threading up my legs and into my chest. She leaned her head on my shoulder, just for a second, then let go.
When she turned to face me, her expression was clean, stripped of all the games and scripts. “Do you remember the first time we did something like this?” she asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “You climbed the water tower behind the high school and dared me to follow.”
She smiled, soft. “You almost fell.”
I shrugged. “I didn’t.”
She leaned in, kissed me slow and soft, tasting of tequila and night air. It started gentle, but when I reached for her waist she responded with a surge, her hands finding my hair, her tongue insistent and hungry. It felt like the beginning of a storm—dangerous, electric, impossible to predict.
She broke the kiss with a gasp, her breath clouding in the moonlight. “Noah,” she said, the word cracked in half. “Please.”
I didn’t need her to explain. I let my hands travel up her sides, under her shirt, fingers tracing the lines of her ribcage. She shivered, but not from the cold. She yanked the shirt over her head, hair whipping in the wind, then undid her bra with practiced violence, tossing it aside.
Her breasts were perfect, high and tight, the skin pebbled from the chill. She grabbed the hem of my shirt and peeled it off, then pressed her chest against mine, skin to skin, her hands raking down my back hard enough to leave marks.
I fumbled with the button on her jeans, but she beat me to it, shoving them down her hips and kicking them off with practiced fury. Her panties went next, black lace gone in a single, angry motion. She stood there, naked except for the moonlight, and grinned.
“Your turn,” she said.
I obliged, fighting with my own jeans until they pooled at my ankles, boxers gone with them. The breeze hit me all at once—cold, then burning. She reached down and wrapped her hand around my cock, stroking it slow, her thumb teasing the slit at the tip. I hardened instantly, pulse hammering so loud I was sure she could hear it.
“God, I missed this,” she whispered. “You have no idea how much I love your cock.”
I stepped in, lifting her onto the low wall, the cold stone pressing against her bare thighs. She pulled me in, wrapping her legs around my waist, our bodies lining up with a precision that felt both inevitable and brand new.
She kissed me again, this time with teeth, biting my lower lip until it stung. I let my hands explore her—hips, ass, the small of her back, every muscle tense and begging for release. I cupped her breasts, thumbs grazing the tight peaks, and she groaned, grinding her hips against my cock.
I wanted her, badly, but more than that, I wanted her to want me. I let my fingers drift down, parting her folds, rubbing circles around her clit until she gasped, nails digging into my shoulders.
“Don’t tease,” she hissed, voice gone feral. “I’m not here for that.”
I lined up and slid into her, slow at first, then deeper, her pussy so wet and hot it felt like drowning. She bit my neck, arms wrapped tight around me, and bucked her hips to take me all the way in. I felt her clench, muscles fluttering, her breath hot in my ear.
We moved together, finding the rhythm in the crash of waves and the staccato beat of our hearts. She rode me, hard and wild, her hair flying in the wind, her hands leaving marks everywhere they touched. Every time I thought she’d reached the limit, she pulled me in closer, her lips at my throat, her voice in my ear.
The end came for us both not as a crest or a breaking, but as a splitting apart—like the roof tiles underfoot had shifted and the whole world was briefly unmoored. Rory’s body locked around me, her first shudder at odds with the second, and then she was gone, a bright and wild thing, head thrown back, mouth open to the night. Her nails bit into my shoulder blades, drawing blood, and her cry was low and raw enough to carry all the way down the cliff and into the restless Pacific below.
I lost the thread of everything but sensation. She pulled at me, drawing me deeper, and I couldn’t last—I didn’t want to. I let her use me, let her bear down and ride out every aftershock, and when I came, it was like the whole world inverted. I gushed inside her, emptying thick ropes of cum that went on forever. My vision blurred; the sky tilted, moon smeared sideways by tears I hadn’t realized I was holding. The only thing real was the heat between our bodies and the grip of her thighs around my waist, the way her chest heaved against mine, slick with sweat and goosebumps.
She didn’t loosen her hold immediately. Instead, she clung tighter, trembling with aftershocks, her forehead pressed to my shoulder, hair streaming wild in the wind. I stayed inside her, feeling every pulse and spasm, and for a few unbroken seconds, the world shrank until there was nothing but the tangle of our limbs and the taste of salt on her neck where she’d bitten me.
I was still hard, still inside her, when she finally looked up. Her eyes were glassy, pupils blown wide and feral, but there was something else there too—something softer, like she’d caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror and didn’t know what to make of it.
“Noah,” she whispered again, voice ragged, and she kissed me, fierce and sloppy, licking the sweat from my upper lip. I felt her smile against my mouth, a tremor of laughter, then she sagged back against the lounger behind her and pulled me with her.
We collapsed together onto the cushioned lounge chair, the world spinning, the sky above smeared with clouds and moon. I held her, our skin slick with sweat, the chill of the air forgotten.
For a long time, we just breathed.
Then she sat up, straddling me, her thighs still trembling. She ran her fingers along my jaw, studied my face in the moonlight.
“You’re trouble,” she said, the words almost fond. “You always have been.”
I shrugged, hands resting on her hips. “Takes one to know one.”
She laughed, then bent to kiss me again, her hair a curtain around our faces.
“Don’t fall in love with me,” she said, but it sounded more like a dare than a warning as she started riding me again, grinding my cock deep inside her.
It was way too late for that. I kissed her back, not answering, because neither of us would believe it anyway.
The second time, I lasted ten minutes. My cock throbbed with that same relentless, volcanic heat, her body drawing every last drop out of me as I pulsed deep inside her. When I came, it was total surrender, emptying in a rush as my strength left me and my cock finally softened, spent and spent again, still buried in her like I never wanted to leave.
The Pacific raged on below, indifferent and eternal. Up here, we were small, and temporary, and real.

      ***We sprawled together on the lounge, completely naked, skin cooling in the ocean breeze, our sweat evaporating faster than the tremor in my thighs. The only sound was the faraway hiss of waves on rock and the steady staccato of our breathing.
Rory lay half on top of me, her hair a mess, one hand absently tracing the line of my jaw. I closed my eyes, letting the sensation root me to the moment, my hand cupping her bare ass, until her finger wandered lower—down my neck, pausing just above my collarbone.
She ran her thumb over the bruise at my throat, her touch featherlight but unmistakably possessive.
Her voice was small, almost amused. “Did she give you this?”
I didn’t play dumb. “Yeah,” I said, voice rough.
Her thumb pressed a little harder, and I could feel the micro-tremors in her hand. She didn’t seem mad, exactly, but the shift in her body language was immediate—her hips rolled down on mine, a little less tender, a little more determined.
“Was it good?” she asked, her eyes narrowed.
I shrugged. “You’re both very talented.”
She snorted, but it came out shaky, her composure fraying at the edges. “You ever think about us? When you’re with her?”
But the answer was obvious, almost laughably so. With Chloe, every other thought fell away; the world liquefied around us, melting down to just her and me, heat and clarity. She was my axis, my compass, my fixed point in a spinning universe. If I had to choose one woman to wake up next to, to spend forever with, it would be Chloe Ross, no contest. Every time. But that wasn’t the answer Rory wanted—or needed—to hear. And for that, I didn’t blame her one bit.
I just let my hands rest on her ass, squeezing gently. “It’s hard to get you out of my mind.” It wasn’t a lie exactly, but it wasn’t the truth either.
She chewed her lip, then sat up, straddling my hips, her thighs slick against my waist. I was still inside her, but softening, and she seemed to notice. She ground down, testing me, then grinned when I started to swell again.
“You like the idea of me and her together?” she said, a challenge in her voice as she lifted her hips and let me slide out of her.
Ever since Chloe revealed her hidden kink, I had thought of little else. The image of Chloe and Rory—both naked, both hungry, both wanting me—hit like a sledgehammer to my cerebral cortex.
Rory must’ve seen it on my face. She laughed, slow and low, then leaned in, her lips grazing my ear. “You’re a perv, Noah. I like it.”
She reached down, wrapped her fist around the base of my cock, and squeezed. I groaned, the heat building again, blood pooling where she wanted it.
She lined me up and slid down, taking me in all at once. The sensation was raw—her pussy still stretched, sensitive, but greedy for more. She bounced in slow, measured pulses at first, letting gravity do the work, her tits swaying with every move.
She watched my face, daring me to look away, then leaned down and bit my other shoulder, hard enough to draw a gasp. She kissed the spot, then trailed her tongue up to my throat.
“Hold still,” she whispered, then latched her mouth to the unmarked side of my neck and sucked. It hurt, in a way I liked—pain with a purpose, a signature meant for public display. She pulled back, admiring her handiwork, and smiled.
“There,” she said. “Now you’re my property too.”
She didn’t just ride me. She devoured me.
At first it was measured, almost teasing—Rory’s hips rolling slow, muscles caging me, her tits swaying with every tilt of her pelvis. I let her lead, let her take whatever she needed, but it was never enough for either of us. Every time I filled her, she wanted more. Each time I bottomed out, she arched her spine, head thrown back so her hair tumbled behind her in dark rivers, catching the silver of the moon and spraying it across the rooftop. My hands left bruises on her waist. She liked that. She wanted proof. She wanted all of it.
I pulled her down until our foreheads touched, our noses bumped, and she dug her nails into my chest, clawing for leverage. “You can’t just fuck me like this and expect me to disappear,” she panted, the words half sob, half snarl. “You can’t erase me. Not after everything.” The desperation in her eyes matched the one pounding in my veins. She was taking back ground she’d lost, and I—idiot that I was—let her.
We found a pace together, frantic and brutal, the kind of cadence that would’ve left us both bruised if not for the shock-absorbing cushion beneath. She didn’t look away from my face, not even when her lips twisted into a broken smile, not even when her control started to break. I knew the signs: the shudder in her thighs, the whimper in her breath, the way her tunnel tightened and squeezed me like a fist. She slapped my cheek—nothing sharp, just a touch to keep me present, to hold my gaze. “I want to see you,” she said, voice hoarse and wild. “I want to see your fucking face.”
I didn’t blink. I watched her fall apart. She reached for climax like it was a hostage negotiation, bargaining with me for every last scrap of sensation. She ground her clit against my pelvis, then slammed down hard, burying me so deep I could barely breathe. Her eyes widened, lips parted soundlessly, and then she bit my shoulder—hard, enough to break skin—and came undone. Her pussy clamped down in rolling, shuddering waves, milking me mercilessly and making my balls draw up tight. She rode the orgasm out, shaking, sobbing, laughing all at once, and only then did I let myself go.
I bucked up, driving into her, loud enough that the lounge tried to tip and the old stone wall groaned. I fought to stay under her, to memorize everything—the taste of sweat, the scrape of teeth, the way her body collapsed on me, boneless and quivering. I came so hard I forgot my own name, filling her until the heat spilled down my thighs and the world went white at the edges. My vision tunneled, all the color and sound sucked out except for the pulse of our hearts and the salt-iron tang of blood where she’d marked me.
We stayed knotted together, bodies trembling, breath tangled and uneven, neither of us willing to move in case the spell broke and we became ordinary again. Rory’s hair stuck to my neck and chest, and everywhere she’d touched me burned like fresh sunburn. I could feel her heartbeat against my ribs, wild and erratic, and she clung to me—first like an enemy, then like a lover, and finally, like someone who’d been at war for so long she forgot how not to fight.
We shifted, eventually, sideways onto the lounger, legs entwined, sticky with cum and sweat and something that felt like surrender. Her head thudded gently against my shoulder, and I stroked her back, slow and lazy, tracing circles from the nape of her neck down the curve of her spine. My cock twitched inside her, still half-hard, and she gave a lazy chuckle, more animal than human, and squeezed around me on purpose.
“You’re insatiable,” she whispered, breathing in my ear. “Fucking hell, Noah. You ruined me.”
I didn’t argue. I just held her, counting the seconds as the world came back into focus.
The cold air crept in, raising goosebumps along our skin, and still we stayed wrapped together. I could hear the ocean again, waves slamming the rocks below, and above us, the night sky had cleared, letting stars sprawl across the black like a million voyeurs. The wind whipped at the remains of our clothes, scattered by the wall, but neither of us reached for them.
Rory shifted her weight, rolled off me, but not away. She hovered, her lips close to my neck, her breath a warm cloud on my damp skin. She reached up and touched the bruise she’d just made, the purple bloom already rising beneath my skin, a perfect mirror to the one Chloe had left the night before. Then she smiled as if she could already see the look on Chloe’s face.

      ***After, we lay together in the open air, naked and sticky, with the ocean wind drying our skin into goosebumps. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this spent—muscle-tired, mind-numbed, no ambition left except to hold the girl in my arms and maybe not screw it up for another ten minutes.
Rory shifted on top of me, the side of her face pressed to my chest, listening to my heart. She looked up, brow furrowed.
“Does she know you’re here?” she asked, not quite accusing.
I shrugged, brushing her hair off her cheek. “She told me to come. Said she wanted me to get closure.”
Rory rolled her eyes. “She sent you to fuck your ex? That’s next-level psycho.”
I grinned, but it felt brittle. “She’s not like that.”
Rory trailed a finger down my chest, stopping at my navel. She watched a bead of sweat track the path. “You don’t have to lie. It’s just us out here.”
I let the silence hang. Below, the waves slammed into the cliffs, relentless and soothing all at once.
She pressed her palm to my throat, right over the bruise she’d left, and said, “So what are you going to tell her? That I forced myself on you?”
I laughed, then caught her hand, kissed her knuckles. “She’ll love it.”
Rory looked at me, like she was waiting for the joke. “You’re serious.”
“She wants to know everything,” I said. “She said if it happened, I had to give her details. All of them. You think you know her, but you don’t.”
For a moment, Rory’s mask slipped—underneath, a flicker of something vulnerable, raw. “That’s not normal,” she whispered.
I shrugged. “I’m not normal. Neither are you.”
She propped herself up on her elbows, the motion making her breasts sway, still flushed from the night. “So what, you’re just going to waltz into her bed and tell her you fucked me on the roof? Three times, and you filled me so full of your cum, it will still be leaking out of me this time next week.” She laughed, a little unhinged. “She’s going to hate you.”
I shook my head. “No. She’ll ask if it was good. She’ll ask if you’re better than her. Then she’ll want me to fuck her the same way I fucked you. After that….” I shrugged. “She might just drag both of us to your room.”
Rory’s mouth opened and closed, fishlike. “What, for a threesome?”
I shrugged, not sure if the idea excited or terrified me. “I think she wants it.”
She collapsed back onto my chest, the laugh leaving her in short, desperate gasps. “God, I thought I was the fucked up one.”
We stared at the sky, a full moon doing its best to bleach the memory out of us. After a while, she shifted again, the cum I’d left inside her leaking out, slick and warm against my thigh.
She didn’t wipe it away. She just let it drip, like she wanted it there, proof that this had happened.
I wrapped my arms around her, holding her tighter.
Eventually, she spoke. “I need you to promise you won’t tell anyone about this. Not even her. Not even as a joke.”
“Because of Chase?” I asked.
She flinched. “He’d kill me. Or you. Probably both.”
“I won’t lie to Chloe,” I said.
Rory sighed. “Fine, but tell her to keep it a secret.”
I thought for a moment. “You’re still planning to stay with Chase?”
Rory’s face closed up like a book. “He’s not a bad guy, Noah. He just gets…jealous.”
I thought of the way she’d clawed at me, the bruises blooming under her skin, the hunger in her eyes when she rode me. If she was using me as a weapon against Chase, I didn’t want to know.
But I asked anyway. “So what are we?”
She rolled off me, sitting at the edge of the lounge, her silhouette sharp against the city lights. “We’re nothing,” she said, voice flat. “We’re just two people who needed to blow off steam. Besides, nobody can fuck me the way you can.”
I sat up, cold all of a sudden. “That’s not what it felt like.”
She wouldn’t look at me. She started gathering her clothes from the patio, one piece at a time, not bothering to clean herself up. “You’re sweet, Noah. You always have been. But that’s not enough.”
I watched her slip on her panties, then her jeans. She turned to me, pulling her bra over her head, her face unreadable.
“I’m not going to be your experiment,” she said. “And I’m not going to be her project. I have my own life.”
She looked at me for a long time, eyes glimmering. “I’m sorry.”
She left her shirt unbuttoned, bare feet padding over the tiles as she vanished down the spiral staircase, leaving me naked on the lounge, exposed to the wind, the night, and every regret I’d ever tried to outrun.
I sat there for a while, letting the cold do its work. My skin stung from the chill, my neck burned where she’d marked me. I could feel her still, everywhere—the heat of her thighs, the scrape of her teeth, the taste of her sweat in my mouth.
Below, the world moved on: waves, cars, the distant buzz of the campus settling into morning.
I wondered what seeing the fresh bruise would do to Chloe. How hot it might make her. Whether the sight of it would light her up, set her on edge. If she wanted me tonight, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to perform—not really, not with this throbbing tenderness blooming purple and blue across my skin. Then again, this was Chloe Ross. For her, I’d find a way; hell, I’d always find a way. That was the kind of man she made me. No matter what, if Chloe wanted, I would perform.
I wondered what would happen if I just stayed up here, let the sun bleach the night out of me, let the whole damn world burn itself clean.
But that wasn’t me. Not really.
I pulled on my pants, wincing at the abrasion of rough denim on my cock, and followed the path down into the house, my mind already running the math on how to survive the fallout.
Below, somewhere in the tangle of rooms and secrets, Chloe was waiting for my story. She’d want every detail, every confession, every bruise.
I owed her that much.
Maybe more.






  
  Chapter twelve








Love Letters


The trek back from the rooftop was the longest short walk of my life. I counted every bruise, every scratch, every echo of Rory’s breath still hot in my ear, and none of it added up to relief. If anything, the memory of her—raw and gleaming, slick with sweat and moonlight—stitched the ache deeper under my skin. It didn’t hurt, not exactly. But it refused to heal. 
The house was dark, windows blank, everyone either asleep or pretending to be. My hands shook when I locked my door, the deadbolt loud in the hush, and for a second I stood with my forehead pressed to the wood, letting the splinters scrape sense back into me.
I almost texted Chloe, but it was way too late for that. She’d be knocked out by now. And if she wasn’t, she’d probably show up at my door, demanding details in person. I was too tired to deal with her, anyway. Too tired and too wired from everything that had gone down with Rory. The last thing I wanted was to live through it all over again.
I stripped off my jeans, found new bruises blooming up my thighs and hip. The mark on my neck throbbed, twin flames in the glass of my phone: one purple from Rory, one already yellowing from Chloe. I thumbed the screen, waiting for a text that didn’t come, then killed the display and shoved it face-down under a pillow.
Rory’s box of letters were still there wedged behind the protein tub and the tangle of old chargers beneath my bed. I dragged it out, cardboard hissing over the wood floor, and set it on my desk. The moon was high, cutting a line through the glass, painting everything a cold, unblinking blue.
I ran my thumb along the seam of the first envelope, hands so unsteady I almost tore it by mistake. The paper smelled faintly of old perfume and graphite—some ghost blend of memory and misery.
The letter was dated: September 8, 2022. The week after we’d started junior year. Two months before we’d first kissed.
I unfolded it with care, like it might break. Rory’s handwriting was sharp, relentless, every word pressed through the page like she wanted to make sure it left a mark.
Dear Noah, 
If you’re reading this, either I’ve died in a freak Model UN accident or I’ve finally grown the balls to tell you everything in writing because you’re a genius and I’m an idiot, and I can’t risk losing my nerve to your face. 
I’ll start with the obvious: I notice you. I notice you all the time, and I’ve noticed you noticing me since we were kids, but you always look away too fast, and I always pretend I didn’t see. I know you. I see how you let everyone believe you’re just the “robot kid” or the “Mercer brain” so they’ll leave you alone. It works, but I wish it didn’t. I wish you’d just let yourself be seen.
My heart stuttered. I remembered that first week—she’d cut class to sneak into the library, found me camped behind a stack of old math olympiad trophies, making circuits out of bobby pins and a stolen 9V. She’d said nothing at the time, just leaned against the wall, arms crossed, smiling like she owned the place.
You looked up like I’d caught you committing murder. I never told you, but I liked it—how scared you were, how honest. You’re not good at hiding your real stuff, Noah. You think you are, but you’re not. 
I read that line three times, watching my own memory overlay hers. In my mind, I’d been the one with the power—calm, unflappable, an island of control in a sea of high school noise. But her words told a different story: I was the one cornered, desperate to be invisible and failing miserably.
You always fix things for other people, but you never let anyone fix you. You’d rather bleed out in private than let me see it. I want to see it. I want to see all of you, not just the parts that win trophies or make my parents say, “Why can’t you be more like Noah?” 
There was a postscript, scrawled at an angle in the margin:
P.S. If you tell anyone about this letter, I’ll kill you. Or myself, but probably you first. 
I laughed, but it came out rough. I pressed the letter to the desk, flattening the creases, then let my forehead rest on the paper, breathing in the ghost of her.
I remembered that first real conversation, the one that had nothing to do with school. She’d found me in the empty gym after hours, shooting baskets badly, each clang of the rim a metronome for my private disaster. Rory had walked in, not even pretending to be subtle, and sat cross-legged at center court.
“I bet I can make more free throws than you,” she’d said.
I’d almost laughed her off, but she’d nailed five in a row, then called my shots like we were playing horse. She’d won, of course, then made me walk her home, even though it was out of my way and I didn’t even have a car.
She never brought it up after, never bragged, but she did start showing up to my meets, even the boring ones. She’d bring a book, pretend not to watch, but she always clapped the loudest when it was over.
I’d thought that was the whole story: her, orbiting my world, me pretending not to notice. But here, in her own hand, was the evidence that she’d seen through every wall I’d put up. Maybe she always had.
I went back to the letter, reading it twice more, picking apart every phrase, every confession. For all her bravado, Rory’s voice in ink was softer, almost scared. The girl who’d broken into my garage at midnight to help rewire my drone could barely say “I like you” in black and white.
I blinked hard, eyes burning.
I checked the next envelope. October of that same year.
I wanted to pace, to shake out the ache in my legs, but I made myself read it there, hands steadying on the battered desk.
Dear Noah,
I think I did it again—said the wrong thing, pushed too hard, made you hate me for another week. I can’t help it, okay? I know I have a big mouth and I always want to win, but that’s not why I start fights with you. I do it because it’s the only way I know to get your attention. When you’re mad, you look at me, and I’d rather have that than nothing.
There it was—the line that caught in my chest and wouldn’t let go. In my memory, the fights were always my fault, a result of some stubborn calculus or refusal to let her get under my skin. But here was Rory, admitting she started them just to feel seen.
Tonight was homecoming. You probably think I didn’t notice you at the game, but I did. I watched you the whole time. You wore that stupid gray hoodie, and you cheered so hard for the team it made my heart hurt. You pretend like you hate this place, but you never miss a single game, even when we’re losing by a mile.
You’re the only person who still believes in things, Noah. Even when you pretend not to.
I hope you’re not mad about the thing I said. I didn’t mean it. But if you are, I’ll apologize. Or not. Just don’t ignore me.
—R
P.S. I liked your sign. Even if it was spelled wrong. 
I remembered the sign—GO VALKYRIES, DESTROY THE PATRIARCHY. I’d rushed it during sixth period, grabbed the wrong marker, and she’d noticed, even if she pretended not to. She’d caught me that night in the parking lot, called me a “cute feminist traitor,” and punched me in the arm, hard enough to bruise.
Now I saw it for what it was: a love note, in Rory code.
I let the letter slip from my hands, watched it flutter to the desk, then stared at the ceiling, eyes wet and unfamiliar.
She’d loved me back then, even when I’d convinced myself I was unlovable.
She’d seen me, even when I hid.
The realization landed somewhere between my ribs and my spine, a dull ache that got brighter the longer I sat with it.
The next envelope was thicker, the paper worn at the corners. November, junior year. The week before our first kiss.
I braced myself, then opened it.
Dear Noah,
If you ever tell anyone I wrote this, I’ll join a cult and change my name to something unsearchable.
I want to kiss you. There. I said it. I want to know what it feels like. Not because I want to be your “first” or whatever (though, let’s be real, I totally do), but because I can’t stop thinking about it, and if I don’t write it down, my brain will explode.
I have a list in my head of every time you almost did it. Like last week, when we were at the water tower, and you looked at my mouth for a full ten seconds and then chickened out. I counted. Or two days ago, when you “accidentally” brushed my hand in bio. I know you did it on purpose. And I know you’re scared, but I am too. I just hide it better.
The rest was a list, literal bullets:
— 9/8: first day of AP chem, sat next to me even though there were a million empty seats
— 10/2: you lent me your jacket and didn’t even ask for it back
— 10/13: library after hours, you brought me tea with extra honey, because you “remembered I liked it that way.” I cried in the bathroom after because nobody’s ever remembered that.
— 10/21: the sign
— 11/3: when you showed up at my house with soup when I was sick. My mom thought you were my boyfriend. I didn’t correct her.
If you want to kiss me, just do it. I promise I’ll let you.
But if you’re not ready, I’ll wait. I’d wait forever, honestly.
Yours (I hope),
R
I remembered that kiss—the real one, the one that happened on the soccer field behind the elementary school. We’d ditched class, walked circles around the muddy track, talking about nothing, everything. The whole world had shrunk to the radius of our steps.
When it finally happened, it was awkward and perfect, her lips cold from the wind, her hands gripping my shoulders like she was afraid I’d run. We’d both laughed, nervous, then kissed again, slower, more deliberate. I remembered the taste of her lip balm, the way she’d whispered “finally” like she was mad at herself for wanting it so bad.
Reading it now, I felt the echo of that first time, but sharper, more painful. I’d forgotten how patient she’d been. How much of herself she’d risked, even as I clung to safety.
I closed the letter, but the words stuck to me like sap.
I wanted to hate her for what she’d done, for how she’d left me, for the wound that never really closed. But reading these, it was impossible. She’d always been this girl, even when I wasn’t looking.

      ***The next stack of letters was heavier, the envelopes crammed with folded pages and scribbled notes. I didn’t count them—just tore through, one after another, chasing some kind of answer I wasn’t sure existed.
December. January. February. All from our senior year. Each month a catalog of small failures and misunderstandings, a slow-motion avalanche I hadn’t seen coming.
Dear Noah,
I know you’re busy. I know you’re building something that actually matters, and I’m just a distraction. I tell myself it’s okay, that I’d rather have a piece of your time than none at all, but lately it feels like the only way to reach you is through a lab window or a WiFi router.
Do you remember New Year’s? I do. You showed up late, covered in graphite and grease, and I was so happy just to see you that I pretended not to care. I watched you laugh with Adam, your hair sticking up like you’d been electrocuted, and it hit me: I don’t exist in your world. Not really. I’m just orbiting around you, hoping for a collision.
I wish you’d look at me the way you look at your projects. Just once.
—R
My chest ached. I remembered that night—how I’d raced to finish the prototype for the Science Olympiad regionals, how Adam had talked me into going to the party last minute, how I’d been so keyed up I barely heard the countdown. I’d assumed it didn’t matter. I’d assumed she’d understand. I hadn’t realized that every minute I shaved off our time together was another blade between us.
The next one was short, barely a paragraph:
Noah,
I waited in the rain for forty minutes today. You said you’d meet me at The Grill, but you got “caught up” at the makerspace. I texted, but you didn’t see it until after. It’s fine. I walked home. I thought about turning back, but then I realized you probably wouldn’t notice if I did.
Sorry. I’m not trying to guilt trip you. I just wish you’d tell me when I’m not a priority.
See you at school.
Rory
I remembered that day, too. I’d spent hours troubleshooting a bad circuit, cursing the world and myself, convinced that if I didn’t fix it, I’d be letting everyone down. By the time I checked my phone, there were seven missed calls and a flood of unread texts. I’d told myself I’d make it up to her, but I never did.
Letter after letter, the pattern repeated. Missed movies, forgotten dates, birthday presents bought last-minute and left unwrapped in my bag. Each time, Rory tried to let me off the hook—softening the blow, forgiving in advance. But the hurt still leaked through, staining the pages.
Sometimes I’d find a photo clipped to a letter: a blurry selfie from a party I skipped, her grinning with a solo cup in hand, or a Polaroid of her curled up with my hoodie, the sleeves bunched in her fists like she was holding on for dear life.
In every one, she was alone.
I kept reading, even when the words blurred.
Noah,
You don’t see me anymore. Not really. I’m there, and you’re there, but it’s like we’re both ghosts haunting the same room, waiting for the other to leave first.
I tried to talk to you after Chem, but you didn’t even notice when I started crying. You just handed me a napkin and asked if I’d seen your calculator.
I know you care. I know you’re just scared to show it. But sometimes I wish you’d just break up with me instead of letting it die so slow.
Please, just tell me what you want.
—Rory
I set that letter down and stared at my hands, palms up. They looked older than they had in high school, but the scars were the same. I flexed my fingers, feeling the ache up my forearm, and thought of every time I’d let work, or fear, or inertia come first.
I couldn’t blame her. Not after reading this. Not after seeing it spelled out so plainly.
I tried to stand, but the world swam. I paced the room, running my hands through my hair, tugging at the roots until my scalp burned. I opened the window, sucked in the cold air, then shut it again when the wind made the pages flutter and threaten to escape.
The campus was moonlit and still. Somewhere out there, Rory was probably awake, reading, writing, or just staring at the ceiling like I was.
Another envelope, torn at the edge.
Noah,
I’m sorry for being so negative lately. It’s not fair to you. I know you’re working hard and I’m proud of you, I really am. It’s just hard to compete with something that always wins your attention, especially when I keep losing.
I tried to talk to my mom about it, but she said “boys will be boys” and to just give you space. My dad didn’t even look up from the TV.
I miss you, even when you’re right next to me.
Is it always going to feel like this?
—Rory
I didn’t have an answer then, and I didn’t have one now.
I remembered a night in late March. We’d gone to the overlook above town, sat on the hood of my dad’s car, passing a flask back and forth. The sky was clear, all stars and smoke, and I’d tried to show her the constellations, my arm awkward around her shoulders.
She’d leaned her head on me, hair tickling my cheek, and whispered, “Do you ever wonder if we’re just pretending this works?” I’d said no, without thinking. I’d meant it at the time, but now I wondered if she had.
I dug through the box, needing to know when it broke.
The next letter was dated the day after graduation.
Noah,
You didn’t come to the party. I waited. You said you would, but I guess something better came up. That’s the story of us, isn’t it? Always something better.
I danced with Chase. He’s not you. He never will be. But at least he’s there.
I wish you’d called, or texted, or anything. I went home and sat in the dark, counting all the times I thought you loved me, and I’m not sure I have enough fingers.
If you want me to leave you alone, just say it.
I will.
—Rory
My hands trembled. The next few letters were fragments, shorter and sharper, all the softness burned away:
Noah,
I heard you’re going to Ashbourne. Congratulations.
You’ll do great.
—Rory
Noah,
I saw your post about the scholarship. I’m happy for you. Really.
You don’t have to respond.
—R
Noah,
You were right. It’s better this way.
Take care of yourself.
Goodbye.
—Rory
I let those last ones fall, watched them scatter around my feet, then dropped onto the floor beside them.
I thought of all the times I could have fixed it, the moments I could have chosen her instead of the project, the grade, the deadline. Every time I convinced myself I was working for us—for our future—I’d really just been running, terrified of needing anyone as much as I needed her.
I sat in the blue wash of the window, holding the letter dated a week after she broke up with me, knowing that once I opened it, I’d never be able to go back.
My hands didn’t shake this time.
I unfolded the page, the ink smudged at the corners.
Dear Noah,
I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to write until it makes sense.
You scare me. You always have. Not in a bad way, but in the way that you make me want to be real, and I’m not good at real. It’s easier to be perfect, or mean, or busy, or anything but honest. When I’m around you, I can’t pretend. I hate that, but I also crave it.
I’m sorry for what I did. I know I hurt you. I think about it all the time. Sometimes I want to take it back, but I don’t know how. I wish you’d just yell at me, or call me names, or do something to make it easier. But you don’t. You just keep being good, and I don’t know how to match that.
Chase isn’t you. He never was. I tried to make him fill the space, but it just made it worse. I miss you. I miss all of it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.
If you’re reading this, it means you didn’t give up on me. Thank you.
I hope you find someone who can handle the real you, and not just the version that makes everyone else happy. You deserve that. I want you to be happy, even if it’s not with me.
But if it could ever be with me again, I’d try. I’d try so hard.
Yours,
Rory
I read it once, then again, then let my head fall, arms wrapped around the letter like it might take the edge off while my eyes ran hot with tears.
For a long time, I just sat there, the campus silent outside, the moon moving slow across the window. The ache in my chest changed shape, from old wound to something almost like hope.
The letters blurred into a pile, a slow slide from hope to hurt to resignation.
I put my head in my hands and breathed, in and out, in and out, until the air felt sharp enough to cut.
If there was a villain here, it wasn’t her. It never had been.
It was me.

      ***I didn't sleep, not really. The night stretched on, endless and hollow. My eyes refused to close, raw and grainy from hours of reading and not blinking, while the digital clock on my nightstand silently ticked: 2:11 AM.
I sat on the floor, knees up, the box of letters between my feet like a campfire. The last few envelopes were still sealed, the paper softer, frayed at the edges from all the times I’d moved it without reading. These were the postscript years: the aftermath, the epilogue, the parts I’d always skipped over in my mind.
I opened the top one, hands steady for the first time all night.
Noah,
I lied to you. I said I didn’t care, that I’d moved on, but it was never true. I tried to hate you, tried to erase you with other people, other plans, but all it did was make me miss you more.
When I started seeing Chase, it wasn’t about love. It was about forgetting. He was there, and you weren’t, and I thought if I let him fill the space, it would stop hurting. It didn’t. If anything, it made it worse.
I’m sorry I made you the villain in my story. I’m sorry I blamed you for things that weren’t your fault. You were always honest, even when it hurt. I wish I’d been brave enough to do the same.
Sometimes, late at night, I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d just told you how much I needed you. If I hadn’t tried to punish you by leaving first.
I’m sorry. I hope you can forgive me. I hope I can forgive myself.
—Rory
I stared at the words, waiting for them to sting, but instead they slid inside, gentle as rain.
The next letter was just a scrap, torn from a notebook, written in a rush:
I never stopped loving you. Even when I said I did. Even when I wanted to. That’s the worst part.
—R
There was a stain on the corner, a little bloom of ink that had bled through the paper. I touched it, let the ridges of dried salt catch on my fingertip. I wondered if she’d cried, or if she’d just gotten caught in the rain again.
The final envelope was heavier, the paper thick and soft, like she’d bought it special for the occasion. It was dated the week before I moved to St. Celeste.
Noah,
I heard you were coming here. To this place. I don’t know how to feel. I’m terrified and excited and ashamed and desperate, all at once. Part of me wants to hide in my room and never see you again. But a bigger part—the part that’s always belonged to you—wants to run to you and never let go.
I know you probably hate me. I wouldn’t blame you if you did. I said some awful things. I did some worse ones.
If you see me, and you want to look away, that’s okay. I won’t chase you. I don’t want to make your life harder than I already have.
But if you ever want to talk, just talk, I’ll be here.
I miss you. I miss us.
Take care of yourself.
—Rory
I read it three times, then let it fall onto the pile.
The darkness pressed against the glass, broken only by the blue glow of my phone screen. I wiped my eyes—didn't matter if it was sweat or tears—and breathed, deep and steady.
I checked the time: 3:17 AM. The night stretched ahead, silent and waiting.
I found her number, thumb hovering. I didn’t know what I’d say, only that it couldn’t wait.
I typed: We need to talk. Today. Everything.
I hit send before I could back out.
I gathered the letters, stacked them neat, and slid them into the box. My hands felt lighter, my heart still heavy but less likely to collapse under the load.
The campus outside was still dark, silent except for the occasional security guard's flashlight sweeping across the quad. My body felt hollow, wrung out from hours of reading, remembering. I needed sleep if I was going to face her tomorrow.
I placed the box carefully under the bed, like burying a time capsule, then stood and stripped off my clothes, letting each piece fall where it may. The cool air whispered across my bare skin as I collapsed onto the mattress, sheets sliding against my nakedness. As my eyes finally closed, I pictured her face—not angry or hurt, but how she used to look at me before everything broke—and let exhaustion pull me under.






  
  Chapter thirteen








Good Morning


Iwoke to the weight of golden hair across my chest, the warmth of Chloe pressed to my side like an extra organ my body had been missing until now. Dawn was just beginning to leak through the edges of the blackout curtains, low orange and slate blue sifting over the hardwood and pooling on the edge of the sheets. For a moment, I lay perfectly still, afraid that if I breathed too loud or moved too fast, she’d disappear—like last night, and the entire mess of feelings, had been a trick of sleep deprivation and adrenaline. 
But Chloe was real. She was always real, even when the rest of my world felt manufactured. Her leg hooked over mine, her skin damp with sweat where our bodies met, her arm cinched possessively around my ribs, fingers curled under my side as if anchoring herself for dear life. The sheet had fallen to her waist, leaving her upper body completely bare—breasts pressed against my shoulder, nipples pebbling in the chill, a faint flush blooming up from her chest to her cheeks. Her hair was a wild snarl, half of it splayed over my sternum and the rest spilling off the edge of the bed.
I didn’t know if she was awake or just faking it—her breathing was deep, measured, but every third or fourth inhale she’d squeeze me a little tighter, like her unconscious was negotiating for extra time.
I studied her face, the scattered freckles across her nose, the faint smudge of mascara under her left eye. I wanted to memorize it, to etch it so deep that even if I ever tried to forget, the image would claw its way back up.
She stirred, eyelashes fluttering, then opened one eye, blue as a cloudless noon. She smiled—a real, lazy-morning smile, no mask or performance, just pure Chloe.
“Morning,” she mumbled, voice scratchy from disuse.
“Morning,” I echoed.
She tilted her head, regarded me for a second like I was some fascinating lab specimen, then propped herself up on one elbow and kissed my collarbone. "You didn't kick me out when you woke up and found me here," she whispered, lips grazing my skin. "I wasn't sure if you'd be angry that I snuck in last night."
I shook my head. "Didn't even think about it. Waking up to you was...a wonderful surprise."
She grinned, satisfied, then stretched, arms overhead, which did marvelous things for her chest and made every vertebrae in her back pop. She rolled onto her side, pulling the sheet higher, and noticed the scattered stack of letters on the desk across the room.
She watched the pile for a beat, then looked at me, curiosity but not accusation in her eyes. “You read them?” she asked, voice gentler than I deserved.
I nodded. “All of them.”
She didn’t ask what they said. She just traced the line of my jaw with her finger, the touch featherlight. “Did it help?”
I thought about it. About the ache that still lingered in my chest, the clarity and the guilt and the tiny flicker of hope I’d found at the end. “Yes, but not in the way I expected,” I said.
She rested her chin on my shoulder. “Want to talk about it?”
“Later,” I said, and pulled her closer. She was warm, soft in every place I was hard-edged, the kind of comfort I hadn’t realized I craved until now.
Her thigh slid up, draping over my stomach, and her body fitted to mine like we’d been carved from the same block. I felt her breasts flatten against my chest, nipples dragging lines over my skin, and even though we’d done this before—twice, four times the other night, as if no matter how many times we made love, we couldn’t get enough. I felt myself stir again, the blood finding old purpose and making me hyper-aware of every inch of her.
Chloe noticed. She always noticed. She grinned, then pressed a slow, open-mouthed kiss just under my jaw, letting her hair spill forward and tickle my neck. “You’re ridiculous,” she whispered, the words vibrating through my skin.
“You started it,” I replied, which was only half true.
Her eyes lingered on the hickey Rory had given me last night—a dark stain blooming on my neck. A mischievous curl twisted her lips, blue eyes shining with heat. She traced the bruise with one deliberate finger, nostrils flaring as she regarded it.
“Did Rory give that to you?” Her voice was husky. The tip of her nail circled the mark as if claiming it.
“She said she wanted to give me one to match yours. She said that I’m her property too.”
Chloe giggled and leaned in, planting a kiss on the spot where Rory’s mouth had just been hours before. “I like her more every time you’re together,” she murmured.
She shifted her hips, grinding her slick pussy over my rigid cock, smearing me with her warm arousal. Every movement sent an electric thrill rocketing through my spine.
Her lips fixed on the same patch as Rory’s, sucking hard enough to deepen the color, her fingers tangled in my hair. She rode my cock with slow, teasing passes, slick heat gliding up and down my length.
I cupped her perfect, round ass, arching my back; a moan ripped from my throat as my cock slid along her wet folds, every nerve ending igniting. “Fuck, baby. You’re killing me.”
Chloe giggled and pulled away with a wet pop. She surveyed the mark on my neck, satisfaction gleaming in her eyes. “Now you’re my property on both sides of your neck. But it’s okay. I’ll share you with Rory.”
Her blonde hair spilled across my chest as she hovered over me, her face angelic and impossibly beautiful. Sometimes I still couldn’t fathom how a goddess like her had chosen me, out of all the men in the world.
Chloe reached down, tracing the sheet between us, then let her hand wander under, fingers sliding across my hip, then lower, until she found me. She wrapped her fist around the shaft, her grip loose but confident, and stroked once, twice, watching my face for the reaction. She seemed delighted by every twitch, every stuttered inhale, every micro-expression I failed to contain.
She tugged the sheet away, exposing both of us to the chill and the light, and sat up, the movement fluid and unhurried. She straddled my waist, hair falling around her face in a golden halo, and looked down at me like she couldn’t believe her luck.
She rocked her hips, letting my cock slide along the slick heat between her legs, not quite inside her yet, just teasing, building the friction and the urgency in slow, torturous increments.
I reached up, cupped her breasts, thumbed her nipples until they stiffened, then ran my palms down her stomach, marveling at the perfect smoothness, the way her abs trembled under my touch. I let my fingers drift lower, tracing the edge of her hip, then sliding between her legs, feeling the wet heat and the way she shivered at every new touch.
She let out a low, helpless moan, grinding down harder. “God, I missed you,” she said, then bit her lip, like she hadn’t meant to say it out loud.
“Never left,” I said, and pushed two fingers into her, feeling the way she clenched around me, the slippery, velvet tightness impossible to describe or compare to anything in the world.
She rode my hand, using me for leverage, her eyes rolling back as I curled my fingers just right. She leaned forward, bracing herself on my chest, and pressed her lips to my neck, my ear, my mouth, wherever she could reach.
I twisted my wrist, circling her clit with my thumb, and she shuddered, letting out a cry that was almost a laugh. “If you make me come before you even get inside me, I’m going to be so mad,” she gasped, but didn’t stop moving, didn’t let go of my cock.
She lined me up, poised above, then sat down in a single, smooth motion, taking me all the way in. I felt her stretch, the exquisite friction as her body swallowed me, the way she locked me in place with her legs. She didn’t wait—she began to move, slow at first, then faster, her hands digging into my shoulders for balance.
The rhythm was perfect: her hips slamming down, then rolling in little circles, her pussy milking me with every stroke. She fucked me like she’d been thinking about it for years—like she’d rehearsed the scene in her head and was determined to wring every ounce of pleasure from it. Her tits bounced with each movement, the flush on her chest spreading up to her cheeks.
She kissed me, messy and desperate, our teeth clashing. I grabbed her ass, squeezing, helping her set the pace, meeting her thrust for thrust.
She started to lose control, her movements less precise, more frantic. Her moans got louder, her words less coherent. “Fuck, Noah, oh god, yes, right there, baby, please, please—”
She hit her peak like she'd been launched from a slingshot—one second grinding, the next arching backward, head tossed, throat bared, a choked scream swelling in her lungs and shattering out. Her entire body clamped down on me, every muscle from her calves to her scalp going corded, rigid, pleasure rippling under her skin in visible aftershocks. She was sobbing my name, nails scoring red crescents into my back, thighs trembling as she rode the crest, lost in it, oblivious to everything but the chaos I’d made of her. Her sweat slicked across my chest, her hair stuck in sweaty ropes to her cheeks, her face wild, beautiful, ravaged.
She trembled, whimpering, clutching at my shoulders like I was the only thing anchoring her to earth. I could barely hold it together myself. Every desperate squeeze of her pussy along my cock, every ragged gasp, every pleading “Noah, fuck, baby don’t stop, please—” was fanning the raw edge building inside me.
I wrapped my arms around her, one hand buried in her hair, the other gripping her waist so hard I worried about bruises. I buried my face against her neck and let her ride out the quake, matching her frantic pace, every movement now urgent, reckless, greedy for what came next.
She spasmed again, another wave wracking her, and this time I lost it. The pressure snapped, the orgasm tearing through me with a white-hot fury that left my toes numb and my vision fading at the edges. My whole body jerked, my hips bucking up into her, as I emptied myself in deep, convulsive pulses. She felt every one—shrieked at the first, then shuddered, milking me with her body, clutching me so tight I thought she’d fuse us together.
We collapsed, Chloe boneless on top of me, head tucked under my chin, both of us panting like we’d just sprinted a mile. Her heart slammed against my chest, wild and irregular, matching my own. I could feel her sweat cooling between us, could smell the tang of sex, the sticky-sweet of her coconut shampoo, the salt of her tears drying on my neck.
She didn’t move for a long time, just breathed me in, covering my skin with little, absent kisses, her body heavy and spent. I never wanted her to get up. I wanted to spend forever here, wrapped in her arms, inside her, with the world paused exactly like this.
We stayed like that for a long time, Chloe collapsed on my chest, both of us struggling to remember how breathing worked. Sweat cooled on our skin, the room thick with the smell of sex and summer and coconut shampoo.
Chloe lifted her head, hair stuck to her cheek, and smiled—a slow, satisfied smile that left me dizzy. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” she whispered, the words soft but sharp enough to stick.
I kissed her, tasting her sweat and her smile and the hint of old, unspoken hope.
We lay there, tangled and sticky and spent, as the morning bled into the room and the world outside started up again. This was exactly where I was supposed to be. This was what made life worth living.
With her.
In this moment.
In every moment after.

      ***We stayed that way for a long time—her sprawled half on top of me, hair tangled over both our faces, my arm a bar across her back, hand trailing lazy shapes along her spine. Outside, the world got louder: somewhere down the hallway a vacuum roared to life, and in the kitchen someone was doing a very aggressive impression of a barista frothing milk. But in the circle of our tangled limbs and sticky skin, the only thing that mattered was the rise and fall of her chest, the soft whuff of her breath on my shoulder, the little twitches of her leg every time I traced a sensitive patch.
Eventually, Chloe shifted, propping her chin on my chest so her eyes were level with mine. “You thinking heavy thoughts, or just doing math problems in your head?” she asked, the question more tender than teasing.
I thought about lying—making a joke, deflecting—but after last night, it seemed pointless. I let my hand rest at the base of her back, thumb idly drawing circles, and said, “The letters Rory wrote. I can’t get them out of my head.”
Chloe nodded, like she’d been waiting for that. “And?”
“It was brutal,” I admitted. “Not because she blamed me. Mostly, she didn’t. But I read it all, every missed cue, every time I thought I was doing the right thing and she was just…waiting for me to notice her. To actually see her.” I paused, looking up at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the plaster because it was easier than meeting Chloe’s gaze. “She wasn’t the villain. I just wasn’t paying attention.”
Chloe tucked her hair behind her ear, her hand pressing a little harder against my chest. “You loved her, though. That matters.”
“I did. But I never told her enough. Or showed her enough. I thought just being there was enough, but it wasn’t. Not for her.”
Chloe digested this for a moment, then said, “You’re telling me now.” She leaned up and kissed the hollow at the base of my throat, then rested her forehead there. “That’s something.”
I held her tighter, breathing in the scent of her shampoo, the faint copper of my own sweat where she’d bitten my shoulder. “I’m sorry,” I said, not just to her but to the universe, to every girl I’d ever let down because I was afraid of needing anyone that much.
Chloe shook her head, the movement slow and gentle. “You’re not broken, Noah. You’re just…learning. The way everyone does. I mean, have you met my sisters? They eat their mistakes for breakfast.”
I laughed, and the sound made something inside me unclench. “You’re perfect,” I said, meaning it more than I’d ever meant anything.
She poked my side. “That’s a lie. I snore, I have a weird birthmark on my left thigh, and I have an unhealthy attachment to almond croissants. But I know how to love people, even when they don’t know how to love themselves. That’s my mutant power.”
“I love that about you,” I said, and this time I made her look at me. “You make everything brighter, just by being in the room. You make me want to try. God Chloe, I love you so much it hurts.”
Her eyes went shiny, just for a second, but she smiled through it. “You’re going to make me cry, and then I’ll be all blotchy for the rest of the day,” she sniffed. “Way to ruin my plans to be hot and intimidating.”
“You’re always hot and intimidating,” I said. “Especially when you’re crying.”
She laughed, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, then curled back into my side. “So what happens now?”
I considered. “I texted Rory last night. Told her we needed to talk. I’m supposed to meet her later.”
Chloe nodded, as if she’d expected this all along. “Good. You should. Get closure. Or…whatever.”
I studied her, trying to read the subtext, but she just looked back, calm and content. “You’re not jealous?”
She grinned, wicked. “You remember what I told you? That I kind of like the idea of sharing? Of watching the people I love get what they need, even if it’s not all from me?” She paused, the blue in her eyes lighting up. “If you wanted to be with her, even just one more time, or forever, I’d want to hear about it. Every detail. I’d want to watch, if I could, and join if she’s up for it. There’s room for all of us to fall in love.”
The words did things to me, dangerous things, but more than that, they cracked open the last little vault of shame I’d kept hidden. I kissed her, long and slow, trying to say everything I didn’t know how to put into words.
She broke the kiss, beaming. “But if you don’t want to? That’s okay too. You don’t have to fix everything, Noah. Sometimes you just have to let the mess be a mess.”
I buried my face in her hair, the relief so sudden I almost laughed. “Thank you,” I whispered.
“You’re welcome,” she said, her lips brushing my ear. “You wanna hear something wild?”
“Always.”
She pulled back, grinning. “There’s a party tonight. Like, a real one. Costumes, alcohol, the whole thing. Halloween, baby.” She wagged her eyebrows. “And if you’re brave, you can show up with me. Or with Rory. Or both.”
I blinked, startled. “Tonight?”
She cackled, delighted. “You had no idea, did you? Jesus, Noah, you’re so bad at calendars.”
That’s literally what Rory complained about in, like, half her letters,” I said. “I’m hopeless.”
“You’re an adorable disaster,” she corrected. “But you’re my adorable disaster, so it’s fine.”
I reached up, traced her cheek with the back of my knuckles, and let myself just…be. For once, I wasn’t planning or calculating or wondering if I was doing it wrong. I was here, and she was here, and the rest could wait.
She must’ve sensed the shift, because she curled into my side, her head tucked under my chin, arm thrown across my chest. “You know what I love about you?” she said, voice gone soft. “You try so hard to keep everything together, but when you let go, it’s like—” she hunted for the words, then settled on, “—the sun comes out. You could light up the world if you stopped worrying about burning anyone.”
I squeezed her. “You make it easy.”
She snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m a walking hurricane, ask anyone.”
“That’s what I love. You’re never boring. You make the air feel different.”
She pulled back, serious for the first time. “I want to spend my life with you,” she said, the words so simple and direct it took my breath away. “Not just the fun parts. The hard, weird, annoying parts too. All of it. I’m serious, Noah. I’m in this with you for the long haul if you want to be too.”
My heart thudded in my chest. “I want that, too.”
She kissed me, sweet and salty from the earlier tears, then rolled out of bed, naked and unconcerned, stretching with her arms overhead. “We need to shower,” she announced. “And then we need to get costumes. I hope you like tights.”
I watched her, unable to stop smiling. “You already picked one out for me, didn’t you?”
She grinned, wicked. “Oh, babe. You have no idea.”
She vanished into the bathroom, leaving the door open. I followed, mesmerized.
Somewhere outside, the day rolled on—vacuum, coffee, birds, the distant sound of girls yelling over who got to shower next. But inside this room, and every room Chloe would ever enter, it was always sunshine.
I made a silent promise to remember it, every day. Not just to see her, but to actually see her.
To not look away.
Not even for a second.






  
  Chapter fourteen








Heart to Heart


The walk down Sorority Row was a tripwire for memory. Jack-o’-lanterns gaped from every portico, their LED glares as hungry as the rumors in this house. Somewhere, a Bluetooth speaker thumped out “Monster Mash” with the kind of earnestness you only get when people are pretending not to care. My heart was a piston engine, cycling between guilt and the hope that maybe—just maybe—this wasn’t going to end in disaster. 
I stopped in front of Rory’s door, the one with the gold Greek letters and a miniature felt wreath that looked like it belonged in a Pottery Barn catalog. I wiped my palms on my jeans and knocked.
No answer—just the slow churn of my pulse, too loud in the hush between songs. I knocked again, this time louder, and heard her voice on the other side: “Just a sec!”
Shuffling. A thump. The creak of a desk chair, followed by the scent of perfume—her signature, vanilla with something sharp layered underneath, like a dare.
The door swung open and there she was. Rory. She wore a navy sweater and black leggings, hair up in a loose bun, two strands artfully framing her face. Her makeup was subtle but lethal. For a second, neither of us spoke.
“Hey,” she said, the word flat as a coin.
“Hey,” I echoed, suddenly unsure what to do with my hands.
She gave an awkward tilt of her head, then stepped aside. “Come in, I guess.”
Her room was a living museum of Rory Bennett. Twin bed with a white duvet, pillows lined up like soldiers. Desk covered in political science tomes, a MacBook humming under an arsenal of highlighters. The walls were littered with photos: her and Serena at the state debate, group shots from mixers, a faded Polaroid of me holding a science trophy, grinning like an idiot while she cackled beside me. There were Delta Omega Sigma banners, a stack of old Model UN badges, and a varsity letterman jacket that looked barely worn.
On the shelf by her window, someone had arranged trophies in ascending height order, each nameplate gleaming.
It was a lot. Too much. It was her.
She motioned at the chair by her desk. “Sit if you want. Or not.”
I sat. The seat was still warm.
Rory settled on her bed, back against the headboard, legs folded underneath her. She looked smaller than I remembered—less like the campus legend, more like the girl who used to dance barefoot on my parents’ lawn while the sprinklers ran.
“So,” she said, picking at her bracelet, “are you here to return the favor? Make me read my own mail?”
A jolt went through me. “No. But I did read them. All of them.”
She nodded, eyes locked on her hands. “Figured you would. You always did your homework.”
I watched her for a beat. She didn’t look up.
“Can I say something?” I asked, voice thick.
She huffed a laugh. “Like I could stop you.”
I took a breath. “I’m sorry, Rory. Not just for what happened at the end. I’m sorry for every time you felt alone, or ignored, or like loving me was more work than joy. I read those letters, and it was like—I’d been walking around in blackout shades, convinced I was the only one hurting. But you were there the entire time, waving flares, and I just... didn’t see you.”
Her hands froze. She looked at me, slow, defensive, eyes wary.
She tried for a smirk. “You were busy. You had a future to build. I told myself I didn’t want to be the distraction—”
“Stop,” I said, louder than I meant. “That’s not how I remember it. That’s not what you were. You were the best part of it. I just didn’t tell you enough.”
She shook her head, jaw set, but her chin quivered. “Don’t try to rewrite the past, Noah. You were always honest to a fault. That mattered. Maybe it wasn’t enough, but it wasn’t nothing.”
Slowly, carefully, I cataloged her.
“You were brave,” I said. “You did things I was afraid to even say out loud. You challenged me, made me smarter, made me want more. You never let me hide, even when I hated you for it. You showed up at every meet, every award, every dumb science fair, and even when you called me on my shit, I knew it meant you were paying attention. You never missed a game. You wore my hoodie for a month straight and pretended it was a coincidence. You laughed at my bad puns. You remembered my brother’s birthday when even I forgot it. You fought for us when I gave you nothing but second place.”
She stared at me, eyes huge, shining with something that looked a lot like grief.
I kept going, unable to stop.
“Your letters made it clear. You thought you weren’t enough, but that was never it. I was scared—of needing someone, of not being able to fix either of us. So I worked harder, thinking it’d mean something, that someday I’d have a trophy that proved I deserved you. But all you wanted was to not be left behind.”
She made a choked sound, almost a laugh. “Congratulations. You finally figured it out.”
I reached for her hand. She didn’t pull away.
“I’m sorry,” I said, steady now. “I should have told you sooner, should have seen you sooner. You weren’t just my girlfriend. You were my best friend. And I let you down.”
Her eyes glimmered, one tear sliding down her cheek, but her voice was sharp as ever. “Well, you’re only a year late. No big deal.”
A silence bloomed, not angry, just thick.
“I mean it,” I said.
She wiped her eyes with the heel of her palm, then yanked her hand away from mine, like the contact stung. “Okay. I heard you. So what, you want me to forgive you? Let you off the hook?”
“For your sake,” I said, “not mine.”
She let that sit. Her chest rose and fell, shallow. “It’s not that easy.”
I nodded. “It shouldn’t be.”
She looked away, out the window, the afternoon sun slicing a sharp line across her knees.
“It’s too late,” she said finally, barely audible. “You’re with Chloe now. You moved on. I’m happy for you. Really.”
For a second, I wanted to laugh. Not because it was funny, but because it was so textbook Rory—deny, retreat, armor up.
“It’s not too late,” I said, soft but clear. “Not unless you want it to be.”
That landed. She jerked, as if I’d touched a bruise. Her mouth opened, then closed. The silence charged up, enough to make the air taste different.
She stared at her trophy shelf, like the answer might be there.
I let her sit with it. I didn’t push, didn’t even move.
Finally, she shook her head, trying to steady her voice. “You’re something else, Mercer. Always were.”
I shrugged. “Just trying to be honest. You deserve that.”
She nodded, then let out a shaky breath that sounded like it’d been locked up since senior year.
“How do you do it?” she asked, bitter smile twisting her lips. “There’s a rumor you’re heartless, but I know better. You just never quit, do you?”
I wanted to tell her it wasn’t about winning. It was about not losing her again.
But the moment softened, the fight gone from her stare now. She wilted back against the pillows, hands loose in her lap.
“You’re an idiot,” she said, a little wonder in it.
“You dated me for two years,” I countered.
She laughed, then bit her lip to choke it down.
“What now?” she asked, brushing stray hair off her face. Her cheeks were pink, her nose red. Crying made her look younger, softer, like the old Rory that had once dared me to skinny dip in freezing creek water just to see if I’d chicken out.
“There’s a party tonight,” I said, more to say something than because it mattered. “Halloween. Chloe invited me, but you—”
Rory scoffed. “You think I’d miss the social event of the year? Please. I’m going. I have to. God forbid the queen of Delta Omega Sigma bails on a theme party.”
“Do you have a costume?” I asked, picturing her in everything from Cleopatra to gender-bent Tony Stark.
She rolled her eyes. “No. I lost the bet with Serena, so I have to wear whatever shows up in my closet. Not thrilled, but it’s better than last year’s disaster.”
I grinned. “Was that the one with the cat ears?”
She gave me a look. “Don’t even start. That tail never came off.”
We fell into a companionable silence. The emotional bleeding edge had dulled, replaced by something tentative, new.
I studied her face—wet eyes, tight jaw, the effort it took to keep her chin from shaking.
“You look good,” I said, and I meant it. “Better than I remember.”
She snorted. “You have to say that. I just ugly-cried in front of you.”
“I think you look more real now,” I said. “More like yourself.”
She blinked, then smiled, slow and genuine. “That’s the meanest compliment I’ve ever gotten.”
“It’s honest,” I replied. “I never want to go back to pretending again.”
She seemed about to say something, but a knock interrupted, a soft patter on the wood like someone didn’t want to break the spell.
For a second, we just froze, staring at the door, neither of us ready for the real world to muscle its way in. The rest of the conversation would have to wait.
But out in the hall, I could hear the distinct, bubbly giggle of Chloe Ross.
And everything inside me braced for impact.

      ***The patter on the door barely broke the silence, but it was enough to reset the room. Rory and I sat, barely breathing, both unwilling to move—like two suspects caught mid-confession.
“Come in,” Rory said, loud enough for Chloe to hear through the door.
Then the knob twisted, and there she was: Chloe Ross, in the flesh, armed with a smile that could jumpstart a failing heart.
She wore a cropped pumpkin t-shirt knotted above her waist, painted-on jeans that should’ve been illegal, and sneakers dusted with real glitter. Her hair bounced in golden waves, wild and bright, every strand perfectly wrong. The blue in her eyes locked instantly on both of us, and for a moment, the world recalibrated to her orbit.
“Oh my god, am I interrupting?” she grinned, leaning into the door frame like she owned the place. “Sorry—just figured it was safer to come say hi than to text and risk being left on read.”
Rory blinked, caught off guard. You could see her armor slip a notch.
I cleared my throat, suddenly aware of the emotional debris still littering the air.
Chloe launched herself across the room in three graceful steps and plopped down beside Rory on the bed, knees tucked under her like she belonged there.
She looked at me, then at Rory, her gaze bright and utterly unthreatened. “Am I crashing the party, or is this like, a group study vibe?”
Rory hesitated, then smirked. “Depends. Are you majoring in heartbreak this semester?”
Chloe’s laugh was pure sunshine. “Nope—minoring in happy endings. I heard there’s only one professor, though, and he’s sitting right there.”
She pointed at me, and I had to look away to keep from grinning like an idiot.
“I came to see if Rory needed anything for tonight,” Chloe said, more softly now. “But also…because I wanted to talk. Like, actual talk. Not rumor-mill, not side-eye-in-the-hallway, not ‘let’s pretend we hate each other’ talk.”
That got Rory’s attention. Her eyes narrowed, studying Chloe with a fresh wariness—as if waiting for the punchline she was sure would follow.
Chloe didn’t let her off that easy. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees, and spoke straight into the space between them.
“I know we both care about him,” Chloe said. Her words landed like butterfly knives—light, but sharp. “Maybe that doesn’t have to be a problem.”
Rory blinked. “You’re serious.”
Chloe nodded, no hesitation. “I read the handbook, babe. There was nothing in there about only one girl being allowed to love the same guy. Maybe the sorority board thinks it’s a scandal, but you know what? I don’t care. Not if it means missing out on you—or him.”
The air sparked with something new. Not jealousy, not even hope, just raw possibility.
Rory looked at me, like she expected an answer, but I wasn’t the one holding the cards now.
Chloe turned to Rory, softer. “You and I—we’re not enemies. We just…love the same man. You got there first. I got there, um, loudest? But there’s room for both. If you want it.”
Rory let out a shaky laugh. “Are you suggesting we…what, become a throuple?”
Chloe’s grin was instant mischief. “No labels. Labels are for food jars and Instagram influencers. I’m saying, tonight, we just go to the party as three friends. No drama, no weirdness. Unless you want weirdness. I’m pretty good at weird.”
Rory glanced away, her cheeks hot. For a second, I thought she’d bolt.
“I don’t know,” she hedged. “I told Chase I’d go with him. And I don’t even have a costume.”
Chloe waved her off. “Chase is a party accessory, not a requirement. If he flips out, you can blame me—everyone does eventually. As for costumes, you’re in luck.”
She leaned closer, her voice down to a conspiratorial whisper. “I maybe, sort of, definitely picked one out for you two weeks ago. In your size. With a backup, just in case you hate sequins.”
Rory’s jaw dropped. “You did not.”
Chloe beamed. “Wanna bet?”
I choked out a laugh. “You’re a little terrifying, you know that?”
“Only when I care,” she shot back, eyes dancing.
Rory stared at both of us, like the world had run a software update she wasn’t briefed on. You could see the disbelief war with something else—curiosity, maybe, or the itch of a dare.
“So…if I just say yes, I get to skip the drama and wear an actual costume to the party?”
Chloe nodded, solemn as a judge. “That’s the deal. We show up together—like, full power trio. People can talk all they want. We’ll look too good for them to keep up.”
Rory snorted, then studied her own hands. “God. You make it sound so easy.”
Chloe nudged her, shoulder to shoulder. “What’s the worst that could happen? It’s college. We’re supposed to be reckless and make terrible decisions.”
“That sounds like your brand,” Rory said.
“Own it,” Chloe fired back. “Life’s more fun when you don’t keep score.”
They shared a look—a brief flash of almost-friendship, two suspects caught in the same escape plan.
I watched them, wondering if the universe had always known it would come to this. Maybe the future had always been an open invitation, just waiting for someone bold enough to RSVP.
Rory turned to me, her expression a question mark. “You’re really okay with this?”
I looked at her, then at Chloe, and tried to be as honest as I’d ever been.
“I think it’s the best idea I’ve heard in months,” I said.
Chloe clapped her hands, triumphant. “Then it’s settled. We’re going as a set, and you—” she pointed at Rory, “—are not allowed to flake. I’ll text you what time to meet up.”
Rory shook her head, half in awe, half in resignation. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”
Chloe just smiled, slow and secret, like she was already picturing how the night would end.
“Oh, and Rory?” Chloe teased, voice gone sing-song. “You’re going to look incredible in your costume. Pink’s your color.”
Rory’s cheeks lit up, a perfect cherry red.
Chloe stood, smoothed her shirt, and shot both of us a look that said she’d won more than just the argument.
“See you tonight,” she winked, then spun out of the room, trailing laughter and the faint scent of coconut and plotting.
When the door clicked shut, silence washed over us again.
Rory stared at the floor, then back at me, her eyes wild and shining. “What the hell just happened?”
I grinned. “I think we just got adopted.”
She threw a pillow at me, but couldn’t stop herself from smiling. This time, the smile stayed.
Outside, the party was already building. Inside, everything had changed.
And for the first time in forever, it felt like that was a good thing.






  
  Chapter fifteen








Angels and Demons


If the goal was to make jaws drop, Chloe nailed it. Walking into the DOS mansion with her on my arm made me second-guess every fantasy I’d ever had about college parties. She wore a white, body-hugging bodysuit cut high on the hip, with a V-neck so deep it might as well have been a challenge to gravity. Transparent mesh sleeves dotted with sequins made her look like she’d been dusted with starlight. A pair of feathered wings curled out from her back—plush, cloud-white, five feet tip to tip—and a glowing LED halo hovered over her river of blonde hair, the entire effect one part angel, two parts pop star, and about a hundred percent fuck-me-now. 
She beamed up at me, aware of every stare. “Ready to go make some sinners jealous, baby?”
I looked down at my own getup: black jeans, combat boots, and a chest harness stitched from matte leather and chrome buckles. The wings strapped to my shoulders were black as slate, the feathers stiff and arching like I’d stolen them from a fallen angel with unfinished business. Chloe had spent twenty minutes that afternoon distressing my halo with cigarette ash and silver paint, and now it hung at a devil-may-care tilt, taped above my head by what barely counted as physics.
She adjusted my buckle, smoothing her hands over my chest, and grinned. “You look criminal.”
“You’re not worried we’ll get booted for upstaging the whole lineup?” I said, already knowing the answer.
“Oh, I’m counting on it,” she winked, then pulled me up the last step and into the chaos.
The living room was another planet. Pumpkin lanterns hung from the ceiling, faces grinning devilishly in every direction, casting flickering shadows across walls painted with gold Greek letters. Colored lights strobed through the glass doors that led to the stone terrace. Someone had replaced all the bulbs in the chandeliers with blacklight LEDs, so the white parts of Chloe’s costume glowed like radioactive snow, and every smile in the place looked a little too hungry.
Of course, the first person to spot us was Brooke. She stood on the edge of the makeshift dance floor, her flame-red hair pulled into a high ponytail that snapped like a whip every time she turned her head. She wore a black latex catsuit—painted on, unzipped to her navel, cleavage on full display, with a crimson tail pinned above the curve of her perfect ass. A pair of cat ears (also black, naturally) perched on her head. She prowled the room barefoot, nails painted oxblood red, sipping some neon drink from a cup shaped like a skull.
Brooke took one look at us and howled with laughter, striding over like a runway model who could bench press my entire future.
“Mercer!” she called, voice slicing through the music. “Didn’t know you had it in you. Fuck, look at those wings. Chloe, can I borrow him later? I promise I’ll keep his halo dirty.”
Chloe blew her a kiss. “He’s got stamina. Just don’t break anything we can’t glue back on.”
Brooke flashed her eyes at me, pure mischief. “You’re lucky to have her,” she said, dropping her hand possessively to my arm and squeezing. “If I had to pick the hottest couple in the room, it’d be you two by a mile. But don’t relax. I plan on stealing a dance or three before the night’s over.”
She spun off into the swarm, hips rolling like she owned the floor—and maybe she did.
Next up was Ren, floating in from the kitchen with a cup of black coffee and a plate of gummy worms she’d commandeered from the punch bowl. Her costume was pure Ren: oversized white button-down shirt splattered with rainbow paint, black leggings, and a tie-dye beret perched on her head at a deliberately impossible angle. Her left cheek had a dab of metallic gold paint, and her hands were already streaked from finger food and, I guessed, actual paint. She caught my eye and grinned.
“Nice wings,” she deadpanned. “Especially the existential crisis they seem to carry.”
She looked me up and down. “I approve. Fallen angel is a better vibe for you than ‘scholarship golden boy.’”
Chloe giggled and nudged me. “Wait until you see her painting from last week. She turned you into a Greek god. Or maybe a Greek cautionary tale.”
Ren shrugged one shoulder, eyes glinting. “Why not both?” Then, without asking, she picked a bit of lint from my sleeve and popped a gummy worm in her mouth. “You two are breaking hearts tonight. Walk together, or the crowd will eat you alive.”
She drifted away, leaving a faint scent of turpentine and lemon in her wake.
Chloe and I pressed on, weaving past a gaggle of junior sisters in matching “sexy nurse” getups, the sound system punching out synth bass hard enough to make my teeth vibrate. Every ten feet, someone stopped Chloe to air-kiss her cheeks or demand a selfie. She basked in it, linking our fingers together, making it clear to the whole damn house who she’d brought tonight.
We found Mia leaning against the grand piano in the lounge, stroking the rim of a wineglass as she chatted with a trio of underclassmen. Her angelic blue eyes flashed under gold mask makeup, and her costume was exactly what I should have expected—silk wrap-dress in midnight blue, cleaving to every curve; her hourglass body poured into the fabric like it was painted on. Real peacock feathers fanned from her hair, and she wore a necklace made of what looked like tiny potion vials—probably just aromatherapy, but on Mia, it looked like a talisman.
She turned as we approached, instantly zeroing in on Chloe’s wings. “You’re luminous,” Mia said, reaching out to fluff one of Chloe’s feathers. “I’m jealous. Can I borrow your stylist next year?”
“Only if you promise to style me in return,” Chloe fired back, hugging her. “You look incredible. Like, villainess but in a ‘save the world’ way.”
Mia’s gaze ticked to me, lingering. She smiled, sweet and sultry. “Noah. Black wings suit you.”
I felt the blood rise to my cheeks. “Thanks. You pull off mysterious enchantress pretty damn well yourself.”
She looked pleased, eyes lingering on mine a little longer than necessary. “Don’t let Brooke drag you out of sight,” Mia warned. “She’s already been plotting.”
Chloe smirked. “I’m counting on it.”
We left Mia to her admirers and navigated to the edge of the conservatory, where a blast of cold air from the open balcony made my skin prickle. Serena stood there, alone, looking out at the moonlit lawn and the edge of the Pacific beyond. Her costume was minimalist, but stunning: floor-length ivory gown, slitted up the thigh, cinched at the waist with braided gold cord. Her hair was a waterfall of honey-blonde waves, and she wore a crown of golden olive leaves, a modern Athena made for the cover of Vogue. No props, no fake weapons—just grace, and the cool, unapproachable calm Serena wore like a second skin.
I hesitated, but Chloe dragged me forward.
Serena turned, saw us, and smiled—soft, almost secretive. “You two outshine the décor,” she said, voice low and amused. “And that’s saying something. Did you see the jack-o’-lanterns in the bathroom?”
Chloe laughed. “I heard Brooke carved one with Mia’s cleavage. It’s Instagram famous already.”
Serena rolled her eyes, but her smile widened. “Of course she did. I suppose I’ll have to outdo her next year.” She let her gaze linger on me, just a second longer than polite. “You clean up well, Noah.”
Chloe pressed close, her hand now resting on my lower back, high on pride and mischief. “Can I just say, your dress is illegal in forty-eight states? Including California.”
Serena dipped her head, accepting the compliment, then lifted her drink in a toast. “To the only fallen angel on campus who can keep up with our Chloe.”
I clinked her glass, a little stunned by her sincerity. “Thanks. You look…” words failed. “You look unreal.” I meant it.
She looked genuinely pleased, the gold at her temples catching the light. “Enjoy the party, you two.”
We retreated, Chloe squeezing my hand as we moved back inside, her wings brushing my bare arms with every step. I couldn’t count the number of eyes following us. By now, the party was in full tilt. Even the faculty chaperones had retreated to the kitchen, and the main hall vibrated with a hundred different conversations, each louder than the last.
We barely made it three feet before Brooke reappeared, this time with a drink for each of us. She forced a cup into my hand, then stood so close I could smell the peppery kick of her perfume. “Drink,” she commanded. “It’s forbidden to be sober at a DOS event. Might as well be a nun.”
She sized up Chloe. “Did you see those twins from Alpha Chi? They’re about to lose their minds over your wings.”
“I’ll sign autographs later,” Chloe laughed, sipping her punch.
Brooke nudged me, her eyes sharp. “I’m serious, Mercer. Don’t let any of the Ashbourne crew corner you tonight. They’re not as subtle as we are.”
I raised a brow. “You think I can’t handle a couple of frat boys in polyester capes?”
She flashed her teeth. “I think you’d trounce them. But I’d rather watch you work the room. You’re better at it than you think.”
I snorted, but the compliment landed.
Brooke’s gaze flicked between me and Chloe, softened just for a second. “You two look good together. Like, actually good. I like it.”
Chloe’s grip on my waist tightened. “We aim to please.”
Brooke just laughed, then melted back into the crowd, her tail and her hips drawing every eye.
We’d barely had time to process before a new wave of noise cut through—the door to the patio swinging wide, and a crowd of guys from Ashbourne Tech storming inside, all varsity jackets and wolf masks and oversized egos. At the front of the pack, perfectly unbothered, was Evan Ross.
The Ross sisters’ brother, Evan, looked exactly the same as he had at Ashbourne: tall, tousled hair, slightly crooked smile, and eyes that always seemed to know the punchline before you delivered it. He wore faded jeans and a NASA jumpsuit, costume obviously chosen last minute, but he made it look authentic. He spotted us instantly and steered through the sea of bodies, beer in hand.
“Well, shit,” Evan said, eyes sweeping over my wings, then landing on Chloe. “If it isn’t my two favorite power-couple nerds. You guys coordinating costumes now? I’m impressed.”
Chloe beamed. “Someone had to raise the bar, big brother.”
Evan nodded, then stuck out his fist for a quick bump. “You two look good together.” Then, to me, voice lower: “Seriously. About damn time, Mercer.”
I felt my face heat, but Chloe just leaned in, dropping her head to my shoulder so her halo blinked at Evan like a traffic signal.
Evan winked at her, then jerked his chin toward the kitchen, where a cluster of Ashbourne dudes were already trying to out-drink Brooke. “I’d hang out, but I’m responsible for keeping those idiots alive tonight. Pray for me.”
He pivoted, but not before giving me a genuine look—support, pride, maybe even relief. Then the crowd swallowed him whole, leaving us blinking in the sudden lull.
Chloe turned to me, eyes dancing. “You realize this is the most fun I’ve had all year?”
“Even better than the time we crashed Serena’s neurobio study group?” I deadpanned.
She laughed so hard she almost dropped her halo. “I’m serious. If I died in the middle of this party, I’d die happy.”
“I’d rather you didn’t,” I said, looping my arm around her waist.
She shimmied closer, her body pressed into mine, wings half-wrapped around us like a cocoon. “Good. Then don’t let go.”
Around us, the party ramped up by the minute. The music shifted to something with more bass, and the sorority house blurred into a fever dream of wings, horns, glitter, and too many cocktails. Every time Chloe dipped her head, her hair caught the blacklight, casting her in a supernatural glow. Across the room, Ren posed for pics with the art majors, Mia accepted drinks from rival houses with a politician’s poise, and Serena held court in the conservatory, somehow untouched by the chaos.
Brooke and her latex bodysuit dominated the dance floor, and—no surprise—she was the only one wild enough to crowd-surf in four-inch heels.
Even as the night blurred forward, I kept catching flashes of Chloe’s smile—the way her cheeks dimpled when she laughed, the way she pressed her thigh against mine like she wanted to anchor me to her side forever. She never let go of my hand, not once, and every time she pulled me through a new conversation, she made sure everyone knew exactly who I belonged to.
We drifted from room to room, sampling drinks, making cameos, deflecting nosy questions about our “couple goals” Halloween. The more I relaxed, the more I realized: I liked being seen this way. With her. It felt right.
With every hour, the energy sharpened—darker, hotter, anticipation building like the static before a thunderstorm.
I didn’t know what would happen next, but I felt ready for it.
Chloe must have, too, because every time our eyes met, she looked at me like we were sharing a secret the rest of the world would sell their souls to know.
We ended up back at the edge of the living room, wings battered, drinks mostly drained, and breathless from laughing at a string of party games Chloe kept winning by pure force of personality.
She peered up at me, cheeks flushed, lips slick with sangria. “You think we’ve made enough of a scene?”
I glanced around—at the stares, the whispers, the way every group seemed to clock our every move. “If we tried any harder, we’d be trending on campus Twitter.”
She grinned, then stood on tiptoe, raking her nails up the muscle of my arm, lips brushing my ear. “Good. Maybe they’ll remember us long enough to forget about the drama when Rory gets here.”
I could tell she was nervous beneath the showmanship, but she hid it better than anyone I’d ever known.
I pulled her in, just for a second, so our bodies pressed perfectly together—halo to halo, wingtip to wingtip.
“Nothing to worry about,” I told her. “We own this place.”
She shivered, but her laughter was pure mischief. “We do, don’t we?”
In the corner of my eye, I saw the front door swing open, and the energy in the room shifted—like a physical charge, all eyes swiveling toward the entry.
I knew, before I even turned, who had just arrived.

      ***The door didn’t just open; it detonated.
Rory stepped through, and every eye in the place snapped to her, oxygen sucked out of the room with a single, collective gasp. She wore a devil getup that managed to weaponize every curve of her body—a red vinyl bodysuit cut higher than a swimsuit, with a bustier that made the most of her flawless chest, hips hugged by a matching skirt so tight it looked painted on. The tail—a slender, glittery thing—swished behind her as she walked, and the horns, crimson and glossy, gleamed under the strobe lights like the promise of sin.
If you looked up “forbidden” in the campus dictionary, there’d be a picture of Rory in this outfit.
She stalked in—heels clicking, cheeks lit up, hair wild and glossy—like she’d been born for this party. Every step radiated confidence, but her eyes darted, scanning for trouble. Chase was right behind, quarterback shoulders straining the sleeves of his “Satan’s Varsity” tee, face clenched in a smile that could’ve cut glass.
I watched the scene in slow motion, a thousand memories flickering behind her like a parade of ghosts. But even nostalgia couldn’t keep pace with the way she looked tonight—dangerous, dazzling, and maybe just a little desperate to prove she could outshine her own myth.
Rory zeroed in on Chloe, whose angel wings were still the main event. The rest of the party faded away as the two locked eyes—history, rivalry, and something more electric swirling between them. Without hesitation, Rory threaded her arm through the crowd, and suddenly Chloe and the devil herself were hugging, tight and full-body, like best friends reunited at the gates of hell.
“Damn, girl,” Chloe breathed, eyes wide. “You look—I mean, off the charts.”
Rory’s smile went real, lighting her whole face. “Shut up. If I had your legs, I’d be in jail right now.”
They laughed, and even I felt the heat. For a heartbeat, it was just the two of them—former enemies, now complicit in something nobody in this house could quite name.
Then Chase crashed the reunion.
He shouldered up, beer in one hand, the other already curled into a fist. “So you’re the reason she’s been acting weird,” he barked, voice pitched just shy of a threat. He stepped into me, chest pressed to my wings, all the social posturing the Ashbourne locker room could buy.
If intimidation was the game, he’d practiced. But I’d survived worse.
Before I could even square up, Rory threw herself between us—fast and smooth, hand on Chase’s chest, nails digging just enough to make a point.
“He’s my friend, Chase. Back off.”
The words were soft, but she could’ve drawn blood with the edge in her tone. Half the room went dead silent.
Chase glared down at her, jaw flexing. For a second, I thought he’d go nuclear—wreck the party, punch a hole in the wall, or at least try to flatten me in front of Chloe. But even bruisers know when they’re outnumbered.
He pulled away, stalking off toward the kitchen and leaving a vapor trail of testosterone in his wake.
Everyone exhaled at once.
Rory swayed in her heels, breath shuddering with the leftover adrenaline, then turned to me, a lock of hair stuck to her lip. “Sorry,” she whispered, just for me. “He’s impossible, but he won’t do anything here. Not with everyone watching.”
I shrugged, letting her off the hook. “You handled him.”
She laughed, sharp and sudden. “You think I’d let him wreck my entrance? Not a chance.”
Chloe pressed closer, her halo glowing in the dark. “You know, if the party had a vote for hottest costume, it’d be a three-way tie right now.”
Rory gave her a look—heat, challenge, and something almost vulnerable. “Let’s raise the stakes.”
I saw what she meant. Hands trembling a little, she reached past Chloe for a shot from the drink tray. “To new beginnings,” Rory said, tossing her head back and drinking it in one. “And to not letting old shit ruin good parties.”
Chloe grabbed a shot, matched her, and I followed suit, the cheap tequila igniting a three-way collision behind my teeth.
From there, the night turned hyperreal.
Rory clung to our orbit, never straying more than a foot from me or Chloe. She matched us drink for drink, sparkle for sparkle, her devil tail flicking whenever she laughed. Every so often, she’d slide her arm around my waist, or lean into Chloe for a photo—always closer, always a little more daring than the last time.
Chloe loved it. She lit up at the attention, melting every time Rory complimented her wings, or dared her to try a cherry from her drink by mouth only. Yeah, that happened. In public.
Brooke, ever the queen of the party, swooped by to declare us the “hottest triangle this side of the underworld.” Mia offered gentle smiles and a steadying hand when the drinks swung too hard. Ren, who’d apparently switched to absinthe, painted devil horns on Chloe with a marker during one lull, earning cheers from everyone at the bar.
Serena didn’t join in the chaos, but she watched us with a knowing smile, sipping her champagne and whispering to the girls nearby. If she had bets on how the night would end, she was keeping her money close.
Chase watched from across the room, his mood souring by the hour. When he wasn’t pounding beers with the Ashbourne boys, he was glowering at Rory—watching her with Chloe and me, seeing the way she drifted further and further out of his gravity. Even when two girls from Zeta tried chatting him up, his eyes never left us.
It was almost funny, if you ignored the vein pulsing in his forehead.
With every round, Rory got bolder. She teased Chloe about her “naughty angel” vibe, tracing the feathery wing tips with slow, lingering fingers. She pressed her boobs to my arm for party pics, or “accidentally” adjusted my halo whenever it started to slip. The line between performance and something deeper blurred, until everyone around us started to get the picture: this wasn’t a love triangle; it was a collision.
The party boiled around us, but time warped—hours collapsed into minutes. With every shot, every dare, every inside joke, the tension built. Chloe started calling us “Team Afterlife.” Rory flirted with me, then Chloe, then both of us at once, and it was genuinely impossible to tell if she preferred one or the other. Maybe she just craved the way we made her feel: alive, wanted, untouchable.
We ended up on the dance floor, sandwiched between couples and half-costumed randos, Chloe in front of me, Rory pressed to my back. The music pounded, a single heartbeat for the whole house. Rory leaned in, breath hot at my ear.
“You know who’s watching us?”
“Everyone?” I said, not even pretending to hide my grin.
“Exactly,” Rory whispered, and nipped my earlobe—playful, but charged.
Chloe spun, caught my mouth in a kiss, and I heard the girls at the edge of the dance floor shriek in delight. I half expected the walls to come down, but instead, it just revved us higher.
More dancing. More shots. The lines between bodies and boundaries got thinner as the night waned.
By the time the party started to wind down, the entire house knew something was up. Even the upperclassmen who thought they’d seen every scandal began clustering near us, waiting for the next wild thing to drop.
Chase was still drinking, but he’d moved from rage to wounded pride. His friends hovered, but nobody dared step in.
Rory, for her part, was fully one of us now. She hung off my arm, hair wild, horns askew, a flush in her cheeks and a sly smile that said she was about to do something epic.
I glanced at Chloe. She looked back, eyes bright, lips parted, and I saw her pulse go wild at her throat.
This was no longer just a party.
It was a prelude.
And everyone in the house knew it.
Even Chase.
Especially Chase.

      ***As midnight crawled closer, the crowd thinned, bodies spilling out onto the moonlit lawn or upstairs in pairs. The music faded to a background thump, but inside our little circle, the tension was louder than ever.
Rory took one last shot—vodka, by the look of it—then set the glass down with a click that echoed through the emptying room. She looked at me, then Chloe, then back to me.
“You ready for trouble?” she whispered.
Chloe grinned. “Babe, we brought trouble.”
Rory’s devil tail flicked. “Good. Because there’s no going back.”
Something about the way she said it set every nerve in my body on high alert. Across the party, Chase rose from his chair, a storm brewing in his eyes.
I knew what was coming.
But for once, I didn’t flinch.
I just kept my eyes on the girls—one wrapped in white, the other in blood red, both of them mine for the taking.
Whatever came next, we’d face it together.
And every single soul in Delta Omega Sigma was going to remember tonight.
Hell, they’d be talking about it for years.

      ***Maybe Chase had waited for the party to empty out so he could play the tough guy in private, but the moment he stomped up to us, everyone left within earshot froze anyway. Rory had just poured herself a last drink—didn’t even take a sip before Chase snatched her wrist, grip white-knuckle tight.
“We’re done here,” he barked, voice slurred but dead serious. “Let’s go.”
Rory didn’t budge. If anything, she straightened, her horns gleaming in the lamp glow, her mouth set in a perfect, dangerous line.
“No,” she said, voice pure calm. “I’m staying. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
Chase blinked, anger flushing his cheeks. “You’re kidding.” He looked from her to me, and back, as if maybe his night would reset if he just willed it hard enough.
Rory’s eyes never left his. “We’ll talk. Tomorrow.”
For a second, it seemed like he might drag her out anyway, but something in her—steel, or pride, or maybe just the exhaustion of years—made him let go.
He stalked for the front door, slammed it so hard the stained glass rattled, and that was it.
Rory let out a long, silent breath, then glanced at me and Chloe. Her look said it all: Let’s go.
We didn’t bother with goodbyes. The rest of the party had already faded into a memory—just muted music, a couple of beer bottles rolling in the hall, and the distant whoops of the seriously reckless on the back terrace.
Chloe led the way, grabbing my hand, her glowing halo tilted from all the dancing but still shining like a promise.
We slipped up the main staircase—her, then me, then Rory trailing quiet and dark as a moon shadow. The suite was on the top floor, tucked behind a double door that looked like it belonged in an upscale LA hotel. Inside: pale blue walls, a huge bed with enough throw pillows to fortify a fortress, a leather sofa, bathroom big enough for a football team, and balcony doors cracked open to let in the night air. The faint smell of vanilla and spent fireworks drifted in from below, with just a hint of the ocean.
Chloe closed the door, locked it, and turned. All the party bravado was gone; what was left was hunger, pure and predatory, lashed with nerves. Her wings flared, catching the ceiling lights, and the bodysuit she wore was so tight I could trace every line of her body without even touching her.
Rory leaned against the wall, devil horns still on, cheeks flushed, eyes pegged to the floor. She looked up, saw me watching her, and in one fluid motion, crossed the room and planted herself in front of me.
“Is this crazy?” she breathed, words a pulse between us.
“Yeah,” I said, “but we’re doing it anyway.”
Chloe was already peeling out of her costume—undoing the snap at her shoulder, not quite stripping, just enough to let one wing slip free and expose the flawless curve of her back. Her halo blinked with every movement, and her skin, golden and smooth, made my hands stupid with want.
She grabbed me by the collar and kissed me—hard, tongue already in my mouth, grinding her hips against my cock through the thin stretch of my black jeans. Rory watched, lips parted, hands curled in at her thighs. She looked torn between watching and pouncing.
Chloe broke the kiss, eyes wild. “You want her,” she said, voice gone low. “Show me.”
I let the words hit. She wanted to see. She wanted everything.
I turned to Rory. She stepped in, pressing her body to mine, hair wild, her devil horns crashing softly into my battered halo. She wore the tiniest red thong under her skirt, nothing else, her breasts perfect and full in the tight top. I took her face in my hand and kissed her, at first tentative, but when I felt her hands dig into my biceps, I found the old rhythm: mouths devouring, tongues tangling, old fever coming back like a summer wildfire.
Chloe circled us, her own body impossibly hot, her hand trailing down my spine, then between Rory’s legs, stroking her through the thin fabric.
“She’s soaked,” Chloe moaned. “God, you two—you’re killing me.”
Rory pulled off her horns and tossed them aside, then cupped my cock through my jeans, squeezing just enough to make me groan. She dropped to her knees, dragging me down so she could undo my pants, her fingers deft, eager, greedy.
She freed my cock, eyes shining, and wrapped her lips around the head, swirling her tongue as she looked up at me, both devotion and challenge. Chloe dropped next to her, wings splaying out as she pressed her chest into my thigh, watching Rory suck me with a raw, hungry fascination.
Rory bobbed her head, spit shining my shaft, her hand twisting at the base. Chloe reached in, sliding her palm alongside Rory’s, and together they stroked me—one hand pale and electric, the other darker, nails painted scandal red. The sight was almost too much.
Rory let Chloe take over, and Chloe licked along my length, feathering kisses up the shaft, then swallowing me as deep as she could. She moaned, the sound vibrating all the way to my toes. Rory played with Chloe’s hair, lips grazing her cheek, eyes flickering between us.
“You like watching her do it?” I asked Rory, and she shivered, nodding.
“It’s hot,” she whispered. “She’s perfect.”
Chloe only grinned, mouth full, then popped off to catch her breath. “Not perfect. Just obsessed.”
She kissed Rory, a mix of tongues and need, then they traded places—Rory swallowing my cock, Chloe teasing the tip with her tongue. They played with me, with each other, until my knees almost gave out. I pulled them both up, unable to wait any longer.
“Bed,” I ordered, and both girls scrambled onto the covers, wings and tails askew, laughing and breathless.
I stripped the rest of the way, then crawled up between them. Rory’s devil outfit was barely hanging on; I peeled off the top, freeing her gorgeous breasts, high and tight, nipples flushed and begging. Chloe lay next to her, bodysuit peeled down to her waist, tits soft and perfect, halo still somehow glowing.
I watched as they kissed—Chloe’s lips on Rory’s, slow at first, then deeper, hotter, hands exploring. Rory moaned, hips rolling, devil tail coiling around Chloe’s leg. The sight made me harder than ever.
I knelt over Rory, cock pressed between her tits, and she squeezed them together for me, smothering my shaft in velvet heat. Chloe watched, playing with her own nipples, then lifted her chest so I could slide between both pairs—angel and devil, soft and tight, pushing me to the edge.
“Fuck, that’s good,” I growled, thrusting between them, every sensation dialed up to eleven.
Rory reached down, guiding me to her pussy, already gleaming and ready. I lined up, and with one slow push, slid deep inside her. She arched her back, nails scoring my skin, a cry ripping from her lungs.
Chloe hovered next to us, stroking Rory’s cheek, then kissed her, tongues tangling as I fucked Rory, hard and slow at first, then faster. Feathers brushed my back, Chloe’s fingers everywhere—on my hip, on Rory’s clit, stroking us both.
Rory clamped down, the velvet crush of her pussy almost too much. Her heels dug into the backs of my thighs, and her voice went wild—little gasps, then “God, yes, Noah—harder—please—”
Chloe moaned encouragement, her own hand slipping between her legs. Watching me fuck Rory was the best aphrodisiac she’d ever tasted. Her eyes rolled back as she rubbed herself, matching our rhythm, heels digging into the sheets.
I shifted, pulling out of Rory to slide into Chloe. She’d never been wetter, the heat of her squeezing every inch of me as soon as I pressed inside. Chloe’s thighs locked around my waist, her wings trembling on the sheets, and she screamed when I bottomed out, her pussy spasming around me.
“Baby, baby, oh my god—yes, don’t stop—please—”
I hammered her, fast and relentless, then pulled back out, dizzy with need, to push back into Rory. The three of us tangled—me taking turns between their slick, perfect bodies, Chloe and Rory writhing together, sometimes making out, sometimes grabbing and stroking and begging.
Rory’s clit was swollen and desperate; Chloe played with it while I fucked her, and it sent Rory right over. She came hard, screaming into Chloe’s neck, nails grabbing anything she could reach, pussy milking my cock like she never wanted to let go.
The sight set Chloe off. She came, too, gushing around my cock, wings flapping, voice gone hoarse as she moaned my name in broken fragments.
“Fuck, Noah—don’t stop, please, yes, oh god, I need—”
I kept going, swapping back and forth, my cock slick with both of them, feathers and hair and sweat sticking to my chest. The girls couldn’t get enough of each other—Chloe sucking Rory’s nipples, Rory licking between Chloe’s legs while I took her from behind.
I lost track of how long we kept at it. Every new configuration was hotter than the last—Chloe on all fours, halo askew, as I slid into her from behind while Rory straddled her face and rode her tongue; or Rory pinned under me, devil tail tangled in the sheets, Chloe perched on my chest, legs spread, fingers buried in herself as she watched me fuck her rival-turned-lover.
It was everything we’d promised and more: sweat, moans, wings and horns, every bit of pleasure multiplied by three.
At the end—when I was sure I couldn’t hold back another second—Chloe wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled my mouth to her ear.
“Finish inside her,” she whispered, voice desperate. “I want to watch you fill her up.”
Chloe’s words detonated whatever filament of control I might’ve been holding onto. She said it, and in the saying, something animal in me took the leash and ran.
I lined up, the head of my cock so slick it nearly slid off course, then pressed in—slow at first, savoring the stretch, then all at once, deep, flush, every inch buried inside Rory’s soaking heat. She came alive underneath me, the muscles in her thighs quivering, her pretty face twisting with shock and pleasure. Her fingers clamped onto my biceps, nails scoring in little crescents, but she didn’t want me slow, didn’t want ceremony; she wanted it savage, and her hips met every thrust with a feral, frantic answer.
Chloe was there too, right at my side, her halo bobbing and catching the light as she tangled her fingers in my hair and pressed her lips to my neck, my jaw, my ear, whispering encouragement, filth, poetry. Her breasts slid against my arm, the tips hard from the air and the friction; her whole body was alight with vicarious lust, her own hand sliding down to slick circles between her thighs as she watched me fuck Rory with a hunger that bordered on religious.
Rory’s cries crescendoed, each one less human and more elemental, her hands grasping at the sheets, her devil horns long since abandoned, her hair matted to her forehead. She clutched at Chloe’s hand, pulled it to her mouth, bit down on the base of her thumb to muffle the sound as her first orgasm hit, legs twitching, then locking tight around my hips.
But I didn’t stop. Chloe urged me on, murmuring, “That’s it—harder—don’t let her come down,” and I obeyed, rutting into Rory so deep I thought I could touch the heart of her. The bed rocked. The headboard banged a staccato rhythm against the pale blue wall. Out on the street, someone screamed “Happy Halloween!” and I almost laughed, except my chest was too tight and the only thing in my head was the animal need to keep going, to claim, to finish.
Rory came again, a wilder, messier orgasm that left streaks of tears down her cheeks. Her voice broke, and she shook her head as if she couldn’t believe any of this was real.
It was too much. I was right there, right on the edge. Chloe must have seen it in my eyes because she leaned in, her lips brushing my ear as she whispered, “Don’t hold back. I want to see you let go.”
Maybe it was the way her voice shook. Maybe it was the sight of Rory—her enemy, her rival, her friend—being wracked to pieces and loving every second. Or maybe it was just the months of wanting, the memories of Ashbourne, the fucked-up triangle of hope and regret that had led all three of us to this bed, this moment, these overlapping bodies and lives.
I snapped.
My orgasm hit like a car crash. I buried myself in Rory, the base of my cock jammed against her soaked, spasming pussy, and I came so hard my vision went dark at the edges. I could feel every spurt inside her, every clench and pulse, and Rory’s body milked me for every drop. The noise—my noise—was swallowed up by Chloe, who kissed me deep, greedy, dragging my bottom lip between her teeth as I trembled through the aftershocks.
When it was over, I collapsed, barely able to hold my own weight. I slid down between the two of them, sandwiching Rory and Chloe together, letting the sweat and the ache and the glow of it all settle over us like a blanket.
Nobody moved. Nobody said a word.
We just breathed, letting the world settle.
And then, as if on cue, Chloe started to laugh—soft at first, then wild, her halo blinking in the dark.
She buried her face in my chest, still shaking, and whispered, “God, I love you both.”
Rory pressed close, her devil horns long gone, but the mischief in her eyes brighter than ever. She curled her arms around Chloe’s waist and held tight, letting her guard drop for the first time all night.
We stayed that way for a long time, the noise of the party miles below, secrets safe behind locked doors.
Three bodies, one bed, zero regrets.
If this was chaos, I never wanted calm again.

      ***The world was a haze of sweat, perfume, and heat when I finally opened my eyes. Some song from two hours ago still rung through the floorboards, but here in the suite, it was just breathing, slow and steady, and the gentle weight of limbs tangled up in mine.
Chloe was draped across my chest, blonde hair messier than I’d ever seen, halo crumpled against her cheek like a broken crown. Rory was at my side, devil horns skewed on the pillow, one thigh thrown over my legs as if she couldn’t stand letting go, even in sleep. The sheets were a wreck—angel wings, devil tail, feathers and sequins everywhere—like we’d survived a party at the end of time.
For a long moment, none of us spoke. Just exhaled. Just existed.
Chloe broke the silence first, her hand finding Rory’s across my stomach. She laced their fingers, then whispered, “This feels right. Doesn’t it?”
Rory nodded into the pillow, eyes flickering. “Yeah. It does.” Then she started to laugh, the sound smaller, more real than anything from the night before. “But it’s going to send tremors through this place. The rumors are going to eat us alive.”
Chloe grinned, lifting her face to mine. “Let them. I am so done hiding. But we should probably, I don’t know…not make out in the kitchen at breakfast?”
“Agreed,” I said. “Discretion. Until we’ve figured out the next move.”
Rory sighed, rolling onto her back. She stared at the ceiling for a second, then glanced from Chloe to me and back. “Chase is going to lose his mind. And the board—if they find out, we’re all on trial.”
Chloe shrugged. “Chase is already on another planet. As for the board? They only care about what goes viral. Unless someone’s live-tweeting us right now, we’re safe. For a while.”
I traced lazy circles on the back of Chloe’s hand, then reached across to brush the hair from Rory’s eyes. “We just don’t give them ammunition. The rest…we figure it out. Together.”
Rory smiled, slow and sad and genuine. “You know, a year ago I would’ve bet every dollar I had that I’d never be in bed with both of you on the same night.” She shook her head, devil horns sliding off the pillow. “Life’s a bitch. But sometimes she knows what you want.”
Chloe stretched, her bare leg gliding up my side, and she giggled. “We’re not exactly subtle, are we?” She looked at the disaster of wings, feathers, and ruined accessories littering the bed. “If the house didn’t know before, it will when they see this mess.”
“I’ll clean up,” I volunteered, but Chloe just kissed my jaw.
“Don’t you dare. I want to remember this exactly as it is.”
For the next few minutes, we lay in silence, the three of us breathing in sync, letting the comfort and calm finally catch up. The adrenaline had faded, replaced by the warm, silvery afterglow of being exactly where I belonged.
Eventually, Chloe nestled into my shoulder, heavy and content, and Rory tucked herself beneath my arm, her head on my chest. Their hands intertwined on my stomach, angel and devil, neither letting go.
“We keep it secret—just us,” Rory whispered. “At least for now.”
I nodded. “Our terms. Our timing.”
Chloe echoed, “Our story.”
Somewhere outside, the sun started its slow climb over the Pacific. Light crept through the balcony door, painting everything in pink and silver, making halos out of even the shadows.
We drifted off that way—three together in a bed built for three, chaos and truth and hope and everything in between.
Let the world talk. Let the house guess.
We’d write the ending ourselves.
And maybe, just maybe, it would be worth every risk.






  
  Chapter sixteen








Confrontations


The Coastal Research Bridge was empty except for us, our shadows stretched in front of us by the low angle of the sun. The wind snapped at Chloe’s hair, making it shine like gold wire. My hand swallowed hers, but she never let me pull ahead—she matched my stride, hips brushing with every third or fourth step, as if we were already in sync and always had been. 
The ocean below was alive—slamming the rocks, spitting mist that made the glass panels fog at ankle height. The bridge shuddered occasionally, not enough to feel dangerous, just enough to remind you that you were suspended between two worlds: tradition on one end, chaos on the other, and nothing but air and science keeping you from a two-hundred-foot drop.
Chloe grinned at me, that just-for-me smile that made it feel like nothing else existed. “Did you ever think we’d end up here?” she said, voice half-laugh, half-dare. She leaned into my arm, letting her hair whip across both our faces before tucking it behind her ear. “Like, last year, would you have bet money on us being the drama?”
“I can’t even make the math work on that,” I said. “Statistically, this shouldn’t exist.”
She beamed, her thumb tracing lazy circles on my palm. “But it does. Feels kinda like we hacked the universe, honestly.”
She let go just long enough to skip to the next panel, arms out, balancing. The sun hit her at the perfect angle, turning her into pure light against the sea-glass blue.
“You know, it’s funny,” she said, spinning back. “Last night—I thought maybe we’d all wake up and regret it. Like, the universe would snap back and be like ‘Noah, you were just dreaming, you doofus.’ But…it didn’t. You’re still here. Is that weird?”
I shook my head, watching her feet—a dancer’s feet, strong and sure, toes flexing when she hit the seam in the glass. “It’s not weird,” I said. “It’s…staggering.” I let the word hang, ripe with all the things I couldn’t say in public.
She slowed, falling back in beside me, her arm winding around my waist this time. “You think they’ll find out?” she whispered, meaning the house, the board, the entire rumor-factory that ran this town.
“They’ll find out,” I said. “But not today.”
She nodded, satisfied. “Good. I want you to myself, just a little longer.”
We paused at the midpoint, where the glass bulged wide to give a panorama of the cliffs and the surf below. I braced my hands on the rail, feeling her warmth at my side, letting the wind sandblast away everything leftover from before.
There was a sort of peace in the hush—the two of us, suspended between sky and sea, nothing but the low hiss of waves and the click of our shoes. If the world was going to end, this was where I’d want the last scene to play out.
Chloe tucked her head into my shoulder, breathing deep. “You smell like sex,” she giggled, voice muffled. “And coconut. You’re so on-brand it hurts.”
I almost smiled, but there was a catch in her tone—something softer, more uncertain. “You good?”
She turned, blue eyes bright and honest. “I’m better than good. I’m perfect. I just—” She leaned in, lips brushing my ear. “I saw Rory last night. And you. Together. It was…hot, but also kind of real? Like, I didn’t expect to care as much as I did. Not in a jealous way. In a proud way. That’s crazy, right?”
“Not crazy,” I said, keeping my voice low so the wind wouldn’t steal it. “You make it possible to want more than one thing at once.”
She sucked in a breath, her lashes tangling for a moment as she tried to find her footing emotionally. “Just so you know,” she said, “I’m not going anywhere. Even if it gets messy. Especially then.”
I squeezed her hand in answer, letting the pressure say what I couldn’t.
We stood there for another minute, savoring the illusion that this bridge belonged to us, that the future could be as simple as choosing which campus to walk toward.
Then, like a bad glitch in the simulation, I heard heavy footsteps behind us—fast, angry, not bothering with the echo.
I turned.
Chase Walker stormed onto the glass span, all broad chest and football rage, varsity jacket creaking at the seams. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days—eyes bloodshot, jaw dark with stubble, lips twisted in disgust.
He blocked the path in front of us, just past the next curve, making sure there was nowhere to go but straight through him.
Chloe’s grip on my hand went tight.
Chase sneered. “Well, well, Mercer. Didn’t take you long to trade up, huh?”
He lurched closer, boots thumping hard against the glass. The whole bridge vibrated with every step.
I put myself between him and Chloe, one hand drifting to the rail automatically, ready to buffer any wild swings.
Chase’s eyes flicked to our interlaced fingers, then narrowed at the bruise on my neck—still fresh from Rory, still purple enough to startle in sunlight.
“You think you’re clever?” he spat. “Sneaking around behind her back, pretending you’re some kind of hero?”
I didn’t bite. “You want to talk, Chase? Or just do this in the middle of the Pacific for dramatic effect?”
His nostrils flared. For a second, I thought he’d swing, but instead he slammed his fist into the glass panel beside my head. The impact rang out, sharp as a gunshot, spiderwebbing the surface but not breaking it.
Chloe flinched, but didn’t step back.
Chase leaned in, breath sour with the stench of a night spent drinking. “You stole her. After everything—after all the shit you put her through, you just couldn’t let her move on, could you?”
I didn’t move. “Nobody stole anything. Maybe ask what she actually wants.”
He laughed, but there was no humor in it—just old hurt, calcified and sharp. “Yeah, right. Rory doesn’t know what she wants. She needs someone to keep her in line. Not some emo freak with a hero complex.”
Chloe bristled behind me, but kept her voice cool. “Back off, Chase. You don’t own her.”
He ignored her, eyes locked on mine. “You think the board won’t care? You think it’s just going to disappear when people find out what you did? That you couldn’t keep it zipped, fucking your way through the sorority and fucking up her life, too?”
His words bounced around the glass, too loud, too angry to ignore.
I gripped the railing, knuckles blanching. “If you’re going to report me, just do it. But you might want to check your own record before you start slinging mud.”
That got him—his jaw flexed, the muscles twitching under the skin.
He leaned in, voice a hiss. “You’re not the only one with secrets, Mercer. But mine don’t end careers. Yours do.”
He stared at my neck, then at Chloe, and for a second, I saw what scared him—how easy it would be to lose everything to a rumor, how quickly a girl could slip away if you didn’t keep her tethered.
He pressed closer. “You’re not going to win, you know. They always choose the alpha. Not the science project.”
I let a beat pass, just long enough for the silence to sting. “Funny. Seems like you’re the one chasing us.”
As the world froze, I heard it—a hard, rhythmic stamp that echoed off the glass panels. Someone was running.
Chloe tensed beside me, but I already knew—could feel it in my spine, in the way the air shifted from ozone to static.
Rory Bennett tore onto the bridge, hair coming undone from its careful morning knot, cheeks flushed with wind and adrenaline. She powered across the span in boots made for kicking ass, not for running, but she made it look inevitable. In her eyes: fury, clarity, maybe even relief. She aimed straight for the bottleneck where Chase waited, one arm braced on the rail, the other curled protectively at his ribs, like he was holding in the last pieces of his pride.
He spotted her, and the mask went back on—shoulders squared, mouth set, classic quarterback playing for a crowd that didn’t exist.
Rory slowed near us, breathing hard, refusing to flinch. Her gaze darted from Chloe to me, then snapped to Chase.
He didn’t waste a second. “You’re late,” he said, his voice as sharp as a slap. “But, hell, you always were, weren’t you?”
Rory squared up, fixing him with a look that could freeze lava. “Go home, Chase.”
He leaned forward, putting every ounce of threat into the way he loomed. “You’re going to stand there and tell me this was the plan all along? You ditch me for that?” He stabbed a finger at me, all accusation, no subtlety.
The wind whipped her hair into her mouth—she didn’t even brush it away. “Maybe there was never a plan,” she shot back. “Or maybe I just got tired of being an accessory in your drama.”
Chase scoffed, voice rising. “So that’s it? Months together, all the shit I did for you, and now you’re with—him?”
He made “him” sound like a disease. Chloe tensed at my side, but didn’t break contact.
I held Rory’s gaze, willing her not to fold.
Chase took a step closer, closing the gap, daring anybody to blink. “You have to pick. Here and now. Is it me—or him?” He said it like no sane girl would ever choose the alternative.
Rory froze.
For a heartbeat, the world hung suspended. The wind gusted hard, pushing hair into her face and salt stinging the air. I could see the calculation in her eyes, the fear, the history. She was shaking—shoulders, hands, even her breath—but underneath was something molten, something alive.
She looked at Chloe, then at me, and finally locked eyes with Chase.
Her voice cut through everything, pure and precise: “There is no choice to be made. I choose Noah, every single time.”
It was like she’d detonated a bomb at his feet.
Chase staggered—literally, like the words had weight. His hands curled into claws at his sides, and for a second, I thought he’d try to drag her off the bridge by force.
He didn’t. Instead, he found the words—snarled, desperate, ugly. “You’re making a mistake. He’s going to ruin you—he already did, don’t you see that? You think he’ll be there when the board finds out? When they drag your name through the mud?”
Rory didn’t move. She stood as tall as I’d ever seen her, chin high, spine arrow-straight. “I’d rather go down with him than spend one more day lying for you.”
Even Chloe had to respect that. I felt her clutch my hand harder, almost trembling with pride.
Chase tried again, voice cracking now. “After everything? All the times I covered for you—”
“Covered for yourself,” Rory fired back. “You only ever cared about your own image. I’m done being your trophy.”
That was the kill shot. Chase’s face went blank, then slack with something dangerously close to heartbreak. He looked from Rory to me, then at Chloe, the hatred burning so cold it almost felt sad.
His jaw worked, but nothing came out. The bridge was silent but for the rumble of the surf and the quick staccato of my pulse.
Finally, he gave up.
Chase turned, staggering away from the trio he’d tried so hard to dominate. Each step was heavier than the last, echoing down the glass until he vanished into the sunlit haze at the far end.
Rory let out a breath that could’ve blown a hole in the coastline.
For a beat, none of us moved. Chloe stepped in, offering a hand. “You okay?” she asked, no pretense, nothing but warmth.
Rory nodded—wobbly, but real. “Yeah. Actually, I think I am.”
I reached across and took her hand, folding it into mine. The sensation was electric—like flipping the breaker on a whole new life.
On my opposite side, Chloe’s fingers slid into place.
We stood there, three across—the scandal, the sweetheart, the girl who’d just rewrote her own story. The wind didn’t knock us down; it only made us lean harder into each other.
Rory looked at me, her eyes glassy but resolved. “Are you sure about this?”
I squeezed her hand. “I’ve never been more sure.”
Chloe grinned, her joy crackling like static. “We’re doing this. Screw what anyone else thinks.”
Rory started to laugh—a wild, unguarded sound that was more freedom than anything I’d heard in my life. “Everyone’s going to lose their minds.”
Chloe cackled, “Let them. We’ll trend for weeks.”
We walked forward, three abreast, each step loud and deliberate on the sea-glass panels. The ocean thundered below, the wind howled, but nothing could shake the fact that, for once, the future felt right.
Together, we crossed the bridge.
The last few steps felt different from the first. My pulse slowed, the anger and fear from before dissolving into a kind of weightless certainty.
At the end of the bridge, nobody waited to judge us. It was just the sun, the horizon, and the sharp-edged hope that maybe—just maybe—we could rewrite the script they’d handed us.
I glanced between Chloe and Rory, remembering every night, every letter, every time I’d wondered if belonging was ever possible for someone wired like me.
Today, it was.
We kept walking. Three together, not hiding.
Whatever happened next, we’d take it as a team.
And if the world wasn’t ready for us?
Too fucking bad.
They’d get the show of their lives.






  
  Chapter seventeen








Dr. Ross After Dark


The building was mostly empty, the kind of hush that made every footstep echo like you’d broken into a cathedral. I stood outside Dr. Ross’s office, pulse loud in my ears, fighting the urge to wipe my palms on my jeans. Even with the lights down low in the hallway, her door loomed—solid oak, brass knob, a plaque that made it very clear whose territory this was. 
She’d called me here for a reason, and I was pretty sure I knew why. I checked my phone: 7:59 pm. No excuses. No hiding.
I raised my hand, paused, then knocked—three crisp raps, like I was trying to convince myself I wasn’t nervous as hell.
A beat. Then her voice, smooth as always: “Come in, Noah.”
I did.
The air inside was pure Dr. Ross—warm vanilla cut with something sharper, maybe her perfume, maybe just confidence. Shadows drifted across leather chairs and deep brown wood paneling, making the whole place feel like an expensive law office designed for secrets and power moves.
Dr. Ross sat behind her desk, not even pretending to be casual. The lamp beside her threw her curves into sharp relief, the tailored blazer doing nothing to hide the hourglass shape beneath. Her dark hair was up, a few soft strands loose around her face, and her eyes—hazel, sharp—locked onto me before I even got the door shut.
I’d imagined this meeting a dozen different ways, but nothing had prepared me for the way she made the room feel smaller, hotter, just by looking up.
She motioned to one of the leather chairs in front of her desk. “Have a seat.”
My throat was dry as dust. I sat.
For a second, she just watched me, fingers drumming a slow, hypnotic beat against a stack of folders. All around her, BioPrint blueprints spilled out—sheets of technical diagrams, matrices in my own handwriting, a copy of my last research summary underlined in red and blue.
She didn’t waste time.
“I won’t keep you long. There’s no point pretending this is a standard academic check-in,” she said, voice perfectly calm. “So. Tell me how you’ve managed to keep both my youngest daughter and Rory Bennett—two of the most discussed women on this campus—so enamored with you, in the eye of a hurricane like last night.” She arched a brow, amused and relentless. “Was that your plan from the start, or did you just get lucky?”
I blinked, the words landing like a slap and a challenge all at once.
“I—I wouldn’t call it luck,” I managed, voice coming out weaker than I liked. “I care about both of them. It wasn’t intentional. And if I’m honest, I was just…trying to survive.”
Dr. Ross smiled, a slow, knowing curl that cut straight through any defense I thought I had. “Of all the explanations I expected from you, Noah, ‘just trying to survive’ actually rings the truest.”
She shifted, stacking her hands on the desk, eyes narrowing slightly. The desk lamp behind her caught the gold in her eyes and threw it back at me.
“You should know,” she continued, “that I’m aware of every major event in this sorority house, sometimes before it even hits social media. I know what happened at the Halloween party. I know about the bridge. I know about Chase and his little threats.” She flicked a finger at me, almost playful. “Did you really think I’d let something as predictable as a jealous quarterback or a disciplinary board catch you off guard?”
This was classic Dr. Ross—ten moves ahead, and letting you know exactly how far behind you were.
I tried to regroup. “So…you’re not upset about the situation? About Chloe?”
She sat back, crossing her legs. I couldn’t help but notice the way her skirt hugged her thighs, or how the shadows amplified her cleavage every time she moved. My cock gave a half-hearted pulse, instantly betraying the part of me that didn’t give a shit about academic politics.
Her gaze didn’t miss a thing.
She tipped her head, smile going sly. “It’s not the worst thing in the world to have two beautiful, gifted girls fighting over the same man. If anything, I wondered how long it would take for someone to actually manage both at once. Most of the men who try? They break. Or they run away.”
She let that dangle in the air, thick with subtext.
I swallowed, pulse pounding. “I’m not running.”
Dr. Ross made a small noise—half approval, half something else. “Good. That’s what I told the board about you. The surrogate committee, the Dean of Student Affairs…they all want to know why I fought so hard to bring you here.” She leaned in, and suddenly I could smell her perfume again—vanilla and private power, curling around my brain like smoke.
“Here’s the real answer,” she said, voice dropping an octave. “I picked you. Not just for your brilliance in research, not just because every girl in this building wanted to fuck you before you even set foot on campus—but because I did, too.”
That landed somewhere below my navel. The words, the way she said them, the fact that this was coming from Dr. fucking Ross herself—it short-circuited my thoughts for a full three seconds.
I could barely breathe, let alone come up with a response.
She watched me, head canted, as if she could see the way my entire body reacted—dry tongue, sweat prickling down my arms, a surge of heat that had nothing to do with the thermostat.
“Does that surprise you?” she said, her tone dipping into genuine curiosity.
For once, I let the silence do the talking. My mouth was too dry to risk a word.
She grinned, flashing teeth. “You’re not the only one who likes control, Noah. But what I want is simple: I want exceptional. If that means a little rule-breaking…good. If it means you shaking up the hierarchy in my own damn house, even better.”
She shifted again, this time leaning forward, elbows on the desk, gaze boring into mine until I felt naked.
“Tell me, Noah,” she said, “were you ever tempted to just quit? To walk away and let someone else clean up the mess?”
I shook my head, honest to a fault. “No. Not even close.”
She nodded, like she’d just confirmed a pet theory. “That’s why you’re here. That’s why you’re different.”
She stood, moving with a slow, deliberate grace around the desk. The effect was instant—her presence went from clinical to devastatingly physical, every step telegraphing confidence and intent.
She perched on the edge of the desk, six feet away, and uncrossed her arms. The blazer stayed on, but the posture was pure invitation. As if she wanted to see if I’d blink first.
The air between us was charged. My skin buzzed with it. The only sounds were the faint hum of the desk lamp and the thud of my own heart.
She studied my face, then smiled, a little softer. “You really don’t see it, do you? You think the scholarship was about merit. It wasn’t. It was about potential. I see it in your work, in the way you handle chaos, in how you make even the most stubborn women in this house listen to you.” Her voice lowered to a near whisper. “You make me want to listen.”
Even with all that, she didn’t let me off the hook.
“The next few weeks are going to be hell, Noah. The sorority’s under a microscope, and so are you. The board will come after you if they sense weakness, but here’s the reality—they don’t care about rumors if you make them look smart. If you deliver a breakthrough on the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold?” She gestured to the blueprints, her fingertips tracing the air like a promise. “Scandal becomes innovation. You become indispensable. That’s how this game is played.”
My cock was half-hard, blood racing, but my brain was still trying to process the hundred signals she kept throwing.
“So,” she said, sitting back, cleavage catching the lamplight. “Do you have what it takes to handle the pressure? Both in the lab, and…elsewhere?”
She left the rest unsaid, her eyes glinting with something equal parts dare and desire.
I found my voice, barely. “I want this. All of it.”
She seemed pleased. “I know you do.”
She stood then, moving to lean against the window at my back. Her silhouette was framed in the dim light, all curves and calculated power.

      ***It wasn’t subtle, how Dr. Ross closed the gap.
One second she was a silhouette by the window; the next, she glided over and dropped into the chair right next to mine—a calculated move that felt more like a pounce. The air between us got thinner, the vanilla-amber notes of her perfume suddenly overwhelming, making me lightheaded in a way that had nothing to do with nerves and everything to do with want.
She didn’t waste time, didn’t let me play defense for even a second.
“If you want my protection, it comes with price tags,” she said, gaze locked to mine so tight it was physically impossible to look away. “One: you put the BioPrint Scaffold on the map. Not just a footnote—front page, game-changer, the kind of breakthrough that makes my name bulletproof with the board. Two: you keep Chloe and Rory from burning down my sorority. You make them happy, you keep them productive, and you don’t make a spectacle unless it’s on my terms.”
She paused, letting the words bite.
“Can you handle that?”
I could barely swallow. My mouth was bone dry, my pulse ricocheting high in my throat, but I nodded. “Yes. I want this. I won’t let you down.”
She grinned, and it was something entirely different from her professional smile—a shark scenting blood, if the blood was made of curiosity and a side of heat. “Good answer,” she purred.
The little tells kept slipping through: the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear when she was actually pleased, the way her knee brushed mine just long enough to register, the way her tongue flicked across her lower lip after she zinged me with a compliment disguised as a challenge.
She’d gone from mentor to temptress in under twenty seconds, and my body was catching up way slower than my brain.
Dr. Ross flipped one of the scaffold diagrams over, the edge of her hand grazing my wrist—a microsecond jolt straight to my cock. She leaned in, dropping her voice low.
“Let’s cut through the bullshit. The only thing that keeps this university running is reputation. You want to be more than a rumor? Make the board need you. Publish. Present. Make my project look inevitable, not experimental.”
She pointed at the schematic with a manicured nail. “Your microfluidic channeling model—why did you cut the gel layer by thirty percent last revision? What were you hoping to see?”
The question was both a trap and a test. I felt my throat tighten, but this was my language, and if she wanted to spar, I’d show up.
“Stability under variable perfusion,” I said. “If we reduce the matrix footprint, we can dial up the adaptive response without hitting a burst threshold. The polymer is smart, but it wasn’t dynamic enough at full scale—so I trimmed the signal lag using a lower-density scaffold. That way, the native tissue can rewire the sensors faster, and the implant just…disappears.”
She went full body shiver on that—maybe not visible to the average person, but I caught it. Her eyes flared wide, then narrowed like she was hungry—for the data, for the win, for whatever else was sparking between us.
“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” she said. “And if you land even a fraction of that in the live model, nobody’s going to care how many sorority girls you’re sleeping with. You’ll be a legend.”
Her fingertips rested a little too long on the page, then trailed closer to my hand—a featherlight touch, barely there but enough to make my skin burn. “I should’ve recruited you sooner. The other applicants were pitiful. And honestly, Noah, you’re far more interesting in person than I’d let myself imagine.”
It was honest, blunt, and totally inappropriate. I loved every second.
I swallowed again, trying not to lose my train of thought. “I can push the prototype further. I’ve got ideas for a multilayered dissolution gradient—set it to degrade only after a certain density of pressure is hit. We can force tissue to grow into the scaffold by tuning the mechanical signal—”
She cut me off with an abrupt, delighted sound. “I knew you’d get it. This? This is what turns me on—taking a beautiful idea and making it real. Most people just play at research. You rip things apart and build them better.”
Her hand landed on my knee, casual but loaded, and my body went instantly high voltage.
She leaned even closer, lips inches from my ear. “You keep performing at this level, and I’ll make sure no one ever questions your place here. Not the board, not the donors, not even the president.”
Her breath was warm, the perfume now pure vanilla with an undercurrent of something smoky, primal. It went straight to my head.
I fought to sound normal. “I’m committed. You’ll get your breakthrough. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
She studied me, eyes softening for a split-second, as if she actually believed me. Then—just as quickly—the armor slipped back in place, but not before I caught the almost-shy dip of her chin, the way her voice went lower when she said my name.
“Chloe and Rory—are they really worth the risk?” she asked, softer now.
I didn’t hesitate. “Yes. There’s no risk, if I have you in my corner.”
She looked almost proud. “You will. But don’t let me down. I have little patience for mediocrity.”
Her knee pressed into mine again—harder this time, a line in the sand.
“If you do this right, Noah, you’ll have an empire. And I’ll make sure you never forget who helped you get there.”
She let the silence fill, letting every word soak in.
There was nothing left to say. The tension was molten, the air thick with potential energy.
She rose, smoothing her skirt, giving me one last look that was both warning and promise. “Second semester. I expect you to make the first move. Don’t disappoint me.”
Then she was back in professor mode—cool, composed, civil—but the way her eyes lingered betrayed it all.
If lust could be measured, the room had gone off the charts.
I gathered my notes with hands that barely worked, refusing to give away just how hard my cock was straining against my zipper.
She wasn’t just in my head. She was everywhere.
And if this was foreplay, I was in for the challenge of my life.

      ***I was halfway out of my chair when Dr. Ross eyed me, her eyes hungry, and in that instant, the temperature in the room spiked about twenty degrees.
She didn’t just approach—she prowled. Every step was calculated, deliberate, heels clicking on the hardwood like a countdown clock. The slit in her skirt skimmed her thighs, and the way her hips moved said she didn’t care in the slightest if I noticed.
She stopped a foot from me, looking up through dark lashes. The professional air was gone. What replaced it was pure, kinetic power.
“Just so we’re clear,” she said, her voice quiet but loaded, “next semester we won’t have to pretend anymore. You belong here, Noah. I want you to remember that—especially when things get…personal.”
My mouth went dry as sand.
Before I could summon a single word, her hands were on my face—strong, gentle, claiming. She leaned in and pressed her lips to mine. Not a soft brush, not a professor’s peck-on-the-cheek, but a kiss that detonated every nerve ending in my body.
My first thought was, holy shit.
My second thought was, don’t fuck this up.
She tasted like mint, black coffee, and the kind of secrets you only learned after dark. Lips impossibly soft, tongue insistent, she coaxed my mouth open and deepened the kiss until my knees gave a dangerous wobble. Her body pressed full against mine—breasts to chest, heat radiating, the curve of her hip sliding up along my thigh as if she already owned every inch.
I responded on instinct, arms coming up to steady her—or maybe myself. My hands landed on her waist, velvet-soft and warm, which only made her kiss me harder. The lower, my palms wrapping her heart-shaped ass and squeezing until my head felt ready to explode.  Our tongues tangled, hers teasing, almost playful, daring me to take control. My cock was instantly, brutally hard, pressing against her skirt, and the moan I let slip wasn’t even a little bit academic.
She broke the kiss, gently, lips lingering as if to memorize my taste. Her eyes stayed locked on mine—satisfied, hungry, and wickedly alive.
“See?” she whispered, voice rough at the edges. “I knew you’d be worth the risk.”
I tried to speak, but it was useless. My brain had short-circuited, all blood and want and zero logic.
She ran her thumb over my lower lip, savoring the result, then stepped back—not retreating, but reloading.
“This is only the beginning,” she said, eyes glinting with promise.
The words hit me harder than the kiss. I nodded, dazed, fighting to remember how legs worked.
She watched me, silent and victorious. It was the most devastating exit I’d ever seen.
Somehow, I managed to move. One step, then another, the world blurring at the edges. I fumbled for the doorknob, my fingers raw and tingling, the taste of her still electric on my tongue.
In the hallway, I had to stop and lean against the wall, just to catch my breath. My lips were swollen, my heart jackhammering, and my brain was a mess of lust, shock, and a sick thrill I’d never felt before.
I pressed my hand to my mouth, grinning like a lunatic. No witnesses—but it wouldn’t have mattered. The whole floor could’ve heard the way she’d marked me.
Dr. Ross, the queen of control, had just bent the rules and made me crave more.
There was no coming back from this.
All bets were off.
Second semester couldn’t get here soon enough.






  
  Chapter eighteen








Fantasy Land


Idon’t know what I expected when I opened the door to Chloe’s bedroom—maybe for her to be asleep, maybe for her to be scrolling her phone, maybe for her to be plotting how tonight was going to end in some new, wild way. What I didn’t expect was to find her and Rory sprawled on her bed, each one dressed like a walking wet dream, catwalk-ready and perfectly aware of what kind of effect they had. 
The air inside was heavy with coconut and vanilla, a top note of girl trouble that hit me harder than any alcohol from downstairs. Chloe was propped up on a stack of pillows, legs bare, the silk camisole riding high enough to count as an invitation. The thin straps barely contained her D-cups, nipples pushing at the fabric, and every time she shifted, the hem flashed a dangerous glimpse of her golden, high-and-tight ass.
Rory lounged beside her. Unlike the queen-bee polish she wore in public, there was nothing reserved about her now. The black lace teddy clung to every inch of her, the cups scandalously sheer—her nipples dark and hard, framed by scalloped edging and just enough skin to make anyone lose the thread of conversation. The strip of lace at her hips barely concealed her, the high cut showing off her toned legs and that perfect curve between thigh and waist.
They both looked up as I entered. Chloe’s eyes went straight to my face, clocking every micro-emotion. Rory gave a lazy smirk, eyes dipping immediately to the bulge in my jeans, which at this point was basically a lost cause.
Chloe pushed up onto her elbows, her hair a wild halo around her face. “Holy hell, baby—did you just run a marathon or wrestle a bear? You look…wrecked.” Her lips quirked in a devilish half-smile.
Rory watched me like a hawk, that old edge of challenge mingling with something softer. “Did she chew you up and spit you out, Mercer? Or did you leave her speechless?”
The words pinged around the room. My brain was short-circuiting, half from the meeting I’d just had and half from the scene in front of me. I managed to shut the door behind me, leaning on it for support, and tried to play it cool.
If I ever succeeded at that, it sure as hell wasn’t tonight.
I cleared my throat. “Meeting ran late,” I said. My voice was rough. “Dr. Ross doesn’t do subtle.”
Chloe patted the space between her and Rory—the classic “sit right here if you know what’s good for you” maneuver. “Come tell us everything,” she said, voice honey-sweet and twice as dangerous. “I want all the dirt.”
Rory’s eyes glittered with hungry curiosity. “Yeah. Spill. You look like you’ve just had a vision quest.”
I sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress dipping under my weight. Chloe immediately snaked her arm around my waist, pulling me closer, her thigh pressed warm and solid against mine. Rory shifted, legs folding underneath her, and put her hand on my opposite thigh, casual as breathing.
Chloe leaned in and inhaled, eyes gone playful. “You smell like trouble. And mom’s perfume. Did she get close, or were you just sitting in her lap?”
I tried to focus. It wasn’t easy with two lingerie models coaxing every answer from me. I let my hands settle on the bed—safer than where I actually wanted to put them.
“She called me in for a…debrief,” I started, choosing my words carefully. “Wanted to know how I was handling the drama. Then she laid out all the ways the university could axe me if I didn’t deliver.”
Rory’s hand crept a little higher. “Classic power play. Did you hold your own?”
I nodded. “Had to.” I remembered the exact moment Dr. Ross had crossed the desk, the way her skirt hugged her hips, the way her eyes dared me to flinch. “She didn’t just want answers. She wanted a promise. A big one.”
Chloe’s nails traced tiny crescents against my ribs, her voice dropping a notch. “What kind of promise?”
I hesitated. Then, fuck it—these two could smell a dodge from a mile away.
“She wanted assurance I wouldn’t break. That I could handle the lab, you two, the board. That I could handle her.”
Rory made a low, appreciative sound, something close to a purr. “And did you?”
“She tested me,” I said. “Then she told me I was chosen. Not because of merit—but because she thought I could change everything. And then—” I paused, not sure how to say it.
Chloe leaned in, eyes burning so blue it bordered on neon. “And then what?”
I exhaled, letting it land. “She kissed me.”
Both girls froze—not in a jealous way, but in that “oh hell yes, this is a story” way only true chaos agents possessed.
Chloe’s mouth split into a wicked grin. “No way. Was it good?”
“It was—” I searched for words. My cock throbbed, just thinking about it. “It was the kind of kiss that makes you forget your own name. She tasted like coffee, mint, and—” I hesitated, but went for broke. “Like victory.”
Rory let out a low whistle. “Damn. I didn’t think she had it in her.”
Chloe’s hand slid up, fingers splayed across my stomach, her body pressing even tighter to my side. “Was she dominant? Like…did she take charge?”
I nodded, remembering the way Dr. Ross had caged my face, tongue demanding entrance, her body pressed so close I could barely breathe. “Alpha to the bone,” I admitted. “She wasn’t asking. She was claiming.”
Chloe shivered, visibly aroused. “Fuck. That’s so much hotter than I expected. Did she say anything? After?”
“She said next semester, we wouldn’t have to pretend anymore. Wanted me to make the first move. That I belonged to her, and that I should remember—especially when things got personal.” I felt my cheeks flush, but it was too late for shame. “She said it like a threat, but it felt more like a promise.”
Rory’s fingers tightened on my thigh. “God, Noah. You are so fucking dangerous. I mean—I always knew you could make girls crazy, but Dr. Ross? The legend, herself? That’s next-level.”
Chloe’s eyes never left mine. She licked her lips, slow and hungry. “Did she taste like power?” Her voice was throaty, every syllable loaded.
“Yes,” I said, voice raw. “She tasted like she could break me in half and make me thank her for it.”
Both girls laughed, delighted.
Chloe’s hand slid under my shirt, fingertips grazing my abs. “Say you’d fuck her. If the chance landed, would you?”
The question hit me square. The honest answer was yes.
“I’d do it,” I said. “But only if both of you were okay with it.”
Chloe grinned, wild and bright. “Okay? I think it would be the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. I’d want ringside seats—no, scratch that—I’d want front row, with popcorn and all the dirty details.”
Rory leaned over, pressing her bare arm against mine, her breasts spilling nearly free of the lace teddy. “She’d rock your world,” Rory said, nodding in respect. “And you’d rock hers, too. The power in that room could melt steel.”
Chloe looked at Rory, an unspoken challenge in the arch of her brow. “Can you picture it? My mom, with her perfect hair, incredible body, and those legs—just going to town on our boy here?”
Rory laughed, wicked. “She’d probably make him beg.”
Chloe’s hand moved lower, palming the bulge in my jeans, squeezing as she whispered, “Would you like that, baby? Would you let her take control?”
The air in the room was thick, heavy with the promise of sex and the scent of perfume, heat rolling off the bed in waves.
I turned to Chloe, catching her gaze. “You’d want to see that?”
She squeezed tighter. “I’d want to do more than see.” She nuzzled against my neck, her breath hot. “I’d want to get her all worked up, and then watch what she does to you.”
Rory’s hand was on my other thigh now, edging dangerously close to where I needed her most. She leaned in, her voice close to my other ear. “Chloe and I were just talking about you before you came in,” she murmured. “About how you keep surprising us. You just keep leveling up—like you’re collecting bosses in a video game.”
Chloe giggled, her lips grazing my jaw. “You’re the Final Fantasy harem protagonist, baby. All you need now is a villainess to convert to your side.”
Rory’s hand slid to my zipper, not quite undoing it but letting her nails scratch lightly along the seam. “If Dr. Ross gets even a taste of you, she’ll never want to let go.”
Chloe’s free hand found Rory’s, and for a second, they shared a look over my lap that was pure mischief and cooperation. “You know what I want?” Chloe purred. “I want to make sure you’re always ours—even when you’re fucking someone else. I want you to remember who got you ready for her.”
I stared at both of them, caught between twin hurricanes of want. “You don’t have to worry,” I managed. “There’s not a universe where I walk out of this room and forget.”
Rory smirked, her hand drifting ever-so-slightly higher. “Good answer. Now—tell us how it ended. Did she leave you hanging, or did she want more?”
I let my hands drift, finally, to where they belonged: Chloe’s thigh, smooth and golden, and Rory’s bare skin, just above the lace. I squeezed them both, grounding myself, then let the story play out.
“After the kiss, she told me this was just the beginning. That if I kept up in the lab, and with the two of you—she’d make sure I was untouchable.” I leaned back, remembering the look in Dr. Ross’s eyes. “She wanted to see if I could take pressure. If I could take her.”
Chloe’s blonde hair tumbled into my face as she pressed closer, blue eyes fierce and shining. “God, that’s so fucking hot.” Her voice was a whisper of pure need. “If you ever do fuck her—I want you to tell me every detail. And maybe, if we’re very, very good, she’ll let us watch.”
Rory laughed, then bit her bottom lip, heat surging in her cheeks. “I bet we could convince her. She’s all about breaking taboos.”
Chloe’s hands now danced over my abs and belt buckle, teasing, almost daring me to react. “There’s nothing sexier than a man who can handle a powerful woman,” she said. “You’re like…our own secret weapon.”
Rory edged closer, every movement dragging her tits forward, the lace shifting with every breath. “You want her, don’t you?”
I didn’t lie. “Yeah. Not as much as I want you two, but—yeah. There’s something about her. Maybe it’s the challenge.”
Chloe’s mouth hovered close to mine, her voice barely a whisper. “You know what I’m thinking?” She let her tongue dart out, wetting her lips, a glance at Rory for confirmation before she spoke again. “I’m thinking we should help you get ready. Train you up for the big leagues.”
Rory’s hand cupped my balls through my jeans, squeezing just enough to make my head spin. “We could be your sparring partners.”
Chloe’s nails raked down my side as she straddled my lap, silk camisole riding up so her slit brushed my zipper directly. “How about it, baby? You want to practice on us before you take on the queen?”
Rory moved so she was on my other side, her warm thigh bracing mine, the scent of her perfume—vanilla and something sharper—mixed with the scent of Chloe’s coconut. Her hand slid under the waistband of my jeans, fingers skating along the bare skin just above my cock.
They were working as a team now, two halves of the same delicious, wicked whole.
I looked from one to the other, my blood thrumming so loud I could barely hear. “Whatever you want,” I said, honest as I’d ever been.
Chloe’s answer was to kiss me—deep, hungry, tongue instantly tangling with mine. Her hips ground against my lap, every pass stoking the fire higher.
Rory’s hand found my zipper and this time, she didn’t hesitate. She popped it, fingers curling around my cock through my boxers, her nails scoring down the length in a way that made my spine arch.
Chloe broke the kiss just long enough to whisper, “Let us show you what you’re fighting for.”
Rory’s voice was right at my ear, low and raw. “Don’t hold back, Noah. Not tonight. We want all of you.”
The room was pure fire—two stunning women, their bodies pressed to mine, hands everywhere, words even filthier than their outfits.
And if this was just the beginning?
God help Dr. Ross. She had no idea what she was up against.
I let go of the last shreds of restraint, let the girls pull me down onto the bed, our bodies a tangle of silk and lace, lips and hands and need.
Somewhere in the back of my mind, I made a silent promise: if the goal was to impress the most ruthless woman on campus, I was going to make damn sure the training montage was legendary.
And right now, the only thing I wanted was to make both Chloe and Rory fall apart in my arms—over and over, until none of us could remember any other world.
Let the games begin.

      ***If there was a world record for fastest transition from “talking” to “fucking,” we just shattered it.
Chloe yanked me into a kiss so deep she might as well have swallowed my name. Her mouth was all heat and honey, tongue hungry, lips greedy, like she’d been waiting for this all night and wasn’t about to waste a second. Her tits flattened against my chest, nipples diamond-hard and impossible to ignore through the thin silk. Her thighs bracketed mine, hips rolling with every kiss, grinding her slick pussy against the bulge in my jeans so hard I saw stars.
Rory didn’t waste any time either. She was already working my shirt up and off, nails scratching along my skin, leaving trails of goosebumps in their wake. She tugged the fabric free, tossed it without looking, and then attacked my belt with the kind of focus usually reserved for demolition experts and maybe Olympic athletes.
Chloe’s hands dove into my hair, pulling me back for breath before sealing her mouth over mine again. She tasted like champagne, like power, like every fantasy I’d ever had rolled into one five-foot-two California bombshell. She nipped at my lower lip, sucked it between her teeth, and moaned low in her throat, sending shockwaves straight to my cock.
Then there was Rory; she knelt between my legs, eyes locked on my face as her hands worked my zipper the rest of the way down, freeing my cock in one smooth motion. She grinned, flashing perfect teeth, and wrapped her fingers around my shaft, giving it a squeeze that bordered on reverence.
“God, I missed this,” she murmured, voice gone thick. “You get bigger every time I see you.”
Chloe giggled, not to be outdone. “He’s only showing off because he knows we’re watching.”
I couldn’t respond. Rory’s tongue licked a bead of precum from my tip, eyes never leaving mine, while Chloe rutted on my lap, her soaked panties leaving a dark stain on my thigh and making the whole bed smell like sex and surrender.
I reached for Chloe, yanking her camisole over her head, letting her breasts tumble free—round, perfect, bouncing with every laugh and every motion. Her nipples were pink and begging for my mouth. I buried my face in her tits, sucking one then the other, flicking her nipple with my tongue until she gasped and held me against her chest like a prize.
Rory stripped off her lace teddy, the entire thing vanishing with a flick of her wrist. Her tits were fuller than a year ago—C-cups, bordering on full D’s, riding high, the skin flawless even in the harsh dorm light. Her waist dipped in, then flared to her hips, her ass tight and athletic, legs parted as she crawled up the bed to join us.
Somewhere in the process I lost my boxers. I didn’t even care when or how.
The three of us were naked now, sweat already slicking our skin, the king-sized mattress barely containing the chaos.
Rory pounced first. She straddled my face, knees pinning my shoulders, her pussy glistening just above my mouth. Chloe wriggled down the bed, positioning herself between my legs, her own thighs wide open, her pussy flushed and impossibly wet.
“Eat her,” Chloe ordered, her voice gone sharp with need. “Make her scream.”
Challenge accepted.
I hooked my hands around Rory’s thighs and dragged her pussy down to my mouth, tongue spearing between her folds, savoring the taste—a mix of sweet, salt, and pure, unfiltered want. She moaned, tossing her hair back, grabbing the headboard to brace herself as I worked her over. My tongue circled her clit, slow at first, then harder, then two fingers slipped inside her and her whole body went rigid.
Chloe lowered herself onto my cock, taking me in inch by inch, the heat and tightness of her making my vision blur. She gasped, the sound so raw I thought she might shatter. She rode me slow at first, grinding down as she watched me eat her rival out, blue eyes gone wild, hair fanning out behind her like a goddess caught in a hurricane.
Rory was losing it—hips bucking, hands clawing at the headboard, sweat rolling in beads down her tanned back. I flicked her clit, sucked on it, let my teeth graze the edge just the way she liked, and she shrieked, voice echoing off the walls as she came hard. Her pussy spasmed around my tongue, juices flooding my mouth, thighs clamped so tight I could barely breathe.
Chloe laughed, delighted by the show. “You look so fucking hot when you come like that,” she purred, reaching up to squeeze Rory’s tits as she trembled through the aftershocks.
Rory melted, sliding off my face and sprawling beside me, her chest heaving, cheeks stained with tears and sweat. She turned and kissed me, tasting herself on my lips, her tongue insistent and hungry. The bitterness of her cum mixed with the taste of her mouth and made me instantly, brutally harder than ever.
Chloe didn’t let the momentum slow. She bounced on my cock, tits jiggling, her hands braced on my abs as she rode me fast and rough. Every time she bottomed out, she let out a moan that vibrated my entire core.
“God, baby—yes, fuck, right there, don’t stop—”
I grabbed her ass, fingers digging in, helping her find the rhythm that made her squeal. Her pussy clenched around me, so tight it bordered on pain, soft and slippery and greedy for every inch.
Rory watched, her hand sliding between her own legs, fingers rubbing circles on her clit as she watched Chloe get pounded.
I brought Chloe to the edge, feeling her body tense and quiver, but I wasn’t ready to let her finish yet. I wanted to see her lose it, truly lose it, and take me down with her.
I shifted, rolling her to her back, pulling out just long enough for Rory to position herself above my cock. She straddled me, guiding my shaft into her with a delicious, slow grind, the tip sliding in and stretching her open. She gasped, head tipping back, hair wild, tits bouncing as she started to ride me.
Chloe crawled up, perched on my chest, thighs framing my face. She buried her pussy against my lips, and I went to work, tongue lashing her clit while my cock drove into Rory below.
The sounds were pure porn—slapping, wet, desperate, both girls moaning and cursing and calling my name. The sheets were a mess, soaked and tangled around our bodies, the air heavy with the scent of sweat and sex and the undertone of Chloe’s coconut skin.
Rory picked up the pace, bouncing on my cock, tits swinging in front of my face, her hands fisted at her sides. She was getting close again, I could feel it—the wild motion, the way her pussy squeezed with every thrust, the little gasps that got higher and higher.
On my face, Chloe was a tempest—her pussy flooded my mouth, juices dripping down my chin as she ground herself against my tongue. I sucked her clit, pushed two fingers inside, and she began to shake, voice cracking as the first orgasm ripped through her.
But I kept going—fucking Rory faster, licking Chloe harder, determined to take them both to the edge and beyond.
Rory’s body tensed, eyes rolling back as she slammed down onto my cock, her pussy milking me for everything I had. Chloe came again, shrieking, thighs trembling, a gush of wetness coating my chin and the base of my cock where she and Rory’s bodies collided.
I felt it building, a slow-motion detonation that started somewhere behind my balls and shot up through my whole body, every nerve ending screaming for release. Chloe’s pussy was still pulsing on my tongue, her thighs clamped around my ears, but the rest of me was tunnel-visioned on the way Rory’s ass smacked against my hips, the way her cunt gripped my cock, the way she screamed my name as if she was trying to tattoo it on her lungs.
I drove up into her, one last desperate thrust, and then I was gone—every muscle tensing, every vertebra locking, my breath stuck in my throat as a tidal wave of pleasure took over. My cock jerked inside her, and I felt myself shoot, hot and heavy, thick ropes of cum splattering her insides with a force that made her gasp and convulse. It was like my whole soul was being wrung out and poured into her, a white-hot pulse that left my vision strobing and my body electric.
Rory arched her back and howled, knuckles white on the headboard, sweat flying off her hair as she hammered herself down onto me, grinding until my cock was buried as far as it would go. My cum flooded her, and the sensation set her off again—she clenched around me, pussy rippling, milking every drop as her own orgasm doubled back and knocked her senseless.
Above me, Chloe was cumming too, the banded muscles of her thighs shaking, her pussy spasming against my mouth and my fingers. She clawed at my scalp and sobbed, wild and wordless, body bent and wrung out with pleasure. Her whole weight pressed down, and I drank her in, every shriek, every twitch, every desperate, shaking breath.
It was a chain reaction—me inside Rory, Rory on top of me, Chloe smothering my face, all three of us caught in a tangle of sweat and limbs and desperate, helpless need. I shot again, slower this time but just as deep, and felt Rory melt down onto my thighs, her whole body gone limp and shaking.
I clung to the last seconds of it, trying to memorize the blinding heat, the taste of Chloe, the smell of Rory’s skin, the way the room trembled like it had been hit by a bomb. My heart hammered so hard I thought I might black out, and for a while, I couldn’t even tell if the sound roaring in my ears was my own pulse or the girls’ ragged breathing.
When the wave finally receded, we all collapsed at once—Rory slumping forward, Chloe sliding off my face and flopping onto the pillow beside me, everyone too stunned to move or speak or even breathe right.
Nobody moved. We just lay there—Rory draped over my hips, Chloe collapsed on my chest, the air thick with our panting and the sweet, dizzying smell of sex.
Eventually, the riot in my chest slowed.
Chloe slid down from my face, her skin flushed, lips parted, eyes shining with perfect satisfaction.
“God, baby,” she whispered, kissing me, licking her own taste from my lips. “You ruined me.”
Rory laughed, shifting so she could curl up next to me, her pussy still twitching around my cock. “Give him a minute. I bet he’s not done yet.”
Chloe grinned, mischief coming back online. “Think you can handle round two, genius? We could go all night.”
My cock, still inside Rory, twitched at the challenge.
I pulled out of Rory and she gasped at the sudden emptiness, her thighs trembling. I didn’t waste a second—I caught Chloe by the ankle, tugging her across the bed, and flipped her clean onto her back.
The bubbly blonde just laughed, her giggle as bright as her hair. She spread her legs for me, beckoning, and I slipped right into her, groaning as her hot grip instantly scrambled my thoughts.
Rory pressed up against my side, one hand tracing circles over my chest, the other drifting down to tease Chloe’s nipple. The two of them dove into a hungry kiss, tongues wrestling, hands roaming everywhere, while I picked up my pace and fucked Chloe harder, the mattress squealing beneath us with every thrust.
Chloe was a live wire, nerves stripped bare and raw as I bucked into her. Every thrust made her gasp, every grind of my hips set her trembling. I could feel her trying to hold it together, desperate not to lose herself so completely, but every time Rory leaned in to lick or tease or bite at her nipples, Chloe snapped, another helpless moan tumbling out.
I leaned over her, hands pinning her wrists to the mattress, driving deeper, slower, determined to make every second of this last. Rory moved behind Chloe, holding her, whispering filthy encouragements in her ear, fingers stroking sweat-slick hair from her brow. Rory’s eyes never left mine, her tongue darting out to taste the salt from Chloe’s collarbone, her hands reaching down to massage Chloe’s breasts, pinching her nipples, making her arch into every touch.
Chloe’s whole body was a tremor, every nerve ending wired straight to her pussy, and every stroke of my cock inside her made her tighten, shudder, gasp my name. Her thighs had given out, so Rory supported her, arms wrapped tight around her waist, holding her up, cradling her like something precious and breakable. The sounds coming out of Chloe were wild, involuntary—little cries and squeals and full-throated howls. Each time she broke, Rory kissed her harder, urging her on, kissing away the tears that streaked down her cheeks.
It was getting harder not to lose control.
I slid a thumb down, circling Chloe’s swollen clit, and her whole body seized, knees locking around my hips. Rory squeezed Chloe’s breasts, rolling her nipples between her fingers, and that was it—Chloe’s head went back, teeth bared, a scream ripped out of her that could have woken the entire house. Her pussy clamped around me, convulsing in tight, desperate waves, and I slammed into her harder, chasing the heat that threatened to blow me open.
Rory pressed her lips to Chloe’s ear, whispering, “Come for him, gorgeous. Let it happen. Let him feel you.” Her voice was velvet and honey, and the command sent Chloe into another spasm, her whole body locked and writhing, clinging to Rory as if she’d float away.
I felt it build, a dizzying burn in my spine. I tried to hold back, to let Chloe ride the crest as long as possible, but she felt too good, her body wringing the cum out of me with every squeeze, every frantic, pleading shudder. I let out a grunt, buried myself as deep as I could, and came—hard, hot, a second brutal orgasm that left me hollowed out and delirious. I shot inside her, thick spurts soaking her, the sensation so overwhelming I saw spots behind my eyelids.
Chloe clung to Rory, nails digging crescents into her skin, and Rory just held her, eyes glazed with pride and love and wicked satisfaction.
The whole world collapsed to a pinpoint, the three of us locked together, sweat and cum and breathless need binding us more completely than any words ever could.
This time, when we collapsed, it was total.
Rory sprawled, boneless and wild-eyed, a thin rivulet of my release trickling from between her thighs, leaving a glistening trail across her inner leg as she lay there catching her breath, hair tangled in sweaty tendrils around her flushed face. Chloe curled up next to me, my cum leaking from her in a slow, pearlescent trickle that traced the contours of her inner thigh, striking a sharp contrast against her golden skin, her lips still shiny and swollen from kissing.
We breathed together, barely able to move, our bodies a single wrecked unit, tangled beyond reason.
Around us, the bed was a disaster zone—sheets twisted, pillows on the floor, the mattress soaked with sweat and sex and whatever was left of our dignity.
I didn’t care.
I’d never felt more alive, or more right, than I did at that exact moment—with two perfect women wrapped around me, their bodies humming with satisfaction, their arms claiming me like we’d always belonged to each other.
Rory propped herself up, hair tousled, beads of sweat on her temples, and surveyed the blank canvas of aftermath. “God, Noah. You pulled off the double cream pie. Look at us.”
Chloe giggled, lashes fluttering as she glanced down at her own soiled skin. “Only thing that could top it would be a hat trick.”
I couldn’t help but grin as I took it all in. Two stunning girls, one with a mane of chestnut brown, the other my golden angel, both streaked and dripping—with rivers of cum sluicing onto Chloe’s sheets, a hot mess marking every inch of their curves and tangled hair. 
If Dr. Ross wanted to see if I could handle pressure? She’d gotten her answer.
And next time, I’d happily show her the receipts. Or maybe I’d provide firsthand proof.
But right now, there was nowhere I’d rather be.
Let the world wait.
We were just getting started.

      ***If there was a Nobel Prize for post-coital bliss, we just lapped the field.
Chloe melted into my right side, arm and thigh draped over me, her golden hair stuck to both our skin in messy ropes. Rory claimed my left, cheek pressed against my chest, her hand mapped along my ribs, every breath syncing with mine like we’d rehearsed it for years. My cock, finally (temporarily) defeated, still twitched at the soft brush of their bodies. The bed was a disaster—sheets plastered to us, pillows scattered, the faint glow of the lamp catching on sweat, cum, and the kind of smile you didn’t see on magazine covers.
For a long minute, we just breathed.
The room vibrated with the scent of sex and the sweetness of victory. None of us had the energy to move, but nobody seemed even slightly interested in pulling away.
Chloe was the first to find her voice. She propped her chin on my chest and traced lazy, absent-minded loops over my sternum with her fingertip.
“You know what I just realized?” she said, voice gone soft, all the adrenaline drained out.
I looked down, brushed the hair from her cheek. “What?”
She smiled, a kind of vulnerable, half-scared smile that had nothing to do with her usual party-girl bravado. “I love you. Like…capital L, can’t-imagine-life-without-you, even-when-you’re-stupid love.”
She gave a self-conscious laugh, eyes glimmering. “Sorry. Should’ve warned you before I—y’know—body-slammed you with my feelings.”
I grinned, letting her see how much it meant. “You can body-slam me with anything you want, sunshine. Especially that.”
Rory snorted, but her hand tightened just a little around my waist. For a second, I thought she’d deflect—make a joke, cut the tension. Instead, her voice came out small. Honest.
“I never stopped loving you, Noah.” She didn’t look up, but her words shook. “Even when I said I did. Even when I was furious at you—at myself. It was always you.”
It stunned me, the way her voice shook. The queen bee, the legend. Laid bare, with nothing but raw hope and regret.
I gathered them closer, one arm around each, squeezing until I could feel the beat of their hearts under my skin. “You don’t know how long I wanted to hear that. That I mattered. That I wasn’t just the guy people tolerated because I was useful.”
Chloe’s lips pressed to my collarbone, planting a line of tiny, fizzy kisses that made my brain go warm. “You don’t just matter,” she whispered. “You’re the glue. Without you, we’d still be pretending. Still be scared to want more.”
Rory looked up then, eyes shining—not tears, exactly, but the gloss of someone finally breathing free. “Is this…real?” she asked, voice husky. “Or is it just a trick of the hormones?”
I didn’t hesitate. “It’s real. Maybe the only real thing I’ve felt in years.”
For a while, the only sound was our breathing, the buzz of the world outside replaced by the slow, even calm of three people finally, completely at peace. The mess—the sex, the sweat, the risk—made it more true, not less.
Chloe tucked her head under my chin. “What do we do next?” she asked. “How does this even work?”
I thought about it. I really did. The future was going to be a mess—gossip, the board, Chase lurking around every corner, Dr. Ross as both mentor and silent fantasy. But for the first time, those things didn’t scare me.
“We just…keep going,” I said. “We take it a day at a time. We don’t hide. We don’t pretend we’re ashamed. We keep choosing this.”
Rory nodded, a slow, grateful motion. “I want that. Even if it’s hard. Especially if it’s hard.”
“That’s what she said,” Chloe whispered, and we all lost it—laughter tumbling out, the mood shattering and rebuilding, lighter than before.
I tilted Rory’s face up, kissed her, tasted the laughter, then did the same to Chloe. The flavor was different—Rory was whiskey and daring, Chloe was sugar and sunshine, and somehow, both were exactly what I needed.
We lay like that, catching our breath, the past hour condensed into a single, perfect moment.
But then, true to form, Rory’s competitive streak kicked in. She propped herself on her elbow, the movement sending her boobs jiggling against my arm, and her hand drifted down my stomach with clear intent.
“You think you’ve got another round in you, Mercer?” she teased, fingers already tracing the base of my cock. “You’re setting records tonight, but I want to see if you can outlast us.”
Chloe’s eyes lit up instantly, her grin pure trouble. “God, yes. Please say yes. You know I can go all night if you can keep up.”
And just like that, my pulse spiked, and the exhaustion faded under a new wave of want.
I grinned at them both, feeling more alive than ever.
“Game on.”
They cheered, and the whole perfect cycle spun up again—hands and lips and tangled legs, the heat returning as if it had never left.
There was nothing better than this: chaos, love, and a future that was ours for the taking.
Let the world talk.
Let the house guess.
We were fucking unstoppable.
And I’d never been happier.






  
  Chapter nineteen








Rainstorm Reset


The universe had a sick sense of humor. You’d think, after a night like we’d had upstairs—the kind of marathon fuckfest that left your bones buzzing and your sheets ruined forever—the world would hit pause. Give us a moment to rest, maybe nap it off. Instead, St. Celeste woke up to a wall of cold November rain, the kind that banged against the sorority house windows so hard the storm became its own soundtrack. 
Maybe that was the point. Out there: chaos. In here: us.
I’d never understood the appeal of the media room before. Sure, it had the best TV money could buy, a sectional bigger than some starter apartments, and a wall of windows that faced the Pacific, but I always figured it was a place for safer people. Girls who did movie nights. Popcorn and face masks and whatever you’d see in an influencer’s living room tour.
Now, it was home base.
Chloe crashed first, pulling me down onto the high-gloss leather, her legs tucked under her like a cat who’d claimed a sunbeam. She burrowed in, head nuzzled tight into my shoulder, her hair damp from the shower. The scent hit instantly—coconut, vanilla, and the faintest trace of my own skin still clinging to her. Within thirty seconds, her hand found my thigh and her whole body went melty, as if gravity had tripled just for her.
Rory followed, stretching out on my other side with the same zero-fucks-given confidence she wore for everything. Her thigh glued itself to mine, and her hand hunted for mine under the blanket before I even registered the movement. She laced our fingers together, thumb tracing lazy paths over my wrist. If her parents could’ve seen her—hair wild, cheeks bare, legs tangled up with her ex and her rival—they’d have called a board meeting on the spot.
I almost laughed at the power of it. Not an hour ago, these two were locked in a battle for my soul, tearing up my bed like there was a trophy for making me black out first. Now, they shared space without a single ounce of drama, both of them up in my business, not the slightest urge to perform for anybody but themselves.
The TV glowed blue across our faces, the opening sequence of Chloe’s favorite romantic comedy already rolling.
She barely waited for the theme song before mouthing the lines—verbatim, down to the cadence. Her lips moved as the heroine met the guy at the rainy train station, and every now and then, Chloe would giggle under her breath, like she was watching an old friend fuck up for the hundredth time.
“God, you know this whole script by heart,” I said, keeping my voice low.
Chloe didn’t blink. “It’s the platonic ideal of a rom-com. The hero is an actual mess, the girl’s too smart for him, and they only kiss once before the credits roll. Classic.”
Rory snorted at that, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You’re such a dork,” she muttered, but there was zero heat behind it. The hand that wasn’t holding mine came up to flick a piece of lint off my shoulder, then settled back on my thigh. “He lets you watch any movie you want, and you pick this?”
“If you hate it, you can leave,” Chloe whispered, still not breaking script synchronization.
“Oh honey, I wouldn’t leave if the house caught fire,” Rory deadpanned. But I felt her lean even closer, her shoulder anchoring into my side as if secretly staking a claim.
Outside, the storm ramped up—gusts that rattled the French doors, water slicking down the glass so you could barely see the world past the nearest palm tree. The contrast made the inside feel impossibly cozy: dry, warm, twin girls pressed into me like the only physics that mattered.
For a minute, it was easy to forget the world. Or who was supposed to be the villain. Or who had won.
My eyes flicked to the window, drawn by some weird shimmer. At first I thought it was a reflection from the TV, but then I realized: the hickeys on my neck. Two of them, perfect and round on opposite sides—one higher, one lower, both now faded to wine-purple. I didn’t need a map to tell whose was whose. Chloe liked to bite high, right under the angle of my jaw. Rory always went for the softer spot, where my pulse jumped. Now, both were on display, twin trophies of last week’s bedlam.
The sight made my cock twitch, even though the girls seemed more interested in movie trivia than tearing my clothes off again.
I raked my fingers up and down Chloe’s arm, tracing tiny circles on her bare skin. She hummed, shifting, and burrowed deeper, like she wanted to physically melt into my body. Her hair flared across my chest, sunlight gold even in the canned blue of the TV glow.
“You know, they say cold fronts boost endorphins,” she whispered.
“Why am I not surprised you memorized sorority girl weather facts?” I said.
She beamed, eyes never leaving the screen. “Call it emotional science, babe. It’s real.”
Rory rolled her eyes, but I could feel how soft she’d gone. Her thumb massaged the back of my hand in a way that was so affectionate it almost cracked me open.
On the TV, a clumsy city guy splashed through puddles, chasing the girl, lines tumbling out as they tried to confess. Chloe whispered the words before the actors did, only breaking character to giggle at the dumbest jokes.
Rory leaned in, her lips nearly brushing my ear—a soft, secretive contact. “She used to do this at our sorority slumber parties,” she murmured, voice threaded with amusement and something like disbelief. “I always thought she’d grow out of it.” The words spilled into the hot, charged space between us, hanging there like the ghost of old mischief, and for a heartbeat it felt as if we were all back in that fever-bright college world, where some habits refused to fade, no matter how many years had passed.
“I resent the implication,” Chloe hissed, but I could feel her smiling. “Besides, you loved it.”
Rory didn’t argue. Just let her head fall against my arm, the weight of her as familiar as the rain.
Another flash of lightning lit up the windows, but the only thing that made my heart jump was the feeling of both girls wrapped in, braided together with me as the anchor.
Maybe this was what winning felt like—movie night, bad weather, nothing left to prove.
I glanced down at the two of them: Chloe’s lashes batting with every punchline, Rory’s long fingers locked in mine. They were so close I could feel the exhale of every breath on my neck, the heat of their bodies turning the couch into its own microclimate.
Somewhere in the background, the storm finally started to fade, the rain going from machine gun to featherlight.
But inside, nothing cooled off.
Chloe’s lips brushed my jaw—right on the still-tender hickey—as she whispered, “You’re the best pillow ever, baby. Don’t move or I’ll revolt.”
Rory squeezed my hand just enough to let me know she felt the same.
For a while, the only dialogue was the movie. Then the couch. Then the feeling of belonging.
If the future had looked like this at Ashbourne, I never would’ve believed it.
But now, I wasn’t about to trade it for anything.
Not even the craziest night of my life.
Not even the promise of more.
We stayed that way through the end of the movie, bodies glued together, rain chill forgotten. The hickeys faded but the feeling didn’t. Every time I looked at the girls—one grinning, one smirking—it hit again: this wasn’t just a victory lap. It was a whole new start.
And in a world this uncertain, I couldn’t have asked for better.
Ever.

      ***You could always count on Delta Omega Sigma to never let a secret stay secret for long—especially if the secret involved two legendary girls and the scholarship boy they’d just tag-teamed into next week.
Chloe cued up the second rom-com, and the three of us sort of disappeared into our own little cocoon. For a good ten minutes or so, it was just Chloe’s hair tucked under my chin, Rory tracing lazy circles in the center of my palm, the TV spinning some story about fated love and desperate, last-ditch confessions. It was comfortable, easy, but then something shifted—a tiny hitch in the atmosphere. Not a big interruption, just a subtle uptick, like someone had gone and flipped a switch from “just us” to “on display,” not bothering to ask if anyone minded.
Ren Reed slipped in first, and she managed it with her usual ninja-level subtlety. She dropped into the oversized armchair kitty-corner to the TV, legs folded up, sketchbook already open and moving before her ass even hit the cushion. She wore a faded band tee and black yoga pants splattered with faint blue paint—always art, always a mess, and always pretending she wasn’t one of the most beautiful girls in the house. Her eyes darted up between lines, tracking the three of us on the couch. For a second, I thought she might actually try to sketch us right there, but she just let a slow, knowing smile curl her lips, like every pose and glance was material for an after-dark gallery show.
Then came the thunder.
Brooke Ross didn’t so much enter as blitz the room—barefoot, hair wild, a blanket draped like a toga over her tank and gym shorts, cleavage up to a dangerous zone and not the slightest urge to dial it back. She flopped onto the carpet in a sprawl of bare limbs, grabbing three throw pillows at once and managing to claim her territory directly below the couch. Behind her, Mia drifted in, all soft grace and gentle curves in a pale cardigan and leggings, arms hugging a stack of comforters and hands balancing a mug of tea. Her presence was a hush after Brooke’s hurricane, but the moment she saw us, her blue eyes went wide—then warm, like the sight of three people so tangled up on the sofa was the most honest thing she’d seen all semester.
Brooke didn’t wait for the mood to settle.
“Holy hell, you three look like a casting call for cuddle cult,” she said, voice loud enough to be a gavel. She propped her chin on her hands, eyeing us with raw delight. “Not judging. I’d pay money to see which of you cracks first.”
Chloe giggled, not missing a beat. “You’re just jealous because the couch is already full.”
Brooke threw a pillow at her. “Please. If I wanted in, there wouldn’t be a force on this coast that could stop me.”
“Noted,” I said, deadpan. “I’ll alert the authorities.”
Rory rolled her eyes, but the smile was back, full force. “Brooke’s definition of ‘cozy’ is group wrestling at two a.m. Don’t take the bait.”
Brooke grinned even wider. “I could teach you a thing or two about teamwork, Bennett.”
Mia settled down beside her, legs tucked neatly under her, brushing the hair from her face with a slow, thoughtful motion. Her gaze lingered on me, cheeks pink, but instead of awkwardness there was a kind of gentle approval, like she’d always known this was where the three of us would end up. She offered a blanket to Rory, who managed to drape it over all of us without ever letting go of my hand.
The rain drummed harder, making the whole house sound like it was trapped inside a drum.
Ren didn’t speak, but the scratch of her pencil was rhythmic, her eyes flicking from the sketchbook to our little knot on the couch. She met my gaze once—just once—her look razor-sharp and sparkling with unsaid jokes, then went right back to work, shading in some shadow that definitely had a halo and devil horns. Subtle.
Things were hitting a new equilibrium when Serena Bennett floated in, not a hair out of place, carrying a tray of mugs with the kind of perfection that would’ve won an Olympic medal in hostess events. Each mug was identical—turquoise, double-walled, brimming with cocoa and a cloud of whipped cream that came with a dusting of cinnamon. The steam rolled off them, painting the air with the scent of sugar and spice. Even Brooke sat up, impressed.
Serena didn’t say a word at first—just handed out drinks with that serene, unflappable composure that made you want to believe you’d always deserved to be pampered. She started with Chloe, then Rory, then a neat handoff to Ren, Mia, and finally Brooke. When she reached me, I expected the same quick pass, but she hesitated, her fingers brushing mine just long enough to set off a micro-tsunami in my nervous system. Her gaze lingered, pale green with a flash of gold, the message clear: you’ve got my attention. Use it wisely.
I managed a thank you. Serena’s mouth twitched—somewhere between a smile and a dare.
Next-level hostess, or power move? With the Bennett sisters, it was always both.
On the TV, the leads were at the emotional climax, fighting the pull of polite society and the urge to risk looking stupid for love. The heroine, mascara running, shouted, “Sometimes the heart wants what convention says it shouldn’t.”
You couldn’t have scripted a better line if you tried.
The silence in the room was instant and total. Even the rain seemed to stall, as if nature itself wanted to see how we’d handle it.
Then Brooke cackled. “Did you pay the writers for that one, Chloe, or did the universe just throw you a bone?”
Chloe snuggled closer to me, dimples out in full force. “Baby, the universe is always on my side.”
Ren snorted into her coffee. “Or in your lap, apparently.”
I glanced at the faces around the room—Brooke’s open smirk, Ren’s quietly amused stare, Mia’s soft, searching smile, Serena’s cool composure thawed just enough to betray curiosity. Nobody ran for the hills. Nobody dialed 911. In fact, all I saw was the same thing I felt: belonging.
Chloe, ever the queen of mischief, raised her mug in a micro-toast. “To unconventional hearts, and hot chocolate.”
Rory matched her, eyes locked on mine, as if to say: our weirdness, our rules.
Brooke clinked her mug against Mia’s, the sound bright, almost celebratory.
For a minute, the only sound was the TV and the soft, private jokes volleying between the girls. But there was a new tension in the air, a sense that we’d just crossed a Rubicon and nobody wanted to be the first to look back.
Even as the credits rolled, nobody moved to leave. We just soaked in the warmth, the sugar rush, and the fact that—for once—the most forbidden thing in the room was the most welcome.
Outside, the rain started to ease off. Inside, it only felt brighter, charged with more possibility than any of us had the language for.
If this was scandal, we were all in.
And I wouldn’t have traded that for anything.
Not even another hickey.

      ***If the first movie set the mood and the second broke the ice, the third was pure slow-burn: a mess of day-glo colors and sarcastic love stories that played out more like friend-group confessionals than any wish-fulfillment fantasy.
We’d swapped around positions a dozen times by then, but the core never changed: Chloe and Rory draped over me like I was their own personal gravity well. Our hands stayed linked whenever possible, and every time someone got up for snacks or bathroom breaks, they snapped right back to my side the moment they sat down. Brooke and Mia claimed the floor and fortress of blankets, Ren claimed her armchair, and Serena…well, Serena floated in the margins, always close but never fully in the thick of things, quietly watching everything.
Eventually, though, the universe demanded a plot twist.
Brooke was the hammer. She always was.
Midway through a scene where the main character bumbled his way into a three-way date, Brooke slammed pause on the remote and rolled over, propping her chin on her hands and facing us dead-on. Her hair was a wild flame around her face, and the glint in her eye was pure challenge.
“Alright, I need a ruling,” she said, voice sharp enough to snag every voice in the room. “Is this”—she flicked two fingers toward our tangled knot—“a thing, or what? Because if we’re taking bets, I want odds.”
The room went silent. Not awkward, not hostile—just hungry for the answer.
Chloe sat up a little, her hand tightening around mine. Rory’s nails danced up the inside of my forearm, a silent go-for-it.
I didn’t hesitate.
“Yeah,” I said, letting the word land like a dropped anchor. “It’s a thing. I fell in love with two incredible women, and I just…couldn’t bear to pick one over the other. So we stopped pretending there were sides.”
If there was any risk, it was gone the moment the words left my mouth.
Chloe shot me a look—soft, electric, the kind of smile people wrote songs about. “We’re all in,” she said, voice strong. “No drama, just…all of us.”
Rory let the mask drop. “You can call it whatever you want. But yeah. We’re with him. Together.”
There was a half-second of digesting, then the entire vibe in the room detonated.
Brooke whistled, slow and approving. “Damn, Mercer. I knew you were good, but I didn’t know you were world-record good.” She slid a look at Chloe and Rory, then back at me. “You two really okay sharing? No catfights? No secret sabotage?”
Chloe barely blinked. “Please. In case you missed it, I’m the one who set up the group chat.”
Rory snorted, her laugh unexpectedly genuine. “I’m not the villain here. This time, I’m just along for the ride.”
Ren put down her sketchbook, a sly grin blooming on her face. “Honestly? If that’s how Team Mercer plays, sign me up.”
Brooke didn’t miss a beat—she reached over and high-fived Ren, the snap echoing through the room.
“Guess the couch is gonna have to get bigger,” Brooke said, her voice dropping into a teasing purr. “If you ever get bored of just the two, call me. I’ll bring snacks.”
Chloe cackled, eyes shining. “What, you want in on the group chat now?”
“Babe, I want the group chat, the behind-the-scenes, and the live demo,” Brooke fired back.
Even Mia, always more reserved, couldn’t hide her smile. She exchanged a long, loaded glance with Serena—something complicated, tangled, and a little bit hungry in the way their eyes met. Mia’s voice was a hush, but I heard it anyway: “There’s worse fates than being cared for by someone who knows how to let people belong.”
Serena nodded, not quite looking at me, but her cheeks pinked and her fingers toyed with the handle of her mug. The smallest of tells, but enough to make my blood heat.
Rory grinned, catching the way half the room was looking at me now. “Mercer, you realize you might’ve just started a campus scandal, right?”
I glanced around at the faces—every girl watching me, none of them with even a flicker of rejection or judgment.
“If that’s the price?” I said. “I’ll pay it, every time.”
Brooke sprawled backward, laughing. “God, now he’s making speeches. No wonder you two are obsessed.”
Ren snapped her sketchbook shut. “I’m just saying, if you ever need an artist-in-residence for your…project, I do nudes.”
Chloe’s eyes went wide, delighted. “Oh my god, please. Can we start with a Christmas card?”
Brooke clapped. “That’d break the internet. I’m in.”
Serena’s composure cracked just enough for her to beam. “Make sure there’s matching outfits.”
Mia raised her hand, shy but sweet. “And cocoa. Lots of cocoa.”
There was laughter. But underneath it, something silent and electric. No one left. No one shamed or deflected. Instead, it was this wild, shared certainty: that we were standing at the edge of something totally new, and none of the old rules really mattered anymore.
The third movie wound down, the credits scrolling as the inside of the house took on that golden, post-storm glow.
The girls broke into a roundtable of opinions—arguing which movie was the best, who needed to reboot their romantic standards, how the next night required a horror marathon or at least a bad pizza. Chloe flopped into my lap, her legs draped across Rory’s, while Rory tugged the blanket up around the three of us and whispered bets on who’d crack first if the board ever called us out.
On the floor, Brooke and Ren sparked off each other, instantly plotting how to “upgrade the scandal quota” before finals. Mia and Serena kept to their own current, soft and tidal, but every so often, both would glance over with this look that said: maybe next time, we’ll take our shot, too.
The banter faded in and out, the mood effortlessly bright. All pretense had been left behind. It was just noise and light and the fresh, wild sense of the future hurtling toward us, fast.
I leaned back for a minute and let my brain catch up.
If someone had told me last year that a girl like Chloe would ever call me “baby” in public, or that Rory—the unreachable legend—would, once again, lock fingers with me across a crowded room, I’d have laughed them into a coma.
If someone had added that I’d be in a living room full of beautiful, brilliant women, half of whom were maybe, possibly lining up to be next? I would’ve called it fantasy. Some Silicon Valley sex dream for guys with too much time on their hands.
But here I was. Here we were.
No hiding. No lies. No more being afraid to want more.
I watched the girls: Chloe’s petal-blonde hair glowing in the TV light, Rory’s deep, calculating gaze zeroed in on me, the flash of Ren’s smile, and the way Serena and Mia seemed to breathe in sync whenever they caught my eye. Even Brooke, sprawled and untamed and so alive it made my pulse race every time she laughed.
This was it.
Not the end, not even the climax—just the start.
Belonging wasn’t a place, or a prize, or a finish line. It was a choice. To risk looking stupid, to risk loving in the open, to risk wanting what the world said you couldn’t have.
I wanted them. All of them.
I wanted every risk, every dare, every wild night and slow movie morning.
And from the looks in their eyes, they wanted me right back.
The rain washed away outside, the last of the storm trickling down the glass. Inside, the future was wide open, burning with color.
For the first time in my life, I didn’t just fit—I led.
And, god help me, I never planned on letting go.
When the next movie loaded and the chatter started up again, there was no more question about whether we belonged. Our story wasn’t a secret.
It was just getting started.
And the sorority—my whole wild, reckless, perfect harem—was ready to rewrite every rule together.
Long live Team Mercer.
And long live the girls who made every impossible thing feel real.
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A young man’s college adventure leads down a road paved with co-ed gold…

Nineteen-year-old Matt Parker was a late bloomer. After growing up as the runt of the litter, left out and left behind, Matt experienced a growth spurt that made him unrecognizable to all but his best friend, Luke Monroe. 
After years of personal tragedy, Luke’s family took Matt in and gave him a home where he spent the last two years preparing for college.
Two years where Matt thrived and blossomed, growing from an undersized ninety-eight-pound weakling into a muscled hunk ready to take college by storm.
But his troubles are only beginning when a blown dorm assignment leaves Matt homeless. But Luke’s mother, Nora, won’t feed Matt to the wolves. The round and curvy mother of four rounds up her three daughters to brainstorm alternate living arrangements for Matt.
The dorm isn’t Matt’s only problem. He’s spent the last two years dodging Luke’s gorgeous college-aged sisters, and now it’s time to make amends.
First, Matt comes face-to-face with the oldest Monroe daughter, his former babysitter, Bella. The onetime homecoming queen is now the president of her sorority. When she meets Matt, the lithe, raven-haired beauty, doesn’t recognize him and neither does Mia, the middle Monroe sister, who is as beautiful and busty as she is sweet and innocent.
The youngest Monroe sister, fiery, golden-haired Zoe, isn’t as forgiving as her sisters. During high school, Zoe and Matt were best friends until Matt ghosted her.
It’s up to Matt to make good with Zoe and solve his housing crisis while traversing the raging rapids of the Monroe’s sister’s sibling rivalry, as they each lay claim to Matt’s heart.
Harem University follows nineteen-year-old, Matt Parker, as he settles in at college and builds the harem of his dreams!
This full box set contains the entire Harem University trilogy including Tempting Tutor, Co-Ed Comfort and Day Trip!

Includes a brand new, never released bonus scene not available in the original series!
18+ Only!
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One man proves you can come back home again…

Steve Erickson’s life is a mess. Five years ago, Steve moved his family west to build a thriving business. Where his business flourished, his marriage crumbled. But Steve and his beautiful buxom wife Angie, aren’t ready to throw in the towel. On the brink of divorce, the couple agrees on a wild plan. They want to move home where they first fell in love and left behind their old friends.

Eager to rekindle their old flame, Steve and Angie move home, bringing their son, Max, with them. There’s only one problem — their new house isn’t ready.

Steve’s lifelong best friend, multi-millionaire Jim Fields, and his stunning blonde wife, Gretta, open their home to Steve and his family. When Steve arrives, he discovers paradise is exactly what it seems. Now it’s time to heal old wounds and restart old friendships.

But every relationship comes with temptations. For Steve, those temptations start and stop with his best friend’s wife, Gretta, and their three drop-dead gorgeous, college-aged daughters. During a welcome home party, Steve reacquaints himself with bratty blonde Lillie and her sisters Jenna and Becca. Their brazen flirtations make Steve realize he’s treading deep water.

When someone shows up in Steve’s bed in the middle of the night, that deep water threatens to pull him under. Is it his wife Angie who had a few too many cocktails during the welcome home party? Or is the mystery lady Gretta Fields who shares a secret past with Steve? Or is it one of her three daughters, each jockeying for a position to win Steve’s heart? It’s up to Steve to unravel that mystery one lady at a time.

With summer in full swing, the bikinis are on and the pool’s wide open. Can Steve resist temptation? Or will his marriage flame out?

This box set contains all four books in the Back Home Harem series, including Mystery Lady, Dream Dates, Bachelor Auction, and Pageant Princess! Read the entire series from start to finish that follows forty-two-year-old, Steve Erickson, as he comes back home to build his dream life, save his marriage, and build a harem along the way.













Harem Lake: Full Box Set: An Unconventional Harem Romance
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 This fully remastered Harem Lake box set brings together the explosive stories Birthday Bash and Daddy’s Girl—now expanded, intensified, and nearly doubled in length with a brand-new, never-before-released bonus scene! It’s hotter. It’s dirtier. It’s everything you didn’t know you needed.

After the death of his wife, Steve Parker is done mourning—he’s ready to live. And his best friend’s jaw-droppingly beautiful college-aged daughters are more than willing to help him remember how. With their curves, charm, and alluring bodies, the Wyatt sisters are temptation made flesh... and Steve’s lakeside mansion is about to become ground zero for a summer of raw, unfiltered desire.

First up is Brooke Wyatt—a sultry redhead with a wicked mouth and a body that begs to be worshipped. Her surprise 21st birthday bash is more than just a party—it’s an invitation. And when Brooke makes her birthday wish, she doesn’t blow out the candles… she ignites them.

But the heat doesn't stop there. Blonde bombshell twins, Samantha and Josie Wyatt aren’t about to let their sister have all the fun. Gorgeous, hungry, and dripping with desire, the college co-eds want Steve every bit as much—and they’ll do anything to claim their place in his bed... and in his heart.

Harem Lake is an uninhibited tale of second chances, raw passions, and the kind of wild, no-holds-barred fantasy that most men only dream of. At this lake, every rule gets broken—and every desire gets satisfied. 
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